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Foreign Field, English Heaven
Rupert Brooke Emerges Victorious in “The Soldier”

Despite Keats’s assertion in “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” truth and beauty are not interchangeable. Few would know this better than a soldier experiencing the myriad horrors of World War I. One would not expect such experiences to inspire poetry, especially a poem as traditional, formal, and lovely as Rupert Brooke’s sonnet “The Soldier.” Yet Brooke was a soldier, and still somehow expresses a profound ( and profoundly moving ( acceptance of his own probable fate. How does Brooke manage to make a poem about war and death instill a sense of serenity and security in his readers?

Brooke begins his poem with a conditional statement followed by a command: “If I should die, think only this of me” (1). Here he addresses the poem to those who would be likely to grieve his death, such as those who know him personally or perhaps his countrymen, who would likely regret any English soldier’s death. He knows that his death is possible, perhaps probable, and forbids his audience to think anything other than what follows: “That there’s some corner of a foreign field / That is for ever England” (2-3). The foreign field is where his body will be buried upon his death. Brooke thus claims his death will mean victory, because that piece of ground will then belong to England; moreover, it will belong to England forever, so his death will mean his victory will be permanent, whereas his life, even had he not died in battle, was always going to be temporary.
A decomposing or decomposed body is a disturbing image, but Brooke turns it into something comforting: “There shall be / In that rich earth a richer dust concealed” (3-4). Brooke’s body will remain there and eventually decompose, becoming part of that country’s soil. The earth ( a more profound and comforting word than ground ( is rich, and his remains are even richer. While Brooke’s remains are concealed and thus invisible to the living, he portrays death as an exalted state.
Yet Brooke does not rely upon conventional images of heaven or an immediate leap into spiritual language to comfort those who might mourn him. Instead, he roots his poem in the physical reality of death even while he suggests that that physical reality is no reason to fear or grieve. He will be “A dust whom England bore, shaped, made aware, / Gave, once, her flowers to love, her ways to roam” (5-6). Even though dust is a thing, Brooke uses the pronoun whom to refer to it, suggesting that it retains his humanity. He is dead, but when he was alive he was the same dust. In that way, the change from living soldier to decomposed corpse seems not as great a loss as we might fear. The rest of these lines begin to establish the extent of England’s importance to him. England ( more than any mortal mother ( gave birth to him, shaped his character, made him aware, and thus without England he would not be a conscious being. The flowers and ways recall Wordsworth’s brand of Romanticism, in which nature is the source of beauty, joy, and freedom, but here Brooke turns that Romanticism nationalistic by connecting it specifically with England. Indeed, by the point when Brooke describes how he had been “A body of England’s, breathing English air” (7), he has used the words England or English three times in as many lines. While the previous lines emphasize his English consciousness, A body of England’s states that his physical form still belongs to England, for it to do with as it will, uniting metaphysics and patriotism. Finally, at the end of the octet, Brooke switches to religious imagery: “Washed by the rivers, blest by suns of home” (8). While offering more Romantic images of nature, Washed by the rivers also suggests baptism; meanwhile, blest is a literally religious word.

However, the religious faith undergirding the poem is certainly not Anglican Christianity; it is more like the pantheism common to Wordsworth’s Romanticism and Emerson’s Transcendentalism: “And think, this heart, all evil shed away, / A pulse in the eternal mind” (9). Brooke foresees his own death as transcendence. In life, he identifies with his heart, his emotions and passions, but he recognizes that the heart can never be purely good. With the body’s death, his heart will shed away all of its evil qualities. It will remain a pulse, and thus retain its vitality, but now it will become part of the eternal mind ( meaning God defined as universal consciousness without form, beginning, or end ( in a boundless universe in which “it no less / Gives somewhere back the thoughts by England given” (10-11). Brooke states that his heart will have transcended its earthly limitations, and therefore he offers consolation to those (now generalized as England) who would mourn him. He reassures them. When they think of him, he says, he will return their thoughts, and to no less a degree than he would if he were still alive. His body may have decomposed in a foreign field, but his love for them will remain, and will be more perfect now that death has purified his heart.

Never in this poem does Brooke reveal any fear of death, and no wonder, for what has he truly lost? Consider what remains his: England’s “sights and sounds; dreams happy as her day; / And laughter, learnt of friends” (12-13). He thus retains his ability to perceive or at least remember sights and sounds. His dreams are always happy. The camaraderie and laughter he associates with friends are all still part of him. He expresses no regret for the unlived years and never-to-be-experienced joys of which his early and presumably bloody death will have deprived him. 

The last image the poem gives us begins with the antithesis of war: “gentleness, / In hearts at peace” (13-14). Brooke is glad that the hearts of those he left behind in England know nothing of war’s violence and cruelty. In retrospect, we can see the irony of these lines, but whether Brooke saw it is an open question. Is the tone here confident or wistful? If Brooke finds consolation in the thought of England itself remaining untouched by war, he also knows that he has left that world behind forever, whether or not he survives. One may even imagine he sees his purified death as preferable to returning home having been altered ( coarsened ( too greatly by his experience of battle. Perhaps, then, we may detect the slightest tinge of personal regret and sorrow as the poem closes, but that personal loss is subsumed almost entirely by a nationalistic pride, for that peace he treasures will be occurring “under an English heaven” (14). Brooke ends the poem by playing on the relationship between the words English and heaven. Literally, he refers to the sky over England, under which all the sights, sounds, dreams, laughter, gentleness, and peace occur. In the process, he associates England with heaven, revealing that he sees little difference between the two. Finally, these lines suggest that his death, those of other English soldiers, and even the possible defeat of the English army are irrelevant. On a personal level, his death in a foreign land will lead to his spirit returning home, and in practical, political terms, who wins the war does not matter because heaven itself is English. Besides, he has already stated that each English grave in a foreign land is now English territory. Victory is certain, provided one keeps the long view in mind.

“The Soldier” is a war poem without being a poem about war. It offers no violent imagery and none of the anger, horror, and bitterness that typify most of the poetry the Great War inspired. Indeed, by framing his poem as a sonnet, Brooke suggests a kind of perfection and order, in which his own death becomes part of some divine plan. The poem’s mood overall suggests gratitude and spiritual confidence, both in his own fate and in England itself. Yet while the poem’s beauty and Brooke’s acceptance of death may move us, one must also question them, for this view of war in which even heaven itself flies the Union Jack was to shatter once confronted by the reality of trenches, machine guns, artillery shells, and poison gas. To the extent that Brooke’s poem glorifies that reality by associating it with peace and gentleness, it is a lie, and one believed only by those who ( like Brooke, who wrote this poem before being commissioned into the Royal Navy, and who died from an infected mosquito bite two days before the landings at Gallipoli ( never saw the worst the Great War would soon bring.
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