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Wilfred Owen
1893-1918

The poet C. Day Lewis wrote that Wilfred Owen’s poems were “certainly the finest written by
any English poet of the First War.” In his small body of poems Owen manages to combine his
friend Siegfried Sassoon’s outrage at the horror of the war with a formal and technical skill
reminiscent of his idols Keats and Shelley. Sassoon himself characterized their differences as
poets this way: “My trench-sketches were like rockets, sent up to illuminate the darkness. . . .
It was Owen who revealed how, out of realistic horror and scorn, poetry might be made.”

Owen grew up on the Welsh border in Shropshire, the landscape A. E. Housman was to
celebrate in his poetry. After finishing technical school, Owen spent two years in training with
an evangelical Church of England vicar, trying to decide whether to pursue formal training as
a clergyman. As a result of his experiences, Owen became dissatisfied with the institutional
church’s response to the poverty and suffering of England’s least privileged citizens. In October
1915 he enlisted with the Artists’ Rifles, and on 29 December 1916, he left for France as a lieu-
renant with the Lancashire Fusiliers.

Owen quickly became disillusioned with the war; as a result of almost unimaginable pri-
vations, which included being blown into the air while he slept in a foxhole, Owen suffered a
breakdown, and was sent to the Craiglockhart War Hospital in Edinburgh. Owen composed
nearly all of his poetry in the fourteen months of his rehabilitation, between August 1917 and
September 1918; though hard to imagine, it is quite possible that if he had not been sent back
to Great Britain to recover from his “shell shock,” we might now know nothing of his poetry.
While at Craiglockhart he met Sassoon and found his true voice and mode; he published his
first poems on war themes anonymously in the hospital's magazine, which he edited. In Sep-
tember 1918 Owen returned to the battlefields of France; he was killed in action at Sambre
Canal on November 4, 1918, one week before the Armistice. Dylan Thomas called Owen “one
of the four most profound influences upon the poets who came after him”—the others being
Hopkins, Yeats, and Eliot.

Anthem for Doomed Youth

What passing-bells for these who die as cattle?
Only the monstrous anger of the guns.
. Only the stuttering rifles’ rapid rattle
Can patter out their hasty orisons.” prayers
5 No mockeries now for them; no prayers nor bells,
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Nor any voice of mourning save the choirs,—
The shrill, demented choirs of wailing shells;
And bugles calling for them from sad shires.

What candles may be held to speed them all?
Not in the hands of boys, but in their eyes
Shall shine the holy glimmers of good-byes.
The pallor of girls’ brows shall be their pall;!
Their flowers the tenderness of patient minds,
And each slow dusk a drawing-down of blinds.

Strange Meeting - '

It seemed that out of battle [ escaped O

Down some profound dull tunnel, long since scooped
Through granites which titanic wars had groined.”

Then, as I probed them, one sprang up
With piteous recognition in fixed eyes,
ands as if to bless.
‘knew that sullen hall, 1
, e | knew we stood in Hell.

With a thousand pains that vision’s face was grained;
Yet no blood reached there from the upper ground,
And no guns thumped, or down the flues made moan.
“S;gange friend,” I said, “here is no cause to mourn.”
“None,” said that other, “save the undone years,

The hopelessness. Whatever hope is yours,

Was my life also; I went hunting wild

After the wildest beauty in the world,

Which lies not calm in eyes, or braided hair,

But mocks the steady running of the hour,

And if it grieves, grieves richlier than here.

For of my glee might many men have laughed,

And of my weeping something had been left,

Which must die now. I mean the truth untold,

The pity of war, the pity war distilled:

Now men will go content with what we spoiled, ;

Or, discontent, boil bloody, and be spilled.

They will be swift with swiftness of the tigress.

Courage was mine, and I had mystery,

Wisdom was mine, and I had mastery:

To miss the march of this retreating world

Into vain citadels that are not walled.

