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Discovering Literature: 20th century 

Teachers’ Notes 

Curriculum subject 

English Literature 

Key Stage 

4 and 5 

Author or text  

Wilfred Owen, ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’ 

Theme 

‘The poetry is in the pity’ 

Rationale 

Wilfred Owen’s poetry, which resounds with the horror of war, is all the 
more powerful because of its discipline and control. Much of Owen’s poetic 
craft was developed during his friendship with Siegfried Sassoon, which 
began while both were being treated for shell shock at Craiglockhart War 
Hospital in Edinburgh in 1917.  

These activities will enable students to explore the context of Owen’s 
poetry and to examine Sassoon’s influence on his work through 
comparing an early draft of ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’ with the version 
that has become one of the best-known poems of the First World War. 
This close reading of two versions of the poem will encourage students to 
reflect on the process of composition, and to consider how the discipline 
of the sonnet form enables Owen to communicate his emotions in a 
strikingly powerful way. 

http://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature
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Content 

Primary sources from the website 

• Wilfred Owen's draft editorial for The Hydra (1 September 1917) 

• Siegfried Sassoon's statement of protest against the war, and 
related letters (July 1917) 

• Wilfred Owen’s poetry manuscripts (1911–18)  

• W H R Rivers on the treatment of shell shock, from The Lancet (2 
February 1918) 

• British Artists at the Front (1918) 

• Justice in War-Time by Bertrand Russell (1916) 

• First edition of Shakespeare’s Sonnets (1609) 

Recommended reading from the website 

• ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’ and ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’: tracing the 
influence of John Keats by Sandra Gilbert 

• A close reading of ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’ by Santanu Das 

External links 

• Information about Craiglockhart Hospital, on the website of The War 
Poets Collection   

• The Wilfred Owen Collection at the First World War Poetry Digital 
Archive 

• Film of Pat Barker’s Regeneration directed by Gillies MacKinnon 
(1997) 

Key questions 

• Why were Sassoon and Owen at Craiglockhart?  

• What did they feel about the war, and in what ways did they 
express these feelings? 

• In what ways did Sassoon influence the writing of ‘Anthem for 
Doomed Youth’? 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/wilfred-owens-draft-editorial-for-the-hydra-1-september-1917
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/siegfried-sassoons-statement-of-protest-against-the-war-and-related-letters
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-poetry-manuscripts-of-wilfred-owen
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/w-h-r-rivers-on-the-treatment-of-shell-shock-from-the-lancet
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/british-artists-at-the-front-series
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/justice-in-war-time-by-bertrand-russell
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/first-edition-of-shakespeares-sonnets-1609
http://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature/articles/anthem-for-doomed-youth-and-dulce-et-decorum-est-tracing-the-influence-of-john-keats
http://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature/articles/a-close-reading-of-dulce-et-decorum-est
http://www2.napier.ac.uk/warpoets/index.htm
http://www.oucs.ox.ac.uk/ww1lit/collections/owen
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL315AD11335EA12D0
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• What is the significance of Owen’s use of the sonnet form in 
‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’? 

Activities 

1. To provide a context for your work, use a range of online sources to 
find answers to the following questions: 

• Who were Siegfried Sassoon and Wilfred Owen? 

• Which regiments did they serve with? 

• Why were they sent to Craiglockhart? 

• What was shell shock? How widely was it recognised? How was it 
treated? 

2. In groups, explore Wilfred Owen’s draft editorial for the September 
1917 edition of The Hydra and Siegfried Sassoon’s statement of 
protest against the war. Identify what these texts reveal about their 
authors’ feelings about the war and select key extracts that convey 
these feelings particularly powerfully. 

3. Explore an early draft of ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’ (see f. 54r). Try 
to transcribe Owen’s handwritten draft. This will require concentration, 
but it will help you explore specific choices of language very closely. If 
possible, you should also transcribe Sassoon’s pencilled annotations.  

4. Compare this early draft with the final poem. Construct a table to help 
you examine the changes Owen made between this early draft and the 
final one. How did these changes affect the final version? What impact 
did Sassoon’s suggestions have? 

5. Research the sonnet form using Shakespeare’s Sonnets and the 
accompanying notes. Why might Owen have used a form commonly 
associated with love poetry to express his sense of ‘the pity of war’? 
Does ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’ follow the conventions of the sonnet 
form, or does it break them? What does the formal discipline of the 
sonnet contribute to the tone of the poem? Sandra Gilbert’s article will 
offer you some perspectives on Owen’s use of poetic form. 

Extension activities 

• Read Pat Barker’s Regeneration (1991), which contains a fictional 
account of the friendship between Owen and Sassoon and the time 
they spent at Craiglockhart in 1917. It also explores the work of W 
H R Rivers, the doctor who revolutionised the treatment of shell 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/wilfred-owens-draft-editorial-for-the-hydra-1-september-1917
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/siegfried-sassoons-statement-of-protest-against-the-war-and-related-letters
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-poetry-manuscripts-of-wilfred-owen
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/first-edition-of-shakespeares-sonnets-1609
http://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature/articles/anthem-for-doomed-youth-and-dulce-et-decorum-est-tracing-the-influence-of-john-keats
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shock. The novel was made into a film directed by Gillies MacKinnon 
in 1997.  

• Explore the work of W H R Rivers in more detail, reading his article 
on the treatment of shell shock from The Lancet (2 February 1918). 

• Examine the ways in which war artists such as C R W Nevinson, Sir 
John Lavery, Paul Nash and Eric Kennington conveyed the horrors of 
war in their paintings. 

• Explore Bertrand Russell’s objections to the war. In what ways did 
Russell influence Owen and Sassoon? 

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL315AD11335EA12D0
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/w-h-r-rivers-on-the-treatment-of-shell-shock-from-the-lancet
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/british-artists-at-the-front-series
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/justice-in-war-time-by-bertrand-russell
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