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Three Views of the War Poet in World War Two Poetry: Sidney Keyes, 

John Jarmain and Henry Reed 

 

For the most part, the war poets of World War Two are as unidentifiable to a general 

readership as the anonymous figure of the Unknown Soldier. The neglect of Second World 

War poetry, both by literary criticism and a general readership, has been much lamented by 

its few proponents. For Jon Stallworthy ‘the widespread ignorance of Second World War 

poetry is disturbing’.
1
 This neglect is certainly the case for the three poets considered here, 

Sidney Keyes, John Jarmain and Henry Reed. Geoffrey Hill remarks that there are only a 

‘handful of literary historians and general readers who are aware of [Keyes]’.
2
 Similarly, 

James Crowden bewails that Jarmain ‘is hardly know at all’,
3
 and Reed is little read beyond 

his most famous poem ‘Naming of Parts’ (1942). The remedying of this neglect is long past 

due. As I will argue, these poets present important contributions to the genre of war poetry 

that will ensure the survival of their work in twenty years’ time; they offer distinctive and 

complex engagements with the genre and what exactly it means to be a war poet. 

It is a trope of war writing to depict war as a dehumanising process. Men become 

automatons, beasts, or shades of themselves, and their individual identity is subsumed into a 

collective, disguised by their uniforms. Keyes, in his self-reflexive poem ‘War Poet’ (1942), 
 

offers a startling variation on this trope. Poetry here, due to its nature as war poetry, also 

becomes dehumanising and results in a loss of identity. 

The poem enacts a process of diminishing identity: 

 

I am the man who looked for peace and found 

My own eyes barbed. 

I am the man who groped for words and found 

An arrow in my hand. 

I am the builder whose firm walls surround 

A slipping land.
 4

 

 

The repeated assertions of identity heralded by ‘I am’ are swiftly deflated one after the other. 

The war poet can find no peace; instead vision is obscured by barbed wire. The speaker is 

given a close up view of the war that necessarily obscures his vision of everything else. 
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Similarly, the war poet’s search for words leads only to instruments of death; the poet wields 

both an arrow and a pen. Form and content act together here, as this diminishment of identity 

is paralleled by the diminishing structure of the poem; the opening anaphoric repetition of ‘I 

am’ is placed within a triadic structure that is followed by a second anaphoric recurrence: 

‘When I’ (‘WP’, ll. 7, 9), that is curtailed after a single repetition. Moreover, for the final six 

lines of the poem, the long line lengths of the hopeful statements of lines one, three and five, 

are substituted for the short line lengths of the deflating lines that undercut them; poetry 

shrinks before our eyes. The rhymes of the poem further evince a sense of waning 

possibilities, as is evident in the null rhyme of ‘found’ and ‘found’, which suggests the 

futility of the search for an identity beyond the war through its own echo. The search for 

anything beyond is clumsy, ‘groped’ and futile. The only growth in identity that can be 

achieved is itself a type of decline: ‘grow sick or mad’ (‘WP’, l. 7). The third repetition of the 

triadic structure also signals a loss of identity: ‘I am the builder whose firm walls surround | 

A slipping land’. The speaker has ceased to be a man; the repetition of ‘I am the man’ shrinks 

to its opening two words. Instead, the speaker is subsumed into his identity as a war poet, as 

one craft becomes a metaphor for another; the role of war poet is compared to that of a 

‘builder’, which supersedes his earlier identity as a man. The poem expresses the central 

tension of war poetry here; it is the task of war poetry to bring order to the chaotic, to 

construct the ‘firm walls’ of poetry amongst the ‘slipping land’ of warring nations.  

The poem concludes with a startlingly surreal and chilling image that encapsulates the 

loss of identity of the war poet: ‘Though my face is a burnt book | And a wasted town.’ 

(‘WP’, ll. 11 - 12). The speaker has taken on a faceless and monstrous identity. For Jeffrey 

Wainwright this image ‘suggests […] artistic destruction’.
5
 However, this image also 

suggests artistic creation. It captures the tension between the creative act of poetry and the 

destructive act of war inherent in the genre of war poetry. The poetry book of the war poet is 

one that has been forged in fire, and is defined not just by the words within, but by the 

damage it displays. 

