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Introduction to this Education Pack 
‘Can the written word purge the soul?’    -     Decompression by Mark Gumley 

 

This education pack is designed to help anyone wanting to learn or teach about First World 
War Poetry. It has been created to accompany Feelgood Theatre Productions’ 2014 tour of 
Not About Heroes, and provides information, teaching resources, and activities about 
Feelgood’s production, the play itself, War Poetry, and Siegfried Sassoon and Wilfred Owen. 
The pack will be most useful for Key Stages 3 & 4. 

Many of the pages contain activities for students, based around the page’s topic, and 
suggestions for further poems to read. On the next page you will find a list of useful 
resources. 

 

Feelgood are also running a poetry competition called Whispers of War. In conjunction with 
this, we have created an Ideas & Inspirations Hub, which anyone is welcome to use. 
Whether or not you want to enter the competition, this Hub provides helpful tips and 
inspiration for anyone wanting to write poems, and may be a useful further resource when 
learning about war poetry. 

 

These resources can be copied for educational use only. They may not be reproduced for 
other purposes. 
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Recommended Resources 
 

POETRY BOOKS 
 The Not Dead by Simon Armitage (Hebden Bridge: Pomona, 2008) 
 Legion by David Harsent (London: Faber, 2005) 
 Book of War by John Jeffcock (London: Kassala, 2009) 
 The Poems of Wilfred Owen (London: Chatto & Windus, 1993) 
 The War Poems by Siegfried Sassoon (London: Faber, 1983) 

 

POETRY ANTHOLOGIES 
 The Faber Book of War Poetry edited by Kenneth Baker (London: Faber, 1997) 
 In Time of War edited by Anne Harvey (London: Blackie and Son, 1987) 
 Heroes: 100 Poems from the new generation of War Poets edited by John 

Jeffcock (London: Ebury Press, 2011) 
 Scars upon my heart edited by Catherine Reilly (London: Virago Press, 1981) 

 

WORLD WAR ONE WEBSITES 
 BBC World War One resources 
 Imperial War Museum World War One resources 
 Imperial War Museum 
 TES World War One Teaching Resources 
 Women in World War One 
 The Great War 

 

WAR POETRY WEBSITES 
 War Poetry 
 Oxford University First World War Poetry Digital Archive 
 TES Resource on using the Digital Archive in Class 
 Craiglockhart War Hospital (Napier University) War Poets Collection 
 Wilfred Owen Society 
 Siegfried Sassoon Society 

 

 

ORGANISATIONS 
 Feelgood Theatre Productions 
 Combat Stress 
 Proud 2 Serve 
 Stonewall 
 The Royal British Legion 
 No Glory in War 
 Stop The War Coalition 

  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/ww1/
http://www.1914.org/
http://www.iwm.org.uk/
http://www.tes.co.uk/ContentManagedPage.aspx?storyCode=6400138
http://www.tes.co.uk/teaching-resource/WW1-A-to-Z-W-is-for-Women-6426625/
http://www.greatwar.co.uk/index.htm
http://www.warpoetry.co.uk/index.html
http://www.oucs.ox.ac.uk/ww1lit/
http://www.tes.co.uk/teaching-resource/Using-the-WW1-Poetry-Digital-Archive-in-Class-6385252/
http://www2.napier.ac.uk/warpoets/
http://www.wilfredowen.org.uk/home/
http://www.sassoonfellowship.org/
http://www.feelgoodtheatre.co.uk/
http://www.combatstress.org.uk/
http://www.proud2serve.net/
https://www.stonewall.org.uk/
http://www.britishlegion.org.uk/
http://noglory.org/
http://stopwar.org.uk/
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Not About Heroes – the play 
‘These poems are not about heroes. English poetry is not yet fit to speak of them.’ 

- Wilfred Owen 

During the First World War, Siegfried Sassoon and Wilfred Owen, two of England’s greatest 
twentieth century poets met in Craiglockhart War Hospital, Edinburgh. Siegfried, a 
decorated war hero was hospitalized after protesting against the continuing war; Wilfred 
was a victim of shell shock and accused of cowardice. Upon returning to the front, Sassoon 
was shot in the head, but survived. Owen went on to win the Military Cross and die in the 
trenches seven days before the Armistice. This play tells their story. 

On this unique occasion of the anniversary of the First World War Stephen Macdonald’s 
play is far more than a historical glimpse of events. It is a timeless exploration of courage 
and humanity. It is a moving celebration of an intense friendship forged through conflict, 
poetry and the power of words overshadowed by a terrible and all-consuming war. 

This play inspires all who see it, young or old, civilian or military. 

Feelgood Theatre Productions’ critically acclaimed production first opened in November 
2005 at The Imperial War Museum North before transferring to the Cabinet War Rooms in 
London, followed by a national tour and run in the West End.  

Feelgood are re-imagining their production for 2014, premiering at Craiglockhart War 
Hospital and touring the UK and Wilfred Owen Memorial in Ors, Northern France, before a 
run in the West End at the Trafalgar Studios. 

Alongside this great piece of theatre we present an outstanding Community And Education 
Programme at tour venues, in parallel with a national poetry competition, Whispers Of War 
with our patron Jason Isaacs. Inspired by Owen, Sassoon and others we aim to find the war 
poets of the 21st century by exploring links between the experiences of 1914 and today.  

As in the play, through discussion and sharing ideas we hope to build bridges of 
understanding between the civilian and military community and their families to explore the 
many changing facets of war and the journey for peace in the 21st century. Whispers of War 
will be a commemorative contemporary legacy. 
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Feelgood Theatre Productions Ltd 
“A jewel in Manchester’s Theatrical Crown!” 

Manchester Evening News 

With an award winning 20 year track record Feelgood Theatre Productions are one of the 
most innovative and dynamic companies in the UK today. 
 
Feelgood’s mission is to make theatre with a definite sense of risk and adventure. Founded 
by Artistic Director Caroline Clegg in 1994 they have distinguished themselves with an array 
of classics and ground- breaking new commissions following their spectacular launch with 
their site specific musical Our Girls, where the audience lined the runway at Barton 
Aerodrome and looked on in awe as a World War II bomber landed to disembark the cast. 
Follow that! Well, they have: 
 
Robin Hood – The Legend (Clegg): Blue Remembered Hills (Potter), Pictures At An Exhibition 
(Mussorgsky), La Boheme (Puccini), Wind in the Willows (Bennett), The Wizard of Oz, (L F 
Baum) Crystal Clear (Young), Romeo & Juliet - Thando & Ruvhengo, Zimbabwe/UK 
(Shakespeare) with Ndebele and Shona adaptations. Rosa (Watkins) The Three Musketeers 
(Dumas/OByrne) Dracula - The Blood Count (Clifford) Arthur - King of the Britons 
(Clifford/Clegg) Not About Heroes (MacDonald) Macbeth (Shakespeare) A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream (Shakespeare) and Slave – A Question of Freedom (Fegan/Clegg). 
 
Feelgood’s unique shows fuse the unusual with the imaginative; new or traditional text with 
a cappella singing, native language and drumming; Shakespeare with African dance, 
abseiling, pyrotechnics and fire sculpting with music and drama - in parks, cliff tops, garden 
centres, African townships, museums and traditional theatres, including the West End. 
Feelgood has won critical acclaim and many awards including the Manchester Evening 
News Award; The Horniman Award for ‘outstanding services to live theatre’, and was 
honoured with a Lord Mayors Civic Reception on their 10th anniversary and presented to 
HRH the Queen and HRH Duke of Edinburgh at the official opening of The Lowry for which 
Feelgood produced the inaugural show Crystal Clear. 

Feelgood have also received the Angel Award for Artistic Excellence, The City Life Award 
for Best Production, Best Director and the Pete Postlethwaite Best New Play award for 
Slave – A Question of Freedom which also won the first Human Trafficking Foundation 
Media Award presented at No  10 Downing Street. Slave – A Question of Freedom tells the 
heartrending true story of Mende Nazer a young girl from the remote Nuba Mountains in 
Sudan who was abducted during the civil war, enslaved and then trafficked to the UK in 
2000. She now lives in freedom. Slave was performed on tour and in the House of Lords with 
Mende present. 

