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WILFRED OWEN

iIfred Owen (1893-1918) was brought up in the backst
head and Shrewsbury, and on leaving school he took

sistant t0 3 country vicar. Removed f rom the influence of a devout moth h
as ame sncreasingly cr i t ica l o f the Church?s role in society. His lett e r , ?

e m s of this period show an emerging awareness of the poor?s sufferin sand t h
° f the compassion that was to characterize his later poems about
rst stirrings n t , In 1913 he broke withthe vi

the Western Front. In e broke with the vicar and went to teach English in

France:
For more than a year after the outbreak o f war, Owen could not decide whether he

ht to enlist. F ina l l y he d id , a n d f r o m Janua ry to M a y 1917 he fought as an off icer
le o f the Somme. T h e n , s u f f e r i n g f r o m shell shock, he was sent to a hos-

Ed inburgh, whe re he had the good f o r t u n e to meet Siegfr ied Sassoon
t fiercely realistic war poems had just appeared. The influence of Sassoon?s

lism was a useful tonic to Owen?s lush, Keatsian Romanticism. Through-

out his months in the hospital, Owen suffered from the horrendous nightmares

gymptomatic of shell shock. The experience o f battle, banished from his waking
mind, erupted into his dreams and then into poems haunted with obsessive images
o f blinded eyes (?Dulce et Decorum Est?) and the mouth o f hell (?Miners? and
?Strange Meeting?). The dist inctive music of such later poems owes much of its

1 to Owen's mastery o f al l i terat ion, onomatopoeia, assonance, half-rhyme, and

the pararhyme that he pioneered. This last technique, the rhyming of two words
with identical or simi lar consonants but dif fering, stressed vowels (such as groined /

groaned, killed / cold, hall / hell), o f which the second is usually the lower in pitch,
produces effects of dissonance, failure, and unfu l f i l lment that subtly reinforce his
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whosef i r s
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o w e

themes.
Echoing Dante, Shakespeare , Shel ley, Keats , a n d the Bible, O w e n pu ts l i te ra ry

and religious language i n t o j a r r i n g n e w re la t i onsh ips w i t h the absurd i t i es o f mod-

ern war experience. H e recupera tes bu t d i s to r t s the conven t i ons o f pastora l elegy,

relocating them to scenes o f te r ro r , e x t r e m e p a i n , and i r redeemab le mass death.

In the year of life left to him after leaving the hospital in November 1917, Owen
matured rapidly. Success as a soldier, marked by the award of the Mil i tary Cross,
and as a poet, which had won him the recognition of his peers, gave him a new
confidence. He wrote eloquently of the tragedy of young men killed in battle. In his
later elegies a disciplined sensuality and a passionate intelligence find their fullest,
most moving, and most memorable expression.

Owen was killed in action a week before the war ended.

A n t h e m f o r D o o m e d Y o u t h

What passing-bells for these who die as cattle?
? O n l y the monstrous anger of the guns.
Only the stuttering rifles? rapid rattle

Can patter out the i r hasty orisons.° prayers
s No mockeries now for them; no prayers nor bells;

Nor any voice o f m o u r n i n g save the c h o i r s , ?
The shri l l , demented choirs o f wa i l i ng shells;

counties
And bugles cal l ing for them f r o m sad shires.°
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What candles may be held to speed them all>
Not in the hands of boys but in their eyes

Shall shine the holy g l immers o f goodbyes.
The pal lor o f girls? brows shall be the i r pal l ;

Their flowers the tenderness of patient minds,
And each slow dusk a draw ing-down of bl inds,
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S e p t . ? O c t . 1917 1929

Apologia Pro PoemateMeo !

aw God through m u d , ?
ed on cheeks when wretches smiled.
lory to their eyes than blood,

more glee than shakes a child.

I, too, s
The mud that crack

War brought more g
And gave thei r laughs

s Merry it was to laugh t h e r e ?
Where death becomes absurd and life absurder.
For power was on us as we slashed bones bare
Not to feel sickness or remorse ofmurder.

I, too, have dropped of f F e a r ?
Behind the barrage, dead as my platoon,
And sailed my spirit surging light and clear
Past the entanglement where hopes lay strewn;

A n d witnessed e x u l t a t i o n ? *
Faces that used to curse me, scowl for scowl,
Shine and l i f t up with passion of oblation,?
Seraphic?® for an hour; though they were foul. ecstatic

I have made fe l lowships?
Untold o f happy lovers in old song.
For love is not the binding of fair lips
Wi th the soft silk o f eyes that look and long,20

By Joy, whose ribbon s l ips ,?
But wound with war?s hard wire whose stakes are strong;
Bound with the bandage of the arm that drips;
Knit in the webbing of the rifle-thong.

2s I have perceived much beauty
In the hoarse oaths that kept our courage straight;
Heard music in the silentness of duty;
Found peace where shell-storms spouted reddest spate.

mir ro r which makes beau t i f u l t ha t which isdis-
t which is

1. This Lat in tit le, meaning ?Apology for M y
t o r t e d . . . . It exalts the beauty o f thaPoem,? may have been prompted by that o f Car-

dinal Newman's Apologia Pro Vita Sua, ?Apology
for His Life.? Here an apology is a wr i t ten vindi-
cation rather than a remorseful account.
2. Cf. Shelley, A Defence o f Poetry: ?Poetry is a

t whic
m o s t b e a u t i f u l , a n d i t a d d s b e a u t y t o t h a _

m ais most deformed; it mar r ies exu l ta t io
horror.?
3. Sacrif ice offered to God.
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The centuries w i l l burn r ich loads
With which we groaned,

Whose warmth shall lull their dreaming lids,
Whi le songs are crooned;

But they w i l l not dream of us poor lads,

Left in the ground.
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Du lce Et D e c o r u m E s t !

Bent double, like old beggars under sacks,
Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through sludge
Ti l l on the haunting flares we turned our backs ?

And towards our distant rest began to trudge.
Men marched asleep. Many had lost their boots
But l imped on, blood-shod. A l l went lame; al l b l ind ;

Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots
Of tired, outstripped Five-Nines? that dropped behind.

Gas! Gas! Quick, 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 l i m e . . .
Dim, through the misty panes? and thick green light,
As undera green sea, I saw him drowning.

helpless sight,In all my dreams, before my
choking, drowning.

He plunges at me, guttering,

dreams you too could paceI f in some smothering
Behind the wagon that we flung him in,
And watch the white eyes writhing in his face,
His hanging face, like a devil's sick of sin;
I f you could hear, at every jolt, the blood
Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs,
Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud
Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues,?
My friend,* you would not tell with such high zest
To children ardent for some desperate glory,
The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est

Pro patr ia mori .
1920

O c t . 1917?Mar . 1918

1. The famous Lat in tag [from Horace, Odes

3 .2 .13 ] means, of course, I t is sweet and meet to
die f o r one?s country. Sweet! And decorous!
(Owen's Oct. 16, 1917, letter to hism o t h e r ] .

d w indow.
m wasoriginally

gaistic war

3. O f the gas mask?s ce l lu lo i
4. Jessie Pope, to w h o m the poe
to have been dedicated, pub l i shed jin,
poems urg ing young men toe n l i s t .

2. Le., 5.9-caliber shells.