Then, when much blood had clogged their chariot-wheels,
I would go up and wash them from sweet wells,

Even with truths that lie too deep for taint.

I would have poured my spirit without stint

e cloth draped over a coffin.
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1. Alcoholic drink, such as brandy and soda.

PERSPECTIVES: The Great War: Confronting the Modern

But not through wounds; not on the cess of war.

Foreheads of men have bled where no wounds were.
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the enemy you killed, my friend.

w you in this dark: for so you frowned
Yesterday through me as you jabbed and killed.
I parried; but my hands were loath and cold.
Let us sleepnow . . ..”

Disabled

He sat in a wheeled chair, waiting for dark,

And shivered in his ghastly suit of grey,

Legless, sewn short at elbow. Through the park
Voices of boys rang saddening like a hymn,
Voices of play and pleasure after day,

Till gathering sleep had mothered them from him.

About this time Town used to swing so gay
When glow-lamps budded in the light blue trees,
And girls glanced lovelier as the air grew dim,—
In the old times, before he threw away his knees.
Now he will never feel again how slim

Girls’ waists are, or how warm their subtle hands.
All of them touch him like some queer disease.

There was an artist silly for his face,

For it was younger than his youth, last year.
Now, he is old; his back will never brace;

He'’s lost his colour very far from here,

Poured it down shell-holes till the veins ran dry,
And half his lifetime lapsed in the hot race
And leap of purple spurted from his thigh.

One time he liked a blood-smear down his leg,
After the matches, carried shoulder-high.

It was after football, when he’d drunk a peg,'
He thought he'd better join.—He wonders why.
Someone had said he’d look a god in kilts,
That'’s why; and maybe, too, to please his Meg,
Avye, that was it, to please the giddy jilts®

He asked to join. He didn’t have to beg;
Smiling they wrote his lie: aged nineteen years.

Germans he scarcely thought of; all their guilt,
And Austria’s, did not move him. And no fears
Of Fear came yet. He thought of jewelled hilts
For daggers in plaid socks; of smart salutes;
And care of arms; and leave; and pay arrears;
Esprit de corps;2 and hints for young recruits.

And soon, he was drafted out with drums and cheers.

girls or women

2. Spirit of the group (French); camaraderie.
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Some cheered him home, but not as crowds cheer Goal.
Only a solemn man who brought him fruits
Thanked him; and then enquired about his soul.

Now, he will spend a few sick years in institutes,
'And do what things the rules consider wise,

And take whatever pity they may dole.

‘Tonight he noticed how the women’s eyes

‘Passed from him to the strong men that were whole.
‘How cold and late it is! Why don’t they come

And put him into bed? Why don’t they come?

Dulce Et Decorum Est!

Knock-kneed, coughmg hke hags, we cursed through sludge,
Till on the haunting flares we turned our backs
~ And towards our distant rest began to ;Q_ﬁ_
Men marched asleep. Many had lost theif boots
But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame; all blind;
, Dmnk with fattgue, deaf even to the hoots
C sped Five-Nines? that dropped behind.

k, boys —An ecstasy of fumbling,
Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time;

But someone still was yelling out and stumbling
And flound’ring like a man in fire or lime3 . . .

Dim, through the misty panes and thick green light,
As under a green sea, | saw him drowning.

s, before my helpless sight,
e, guttering, choking, drowning.

If in some smothering dreams you too could pace
Behind the wagon that we flung him in,

And watch the white eyes writhing in his face,

: hkeadev:l s:ckofsln

ome gargling from the froth—corrupted lungs,
Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud
Of v1le, mcurable sores on mnocent tongues,—
with such high zest
‘desperate glory,
The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est
Pro patria mori.

die for your fatherland]. corpses.
shells used by the Germans.
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. the Odes of the Roman satirist Horace (65-8 3. Calcium oxide, a powerfully caustic alkali used, among
et decorum est pro patria mori [sweet and fit- other purposes, for cleaning the flesh off the bones of