Committed to peace and dialogue for conflict resolution Feelgood created Eloquent Protest; 
an artist’s response to war. An annual event for peace held on Remembrance Sunday in 
Trafalgar Studios and then The Duke of York’s Theatre from 2006 – 2009 with Manchester 
hosting the event in 2010.  
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Eloquent Protest fuses music, poetry and drama – an artist’s response to the price of war, 
which honours the fallen and counts the cost of their sacrifice. Each year since 2006 this 
unique event has grown and we are indebted to our inspirational host and dear friend peace 
campaigner Tony Benn. He and Roy Bailey led performers and speakers including: Janie Dee, 
Charlie Dore, Stella Duffy, Johnnie Fiori, David Harsent, Jason Isaacs, Nasrin Parvaz, Lemn 
Sissay, Peter Straker, Samuel West, Jane Milligan, Loveday Smith, Julian Littman, Fiona 
McDonald, Robert Powell, Clive Rowe, Dan Willis, Sam Ellis and many, many more Eloquent 
Protesters. 
 
For more information about Eloquent Protest visit:  

http://www.feelgoodtheatre.co.uk /index.php?/site/eloquent_protest 

 

Review 

“...The Trafalgar Studios’ stage is scaled down by plain black curtains, and the black floor 
simply decorated with scarlet paper poppy leaves, giving the studio an intimate feel of a 
small fringe production, rather than of its West End glitz… 

If anyone had said an event about world wars would be entertaining and in fact laugh-out-
loud funny at times, you might find it hard to believe. But it isn’t as serious an event as you 
might think, with humour - as well as heartbreaking stories of everyday life during the Blitz, 
including one so sad it doesn’t bear repeating. 

This is an event for all those of us, myself included, born in the late 20th century onwards, 
who might pin a poppy on every November in no more than a polite gesture of good 
citizenship. The event could so easily have been melodramatic and depressing, but instead 
was uplifting and positive. It provoked not the easy emotion of show business, but real tears 
of real loss.”  

Aleks Sierz, TheatreVoice, 4 Stars 
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Siegfried Sassoon and Wilfred Owen 
‘Dearest of all friends’ - Not About Heroes 

Siegfried Sassoon and Wilfred Owen were both soldiers in World War One. They met at 
Craiglockhart War Hospital in August 1917, which treated shell-shocked officers from 1916 
onwards. 
 
Owen arrived at the hospital in June 1916. Sassoon, already an established poet, had written 
a ‘Declaration against the  war’, which was read out in the House of Commons. Instead of 
being Court Martialled, a review board diagnosed him with neurasthenia (shell shock – for 
more information about this see the section on shell shock) and sent him to Craiglockhart 
soon after Owen’s arrival. 
 
The two struck up a friendship, and Sassoon helped Owen to develop his poetry, and 
introduced him to other poets, and key figures of the literary scene. He also helped him to 
publish his poetry. 

 

Sassoon’s Declaration against the War 

I am making this statement as an act of wilful defiance of military authority, because I 
believe that the War is being deliberately prolonged by those who have the power to end it. 
I am a soldier, convinced that I am acting on behalf of soldiers. I believe that this War, on 
which I entered as a war of defence and liberation, has now become a war of aggression and 
conquest. I believe that the purpose for which I and my fellow soldiers entered upon this 
war should have been so clearly stated as to have made it impossible to change them, and 
that, had this been done, the objects which actuated us would now be attainable by 
negotiation. I have seen and endured the sufferings of the troops, and I can no longer be a 
party to prolong these sufferings for ends which I believe to be evil and unjust. I am not 
protesting against the conduct of the war, but against the political errors and insincerities 
for which the fighting men are being sacrificed. On behalf of those who are suffering now I 
make this protest against the deception which is being practised on them; also I believe that 
I may help to destroy the callous complacency with which the majority of those at home 
regard the contrivance of agonies which they do not, and which they have not sufficient 
imagination to realize. 

 
 

Extract: 
 
From ‘Not About Heroes’ 
 
SASSOON:  Lieutenant Owen!  
OWEN:  Sir? 
SASSOON:  Who are you?  
OWEN:  … Sir? 
SASSOON:  What are you? What do you do?  
OWEN:  Nothing, now. But I shall be a poet. 
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Wilfred Owen (1893-1918) 

Wilfred Owen was born in 1893 Oswestry in Shropshire, and grew up in Birkenhead and Shrewsbury. 
Unable to afford university, he worked as a lay assistant to the vicar of Dunsden near Reading, and a 
teacher at the Berlitz School of English in Bordeaux.  In autumn 1915 he enlisted in the Artists’ Rifles, 
and after training in Hare Hall Camp in Essex, he was commissioned as a second lieutenant with the 
Manchester Regiment. He was posted to France at the end of 1916. After several harrowing months 
in Serre and St Quentin, he was diagnosed as suffering from shell shock and sent to Craiglockhart, 
where he worked on the hospital journal The Hydra, met Sassoon, and  worked  on  his  poetry.  
After his recovery, he was posted to France again in August 1918. He was killed in action near Ors on 
the 4th of November, the news of which reached his family on Armistice Day. 

 

Wilfred Owen’s Draft Preface: 
 

“This book is not about heroes. English poetry is not yet fit to speak of them. Nor is it about deeds, or 
lands, nor anything about glory, honour, might, majesty, dominion, or power, except War. Above all I 
am not concerned with Poetry. My subject is War, and the pity of War. The Poetry is in the pity.” 

 

 

Siegfried Sassoon (1886-1967) 

Siegfried Sassoon was born in 1886 in Weirleigh in Kent, and studied at Marlborough College and the 
University of Cambridge. He left without a degree, but published nine pamphlets of poems between 
1906 and 1912. He enlisted as soon as war broke out, and was commissioned as a second lieutenant 
with the 3rd Battalion, Royal Welch Fusiliers in May 1915. In November he went to France, and to 
the front itself in March 1916. He received a Military Cross for his bravery in a raiding party in May, 
and invalided to Oxford after contracting dysentery later that year. His disillusionment at the war 
had started to develop, and he met and talked to pacifists such as Bertrand Russell. Upon his return 
to France in 1917 he was wounded and sent back to England where, encouraged by Russell and 
others, he wrote his ‘Declaration against the War’. His friend the poet Robert Graves intervened, 
fearing that Sassoon would be court-martialled, and after a sympathetic hearing, he was sent to 
Craiglockhart to be treated for neurasthenia. He returned to France in May 1918, but was shot in the 
head in June. Although he recovered, he did not return to fight before war ended that November. He 
continued to write and publish poetry throughout the war and afterwards. His son George was born 
in 1936 during his short marriage to Hester Gatty. He received a CBE, an honorary fellowship from 
Cambridge, and an honorary degree from Oxford and died in 1967 at the age of 80. 
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What were Owen and Sassoon reacting to? 
‘The war in which he and I fought inspired poetry with the same prodigality with 
which it slaughtered the poets.’  Not About Heroes 

Owen and Sassoon both signed up as patriotic and enthusiastic soldiers, but their attitude 
towards the war changed due to the horrific conditions of the trenches, and their increasing 
knowledge. 

 

Activities: 

1. Find an example, from Owen or Sassoon’s work, of a poem written in support of the 
war, and then one written against it.  
Identify the key arguments for and against. 

2. Find three examples of posters made to encourage civilians to sign up to fight.  
Write a paragraph about each one, saying what techniques it uses to achieve its aim. 

3. Read Jessie Pope’s poem ‘Who’s For The Game?’ 
What techniques does she use to persuade potential soldiers to join up?  
Why, as a poem, is it more effective than if she had written this as a piece of prose? 
Now choose a poem (it can be by any poet, World War One or modern) to send to 
Pope to counteract hers. Explain why you have chosen it. 

4. Imagine we were on the brink of a world war again now.  
Now imagine the government has commissioned you to recruit soldiers. Make a 
poster and write a poem encouraging people to fight. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This item is from The First World War Poetry  Digital Archive, University of Oxford (www.oucs.ox.ac.uk/ww1lit); © [The 
Imperial War Museum]  
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Anthem for Doomed Youth 
 

In Not About Heroes, we see Owen develop his poem ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’, with 
Sassoon’s help. Look again at the poem, and the manuscript (in the Images document), and 
read the scene (p. 46-48 of the script). 
 
