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ABSTRACT 

This paper examines the multifaceted portrayal of the First World War through the poetry of 

Wilfred Edward Salter Owen, a leading figure in World War I literature. Owen's work offers a 

unique perspective on the war, capturing its brutal realities and emotional complexities. By 

analyzing Owen's poems, including "Dulce et Decorum Est," "Exposure," and "The Send-Off," 

this study aims to illuminate how his experiences as a soldier shaped his literary expression 

and contributed to a broader understanding of the war's impact on human consciousness. 

 

KEYWORDS: Wilfred Owen, World War I Poetry, Trench Warfare, War Literature,  

Anti-War Sentiment 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

The First World War stands as one of the most profound and devastating conflicts in human 

history, reshaping the landscape of Europe and the lives of millions. Its impact was not only 

physical but also deeply psychological and cultural. Among the myriad responses to this 

cataclysmic event, the poetry of Wilfred Edward Salter Owen offers a particularly piercing and 

evocative perspective. Owen, a British soldier and poet, is renowned for his uncompromising 

portrayal of the war's brutal realities, which starkly contrasts with the glorified images of 

heroism and valor propagated by wartime rhetoric. 

Born in 1893 in Oswestry, England, Owen grew up amidst a period of nationalistic fervor and 

literary romanticism that celebrated the ideals of war. Initially influenced by the patriotic 

sentiments of the time, Owen enlisted in the British Army in 1915, motivated by a sense of 

duty and adventure. However, his experiences on the Western Front, marked by the horrors of 

trench warfare and the psychological trauma of shell shock, profoundly altered his perception 
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of the conflict. This transformation is vividly reflected in his poetry, which captures not only 

the physical devastation of the war but also its emotional and psychological toll. 

Owen’s poetry is distinguished by its unflinching realism and its critique of the romanticized 

portrayal of war. His works such as "Dulce et Decorum Est," "Exposure," and "The Send-Off" 

serve as powerful counter-narratives to the glorified image of war that was prevalent during his 

time. Through these poems, Owen challenges the notion that war is a noble and heroic 

endeavor, exposing the harsh truths of life in the trenches and the moral betrayal of the soldier’s 

sacrifice. 

"Dulce et Decorum Est," one of Owen’s most famous poems, stands as a scathing indictment 

of the pro-war propaganda that encouraged young men to enlist. The poem’s title, which 

translates from Latin to "It is sweet and fitting," is used ironically to highlight the chasm 

between the idealized notions of war and its grim reality. Owen’s graphic depiction of a gas 

attack, where soldiers are "bent double, like old beggars under sacks," serves to discredit the 

idea that dying for one’s country is a glorious endeavor. The visceral imagery and the poignant 

final lines, which directly address the reader with a challenge to the "old Lie," underscore 

Owen’s critique of wartime rhetoric. 

In "Exposure," Owen delves into the everyday suffering of soldiers in the trenches, portraying 

the relentless cold and the sense of abandonment experienced by men who were often left to 

endure harsh conditions without adequate support. The poem’s repetitive structure and bleak 

imagery evoke the monotony and the existential dread faced by soldiers, capturing the futility 

and despair of their situation. Through this work, Owen illustrates how the dehumanizing 

effects of war extend beyond physical suffering to encompass a profound emotional and 

psychological toll. 

"The Send-Off," another significant poem, addresses the grim reality of soldiers being sent off 

to their deaths. Owen’s depiction of the soldiers’ departure, marked by the ironic cheerfulness 

of their send-off, contrasts with the grim truth of their fate. The poem reflects on the sense of 

betrayal felt by soldiers who were sent to face death under the guise of patriotism, highlighting 

the disillusionment and the sense of futility that pervaded the experience of war. 

Owen’s use of literary techniques further enhances the impact of his poetry. His vivid imagery 

and symbolic language create a powerful emotional response, allowing readers to engage 

directly with the horrors of war. Owen’s innovative use of form and structure, including varied 
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rhyme schemes and unconventional meter, reflects the chaos and disruption of the battlefield. 

By breaking traditional patterns, Owen’s poetry mirrors the disorientation and fragmentation 

experienced by soldiers, adding to the overall effect of his work. 

The significance of Owen’s poetry extends beyond its immediate historical context. His work 

has had a lasting impact on the field of war literature and has influenced subsequent generations 

of writers and poets. Owen’s critique of wartime propaganda and his unflinching portrayal of 

suffering challenge readers to confront the harsh truths behind the romanticized notions of 

heroism and sacrifice. His poetry invites a reevaluation of the ways in which war is depicted 

and understood, offering a more nuanced and critical perspective on its impact. 

In examining Wilfred Owen’s poetry, it becomes clear that his work provides a prismatic view 

of the First World War, revealing the conflict’s multifaceted nature. Through his evocative 

language and powerful imagery, Owen captures the brutal realities of war and challenges the 

glorified narratives that often obscure its true nature. His poetry remains a poignant reminder 

of the human cost of conflict and a significant contribution to our understanding of the First 

World War. 

In Wilfred Owen’s poetry offers a profound and critical lens through which to view the First 

World War. His unflinching depiction of the war’s harsh realities, combined with his 

innovative literary techniques, provides a powerful counter-narrative to the romanticized 

portrayals of conflict. Through works such as "Dulce et Decorum Est," "Exposure," and "The 

Send-Off," Owen challenges readers to confront the brutal truths of war and to reconsider the 

ideals of heroism and sacrifice. His legacy as a poet is a testament to the enduring power of 

literature to illuminate and critique the complexities of human experience. 

