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Lecture 5  
                                          Wilfred Owen     Anthem for Doomed youth

This poem is one of the magnificent war poems.  It is going to expose the horrors of war. It is a very ironical satirical poem because of the controversy of the issues about war. 
The title= anthem= the national song= patriotic song  

Doomed= a doomed person= fated for desolation, horrible death

Youth = young men and women= collective= young age

The title is ironical. It is going to convey the futility, devastation, the horrible war and the consequences of such war.  

From the title, we could feel the pity and horror, devastation of war. 

This poem is a sonnet- consists of an octave and a sestet. 

The poet uses this division in a very controversial way.

The octave: 
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. 

No mockeries now for them; no prayers nor bells; 

Nor any voice of mourning save the choirs, 

The shrill, demented choirs of wailing shells; 

And bugles calling for them from sad shires. 

The speaker is asking a rhetorical question. What passing bells for these who die as cattle?  It is a very shocking question. The soldiers who are sent to war are like cattle. It is a very horrifying, shocking image in this question. 

We have an image of massive slaughter of soldiers. The soldiers here are dehumanized = their identity as a human being is taken. 

passing bells= bells evokes the  reference to churches. They are always ring to announce funerals. 

There is a comparison implemented from the first line= a comparison between a funeral and a battle field. 

In a funeral, people gather in the church. The dead body is there. The relatives and the family of the dead gather and say some words for the dead person= give memorial speech. The choir boys sing.    Then, the body is carried to the grave yard. This is the Christian funeral. We could feel a sense of respect, dignity to the peaceful mode for the dead body. 

There is a comparison between the funeral and the war. In war, there is roaring of guns, explosions, fears, terrors. There is massive death of the soldiers to the extent that soldiers ‘friends can not carry them or offer them a respectful funeral. They are left until they are collected after the battle.
The first question which is addressed to the reader, the poet is trying to evoke the feeling to end the war.

The bells evoke the ringing bells of the church.

There is a controversy, in a funeral is dignified, treated as a human being. In the battle field, man is dehumanized. He is treated like an animal that is sent to a slaughter.  

Only the monstrous anger of the guns. 

The guns are personified as monsters.  The bells are the sounds of the monstrous guns. It is an announcement of the death of the soldiers. This is the praise that the soldiers receive when they die. 
Only the stuttering rifles' rapid rattle 

the stuttering= to continue in the same rhythmical pattern. 
Can patter out their hasty orisons. 

orisons=funeral prayers . it is the rattling sound of the guns. 
No mockeries now for them; no prayers nor bells; 

The dead soldiers can not be paid respect. 

In the battle field, man is dehumanized. He is treated like an animal. He is not paid respect. There is no respectful funeral in the battle field. 

Nor any voice of mourning save the choirs, 

The shrill, demented choirs of wailing shells; 

And bugles calling for them from sad shires. 

The choir in the battle field is the shell. 

To wail= is to cry or lament upon the dead. The shells here are as if the crying beloved of the dead soldiers. This is ironical. 

Demented= crazy- insane 

The choirs in the chair are singing in a rhythmical soft pattern. In the battle field, we have the loud wailing of shells and guns. 

bugles= trumpet that has large loud sound. They are used in military funerals. 
Shires= the English counties in which most of the young people comes from the villages because they are so enthusiastic. They come to defend their country in this glorious war. Unfortunately, all of this enthusiastic passions about patriotism, heroic dignified, self sacrificial, but war turns it into degradation, the loss of the soul and the body in war.

In the octave, he is giving the traditional rights for dead that are mocked= given in an ironical concept in the battle field. So, the respectful dignified funeral, in the battle it is given the contrasted image.  In the battle field, the shells and the guns are the one who cry upon the dead soldiers.    
The sestet; 
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.[4] 

We are introduced again to another rhetorical question. What candles may be held to speed them all? 

Candles are very symbolic of offer and giving. In the battle field, there are no candles. Candles symbolize a kind of religious image. It is a sign of unity among people. It is a sign of showing humane feelings to another human being. Letting the candles is very symbolic gesture. So, here, we have a religious connotation. 
The speaker here is questioning. 
There are no real candles in the battle field. 

Not in the hands of boys, but in their eyes 

Shall shine the holy glimmers of good-byes. 

At home where the parents and the relatives of the soldiers who are waiting for the return of the beloved young people who went to the battle field. They receive the bad news that they are killed. They can not even regain their bodies. 