Then answer the following questions about Sassoon’s edits: 

 

Activities: 

1. What do the words ‘elegy’ and ‘anthem’ mean?  
Explain how this choice of words changes the effect of the poem. 

2. Do you agree that ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’ is more effective than ‘Anthem for 
Dead Youth’? Why? 

3. Sassoon calls the last line ‘perfect – and beautiful’ – do you agree? Why? 
4. Sassoon says ‘I know a great poem when I hear one’ – and ‘Anthem for Doomed 

Youth’ has become a famous example of a great World War One poem.  
Why has it lasted so well? In your answer, discuss its historical context, theme, and 
the particular poetic techniques that Owen uses. 

This item is from The First World War Poetry Digital Archive, University of Oxford (www.oucs.ox.ac.uk/ww1lit); © [The Imperial War 
Museum] 

 

 

 

Heroism 
Have a look again at Owen’s preface. The prospect of becoming a ‘hero’ has often been a 
reason that people have chosen to fight, and armies have taken advantage of this in their 
recruitment campaigns. 
 

Activities: 
 

1. What do the words ‘elegy’ and ‘anthem’ mean? Explain how this choice of words changes 
the effect of the poem. 
 

2. Do you agree that ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’ is more effective than ‘Anthem for Dead 
Youth’? Why? 
 

3. Sassoon calls the last line ‘perfect – and beautiful’ – do you agree? Why? 
 

4. Sassoon says ‘I know a great poem when I hear one’ – and ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’ has 
become a famous example of a great World War One poem.  
Why has it lasted so well? In your answer, discuss its historical context, theme, and the 
particular poetic techniques that Owen uses. 

 
 
  

http://www.oucs.ox.ac.uk/ww1lit
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Sexuality in the Military 
 
Both Owen and Sassoon were gay, as were some of their friends. Due to ignorance and 
prejudice, gay people have been treated unequally and unfairly throughout history. In 1533, 
sex between two adult men became punishable by death. Although the death penalty was 
repealed in 1861, homosexuality itself still remained illegal until 1967. However, the military 
forbade gay men and women from openly declaring their sexual orientation until as late as 
2000. 
 

Activities: 
 

1. Find out more about the history of military attitudes and rules about homosexuality. 
Proud2Serve is an online resource for LGBT armed forces, and may be a useful 
resource. Why do you think it took so long for the British army to allow military 
personnel to be openly gay? 
 

2. Find out more about how gay soldiers were treated in World War One.  
How do you think Owen and Sassoon felt about this environment?  
How do you think the treatment of homosexuality by the military and government 
effected Owen and Sassoon’s attitude towards fighting for their country? 
 

3. Stonewall is an organisation that campaigns for equal treatment of LGBT people in 
our society, and against prejudice. Have a look at their posters. Now design a poster 
to communicate the message that LGBT military personnel should not be 
discriminated against by the military. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
British Armed Forces and SSAFA marching in London Pride 2013. Image from http://www.proud2serve.net/london-pride-2013 
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Stephen MacDonald 
“A man of the theatre”   - Herald Scotland 
 
Stephen MacDonald was born in 1933. He grew up and trained as an actor in Birmingham. 
After years of accomplished and acclaimed acting, MacDonald also took up directing. He 
directed at the Leicester Phoenix, and then became Artistic Director at the Dundee 
Repertory Theatre, and then the Edinburgh Royal Lyceum. He was highly committed to 
developing new plays, and almost half of the two theatres’ productions during his tenure 
comprised new writing 
 
As well as acting and directing, MacDonald wrote successful stage and radio adaptations, 
including The Jungle Book in 1979. His most famous and successful play is Not About Heroes, 
which was first performed at the Edinburgh Festival in 1982. In this first production he 
played Siegfried Sassoon, opposite David Learner.  
 
In 1983, it toured to the King’s Head Theatre in London, was adapted for Yorkshire TV and 
BBC Radio 4, and published by Faber. In 1986, a new production at the National Theatre 
commemorated the centenary of Sassoon’s birth. Over the next decades he continued to 
write, direct and act, and died of leukaemia in 2009.  

 

 
Writing History 
 

While Not About Heroes is a fictional play, Stephen MacDonald based his script closely on 
his research of Sassoon and Owen. Find out more about the poets by reading their poetry, 
biographies, Sassoon’s books, and Owen’s letters. Then, using your research, try one of the 
following writing activities: 
 

Activities: 
 

1. Write a scene in which Owen tells his mother about his friendship with Sassoon, and 
how they have developed his poetry together. 

2. Write a scene in which Sassoon and Robert Graves discuss Owen’s poetry, and in 
which Sassoon tries to persuade Graves to help him publish. 

3. Imagine you are a young soldier in Owen’s platoon, who has been encouraged by 
him to write a poem about your experience in the trench. Write that poem. Then 
write a scene in which you show your poem to him, and ask for his help. 

4. Both poets were enthusiastic soldiers at first. Write a scene for each in which they 
decide to enlist, showing their reasons and any anxieties they might have. 
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Interview with the Designer 
Lara Booth 
 
How did you become a theatre designer? 
 
I always knew I wanted a career in the arts, when friends at primary school used to say, “I 
want to be a ballet dancer or a nurse” I used to say, “when I grow up I am going to be an Art 
Student!”  In school I loved English Literature and Design, I was a bit of a bookworm. When I 
discovered there was a career to be made from bringing your own imaginings of places and 
characters to life I knew that was the career for me.  I went on to achieve a degree in 
Costume Design at Edinburgh College of Art followed by a Post Graduate in Theatre Design 
at Bristol Old Vic Theatre School.  
 
After 6 years of study I set out as a freelance Theatre Designer beginning my professional 
career with the Youth Theatre at The Bristol Old Vic. Since then I have worked all over the 
UK designing for theatre and opera and I have set up my studio base in the heart of the 
Pennines, an environment I find inspirational. 
 
Can you tell us about your process for creating and developing a design? 
 
It all comes back to the script. The first thing is to read it and make notes on both practical 
aspects of the action and also the mood, atmosphere, themes, locations, time period etc. 
Often images come to mind on my first read of the script so I always try to find myself a 
quiet spot to read and absorb the text. I then begin to collate research imagery that I can 
discuss with the director, in this case I looked at the work of fine artists working with the 
theme of WW1 and also at the ways we commemorate death in war memorials. 
 
From this I go on to sketch ideas both two dimensionally on paper and three dimensionally 
in the form of a white card model. Further discussion is held with the director and many 
ideas may be thrown out or evolve further before going on to create a final 1:25 scale model 
and technical plans for how the set will sit within each venue. 
 
Designers are problem solvers as well as creatives and should know when to compromise 
and when to stick up for their ideas. We are one part of a team of people who work 
together to give life to a show. 
 
Can you tell us how you work with a director to develop a design? 
 
The collaborative relationship between designer and director is very important and there 
has to be a trust here in order for your vision to be realised on stage to the greatest success, 
the design and the direction should work together and complement one another. You hope 
to share a creative vision and feed off one another’s thoughts and feelings about the play. 
The design is ultimately there to serve the action of the piece and not get in the way of it, it 
should help to transport the actors and the audience to another world.  
Not About Heroes is a touring show. Does this present any challenges to your design? 
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The trickiest thing is that the venues we are touring to vary so much in scale. It was 
important to design a set that could be scaled up and down as needed without impacting on 
the blocking of the show itself. You also need to consider the ease of erecting and 
dismantling the set as there will only be a small crew touring with the show. I am a big fan of 
working in lighting effects to my sets and this is restricted to some degree by the fact we are 
touring to some non-theatre venues and our lighting rig is limited. 
 
Why do you think World War One poetry is still studied in schools today? 
 
