
 

 

MOD B ANTHEM x 2/FUTILITY x 2 

Wilfred Owen’s poetry presents tragic portrayals of the horror of battle 
that call into question patriotism and optimism in times of war. His poems 
deepen our understanding of human experience by giving insight into 
the abhorrent atrocities of war and urges readers to realise its hideous 
nature and ultimately, call for change in society. Owen’s poem, “Anthem 
for Doomed Youth,” graphically illustrates the physical and psychological 
obscenities of warfare, thereby challenging contemporary sentimental 
and jingoistic notions of war. In “Futility,” Owen explores the aftermath of 
the horror of the battlefield as it encapsulates the fragility of the human 
soul and the destruction of religious faith. 

WORDS 105 

In “Anthem for Doomed Youth,” Owen presents a plea to extinguish the 
romanticized, jingoistic fires of war to save the youth of his generation 
from being doomed. Owen ironically uses the traditional love contents of 
a sonnet and the patriotic connotations of “Anthem,” reflecting on the 
use of propaganda to masquerade war as gallant and to express the 
ugly circumstances of the battlefield graveyard. Owen dehumanises the 
mass killing of the war through his rhetorical question and simile; “What 
passing bells for those who die as cattle?” The auditory imagery from the 
onomatopoeic alliteration “stuttering rifle’s rapid rattle,” imitates the 
staccato percussion of the rifles and conveys how soldiers are 
accompanied by the instruments of warfare rather than the prayers they 
would receive at home. Furthermore, Owen deliberately uses the 
onomatopoeic personification of “shrill, demented choirs of wailing 
shells” to amplify the cacophony of battlefield sounds and make the 
reader experience the pandemonium and fury of battle, thereby 
shattering the official façade that presents war as a glorious cause. As 
the octave ends, the mood changes to one of grief and mourning, 
created by the allusion to the “bugles” of the Last Post and the gloomy 
sibilance of the “sad shires,” creating a poignancy within this elegiac 
lamentation that is undermined by a calculating, remorseless 
government. Owen’s exposure of government propaganda and 
ignorance thus deepens our understanding of how youth are 
indoctrinated into war and calls for change within society. The sestet 
begins with a sorrowful rhetorical question that asks who will pray for 
these lost souls. Owen suggests that their liturgy will not be a formal 
religious rite with “candles”, but rather the “pallor of girls’ brows” and the 
“holy glimmers of goodbyes” in the boys’ eyes will be the spiritual 
commemoration of the soldiers, the alliteration drawing attention to the 
sensitive, evocative image. The tragedy of war is emphasised with the 



 

 

juxtaposition of the home front and war front, as instead of “flowers” are 
the “tenderness of patient minds,” portraying the contemplative, graceful 
thoughts of the mourners. The poem closes with a reference to the old 
custom, “each slow dusk a drawing down of blinds”, signifying death and 
grief. Through Owen’s combination of bitterness and poignancy and the 
vivid pictures he reflects, he is able to express the vile realities of war, 
reflecting an intense melancholy toward unnecessary death. Our 
understanding of the human experience is deepened by examining the 
effects of a soldier’s prolonged exposure to the horrific conditions of war, 
stripping them of their humanity. 

WORDS 424 

Owen’s poem, “Futility,” deepens the reader’s understanding of human 
fragility and their vulnerability in war. Owen challenges the rhetoric of 
giving one’s life for one’s country as it presents the waste of war. The 
poem is opened by an imperative intertwined with a tender pathos, 
“Move him into the sun.” Throughout the poem, Owen deliberately 
addresses the soldier as “him,” using this anonymity to render the 
experience universal, leading to the reader to contemplate the extent of 
the potential of life lost as the poem progresses. The sun stands as a 
metaphoric symbol of the Giver of Life, reflective of Owen’s religious 
upbringing. The loss of life is illustrated through the metaphor, “at home, 
whispering of fields unsown,” representing the families fallen soldiers will 
never nurture. Owen demonstrates that not only will the soldier’s life be 
lost, but also the privilege of raising a family, thus terminating a man’s 
duty. The speaker contrasts the sun’s rejuvenating power with the 
wintery world of death as “Always it woke him… Until this morning and 
this snow,” to highlight that even the sun’s benevolence is impotent to 
release him from the cold grasp of death.” Thus, Owen portrays the 
vulnerability and the loss of potential of soldiers, leading to a deepened 
understanding of human fragility. The destruction of religious faith is a 
consequence that results from being exposed to the carnage of war. The 
biblical allusion to God’s creation of Adam and Eve, brought to life from 
a “ball of clay,” creates an irony that symbolises Owen’s rejection of the 
scriptures introduced to him during childhood when exposed to the harsh 
reality of war. The truncated asyndeton within the rhetorical question, 
“Are limbs, so dear-achieved, are sides, full-nerved, still warm, too hard 
to stir?” emotively expresses Owen’s inner turmoil and frustration as he 
loses faith in the “kind old sun,” representing the rejection of religious 
belief and its perceptive constellations. Owen chastises the impotence of 
the sun and its glorified power. He questions the purpose and meaning 
of existence overwhelmed by suffering and the destruction of life, 
expressed by the rhetorical question “What made sunbeams toil to break 



 

 

Earth’s sleep at all?” He contrasts this with his earlier affectionate 
address to the sun by labelling the “fatuous sunbeams” as pointless and 
idiotic. The poem delves into how Owen’s terrifying experience of war 
destroys his faith in God and leaves him with a demoralised view of 
human existence. 

WORDS 417 

Owen’s poetry is ultimately interesting for its power to illustrate a 
disturbing, horrific view of warfare to urge us to realise the terrifying 
chaos and the detrimental effects it can have on human psychology and 
life. By deepening human understanding of the realities of warfare and 
its human consequences. Owen challenges his readers to help in 
overturning outmoded ways of viewing war and question a religion that is 
made irrelevant by war. 

WORDS 72 
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