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Teaching notes 

‘Whipping boy’ Brooke? 
John Sentance-Davis 

These teaching notes will help you take some of the ideas in Mark Payton’s article (pp. 38–40) further. 

Opposing views 
With reference to the fourth and fifth lines of ‘Peace’, the poet and critic John Lehmann asked: ‘What 
soldier who had experienced the meaningless horror and stalemate of the Western Front could think 
of it as a place to greet “as swimmers into cleanness leaping” or as a welcome relief from a world 
grown “old and cold and weary”?’ He also styled Brooke as ‘sentimental and unrealistic’. Conversely, 
the critic Doris L. Eder feels that Brooke ‘perfectly captured the mood of the moment’. Mark Payton 
worries that Brooke too easily becomes ‘the whipping boy of all our essays’. It is useful to look in detail 
at some of his writing in order to make your own assessment.  

‘1914’: five sonnets 
Note the favourable qualities that many find in Brooke’s sonnets. For example, the critic Robert 
Brainard Pearsall is quoted on the Poetry Foundation pages saying ‘his verse was lyrical, charming 
and companionable’. Mark Payton comments that Brooke uses a much-emulated ‘poignant mournful 
tone’ and his poetry uses pastoral imagery that makes an effective counterpoint to much war poetry.  

Tasks 
I. Peace 

Now, God be thanked Who has matched us with His hour, 
   And caught our youth, and wakened us from sleeping, 
With hand made sure, clear eye, and sharpened power, 
   To turn, as swimmers into cleanness leaping, 
Glad from a world grown old and cold and weary, 
   Leave the sick hearts that honour could not move, 
And half-men, and their dirty songs and dreary, 
   And all the little emptiness of love! 

Oh! we, who have known shame, we have found release there, 
   Where there's no ill, no grief, but sleep has mending, 
      Naught broken save this body, lost but breath; 
Nothing to shake the laughing heart's long peace there 
   But only agony, and that has ending; 
      And the worst friend and enemy is but Death. 
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III. The Dead 

Blow out, you bugles, over the rich Dead! 
   There's none of these so lonely and poor of old, 
   But, dying, has made us rarer gifts than gold. 
These laid the world away; poured out the red 
Sweet wine of youth; gave up the years to be 
   Of work and joy, and that unhoped serene, 
   That men call age; and those who would have been, 
Their sons, they gave, their immortality. 

Blow, bugles, blow! They brought us, for our dearth, 
   Holiness, lacked so long, and Love, and Pain. 
Honour has come back, as a king, to earth, 
   And paid his subjects with a royal wage; 
And Nobleness walks in our ways again; 
   And we have come into our heritage. 

1 Look again at line 4 of ‘Peace’. 

Examine this metaphor of leaving what Brooke saw as the dirt, decadence and dishonour of pre-war 
England for the cleansing glory that he imagined awaited young men like him in Flanders.  

2 Examine the sonnets in more detail.  How far do you agree that their most significant message 
is that death is something to be wished for? 

You might consider how in ‘The Dead’, fallen soldiers: 

• are presented as ‘rich’  

• bring values such as ‘Holiness’, ‘Honour’ and ‘Nobleness’ 

3 To what extent do you feel that ‘Peace’ denigrates life?  Note, for example, how it ends by 
describing ‘Death’ as ‘the worst friend and enemy’.  

4 Considering the sonnets as a whole, how far do you think that, in the words of Payton, ‘tones 
like these need to be remembered alongside more bitter, sceptical and realistic voices’ from the trench 
poets? 

Mud and blood and protest: Wilfred Owen 
Mark Payton contrasts Brooke’s nuanced poetry with that of ‘those war poets steeped in mud and 
blood and protest’. If we take the most famous of those poets, Wilfred Owen, and the most famous of 
his poems, ‘Dulce Et Decorum Est’, these aspects are clear: soldiers ‘cursed through sludge’ and 
‘limped on, blood-shod’; the poem’s protest is clear in its last lines about ‘The old Lie’. With its famous 
horror of the man ‘drowning’ in gas and the graphic images of the last section, Owen seems to give us 
an eyewitness account of the realities of France. Yet to consider Owen solely as a war poet steeped in 
mud and blood and protest might be an oversimplification.  