I think in this day and age war can often be over glamorised in video games and films. It is so 
important that our youth have some insight into the true reality of living through war; this is 
so poignantly depicted in the words of Wilfred Owen he certainly belongs on the syllabus. 
We all have a responsibility to learn from the past and strive for peace whenever possible. 
We are exposed to a lot of negative press about society today and I believe we should learn 
to value the world we live in now and the freedom and opportunities we have that our great 
grandparents and grandparents did not have, but laid down their lives for. Unfortunately 
there are still many conflicts raging in this world but knowledge is power, our children need 
to be educated on the subject of war. 
 
What is your favourite moment of the play? 
 
I am a sucker for an ending that packs a punch so I would have to say, without giving too 
much away, I look forward to the final scene.  The words of the poetry are so evocative I 
hope I have done them justice in my attempts to capture the world in which these two men 
were surviving. 
 

 

 
Want to be a theatre designer? 
 
You must have a true passion to become a Theatre Designer.  
There is a saying that actors should not choose to be actors, they should only become actors 
if they simply cannot be anything else! I think this applies to all creative professions 
If this is the path for you then I would recommend getting some work experience first. 
People often think working in theatre is a glamorous profession and, whilst it is great fun, it 
is also hard work and can be quite solitary and there are also a lot of long hours sitting in the 
dark! So try it out first. Next, do your research and find a really good course to study on. Do 
as much work experience as you can afford to do – this industry is largely about who you 
know and word of mouth so experience is your most valuable asset. 
 
Lara Booth 
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Lara’s recent work includes: 
  
OPERA, MUSICAL THEATRE AND DANCE 
L’Elisir d’Amore, Director Stefan Janski, RNCM, December 2013 
Emily,  World  Premiere, Directed  and  Composed  by Tim Benjamin, Todmorden Hippodrome July 
2013 ‘Unfinished  Symphony’/   ‘Unreasonable  Conduct(or) Shouty   Man   Sings’,   Opera   North   
Linacre   Studio, Director  Emma  Bernard,  Composer  Ben  Glasstone, March 2013 
Il Ritorno d’Ulisses in Patria, Director Stefan Janski, RNCM, December 2012 
Red Riding Hood, Opera North, Howard Assembly Rooms July 2012 
Albert Herring, Director Stefan Janski, RNCM, December 2011 
The Wiz, Director Caroline Clegg, RNCM, April 2010 
Into the Woods, Director Steve Mann, Royal Lyceum Youth Theatre, Edinburgh July 2007 (Costume 
Designer)  
 
STUDIO AND TOURING THEATRE 
Brickin’ It, The Company, Bolton Octagon Studio and Tour, Director Jenny Redland, May 2013 
The Resonance of Seclusion, Director  Liz Postlethwaite, Small Things,  Whitworth Art Gallery, 
Manchester, October 2011, The Lowry Studio and North West Tour, February 2013 
The Double Bass, Director Andrew Jarvis, New End Theatre, London, April 2011 and Colchester 
Mercury Theatre, February 2011 
Innocence (British Premiere), Director Helena Kaut- Howson, Arcola Theatre, January 2010, and 
Capitol Theatre, May 2008 
The Revenger’s Tragedy, Director Gavin McAlindon, Southwark Playhouse March 2006 
Catbrain Hill, Director Jo Darby, BOVYT, Bristol Old Vic Studio July 2005 
 
THEATRE IN-THE-ROUND AND TRAVERSE 
Our Country’s Good, Director Chris Honer, Capitol Theatre, April 2013 
Time and The Conways, Director David Salter, Capitol Theatre MMU, December 2010 
 Les Liaisons Dangereuses, Director Fiona Buffini, Capitol Theatre MMU, December 2010 
The Magnificent Tale of Emily Law and Arturo the Waterboy, Director Liz Postlethwaite, Capitol 
Theatre, August 2010 
Mary Stuart, Director David Shirley, Capitol Theatre MMU, May 2009 
Sleep With Me, Director Gabriel Gawain, Capitol Theatre MMU, May 2008 
Blue Remembered Hills, Director Christopher Hunter, Capitol Theatre MMU, Feb 2008 
Widows, Director Graham Watts, Capitol Theatre MMU, February 2008 
Victory, Director David Salter, Capitol Theatre MMU, October 2007 
More Light and Red Sky, Director Iain Wainwright, Bristol Old Vic Basement, November 2006 
 
'END-ON' THEATRE 
Ivanov, Director David Salter, MMU, October 2012 The Libertine, Director David Shirley, MMU 
October 2012 
Tall Tales, Tantrums and Gordon Brown, Director Liz Postlethwaite, Library Theatre, Manchester, 
August 2011 
A Little Voice A Long Way From Here, Director Liz Postlethwaite, Library Theatre, April 2010 
Three Sisters, Director David Salter, Capitol Theatre MMU, February 2010 
Women Beware Women, Director  Deborah Paige, Capitol Theatre MMU, December 2009 
Dying For It, Director Caroline Clegg, Capitol Theatre, MMU, November 2009 
The Red Shoes, Director Liz Postlethwaite, Library Theatre, August 2009 
Fugee, Director Liz Postlethwaite. Library Theatre, Manchester April 2009 
Harvest, Director David Salter, Capitol Theatre, MMU, December 2008 
Little Eyolf, Director Chris Hayes, Capitol Theatre MMU, October 2008 
The Clink, Director Paul Milton, Capitol Theatre MMU, October 2007 
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A Poet’s Duty 
 

“It’s not enough – writing grand elegies from the safe heart of Yorkshire” 
 
In Not About Heroes, Owen argues that if he wants people to listen to his poems and take seriously 
his pacifist stance, he has to go back to the front and write his poems based on his observations of 
real life in the trenches. 

When he returns to the front he says 'I feel confident because I know I came out to help: 
directly, by leading them as well as an officer can; indirectly, by watching their sufferings so 
that I may plead for them as well as I can.' 
 
A poet’s responsibility to truth has been a much-debated topic throughout the history of 
poetry, especially war poetry. Decades after Owen and Sassoon wrote their war poems, 
American poet Dana Shuster wrote poems from the point of view of a nurse in the Vietnam 
War. One of them was read by Al Gore at the 1993 dedication of the Vietnam Women’s War 
Memorial. It was later discovered that she was neither a nurse nor a veteran. Many veterans 
felt betrayed by Shuster, though others said that the poetry still has an ‘emotional truth’. 
 

Activities: 
 

1. Do you think a poet should only write about his or her own experiences? Explain 
why. 

2. Can we use poems as historical artefacts? Can we trust World War One poetry to 
give a true and thorough depiction of what life was like in the trenches? 

3. What can poetry communicate to us that historical artefacts cannot?  
4. Owen returned to the front to write poems about the true conditions in the 

trenches. This led to his death. Do you think he should have returned? In his place, 
would you have done the same, or tried to stay in Britain? How differently do you 
think his poetry would have been received if he had stayed, and survived? 

5. Read some of Dana Shuster’s war poems. Can you understand why Vietnam veterans 
felt betrayed by her? Do some research into Shuster’s life and poetry. Why do you 
think she chose to give the impression she had actually been in Vietnam as a nurse? 
How does your knowledge of her affect your perception of her poetry? 

 
 

 
 
SASSOON:  There are ways of getting round it, you know. 

OWEN:  But if they send me, how could I ...? Oh, I don't know. I can't speak.  
I can't shout any kind pf protest until I've earned the right. I need some ... 
reputation. You already have that - 

SASSOON:  Oh, please, Wilfred - 

OWEN:  No. Wait a minute! You've proved that your pacifism didn't come out of 
cowardice. They know that, so they'll listen to you. 
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‘He recorded minutely in memory all that came to pass, then, ill of soul, wrote poetry 
as a sick cat eats grass.’  - The Poet by Dale R Carver 

 

Activities: 

Compare the poetry of John Jeffcock, a soldier poet who wrote about his own experiences 
in Book of War, Simon Armitage, whose book The Not Dead uses the experiences of real 
soldiers as the basis for poems about war, David Harsent, who wrote his book Legion as his 
own creative response to war, and Dana Shuster. 

1. How does your knowledge of the poets’ different experiences of war affect how you 
view their poetry? 

2. Does it affect your perception of the poetry’s quality? 
3. How much does ‘truth’ and ‘authenticity’ matter when reading war poetry? 
4. Identify a powerful image created by each poet, and explain why it is powerful.  

