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The Second World War Poetry of Alun Lewis, Keith Douglas and Henry Reed: 

Envisioning the War Poet Anew 

by Yasmin Samrai 

 The Second World War, and the extent of its savagery, supposedly silenced 

the war poet. Death found its way through battlefields and bombings, death camps 

and diseases, hunger and heartbreak. Even W. B. Yeats felt powerless in the face of 

war: ‘I think it better that in times like these / A poet’s mouth be silent’.1 But Yeats 

eventually broke the silence with his political piece ‘Easter 1916’, as did Alun Lewis, 

Keith Douglas and Henry Reed in the following world war. These three poets have 

enduring power because they envision the war poet anew by confronting the legacy 

left by their predecessors and reinventing the role of the poet in war.  

 Each poet searches for a modern definition of a war poet. The superiority of 

the archetypal World War One poets Siegfried Sassoon and Wilfred Owen hasn’t just 

concerned literary critics; it has haunted and arguably hindered the successors 

themselves. Many World War Two poets felt weighed down by the memory of a war 

they never experienced and feared they could never live up to their predecessors. 

Alun Lewis (1915-44) struggled the most with his new identity as a soldier-poet. 

When war broke out in 1939, he registered as a pacifist but his moral opposition to 

Hitler ultimately triumphed over his moral opposition to war.2 The imagery of death 

that permeates his poetry highlights this fear about the fragmentation of the self in 

war. In ‘Postscript: For Gweno’, he depicts death as ‘the wild beast [that] is 

uncaught, untamed’, portraying Lewis’ fear of dying in war as a race against the 

clutches of a wild animal on the loose. Keith Douglas (1920-44), too, doubted 

whether there was anything new to say about war. In ‘Desert Flowers’, he pays 

homage to the Great War poet Isaac Rosenberg whose poem ‘Break of Day in the 

Trenches’ popularised the poppy: ‘Rosenberg I only repeat what you were saying’. 

But the very title of Douglas’s poem, which replaces the poppy with the ‘desert 

flower’, distinguishes the Second World War for its global reach.  

More noticeably, Henry Reed (1914-86) departs from the tradition left by 

Owen and Sassoon and makes a poignant articulation of the ‘reluctant conscript, the 

alienated, sensitive soldier-in-uniform’.3 His poetry collection Lessons of War offers 

the reader a satirical perspective on military training. He begins with an epilogue 

misquoting the Roman poet Horace:  

Vixi duellis nuper idoneus 

Et militavi non sine gloria 

                                                           
1
 W. B. Yeats, ‘On Being Asked For a War Poem’, 1915. 

2
 In a letter to his wife Gweno, Lewis expressed this clashing of morals: ‘acceptance seems so 

spiritless, protest so vain. In between the two I live’. Lewis, Alun, and Robert Graves. Ha! Ha! Among 
the Trumpets: Poems in the Transit. London, 1946, p. 12 
3
 Vernon Scannell, Not Without Glory: Poets of the Second World War. London, 1976, p. 134. 
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The original noun “puellis” (girls) is replaced with “duellis” (battles), subverting the 

original meaning and substituting love with conflict. The three poems that follow 

revolve around this substitution. The first poem in the sequence, ‘Naming of Parts’, 

suggests that the army aims not only to train young men but also change their very 

nature. The impersonal and stiff introduction, ‘today we have the naming of parts’, 

opens and closes the poem, so that the instructor becomes as mechanical and 

impersonal as the rifle he describes. The speaker becomes distracted by the 

surrounding natural beauty, where pollinating bees are ‘assaulting and fumbling the 

flowers’, while the army officer rattles off a list of instructions on how to use a rifle:   

We can slide it 

Rapidly backwards and forwards: we call this  

Easing the spring. And rapidly backwards and forwards 

 

The phallic imagery of sliding the rifle’s bolt ‘backwards and forwards’, juxtaposed 

with the sexual overtones of ‘assaulting’ and ‘fumbling’, draws a parallel between 

shooting a rifle and the natural desire of a young man to love, anticipating the 

Vietnam anti-war slogan: ‘Make Love, Not War!’. This sensuality runs through the 

poem, initiated by the sexual innuendo in the title ‘Naming of Parts’, and undermines 

the army officer’s authority. But, most importantly, it gives us an insight into the new 

recruit’s suppressed desire and longing for life outside war.  

 Following on from this, the poets challenge the legacy left by their 

predecessors and envision the war poet anew. First World War poetry created 

‘public expectations of what war poets should be’.4 The British public sought patriotic 

spokesmen who would lift up the nation’s spirits, but Lewis, Douglas and Reed 

wanted no part in perpetuating the myth that war is exciting and noble. A less well-

known World War Two poet, Donald Bain, set out a new agenda for soldier-poets: 

‘We do not wish to moralise, only to ease / our dusty throats’,5 while the American 

poet Robert Duncan makes a similar case that ‘the poet’s role is not to oppose evil, 

but to imagine it’.6 What separates 1940s poetry, then, is the lack of didacticism. 

