An Analysis of Wilfred Owen's Rhyme Scheme

Proportionality is a state to which the mind is drawn, because it is a state that the mind can comprehend both with precision and alacrity. This aesthetic appeal is seen in many older poetic forms, such as the sonnet, where the rhymes are perfect and their order strictly delegated. In contrast, the modernist writers transgressed this structural ideal for an increasingly anarchic mode of expression. They did this in an attempt to more effectively transmute the chaos of the world into their art. Since it is an abstraction of the sonnet form, Wilfred Owen’s poem, “Anthem for Doomed Youth,” is one example of this rebellion, because it has a 14 line length but bears an inconsistent rhyme scheme.

This is an ugly poem about an ugly time: WWI. Stylistically, nothing lasts long in Owen’s work, and his structural approach is unpredictable. For example, end rhymes are short lived, continually abandoning their synchronicity in 2-3 line successions. Since there is this lack of consistency, the reader feels a growing sense of temporality, for such is the nature of war, because nothing lasts forever and nothing stays the same, everything is undergoing a continued stress of peace and destruction in erratic bursts and lulls. He furthers this approach by trying to harness the passage of time through his utilization of alliteration, which is observable in line 3, when he says, “Only the stuttering rifles’ rapid rattle.” This string of short words with consonant beginnings gives the reader a sense of the fury and the quickness felt when hearing this weapon fire.

The poet expounds upon this indiscriminate atmosphere of battle by littering the lines with internal rhymes at unexpected intervals. In lines 6 and 7 Owen connects the word “choirs” with an identical rhyme, placing the first at the end of line 6 and the second at the midpoint of line 7. He also incorporates a slant assonant rhyme in line 6 with his treatment of “mourning,” ultimately creating a jolting affect upon the reader where nothing is certain, and thus, nothing is safe.

However, fleeting glimpses of the “purity” evident in a perfect rhyme coalition are worked into this piece at choice moments. This technique is, most notably, put into practice with the final couplet, where Owen links “minds” with “blinds” through an end rhyme interaction. The significance of such a move is that it inspires thoughts of the ethereal as we accept the destiny of the doomed. He sweeps us along his concluding meditation by means of, not only, perfect rhyme, but alliteration as well, ending with the declaration, “And each slow dusk a drawing down of blinds,” giving a more cohesive chain of words than seen elsewhere in the poem. Because, no longer does the artist dwell on the imagery of music fused with war, but is, instead, concerned with the spiritual turmoil observable in the aftermath of battle.

