
 
Wilfred Owen captured the Truth of war in his poetry. Discuss. 
 

 
“Ardent for some desperate glory”, the misplaced mindset of young “boys” that permeated through 
Europe during the brutal carnage endured in World War I is brought to light through the anthology of 
Wilfred Owen’s war poems edited by Jon Stallworthy. Direct and ruthless, Owen reveals what lies 
behind the “holy glimmers” of nationalistic pride, delving into the torturous agony experienced by 
soldiers on the frontline that deteriorate them both physically and mentally as the reader is left with 
vivid imagery of the “vile” malaise that inevitably accompanies war. 
 
The tumultuous “passing bells” that confronted the naivety of young “boys” is encapsulated in 
Owen’s poetry as he highlights “the old lie” that is forcibly created through the influence of 
propaganda and governments of the early 1900’s. A recruitment process that creates a façade of 
glorification and nobility is bitterly critiqued as Owen explores the inevitability of death that is hidden 
from soldiers by “this World’s power who’d run amok”. Revealed prominently through ‘Anthem for 
doomed youth’, the author immediately highlights the concealment of death and destruction caused 
by war in the irony of the title. Using the term “Anthem” which has joyous connotations, Owen 
highlights the battlefield is anything but this by immediately juxtaposing it to the “doomed youth” that 
demonstrates the inevitability of death upon the ignorant “youth”. Showered with “holy glimmers of 
goodbyes” and “candles”, it is the plethora of tranquil and holy adjectives that is spoken with such 
fury that exemplifies the wondrous exterior that surrounded battle. Furthermore evident in Owen’s 
writing ‘Self Inflicted Wounds’, it is the patronising “patting goodbye” that is given to soldiers that are 
“doubtless” that illustrates the knowledge of the brutality of war that is ignored by higher powers as 
these unaware “lads” are sent to be slaughtered. With parents so “proud” who “would sooner him 
dead than in disgrace”, Owen highlights the way parents were happy to live vicariously through their 
child almost inhumanely describing their mindset as “Death sooner than dishonour”.  
 
Envisaged as an honourable adventure that will attract “the pallor of girls’ brows”, the rude shock 
that confronts the oblivious young boys is captured pitilessly. A massacre of human beings that “die 
as cattle”, Owen brings the reader on the petrifying journey of a soldier, comparing the ruthless 
annihilation of valued human life to the careless slaughtering of an innocuous and petty animal. 
Valued and killed as something less than human, Owen exposes the animalistic traits acquired by 
“boys” on the battlefield as they are dehumanised and desensitised. The “drooping tongues” and 
“baring teeth” of the once strapping young athletes highlights their demise in Owens ‘Mental Cases’ 
as he reveals the hellish and cadaverous transformation that is the antithesis of what soldiers are 
told war would be like. Vile imagery of the vultures that consistently “walk hell” among the barren 
landscape reveals what war has done to these boys as they are in a living nightmare. “Surely we 
have perished”, an experience so sickeningly unimaginable, Wilfred Owen uses the metaphor of 
“Dawn breaks open like a wound that bleeds afresh” to highlight the repetitive slaughter that soldiers 
eventually become accustom to as their insanity becomes so prominent they turn into a sickly “set-
smiling corpse”. “Picking”, “Snatching” and “Pawing”, soldiers are compared to senile creatures as 
the little humanity they have left involves “hilarious” and “smiling” characteristics, emotions that 
oppose the horrifying situation they are in which Owen uses to demonstrate the senseless insanity 
that has swept across them. 
 
The atrocity that confronts soldiers in battle is furthered as Owen intends to strip away any 
implications that war is remotely enjoyable. Auditory imagery is used frequently as the sounds of 
“stuttering rifles rapid fire” is contrasted to the “prayers” and “bells” that were offered on departure. 
The onomatopoeic “stuttering” and “rattle” highlight the repetitive sound of gun shots as the plethora 
of ‘t’ and ‘r’ make a similar noise to the harsh spraying of weaponry. The personification used in the 
“monstrous anger of the guns” is used by Owen to highlight the callous killings that come as a result 
of these weapons as they obtain such ruthless emotions that are only comparable to a psychopathic 
killer. The sights of “flying muscles” and “human squander” where death is in every corner, Owen  
  



highlights the vivid destruction that is seen by soldiers using an allusion to reference the 
“Multitudinous murders” they witness to the tragic death in Macbeth. With “carnage incomparable” 
and memories “too thick for these men’s extrications”, the confrontational brutality of war ultimately 
vanishes any sense of glory that was so prominent in the 20th century. 
 
Owen’s harsh narration remains evident throughout as he continues to narrate furiously honest 
about the monstrosity of war that is hidden. The images of destruction on the battlefield diminish 
any correlation of war being “holy” as the glorification that is promised is shown not to be apparent. 
It is the “ghastly suit of grey” that highlights a dull state of depression in Owens ‘Disabled’ that 
highlights this truth as a veteran sits solemnly in “a wheeled chair”. The colour of grey acting as a 
metaphor for morbidity, as the man “shiver[s]” in a cold state of loneliness and solitude. While 
promised “he’d look a god in kilts” and that it would “please his Meg”, instead of being “carried 
shoulder-high” the man has “lost his colour”. Owen’s metaphoric use of colour is continued as he 
comments “purple spurted from his thigh”. A colour that denotes life and vitality, the diseased purple 
acts in stark contrast to the pure “blood-smear” that he experienced as a young “football[er]” when 
he was “carried shoulder-high” for similar acts of heroism. Not looked upon as a hero but some 
“queer disease”, Owen again illustrates the demise of handsome young soldiers as he narrates that 
“an artist [was] silly for his face”, however, now thought of as an object of pity, women “touch him” 
as an abhorrent and lifeless man. The use of tactile imagery in the “warm” and “subtle” hands of 
“girls” enforces the inhumanity that war brings as he is now invisibly repellent as girls “passed from 
him to the strong men that were whole”. 
 
“Drafted out with drums and cheers”, it is this masquerade that Owen strips away through his war 
poems as he reveals the reality of war. While promised glory and recognition for their heroism, told 
war was noble and heroic, the author ultimately eliminates these lies, bringing to light the true 
brutality of what occurs on the battlefield through his confronting anthology of poetry.    
 
 