 

II. OWEN’S POETIC VISION AND THEMES 

1. Horrors of Trench Warfare: Wilfred Owen’s poetry vividly depicts the brutal realities of 

trench warfare. In poems like "Exposure," Owen captures the relentless suffering of 

soldiers, illustrating the harsh physical conditions and the emotional toll of life in the 

trenches. The relentless cold, the mud, and the constant threat of death are portrayed with 

stark realism, emphasizing the dehumanizing effects of war. 

2. Betrayal of Heroic Ideals: Owen’s work often critiques the glorification of war and the 

idea of noble sacrifice. In "Dulce et Decorum Est," he exposes the gap between the 
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romanticized notions of war and its grim reality. The poem’s ironic title, derived from the 

Latin phrase meaning "It is sweet and fitting," challenges the notion that dying for one’s 

country is a glorious and honorable endeavor, contrasting it with the horrific experience of 

gas attacks. 

3. Psychological Impact of War: Owen’s poetry explores the profound psychological impact 

of war. In "The Send-Off," he reflects on the emotional and psychological scars left by 

conflict. The poem highlights the sense of betrayal and the futility felt by soldiers who are 

sent to their deaths under the guise of patriotism. This theme underscores the internal 

struggles and disillusionment experienced by soldiers. 

4. Imagery and Symbolism: Owen employs vivid imagery and symbolism to convey the 

horrors of war. His use of graphic descriptions, such as the depiction of gas attacks and the 

decaying bodies of soldiers, serves to evoke a visceral reaction from the reader. This 

imagery not only brings the brutality of war to life but also critiques the disconnect between 

wartime propaganda and reality. 

5. Innovative Form and Structure: Owen’s use of varied rhyme schemes and 

unconventional meter reflects the chaos and disruption of war. His innovative approach to 

form and structure mirrors the fragmentation and disorientation experienced by soldiers, 

enhancing the emotional impact of his poetry. 

 

III. LITERARY TECHNIQUES AND STYLISTIC INNOVATIONS 

1. Vivid Imagery: Wilfred Owen employs striking and often disturbing imagery to convey 

the harsh realities of war. His descriptions of gas attacks in "Dulce et Decorum Est" and 

the relentless cold in "Exposure" use graphic details to immerse the reader in the sensory 

experiences of soldiers. This imagery not only evokes a visceral reaction but also 

underscores the stark contrast between the romanticized portrayal of war and its brutal 

reality. 

2. Symbolism: Owen’s poetry is rich in symbolism, which enhances the thematic depth of his 

work. For instance, in "Exposure," the recurring motif of the “merciless iced east winds 

that knife us” symbolizes the dehumanizing and relentless nature of war. Such symbols 

help to convey the emotional and psychological impact of conflict, as well as the sense of 

betrayal and futility experienced by soldiers. 
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3. Irony: Irony is a central stylistic feature in Owen’s poetry, particularly in "Dulce et 

Decorum Est." The poem’s title, which translates to "It is sweet and fitting," is used 

ironically to highlight the stark contrast between the noble ideals of war and the grim 

realities faced by soldiers. This use of irony challenges the glorified perceptions of war and 

exposes the disconnect between patriotic rhetoric and the true nature of conflict. 

4. Innovative Form and Structure: Owen’s experimentation with poetic form and structure 

reflects the chaos and disruption of war. He often employs irregular rhyme schemes and 

unconventional meter to mirror the disorientation and fragmentation experienced by 

soldiers. For example, in "The Send-Off," the poem’s structure, with its abrupt shifts and 

varied rhythms, reflects the sudden and unsettling nature of the soldiers’ departure. 

5. Use of Personification: Owen frequently uses personification to imbue abstract concepts 

with human qualities, thereby enhancing the emotional impact of his poetry. In "Exposure," 

he personifies the cold and the wind, describing them as “knifing” the soldiers, which 

vividly conveys the harsh conditions they endure. This technique helps to create a more 

tangible and relatable depiction of the soldiers’ suffering. 

6. Direct Address and Subversive Voice: Owen often employs direct address to engage the 

reader and challenge prevailing attitudes toward war. In "Dulce et Decorum Est," the 

poem’s final lines address the reader directly, confronting them with the harsh reality of the 

"old Lie" that it is sweet and fitting to die for one’s country. This direct engagement serves 

to subvert traditional narratives and compel readers to question their own beliefs about war. 

7. Subversion of Traditional Themes: Owen’s poetry subverts traditional themes of heroism 

and glory associated with war. By presenting a raw and unvarnished view of war’s effects, 

he challenges the romanticized depictions prevalent in his time. His focus on the physical 

and emotional suffering of soldiers, rather than their valor, shifts the narrative to one of 

disillusionment and critique. 

Through these literary techniques and stylistic innovations, Owen’s poetry offers a powerful 

and nuanced portrayal of the First World War, contributing to a deeper understanding of its 

impact on human experience. 

 

IV. CONCLUSION 

Wilfred Edward Salter Owen’s poetry provides a prismatic view of the First World War, 

revealing its brutal realities and emotional complexities. Through his vivid imagery, innovative 
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techniques, and critical perspective, Owen offers a powerful commentary on the nature of war 

and its impact on human consciousness. His work remains a significant contribution to war 

literature, challenging readers to confront the harsh truths behind the romanticized notions of 

heroism and sacrifice. 
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