Jarmain’s work offers a contrasting view of war poetry. In Jarmain’s ‘El Alamein’ 

(1943) the identity of war poet is an empowering one, a claim to a privileged outlook and a 

superior knowledge, the possession of a landscape and historical moment: ‘none but us has 

known that land: | El Alamein will still be only ours’.
6
 The poem’s fourth stanza acts as a 

catalogue of the sights of battle; the anaphoric repetition of ‘The’ (‘EA’, ll. 20-24) serves to 

emphasise the extent of the knowledge afforded by the soldier poet’s experience. This 

knowledge is contrasted with the ignorance of later visitors to El Alamein: ‘Others will come 
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who cannot understand’ (‘EA’, l. 28), who will walk the battlefield once many of the signs of 

battle have faded, and see a place of ‘flowers’ (‘EA’, l. 30). Through the act of writing the 

war poet acts as a bridge to relay knowledge of the war to these ‘Others’. In Jarmain’s 

writing, the poet’s role is thus to some degree Shelleyan, in that the audience the speaker 

engages with is one placed in futurity. Yet, this is also a role tinged with regret; the war poet 

will never experience the flowers of futurity. Indeed, the caesura of the final lines ‘And find 

there – flowers’ (‘EA’, l. 30) enacts this process syntactically; the dash separates and severs 

the flowers from the rest of the line. 

For Jarmain, to be a war poet is to speak for and represent the voices of the men he 

served alongside. In contrast to the single speaker of Keyes’s poem, ‘El Alamein’ employs 

the collective voice of the soldiers throughout: ‘we’ (‘EA’, ll. 6, 19), ‘us’ (‘EA’, ll. 7, 25), 

‘our’ (‘EA’, l. 16). This collective voice is found in a great deal of Jarmain’s poems, such as 

‘Soldiers’ Prayer’: ‘we’
7
 and ‘Sand’ (1943): ‘our’.

8
 In Jarmain’s work this collective voice is 

earned through experience; the war poet is necessarily a soldier poet. In ‘These Poems’ 

(1943), the poet draws a series of contrasts between the war poet ‘out in the empty sand’,
9
 

troubled by the ‘tremble of bombs, the guns’ commotion’ (‘TP’, l. 15) and those who write 

poetry behind ‘placid curtains’ (‘TP’, l. 10), in the ‘twilight hush’ (‘TP’, l. 14). As if to show 

the disruption of the guns, the poem here features an extended line that breaks the pattern of 

the poem, in a skilful unity of form and content. This opposition is further seen in ‘El 

Alamein’ where the ‘we’ of the soldiers is placed against the ‘they’ (‘EA’, l. 1) of those who 

did not fight in the battle. Jarmain’s war poetry operates on a divide between those who 

experience war, and those who do not that is vital to his conception of the war poet. 

Reed’s poetic sequence Lessons of the War (1946) develops a unique poetics of war. 

The work’s concern with language is signalled in the very first word of the title of the 

opening poem ‘Naming of Parts’, however the sequence’s interest in language ultimately 

expands beyond nomenclature. The sequence’s staccato rhythms provided by frequent 

caesuras, repetitions, stanza and line breaks within syntactical units gives the poems a stop 

start pattern. For example, ‘(Silence. | Silence, indeed.)’,
 10

 begins a parenthetical statement in 

one stanza, only to ironically reiterate in the next what has already been said. Similarly, the 

statement, ‘In due course of course you will all be issued with | Your proper issue’,
11

 creates a 

sense of inanity and perpetual return through the repetition of words, numbing them of 

meaning. For Reed, language in war has become cyclical and repetitive, and war poetry must 

be expressive of this; to be a war poet is not to deal in the gore, sorrow or pity of warfare, but 

to attempt to replicate in poetry the cyclical and frustrating patterns of wartime routine. 
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All three of the poets considered here present powerful engagements with the genre of 

war poetry that deserve to be discovered by a scholarly and general audience, as we move 

towards the WW2 centenary. The breadth of formal poetic technique drawn upon in my 

analysis demonstrates the quality of the works considered, that will hopefully guarantee their 

longevity. These poets skilfully express distinctive perspectives on what it means to be a war 

poet that ensures their continuing relevance. 
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