The people in the funerals in the church can just let candles as a gesture of sympathy. The boys in the battle fields are speechless because of their pain. They only have the lights of sadness. They are the lights of sadness. It is not only the light in the dead eyes, but in the living eyes.  It is also in the eyes of the living soldiers more than the deal soldiers. The dead soldiers had died. But the living soldiers are suffering double the dead soldiers. They are suffering the loss of their comrades.  We could see the lights of sadness in their eyes. They are suffering the fear of war, the fear of being exposed to death. They do not know when they will die.  

The pallor of girls' brows shall be their pall; 

Their flowers the tenderness of patient minds, 

The pallor= unnatural paleness 

their pall = a piece of cloth that is used to cover the coffin. 

Pallor- pall= pun 

Usually a dead body must be covered as a sign of respect. But in massive death, the soldiers had either enough time to cover the dead body or the material to cover them. So the dead bodies are not paid respectful dignified gesture by covering their bodies. They are left uncovered. 

He is describing the soldiers as boys because most of them are very young. 

Girls refers to sister, mothers, wives, all women at home worried for their loving sons or brothers-sons- husbands waiting for their return.

Here we could feel male-female relationship and the devastation that happened to this relationship during the war. 
  Flowers are symbolic gesture of love. There are wreaths of flowers    put on their graves. 

Flowers are given to the beloved. Ironically, they are given to the dead – put on the tomb of unknown soldiers. 

Flowers are symbolic- given as a gesture of love- given as a symbolic talking of love. At the same time, love indicates life- continuity. Ironically, these wreaths of flowers are put on the graves. 
And each slow dusk a drawing-down of blinds.[4] 

Dusk= it is very significant. It represents a period of time. It is the death of the day. It is very symbolic. It is the death of the day and the birth of a night. It is an indication of the death of the soldiers.
The dusk is slow which means that the death of the soldiers is slow. Slow dusk is a representation of the continuity of the death of the soldiers as long as war continues. 

Blind= when the soldiers are dead, the other soldiers close their eyes. They are not going to set and cry for the death of their friends. They close their eyes and go. This is blindness. They close the eyes of the dead; they close their own eyes and go. They are forced to do so. They move on. Blindness is a way of showing that they are forced to move forward. It could connote to something. The word blind is vet connotative. It has so many meanings. It could connote to soldiers. It could to people in the church. They close their eyes as a gesture of sadness and a gesture of respect. At the same time, it refers to the soldiers in the battle field who only blind themselves metaphorically in order to move. 
We have frightening visual images in the sestet. In the octave we have plenty of auditory images- sounds of the guns.

We could see the funeral scene and the battle scene.

In the octave, he questions who they bury their dead. The funeral in the church is completely different from the battle field. In the battle field they have the roaring sounds of the shells. In the church there is the sound of the singing choirs. 

In the sestet we have the question of how they mourn, cry upon their dead.  In the battle field, there is no mourning. They have to go on and move. If the bodies are sent home, they will be treated with respect.

We could feel the grief and empathy in the sestet more.

The poet tries to create a kind of balance between the first stanza and the second stanza. We have the harsh sound of gun machinery in the octave and the mourning in the second stanza.

In the second stanza we have a quieter atmosphere- the lights of the candles and the light in the eyes. 

The speaker uses a very angry ironical tone to show the futility of war. We have the theme of devastation, the theme of the loss of identity, the theme of life and death.

Owen is creating a magnificent use of auditory and visual images, how he manipulated the sound technique and the musical devices he uses. There is a lot of alliteration, assonances, consonance, repetition of certain sounds, the atmosphere of war.

The octave started with anger; in the sestet we have the melancholic sad atmosphere. 
Why does he start with a rhetorical question? 

It is as if he is inviting the reader to think about the reality of war and to share his feelings. He is just illuminating the readers. He is not directing them to take his stand against war. He is not guiding the readers to think like him. He is inviting the readers to be indulged in the feelings and to communicate with his words so that they would feel at the end the futility of the war. The readers could share his feeling of agony against war. We could feel the pity of war, the harshness of war.

The use of the rhetorical question is a very good technique of the poet because he is inviting the readers to be involved, to see by themselves the futility of war. So, the poem has a great impact upon the readers. 

