
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. 
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. 
 
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. 

 
SPECS 
Subject Matter: • Youthful dead of WWI are lamented 

• Deaths without proper funeral and burial rites id bitterly criticised 
• Memorial is in the soldier’s loved ones who remain 

Purpose: • To show injustice of war and how it deprives soldiers of proper burial 
rites 

• To criticise the church who condone sending soldiers to war – ironic 
• Reveal the value of human life and contrast this with how war causes 

life to be treated 
• The battlefield and funeral graveyard are bitterly contrasted  

Emotion/mood/feel 
of the poem: 

• Octet is a combination of bitterness and lamenting for soldiers who die 
on battlefield so youth and denied funeral 

• Sestet shifts in tone, becomes almost a tender honouring and 
celebration of dead through the memory of their loved ones, it 
becomes an honouring of grief. 

Summary: • Written in Craiglockhart 1917 
• Sassoon suggested title – original title was ‘Anthem for dead youth’ 
• Work of a series of contrasts  Religion vs War 
• Contrasts are framed as questions and answered 
• The octet:  Sounds of battle are the wordless laments, musical parts of 

funeral replaced with guns, prayers are wailing shells, they are buried 
far from home. 

• The Sestet:  Images of mourning at home of dead, images of silent 
suffering and soundlessness brings a sense of peace, patient minds are 
the thoughts of those waiting for returning men 

• Time is measured out in waiting and mourning 
• The poem is not only a negation on traditional ceremony but also a 

lament for lonely deaths and denial of proper burial. 
• Irony in the sounds/images of guns mourning men killed  

 
Craftsmanship: SLIMS 
Structure 
Technique  Evidence from text Effect 
Sonnet Poem divided into Octave and 

Sestet 
The poem is written in the 3rd person, this enables Owen to 
distance himself from the horror, just like the men were 
expendable ‘as cattle’.  The sonnet form enables brevity with the 
subject.  It suggests humanity is lost and there is little more to 
be said about the ‘doomed youth’ that is not stated hear.  The 
musicality of the Anthem is replaced with the harsh sounds of 
war  

 
Language Devices 



Technique  Evidence from text Effect 
Irony and 
descriptive 
word 
‘doomed’ 

Contrasting ‘Anthem’ 
 normally associated with a 
song of praise with ‘doomed 
youth’ 
 

Prepares responder for the content of the poem – the irrational 
and senseless nature of war, and the tragedy in the mindless 
killing of innocence.  ‘Anthem’ suggest a song of praise, yet 
there follows a bitter contrast as we find we are praising the 
‘doomed youth’ 

Rhetorical 
Question 

Opening question, who will 
ring the bells? 
‘What passing bells…’ 

Emphasises the pointlessness of sending the men to be 
slaughtered as ‘cattle’, and stresses the injustice in refusing 
them proper burial rites.  The rhetoric also emphasises the 
unprecedented mass killings and the pointlessness of such 
deaths especially in ‘youth’. 

Contrasts – 
extended 
metaphor: 
Battlefield = 
Graveyard 

Religious Imagery vs War Passing Bells = Guns 
Prayers = rifles 
Choirs = Wailing Shells 
Candles = eyes 
Voice of mourning = Bugles 
Pallor of girls = Pall 
Flowers = waiting patient minds 
Days end = blinds of mourning 

Personification ‘monstrous anger of the 
guns’ 
 
‘stuttering rifles’ 
 
‘Wailing shells’ 
 
‘Sad shires’ 

Personification creates a dynamic image in the poem, the 
sounds and images are enhanced through the use of negative 
and harsh adjectives: ‘monstrous….shrill…demented…’  The 
image painted is one of bitterness and horror of the 
battlefield. 

Paradox   
Imagery 
Technique  Evidence from text Effect 
Simile ‘die as cattle’ The use of this simile produces a harsh image of cattle sent to 

the slaughter.  This strips the humanity from the soldiers.  This 
also aids in helping to restrain Owen’s feelings on the subject, 
making the poem more powerful and universal – he categorises 
the soldiers emphasising the mass loss of life. 

Imagery Funeral images painted in 
terms of the battle field  

All the usual ceremonies of a funeral are recreated using the 
battlefield 

Movement: 
Technique  Evidence from text Effect 
Rhyme 
scheme 

Abab, cdcd The rhyme scheme enables a comfortable flow to the poem, 
even though the subject matter is harsh direct and essentially 
uncomfortable.  This is a useful technique though considering 
Owen utilises a number of contrasts through out the poem.  The 
rhyme scheme also enables a sense of musicality which fits into 
the ‘Anthem’ idea. 

Punctuation ‘– Only’  
 
 
 
 
‘Choirs – ‘ 

Pauses the poem – this allows us to feel the powerful nature of 
the very first line of the poem, after Owen compares our soldiers 
with cattle, and also lament of the injustice of being denied our 
burial rights 
 
The dash here sets up another pause, shocking the reader with 
the direct contrast of the choirs with the ‘wailing shells’ 

Sounds: 
Technique  Evidence from text Effect 
Assonance Assonance in ‘doomed’ in  

the title 
Sets tone and mood of poem – the ‘oo’ gives a disturbing feel to 
the fates of the ‘youth’ 

 