How much ‘truth’ is each image based on, and how does this affect the power of the 
image? 

5. What is more important when writing war poetry, poetic talent or direct experience 
of being a soldier? 

6. What questions does your comparison of the four poets raise about authenticity and 
poetry? 
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Shellshock 
 
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) is an anxiety disorder caused by experiencing or 
witnessing very distressing or stressful events. Around one in 25 people suffers from it.  

According to the NHS, events that can cause PTSD include serious road accidents, violent 
assaults, sexual abuse or assaults, witnessing violence, being held hostage, and natural 
disasters. It documented in World War One, when it was known as shell shock. 

However, it was not recognised as a mental health condition in 1980. While it is better 
recognised and treated than a century ago, there is still stigma attached to PTSD. Of the 
veterans who responded to Combat Stress’s 2012 survey, 93% said that they were ashamed 
or embarrassed about their mental health problems, and it takes veterans an average of 
more than 13 years to contact Combat Stress for help. 

Craiglockhart War Hospital was set up in 1916 for the treatment of shell shock, and both 
Sassoon and Owen were diagnosed and admitted with it later that year. Both poets wrote 
moving, thoughtful poetry about shell shock and other mental health disorders, and the 
mental stress of active service is something that has concerned war poets ever since. 

 
No injury or scars did they see, No crutch or wheelchair needed he. 
Yet day by day his heart bled dry, And now for him they stand and cry. 
 Another statistic of a war, But this boy’s not a hero, not any more. 
- A Hero Returns by Sonya Summersgill 

 
PTSD Poetry over a Century 

Compare Suicide in the Trenches by Siegfried Sassooon (The War Poems, p.119) to A Hero 
Returns by Sonya Summersgill (Heroes, p.125), both of which discuss an extreme form of 
PTSD which, untreated, has led to suicide. 
 
Poems to read:  
 
Suicide in the Trenches by Siegfried Sassoon, A Hero Returns by Sonya Summersgill 
(Heroes, p.125), In the Ambulance by Wilfrid Gibson, What Reward? by Winifred M Letts, 
The Mad Soldier by Edward Tennant, Albion by Simon Armitage. 
 

Activities: 
 

1. What do the poems tell us about PTSD? 
2. What similarities and differences are there between the experiences of the two 

soldiers? 
3. Find a line or image in each poem that you find powerful or effective. 
4. Why do you think PTSD still has so much stigma attached to it? 
5. Write the story of one of the poems as a news article. Do some research about PTSD 

to include facts and statistics in your article. 
6. Write a poem about PTSD, either from the point of view of one of the soldiers, or 

imagining yourself as a soldier suffering from PTSD. 
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Women and War 
 

‘Girls are doing things they’ve never done before’    
Sing a Song of War-time by Nina Macdonald 

 
 
“Earning high wages? 
Yus, Five quid a week. 
A woman, too, mind you, 
I calls it dim sweet.” 

Munition Wages by Madeline Ida Bedford 

 

The work that women did in World War One, and the poetry they wrote, is sometimes forgotten or 
overlooked when looking at its history and literature. However, they contributed hugely both to the 
war effort, and to its poetic output.  

At home, women took on the jobs that the fighting men had left behind, and became drivers, postal 
workers, farm workers, factory workers and many other roles (see Jessie Pope’s poem War Girls). 
They also directly assisted in the war: many weapons factories were staffed by women, and in the 
hospitals both at home and at the front, female doctors and nurses treated sick and wounded 
soldiers. 

As well as Jessie Pope’s propaganda poetry, which was very famous at the time, many other female 
poets contributed to the wealth of war poetry that World War One produced.  

Amongst them were Vera Brittain, Rose Macaulay, Helen Hamilton, and Madeline Ida Bedford. To 
read more World War One poetry by women, we recommend Scars Upon My Heart edited by 
Catherine Reilly (London: Virago Press, 1981). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Images from The First World War Poetry Digital Archive, University of Oxford 
(www.oucs.ox.ac.uk/ww1lit); © [The Imperial War Museum] 
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Read Spreading Manure by Rose Macaulay, Night Duty by Eva Dobell, The VAD Scullery-
Maid’s Song by M Winifred Wedgwood, and Munition Wages by Madeline Ida Bedford, 
then answer the following questions. 

Activities: 
 

1. What do the poems tell us about jobs that women did during World War One? 
2. If you were a woman in World War One, and had to choose a job based on these 

poems, what would you choose, and why? 
3. Identify poetic techniques that these poems use. 
4. Research other jobs that women did during World War One. Imagine yourself doing 

one one of these jobs. Write a poem about your experience. 
5. Read Katrina Kirkwood’s blog about her grandmother Dr. Isabella Stenhouse (see 

box). Write a poem about her experiences. You could even submit it to the blog! 
6. In World War One women were not allowed in the army, but they have since been 

permitted to join. Why do you think they were not allowed? Why do you think the 
law was changed? 

7. Research two more female war poets: one from World War One and one from the 
late 20th or early 21st centuries. 

8. Write a short biography for each of them. Try to find an image, if you can. 
9. Choose a poem for each of them that best shows their different experiences of war. 
10. Identify images from each poem that clearly show the time in which they were 

written. 
11. Identify a line or phrase from each poem that you find particularly powerful. Why? 
12. Imagine meeting both of these poets. What questions would you ask them? Write 

the meeting as a scene, trying to imagine their responses to each other and to you. 
 

The First Female Doctors 

Women were not allowed to become doctors until the early 20th century, and the huge 
number of casualties in World War One meant that they were very much needed.  

Isabella Stenhouse was one of them, serving as a newly qualified doctor in France and Malta 
during the war. 

Her granddaughter Katrina Kirkwood's blog explores her research into Dr Stenhouse's 
experiences. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://isabellaandthestringofbeads.blogspot.co.uk/
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Interview with the Director 
Caroline Clegg 

You have worked on this play several times now - what is it about the play that continues to 
appeal to you as a director? 

Not About Heroes is one of the finest plays I have had the honour of directing. The writing is 
skilled, witty, and challenging and it is a most appropriate play as we examine our attitudes 
in the 21st century to peace and conflict during the centenary of the First World War.   

The poetry excites me and the play continues to challenge me as an artist.   As a director I 
want to tell stories that can explore those often unanswerable questions of war and what 
better way than through a real story about two men whose work I have admired and 
wrestled with since I was a teenager.  My journey with this play has brought me great 
insight and enjoyment and I have been privileged to work with and be inspired by many 
wonderful artists, especially through our peace event Eloquent Protest with our host Tony 
Benn.  He encouraged us all greatly and I recall chatting to him one day about his 
controversial trip to meet Saddam Hussain to discuss peace.  He said that if he hadn’t gone 
he could not have lived with himself for not trying.  He said “keep telling the stories, never 
stop trying to make a difference” and that’s what we are doing through Not About Heroes.   

The poetry and the questions have universality and are as relevant today as they were one 
hundred years ago and we must never stop interrogating war.   Yesterday I saw a postcard 
that said: if war is the answer it must be a very stupid question.   

What more can I say?  I think through the arts we can move hearts and minds – in some 
cases we may even help to change minds. 

 

Much of Feelgood’s work has explored war – what is it about this theme that provides so 
much inspiration and scope? 

That’s a tricky question; don’t get me wrong, I enjoy happier subjects too.   I don’t 
intentionally search out stories with this theme, but like many artists I am attracted to 
personal stories that are set within or against the  ‘epic’ theatre of war because in making 
them ‘intimate’ we can learn and understand a little more about ourselves and  the human 
condition.    It is the personal stories that help us cope with the enormity of the subject; the 
stories that we can identify with; the indomitable spirit that an individual shows in extreme 
circumstances which is both uplifting and universal. 