**********************

If we look at war poetry in general, we have prewar poetry which represents idealistic themes- the theme of self sacrifice- the glory of the dead- the patriotic notion, the theme of courage, devotion, heroism, and dignity of the soldiers. = all of that idealistic views.
Then we have the post war poetry – all these poems were written at World War I - , we have completely the opposite of pre-war poetry. In post war poetry, we have the theme of the horror of war, loss of identity, humiliation of soldiers- dehumanization of man, the agony and the pain of war. It is a realistic point of war.

Pre-war poetry= idealism 
Post war poetry= realisms 

Most of the images in Brooke’s poetry are peaceful.

In Sassoon and Owen the images are horrifying- images of blood- fire- drowning- hell- 
The images in the post war poetry are horrifying.  
We could see the sonnet technique in Brooke and Owen. 

The sonnet was first used as a form to express love and passion. But modern poets use this technique and innovate in it using it for different themes.  This shows the development in modern poetry as the influences of different changes. 
Notes for students 

1 Anthem  -  perhaps best known in the expression "The National Anthem;" also, an important religious song (often expressing joy); here, perhaps, a solemn song of celebration  

2 passing-bells - a bell tolled after someone's death to announce the death to the world  

3 patter out - rapidly speak  

4 orisons  -   prayers, here funeral prayers  

5 mockeries  -  ceremonies which are insults. Here Owen seems to be suggesting that the Christian religion, with its loving God, can have nothing to do with the deaths of so many thousands of men  

6 demented -   raving mad  

7 bugles  -  a bugle is played at military funerals (sounding the last post)  

8 shires  -   English counties and countryside from which so many of the soldiers came  

9 candles  -   church candles, or the candles lit in the room where a body lies in a coffin  

10 pallor -   paleness  

11 dusk has a symbolic significance here  

12 drawing-down of blinds - normally a preparation for night, but also, here, the tradition of drawing the blinds in a room where a dead person lies, as a sign to the world and as a mark of respect. The coming of night is like the drawing down of blinds.  

Anthem for Doomed Youth" is a well-known popular poem written by Wilfred Owen which incorporates the themes of the horror of war. It employs the traditional form of a petrarchan sonnet, but it uses the rhyme scheme of an English sonnet. Much of the second half of the poem is dedicated to funeral rituals suffered by those families deeply affected by World War One. The poem does this by following the sorrow of common soldiers in one of the bloodiest battles of the 20th Century. Written between September and October of 1917, when Owen was a patient at Craiglockhart War Hospital in Edinburgh recovering from shell shock, the poem is a lament for young soldiers whose lives were unnecessarily lost in the First World War.[1] While at hospital, Owen met and became close friends with another poet, Siegfried Sassoon. Owen asked for his assistance in refining his poems rough drafts. It was Sassoon who named the start of the poem "anthem", and who also substituted "doomed" for "dead"; the famous epithet of "patient minds" is also a correction of his. The amended manuscript copy, in both men's handwriting, still exists and may be found at the Wilfred Owen Manuscript Archive on the world wide web.[2] The poem has been widely publicised and can be found on the "First World War Poetry Digital Archive " which is hosted on the internet.[3]
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Here are a few brief notes on Wilfred Owen’s poem Anthem for Doomed Youth for those of you who want to revise.

Anthem for Doomed Youth is one of Owen’s most famous poems.  It is often read aloud at Anzac Day services and the poem seems to silence the audience.  Is it the sound of the guns in the poem or the themes it explores or the images it conveys?

It  is a powerful poem that still has an effect on people today.

Examining the title of this poem is a way to look at the contrasts and themes which this poem explores.  An anthem is usually a song of praise, but this poem, which is has the solemn style of an anthem, is about the death of the thousands of doomed youth in war.  The use of the word youth in the title adds to the theme of the pity of war.  The poem is written in sonnet form.  The first 8 lines (the octet) lament the horror of the loss of these young men “who die as cattle”.  The simile comparing the soldiers’ deaths to the slaughter of animals is one the audience can relate to.  The first section poses the question of how do we most appropriately bury our war dead?  The answer is in the sounds of battle.  Owen’s use of alliteration and onomatopoeia in this section artfully create the sounds of battle.

The sestet (the next 6 lines) moves away from the sounds of war to the stillness of the home front, where the men are being mourned by their loved ones.  These men, by the nature of war, have been left to lonely graves away from home and denied a burial service attended by their family and loved ones.  This section acknowledges their grief and shows empathy for their loss.

The poem has bitterness, as it examines the brutality of war, and poignancy, as it examines the grief of the soldiers’ loved ones.

Finished 
Page 1 of 6                                                                  11/25/2009