Owen the lyric poet 
It is often asked whether Wilfred Owen would have been a great poet without the war, or whether he 
needed the war to bring out his genius. Owen voluntarily returned to the Front, late in 1918, after his 
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period in hospital, when he could have taken up a role at home. The pull of comradeship, the need to 
go back to his men and a distaste for the jingoism of life in England meant that Owen went back to 
France, only to die 7 days before the Armistice. 

Owen was influenced by many great writers such as Tennyson, Yeats, Shelley and, more than any, 
Keats. His writing was often Romantic in tone and, as well as mud, blood and horror, there is beauty, 
lyricism and the language of love in many of his poems. Owen too wrote sonnets, the magnificent 
‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’ being the most famous. Remind yourself of the couplet on which the 
poem closes: 

‘Their flowers the tenderness of patient minds, 
And each slow dusk a drawing down of blinds.’ 

It’s a war poem that compares home with the Front, and it might be argued that its subtle, elegiac tone 
and slow, funereal rhythm are more subtle and serious than the capitalised certainties of Brooke in the 
sestet of ‘The Dead’. 

Three poems for further study 
The fact that it is impossible in this small space to do justice to Owen’s range and sensitivity 
underlines his genius. Although war may have been the stimulus for great writing, the writing goes 
beyond war to universal themes of life, death, heaven, hell, creation, destruction, hatred and love. 
Look at how ‘Futility’, for instance, speaks of the ‘fatuous sunbeams’ that once woke the ‘cold star’ of 
earth and laments the mess that human beings have made of creation, from the starting point of a 
man found frozen in the morning. Is this a poem that is as resonant now, in our time of global warming 
and terrorism, as it was in Flanders? 

‘Miners’ follows an extended metaphor of coal and takes the reader on a complex imaginative 
journey. From gazing into his fire, Owen links a 1918 mine disaster in England to the trenches dug 
deep in France, to the graves of young boys, to considering the genesis of coal in the depths of the 
earth. Consider Owen’s masterful manipulation of half rhyme throughout and soundplay through 
alliteration and assonance in lines such as: 

‘But the coals were murmuring of their mine, 
And moans down there 
Of boys that slept wry sleep, and men 
Writhing for air.’ 

Finally look at ‘Spring Offensive’, possibly Owen’s last poem. There is Keatsian imagery and pastoral 
language (‘murmurous with wasp and midge’ must remind of the ‘Odes’). It is an attack in spring, but 
perhaps also an attack on spring, or even by spring. Note how nature fills this poem: ‘sky’, ‘grass’, ‘the 
buttercup…blessed with gold their slow boots’, ‘trees’, ‘herb and heather’ and ‘the sun, like a friend’. 
One of the few suggestions of violence contrasts starkly with Brooke’s ‘red/Sweet wine of youth’: 

   ‘earth set sudden cups 
In thousands for their blood;’ 

It is as if nature is now against the men. Even ‘the…sky burned…against them’. Going ‘over the top’ is 
expressed enigmatically as ‘running on that last high place’ and soldiers who die ‘fell away past this 
world’s verge’. The poem’s climax is in universal terms too of ‘God’, ‘hell’ and ‘fiends and flames’.  
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Task 
‘While moving, musical and well-crafted, Brooke’s poetry lacks the depth, range and universality of 
that of Owen.’ To what extent do you agree with this assessment of the poets’ work? 

Useful sites for Brooke and Owen  
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/wilfred-owen 

http://www.wilfredowen.org.uk/home/ (The Wilfred Owen Society) 

http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/rupert-brooke 

http://www.rupertbrooke.com/ (The Rupert Brooke Society) 