It also depends how you present the piece.   I have met and worked with the most amazing 
artists in Zimbabwe on Romeo and Juliet – Thando and Ruvhengo and Macbeth in the UK 
and they showed me that through portraying struggle through exhilarating song, dance and 
vibrant drumming we can view the world with optimism – we may not be able to change the 
world but we can change ourselves and how we approach and deal with these issues - as we 
did with Slave – A Question of Freedom.  Mende’s story of enslavement was born out of the 
civil war in the 1990’s and her struggle for freedom is and continues to be a story of real 
triumph over adversity.  She taught me many things and in particular to tell a story clearly so 
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that we can understand the bigger picture and “if you can sing it then all the better”.  A 
haunting refrain will stay in someone’s mind longer than words, which is why I always use 
music to underscore and suture our work.  
 

How did you become a director? 

I have always been a ‘doer’, an organiser and a dreamer.  From an early age I was very 
capable;   comes from being brought up on a farm I guess with many responsibilities.  As a 
child I played outside and made up  ‘what if ‘stories….maybe part of me hasn’t grown up 
because I still like to say ‘what if ‘and then try to create that theatrically, particularly in site 
specific locations. 

I directed my first show Our Girls in London in the 1980s and this became the first show with 
Feelgood in 1994.  I had no intention of starting my own company but at a reception in 1993 
someone said they owned an aircraft hangar!  I knew that it would be a great place for a full 
blown production of Our Girls for the 50th anniversary of the end of the Second World War, 
complete with flying in a US WWII bomber at the start of the show.   If you are going to say 
‘what if’ then do it in style!   The rest is Feelgood history. That was many years before the 
genre ‘site specific’ had been coined.  Since then we have performed in major parks, African 
townships, in quarry’s, garden centres not to mention the West End and at theatre near 
you. 

http://feelgoodtheatre.co.uk/index.php?/productions/show/our_girls/ 

About the same time I also began teaching at the Royal Northern College of Music in 
Manchester in the opera department and began to slowly fall under the spell of opera.  I 
was from a musical theatre performing background so it was a little bit of a gear change but 
it is a little bit like Shakespeare; once you put a bit of time and effort into it you fall in love 
with the genius of it and it becomes a life time’s passion.  Now I split my time between 
theatre, opera and musical theatre and I couldn’t be happier. 

 

What advice would you give to aspiring directors? 

Do it!  Get people together and practice your art. 

 

Can you tell us about your directing process, and how you will apply that process to this 
play? 

I employ many different methods, most of which stem from a physical theatre perspective 
based on Grotowksi, Laban and also Stanislavski.  I work with the actors in a collaborative 
way to share their ideas for the journey of their character and we bring it together as a 
team.  Of course before we get to the rehearsal room there is a great deal of research to do 
on the characters and thankfully there is a great deal of research material out there. 

 

How do you go about choosing your actors for this play? 

I usually have ideas for my ‘dream cast’ and then I ask them.   I will ask actors who I have 
worked with before or more established actors to meet for a coffee.  We need to know if we 

http://feelgoodtheatre.co.uk/index.php?/productions/show/our_girls/
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share the same ideas; if they sound and look right and don’t mind working away from home 
on tour.  It is about creating a balanced team so with this cast of two it is vital that the 
actors really get on as they have to have absolute stage rapport.  The subject is an 
emotional roller coaster so they need to be sure that they can cope with that for over three 
months. .   

With this production we also auditioned for Acting Assistant Stage Manager.  This is a crucial 
role as this person needs to understudy both parts and be able to assist the stage manager 
on tour.   

 

Why have you chosen to run a poetry competition in conjunction with the play? 

I have a great love of poetry and I hope that we can inspire people of all ages to write so 
that we can find the voices of the 21st century.   By building an explicit link between the 
experiences of the First World War and our experiences today we hope to build bridges of 
understanding on the issue of peace and conflict and create a lasting legacy for the next 
generation. 

Like many of us I was inspired by a wonderful English Literature teacher at secondary school.  
At the age of 13 she introduced us to Wilfred Owen.  Unravelling the meaning between the 
lines was like discovering a myriad of multi coloured jewels; that words could be used to 
paint such vivid images ignited in me a desire to be able to use poetry to voice events and 
emotions.  I feel the IWW poetry written by soldier poets is in some ways verbatim 
testimony to their experiences.  Their words focus our minds directly on the pity and that 
will always challenge us to ask questions and strive for peace and negotiation.   I feel that 
the poets of the IWW were the journalists who dared voice the unspeakable above the 
clamour of the propaganda; it had a powerful effect; which is why we are still talking about 
it today.   

My school teacher read Owens poem Futility out loud. It was the first time I had heard 
anyone read a poem with such understanding and depth.  She was almost in tears by the 
end of it and even now, I struggle to read it without emotion.  The line “move him into the 
sun, its beams awoke him once” seems like such a desperate cry from a soldier, and knowing 
that Wilfred would have witnessed such horrors makes it all the more direct.   During this 
centenary people are questioning whether the poets gave us a distorted view of the war; 
that is for another debate. In my opinion it made us look at the horror of war from a 
different perspective.   Poetry can explore, challenge, enrage, inspire - it can speak the 
unspeakable but it can’t give us answers; we have to be the answer.  As Wilfred Owen said: 
“…all a poet can do is warn…” 

 

Why do you think World War One poetry is still studied in schools today? 

Simply because a great deal of it is excellent, and it is as relevant today as it was a hundred 
years ago. Sadly the instruments of war and destruction change rapidly but in my opinion 
our attitude to war and the decision to go to war is slow to change – if ever.  If you read 
ancient Greek poetry you see the whole range of ideas, emotions and attitudes to war 
debated, just as we do now.  It is certainly more powerful to listen to a poem than a 
politician, to see Picasso’s Guernica or read a soldiers letter home.  Perhaps poetry whilst it 
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gives us graphic insight and immediacy, also distances us.  A poem has universality and 
longevity – it bears witness to the horror of war and it is published and read and re- read.  

Poetry continues to inspire us in all its horrific revelations.  Although not a poem, Sassoon’s 
declaration could so easily have been written by a soldier serving in Afghanistan; read Owen 
and then read Simon Armitage, read Owens last letter home to his mother and then read 
Cyrus Thatcher’s letter home to his mother (Cyrus Thatcher died in Afghanistan on 2 June 
2009 aged 19).  Slowly we have to hope that change will happen and poetry can inspire 
successive generations to never stop trying. 

 

Why is this an important show for schools to come and watch? 

This play is inspirational to young people and adults and just as Owens poetry moved me as 
a  

13 yr old, I know from our past experience that teenagers are stimulated by this play to 
write themselves and engage with literature, history, performing art. It also challenges them 
to want to speak about conflict from a different perspective as the play is essentially a 
personal story about two men who did not see themselves as heroes but as soldiers in a 
position of responsibility who wanted to do the best in the direst of circumstances.  

 

What can we expect from Feelgood next? 

A birthday party!  It’s our twentieth birthday this year. 

 

Tell us how you work with a designer to develop a play. 

We first begin by reading the play together. We then gather lots of relevant images, 
materials and talk about how we want to use the space and any particular themes that we 
may want to bring out. 

It is one of the things I look forward to doing very much as it challenges my own vision for 
the piece, throws up new ideas and stimulates ideas for lighting too. For Not About Heroes 
we looked at many images of war and not just IWW.   I want it to have a contemporary 
resonance as it is important to me for audiences to be able to draw parallels to the 21st 
century and not just come to see a period re-enactment – for that go to a re-enactment.  
The set should challenge on its own, before it is populated.  We also try to make sure that 
we are creating something original, that no one else has done before. 

 

What has been the biggest challenge so far in working on this play? 

When working on a play that you have directed before the challenge is to try to do 
something different, unearth some new research or idea that you can explore in more depth 
to emphasise meaning.  However, this year, as well as examining the play ,it is vital that it 
sits within the international spectrum of dialogue taking place for the centenary 
commemorations.  
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I have attended conferences for educationalists and organisations on how to approach to 
‘teaching’ and ‘presentation and commemoration’ of the First World War over the 
centenary and listened to Michael Gove, Sir Hew Strachen, Michael Morpurgo, Jeremy 
Paxman, Ian Hislop, Dr Andrew Murrison and many academics, politicians and artists on the 
who, what, where and why of the First World War commemorations.  Whilst I tread 
cautiously in adding my opinion I am confident that this play offers audiences of all ages not 
only a moving theatre experience but also a thought provoking and stimulating starting 
point from which to ask their own questions and to continue the debate on the issues of 
war and the journey for peace. 