Vernon Scannell argues convincingly that the Keatsian ‘over-sweet sensuousness 

[and] flatulent rhetoric’ in Wilfred Owen’s poetry clashes with the ‘blood and dirt’ of 

war, creating an unpalatable mix.7 For example, Lewis’ poem ‘All Day It Has Rained’ 

shows that a musical, elevated style is inappropriate for the setting of war. Its 

descriptions of wartime camaraderie, including soldiers ‘talk[ing] of girls and dropping 

bombs on Rome’, draw closer to the vernacular and combine unflinching realism with 

nostalgia. The wistful tone disguises an uglier reality, revealed through the 

uncomfortable pairing of soldiers talking about lovers back home and killing civilians 

                                                           
 
4
 Linda M. Shires, British Poetry of the Second World War. Basingstoke, 1985, p. 52. 

5
 Shires pp. 10-11. 

6
 Robert Duncan, Denise Levertov, Robert J. Bertholf, and Albert Gelpi, The Letters of Robert Duncan 

and Denise Levertov. Stanford, 2004 p. 699. 
7
 Scannell p. 10. The comment is based on Yeats’s controversial criticism of Wilfred Owen’s poetry as 

‘all blood, dirt and sucked sugar-stick’, quoted from a letter to Dorothy Wellesley, 21 December 1936.  
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in Rome. This portrayal of army life pairs well with his portrait of a camp in ‘After 

Dunkirk’: 

Dull relaxing in the dirty bar;  

The difficult tolerance of all that is 

Mere rigid brute routine 

The oxymoronic phrases ‘dull relaxing’ and ‘difficult tolerance’ captures the inglorious 

boredom of camp life, while the grating consonance in ‘rigid brute routine’ and the 

abrasive alliteration of ‘d’ and ‘t’ seems to voice the soldier’s frustration. Sharing 

Lewis’ cynicism, Douglas states that his role as a war poet is ‘to write true things’ so 

that ‘cynic and lyric’ fuse.8 This objective emerges most memorably in ‘Simply Me 

When I’m Dead’, which starts and ends with the meditative refrain:  

Remember me when I am dead 

and simplify me when I am dead9 

The imperative ‘simplify me’ asks the reader to strip away pretensions about a war 

poet’s death and instead remember the poet as he was. Douglas has a gift for ‘point-

blank, bull’s eye’ depictions of war,10 which evoke the modernist style of Ernest 

Hemingway’s war novels.11 In ‘Vergissmeinnicht’, he demands that the reader:   

Look. Here in the gunpit spoil 

the dishonoured picture of his girl 

who has put: Steffi: Vergissmeinnicht. 

Douglas’s personal struggle with his identity as a war poet seems to climax in this 

famous poem. The enemy soldier is not a stereotype or just a German, but a ‘Steffi’. 

He humanises him as a man and a lover, drawing the reader away from the politics 

of war to a harrowing scene of a young life and young love cut short.12 

Reed joins Douglas and Lewis in forging a new definition of the war poet. In 

the third lesson of his sequence, ‘Unarmed Combat’, the voice of the officer and 

reluctant recruit that we hear in ‘Naming of Parts’ merge:  

                                                           
8
 Keith Douglas, letter to J. C. Hall, 10 August 1943. Reprinted by Lorrie Goldensohn in Dismantling 

Glory: Twentieth Century Soldier Poetry. New York, 2010. 
9
 Interestingly, the First World War poet Rupert Brook begins his sonnet ‘The Soldier’ with the clause, 

‘If I should die…’, while Douglas ends his first line with ‘when I am dead’. The choice of the temporal 
conjunction ‘when’ over the conditional conjunction ‘if’ seems to make death an inevitability rather 
than a probability. 
10

 Ted Hughes, ‘Introduction’ in Keith Douglas and Desmond Graham, The Complete Poems. London, 
2011, p. xix 
11

 Namely, Hemingway’s detached point of view in ‘In Our Time’, which make his pared-down 
descriptions of death during the First World War especially disturbing. 
12

 Today, we are aware that war and media coverage exaggerates the differences between friend and 
foe, ally and enemy. Remarkably, Keith Douglas was already blurring these lines.  
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… we must fight 

Not in the hope of winning but rather of keeping 

Something alive 

On the surface, the poet seems to have adopted the assured and authoritative tone 

of the army officer he once mocked, but he isn’t speaking in military rhetoric. His 

struggle to keep ‘something alive’ refers to the poet’s desire to keep his humanity 

alive. Thus, he is fighting both a global and a private war; one against the enemy and 

the other against the depersonalising effect of war. The three poets do not engage in 

the patriotic fervour and moralising so prevalent in First World War poetry. As the 

descendants of the innocent generation, they held few illusions about the reality of 

war, as Timothy Corsellis reminds us in the third stanza of ‘News Reel of 

Embarkation’.13 

 At the end of each war, we hope to find poetry from the rubble and ruins. The 

poetry that emerged from the Second World War deserves re-evaluation because, 

on closer inspection, we find works of startling power. The closing lines of Gertrude 

Kolmar’s ‘The Female Poet’ strike at the heart of Lewis, Reed and Douglas’s 

achievement as war poets: 

You hear me speak 

But do you hear me feel14 

They translate unimaginable war experiences into emotional impact, reality into art, 

bridging the gap between poet and reader. They anticipate the unflinching, 

unsentimental voice of contemporary war poetry, such as Here Bullet, published in 

2005 by Brian Turner, an American war poet who fought in Iraq, and the satirical 

tone of Kevin C. Powers in ‘Letter Composed During a Lull in the Fighting’. Powers, 

who also served in the Iraq War, shares the poets’ fears about the dehumanising 

effect of war and struggle to maintain personal integrity in an institutionalising 

environment. These poets, who span half a century, didn’t write poetry to stop wars; 

they wrote poetry to keep their creativity and humanity alive and uncorrupted in war. 

Lewis, Douglas and Reed’s poems matter not just as a cultural and historical record, 

but as an original and inspiring take on the role of the poet in war. 

 

  

                                                           
13 ‘Laugh, laugh you soldier sons / Joke on your way to the war / For your mothers won’t laugh at the 

sound of the gun / And the tales of the filth and the gore’.  
14

 The rhyming couplet ‘was spricht’ (what is said) and ‘was fühlt’ (what is felt) in the original German 
is particularly powerful, highlighting the difference between what is articulated and what is 
experienced.   
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