Much has been said to criticise the teaching of Owen and Sassoon’s poetry as a definitive 
view of the First World War and I have had dialogue with retired and serving military 
personnel on the significance of their poetry and all have differing views.    I can only offer 
my personal opinion as a director and storyteller and hope that Not About Heroes will 
inspire audiences to look again at the central issues of conflict and human cost of war.   

I would like to share part of an article that I read recently in response to the critics of the 
contribution of Owen and Sassoon.     

 

“Reclaiming First World War poets from Michael Gove and the historians who want to 
debunk them”  Katherine Edwards 20 APRIL 2014   

 “…More recently John Blake painted a scornful picture of teachers ‘sonorously intoning’ 
Owen’s poetry, placing much of the blame for what he considers to be the ‘myths’ taught 
about World War One on the excessive influence of Owen and Sassoon, who he claims, are 
misleadingly ‘sold as the authentic voice of the front-line soldier’.  Wilfred Owen was 
certainly no more a typical frontline soldier than Samuel Pepys was a typical admiralty 
official or Walt Whitman was a typical American Civil War nurse. But his was certainly an 
authentic voice – and by no means a lone one.  

The power of Wilfred Owen and the other great war poets comes from the fact that they 
were driven by their urgent need to dispel what they saw as myth, to expose the truth as 
they perceived it from their first hand experiences of the front line, to those who gushed 
about patriotic duty from the comfort of home while sending more young men to their 
deaths. 

In doing so they were swimming against a torrent of propaganda unleashed in 1914 by 
state, church and the media attempting to sell to the public the British cabinet’s last minute 
and far from obvious decision to enter the war.  Recruitment posters touched on the rawest 
of nerves: implying that a man’s refusal to enlist would make his children ashamed, or make 
him unworthy of his lover, or would cast doubts on his masculinity. 

Owen’s graphic exposure of the gulf between the reality of war and the public perception of 
it generated in the media is as relevant to us now as it was then. By definition exceptional 
thinkers, be they poets, artists or philosophers, don’t simply reflect the opinion of the 
majority of their contemporaries but they think outside the mainstream, see through the 
spin and help others reconsider their positions. 

Since 1918 we have certainly reconsidered the ‘Old Lie’ of Owen’s Dulce et Decorum Est that 
prompted the jubilant crowds to cheer in Europe’s capitals in 1914 and propelled so many 
young men to the recruiting stations.  The fact that we now have a European Union, a 
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mature framework for international law, a United Nations Organisation, international war 
crimes tribunals and a Geneva Convention shows how much has been achieved since and as 
a result of the two World Wars.  

Wilfred Owen’s popularity in modern times reflects our reappraisal of our readiness as 
human societies to resort to violence to solve our disputes.  Although we still have far to go, 
we no longer hand out white feathers; shoot deserters or demonise foreign conscripts as 
baby killers.  Dismissing Owen for being unrepresentative of his time is like dismissing Mary 
Wollstonecraft for being unrepresentative of her contemporaries on gender relations. He 
was ahead of his time…..” 

 

The full article may be seen here. 

http://noglory.org/index.php/articles/179-reclaiming-first-world-war-poets-from-michael-
gove-and-the-historians-who-want-to-debunk-them#.U2dcFxBdXTo 

 

What is your favourite moment of the play? 

There are so many but there is a very poignant scene in which Wilfred shows Siegfried his 
new poem ‘Elegy for Dead Youth’.  A touching, witty scene ensues between the two men 
where they change and shape words in the poem until we hear ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’ 
read in its entirety.  You can see an extract of the original pages in our education pack and 
also at the University of Oxford’s digital Poetry website. 

This is a very special play and I must have watched it over five hundred times, and I never 
tire of listening to it.  Maybe I am still searching for answers; whatever it is I can’t thank 
Stephen MacDonald enough for giving us this piece of work to wrestle with. 

 

  

http://noglory.org/index.php/articles/179-reclaiming-first-world-war-poets-from-michael-gove-and-the-historians-who-want-to-debunk-them#.U2dcFxBdXTo
http://noglory.org/index.php/articles/179-reclaiming-first-world-war-poets-from-michael-gove-and-the-historians-who-want-to-debunk-them#.U2dcFxBdXTo
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Interview with Poet John Jeffcock 
 
What made you begin writing poetry? 
I never liked reading long books and my God Father gave me 
my first book of poetry.  I found writing poetry and very clean 
and pure exercise, almost like praying. 
 
 
Can you tell us about your process for creating and developing 
a poem? 
My guide to writing poetry is also how I advise others and is 
summarised below: 
 
 
 
1.       Be bold, be you 
a.       The role of poetry is to leave your reader changed, so do not be shy 
b.      Write for yourself and other soldiers, not for academia 
c.       Ignore all the rules and write it as you want to 
d.      Never make it up, you will be busted by your contemporaries 
 
 
2.       Finding the focus 
a.       Write a list of your most memorable or vivid moments 
b.      Find the angle, the image and or your first line 
c.       Capture it as soon as it comes and then make it better 
  
 
3.       Keep on theme 
a.       Write down what you want to say first, and then say it 
b.      Cut out the first stanza and start with the last line 
c.       Experiment with free verse and find your own voice 
  
 
4.       Making it art 
a.       Use original imagery, for example “armoured convoy” to “river of steal” 
b.      Focus on the music and make sure the words work together 
c.       Cut out the adjectives, for example “big, easy, loud” 
  
 
5.       Get feedback, test your audience 
a.       Get someone to read it out aloud to you 
b.      Ask people you respect for their opinion 
c.       How does it look on the page? 
 
 
6.       Work on the content 
a.       Do not say the same thing twice 
b.      Too many effects become defects 
c.       Do not send it in before the ink is dry 
 
  
 
7.       Delete the bad line and fix the awkward line 
 
a.       Make sure each word is pulling its weight, is there a better word? 
 
b.      Ask if you need to use so many words 
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  7.       Delete the bad line and fix the awkward line 
a.       Make sure each word is pulling its weight, is there a better word? 
b.      Ask if you need to use so many words 
c.       Remember, the line is more important than the verse 
  
 
8.       How to structure 
a.       Put in line breaks when the reader should pause or take breath 
b.      Create new verses for shifts in meaning, voice and imagery 
c.       Remember to prioritise content over form 
  
 
9.       The title 
a.       Don’t leave the title as an after thought 
b.      Use the title as an advert that attempts to tempt, inform or trick the reader 
c.       It can also be contextual, for example a date or place, or an extract from your poem 
 
 
 
What poems and projects are you working on at the moment? 
I am attempting to put together a book of poetry written by the Police, Prisoners and Victims.  I have 
the Victims and Police already on board and need to source poems from the prisoners. 
 
What advice would you give to aspiring poets? 
Don’t write about your favourite pet, being dumped by a partner or how hard you find life.  Do 
something interesting and write about that.  And as above. 
 
What advice would you give to aspiring soldiers? 
Read around, practice, decide on what you like most and work towards it.  In every book there are 
typically 10 good poems, 40 average and 10 poor, but to get to that you probably need to start with 
150. 
  
What war poem (your own or someone else’s) would you send to a schoolchild who is considering 
a military career? 
 
See below: 
 
 
CARE UNDER FIRE  
 
Fast jets scream in with cannon and bomb, breaking up the enemy attack; 
blast reverberates through my entire being, rendering me deaf and dazed 
Beneath my body armour a film of mud and dust lies gritty against my skin   
An explosion rips through the compound followed by shouts of ‘man down’ 
 
 

I have been a spectator in this gallery of hellish images, now my work begins 
I believe the first man is dead, rolling him to check brings a low animalistic groan 
With help from two of his mates, we drag him into cover. 
I start to check him over when I am told of another casualty 
 
 

‘That’s four this morning’, ‘How many more?’ 
‘Are we going to get out of this alive?’ ‘Will I be next?’ 
Unanswered questions left hanging, pushed to the back of the mind 
Get on with the job at hand 
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The village is shrouded in smoke and fire as the Company fights for its life 
Surrounded by comrades in this maelstrom of battle I am alone 
Sheltering in the lee of a compound wall as if from a mighty storm, ignoring the chaos 
I kneel between the two living corpses and start my battle for their lives 
 
 

Ashen faced and pallid, if I don’t act fast he will bleed out 
Reaching into my map pocket I pull out an emergency care bandage 
Sweating, shaky hands fumble and slip on the glossy plastic wrapper 
Gripping it with my teeth I rip it open and the grey and white roll is free 
 
 

Pressing the white pad against the groin and wrapping it tight, I stem the flow of blood 
Binding his legs with cas straps and a jimpy sling, all seems good – radial pulse present 
‘No morphine, boss’ he tells me.  I turn to the other man, he is getting worse 
Gasping for breath with a look of terror in his eyes 
 
 

Removing his body armour shows the peppering where a thousand minute metal shards 
have ripped through flesh and sinew crushing lung, lacerating vessels 
The chest seal will not stick, it slides on a body slick with sweat and blood, I inwardly curse the maker 
of a device not fit for purpose.  Go for a chest drain, or leave it? 
 
 

Sitting him upright brings an improvement – leave it for later – dress his other wounds 
Unwell but not getting worse, I am winning my battle – I pause and observe the other 
 
 

An overheated barrel brings a machine gun to a stop; ‘who needs a piss?’ the gunner asks 
Three men stand over the barrel, the yellow streams sizzle on the hot metal and vaporize 
The stench of urine mingles with hot oil and gun smoke; a sharp tang in the back of the throat 
The gun roars back into life to cover our extraction, carrying stretchers out under fire 
 
 

Two live casualties are strapped to the CSM’s quad bike and taken to meet the helicopter 
I have earned my pay and return to my role as spectator, the amateur playing soldier 
Once contact is broken I trudge back to camp at the rear of the platoon 
A film of the action replays in my head, hope I have done enough 
 
 

In camp, a debrief, rifle cleaned, med kit replenished and scoff 
Minimise in force – can’t phone home; even if I could, what would I say? 
Sleep comes hard, tears are shed, images of the wounded on my mind 
A prayer for the boys on patrol tomorrow and the ones that are left behind 
 
Major Barry Alexander (40) 
QARANC Nursing Officer 
Afghanistan (Operation Herrick) 2007 
 
 
How has your experience of active service affected your opinion of decisions made by the 
Government and Ministry of Defence? 
I am afraid that I think that War is sometimes necessary, however, I agree with General Michael Rose, 
in that a population must back its army when at war and if it does not either the cause is not good 
enough and we should not be doing it or the politicians are incompetent. 
 
Which of your poems would you like the government and MOD to read? 
See below: 
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  Believe Me 
 
Believe me when I say it’s true, that we were scared 
Trust me when we laughed at death we did not lose respect 
Have faith that in the time of need we will not fail 
Have hope as this is the earth on which we walk 
Have charity on what we do in haste 
Humanity on those whose fate we hold 
Seize me as you would the day, if what we do is wrong 
Love me as this is why we bear the weight 
 

Your influences: 
 
Why do you think World War One poetry is still studied in schools today? 
Because it is still the best War poetry ever written. 
 
Which poets/poems from World War One do you find inspiring? 
Owen & Sassoon.  
 
Wilfred Owen, Siegfried Sassoon and others used their poetry to convey real experiences of trench 
life to civilians, and their work still informs our modern-day understanding of World War One. Why 
do you think their poetry has been so influential? 
Because it is real, honest and brilliantly written. 
 
Which modern-day poets have inspired you? 
Irina Ratushinskaya and Theodore Knell 
 

Modern war poetry and Heroes 
 
Why do you think it is important to seek new war poet voices? 
Because War changes and it still needs and voice and poetry is honest and far more revealing than any 
other form of media. 
 
Tell us about the process of editing Heroes. How did you choose which poems to include? How did 
you decide on categories? 
The poems were ranked by the editorial panel which consisted of General Dannatt, the Poet Laureate 
and Simon Rae.  I then collated the scores and decided which would go in.  The interesting point was 
that the ex-soldiers (Dannatt and I) ranked the poems based on the experience and the professional 
poets on the quality of writing.  My view was that the integrity of the book and honesty of experience 
was key and I therefore gave them a higher rating. 
 
In your introduction to Heroes you say that being a soldier yourself made you consider ‘integrity of 
experience’ more important than ‘poetic quality’ when choosing poems – do you think this is true of 
all poetry, or just war poetry? 
All.  I think that poetry has been ambushed by academics seldom have something interesting to say, 
which is why no one reads it anymore.  I would like humanity to take it back and write about real 
things. 
 
Do you think it is important that those who write war poetry must have experienced it first hand, or 
can non-soldier poets create equally powerful poems through research and imagination? 
80% is experience / 20 is imagination – so I think personal experience is of overwhelming importance. 
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Humour is a very effective tool in war poetry – which poem from Heroes made you laugh? 
Acknowledgements: 
 
My thanks to Hollywood 
When you showed me John Rambo 
Stitching up his arm with no anaesthetic 
And giving them “a war they won’t believe” 
I knew then my calling, the job for me 
 
Thanks also to the recruitment adverts 
For showing me soldiers whizzing around on skis 
And for sending sergeants to our school 
To tell us of the laughs, the great food, the pay, the camaraderie 
 
I am, dear taxpayer, forever in your debt 
You paid for my all-inclusive pilgrimage 
One year basking in the Garden of Eden 
(I haven’t quite left yet) 
 
Thanks to Mum and thanks to Dad 
Fuck it, 
Thanks to every parent 
Flushing with pride for their brave young lads 
Buying young siblings toy guns and toy tanks 
Waiting at the airport 
Waving their flags 
 
Corporal Danny Martin (28) 
1 Staffords Battle Group 
Iraq (Operation Telic) 2003 & 2005 
 
I found your line ‘The posthumous award/ Shines like the ferryman’s coin’ in My Death is Planned a 
very powerful image. Are there any images or phrases in the poems of Heroes that you found 
particularly evocative or memorable? 
 
Stay Safe 
 
I stand there looking at my child 
He says to me that l am his hero 
And that he loves me very much 
 
l am rooted to the spot 
I cannot move for l am close to tears 
My child reaches out and holds onto my hand 
As l have held his so many times over the years 
And he says to me 
I love you Dad 
Stay safe 
 
Company Sergeant Major John Sinclair (43) 
Royal Regiment of Scotland 
Afghanistan (Operation Herrick) 2011  
 
  
 
Company Sergeant Major John Sinclair (43) 
 
Royal Regiment of Scotland 
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 Many of your poems, and those in Heroes, explore the lack of understanding between civilian and 
military communities. How do you think both groups can work towards better communication? 
What role can poetry play in this?  
 
I think that poetry already does play a key role in this and we just need to get more people to read it.  
That is the tough task.  I think initiatives like poems on the underground are great helps in this. 
 
If you had to choose one poem from Heroes that best represents what you believe the military 
community would like the civilian community to understand about their experience, what would it 
be? 
 
I wanna talk 
 
Sitting here alone on my cot 
surrounded by my friends 
in a silence that is deafening 
apart from the one voice that’s no longer here 
but now booms out around the room 
 
Few are willing to make eye contact 
but those that do quickly turn away 
unwilling to share their feelings 
feelings that are trapped behind their pleading eyes 
eyes dancing with questions 
searching for answers 
answers to questions that none of us are willing to ask 
 
We’ve been back over an hour now 
but still we are unwilling to surrender our weapons 
instead we cuddle them 
like small boys with our favourite teddy 
it’s the only comfort we have left 
providing the false safety we so desperately desire 
 
Eventually the silence is broken, 
he’s the oldest and wisest amongst us 
such a heavy burden for one who’s still only twenty three 
“let’s get these weapons cleaned 
grab some scoff 
and some shut eye” 
 
But me 
I would rather sit here and talk 
speak his name out loud 
search for those elusive answers 
shed some of this guilt, 
 
because it coulda, woulda, shoulda been me 
 
 
Warrant Officer Theodore Knell (59) 
Parachute Regiment 


