
Introduction to the various roles that the written, spoken and sung 

word played during the Great War. Language as a means of both 

public and private expression is taken into account and examples 

of writing from a diverse range of forums are discussed. Although 

a particular focus is placed on the poetry that emerged from the 

war, official propaganda, newspaper reports, trench journalism, 

private letters, personal accounts, published books, recruiting 

posters and popular songs are all considered. 
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A Great War of Words

The Kiss

The day before yesterday a bloodthirsty fellow, 

Colonel Campbell, the Army bayonet-fighting 

expert, gave a lurid lecture to a large, thrilled 

audience on the most economical use of the 

bayonet, and to arouse the pugnacity of the men. 

He pointed out that to plunge the blade right 

through an opponent is a waste of trouble, and 

that three inches in the heart are quite sufficient. 

The cold-blooded science of the business seems to 

me rather horrid, even if necessary. 

Colonel Campbell

But the star turn in the classroom was a massive sandy-

haired Highland Major (Col. Campbell) whose subject 

was 'The Spirit of the Bayonet.' He spoke with homicidal 

eloquence... Man, it seemed, had been created to jab 

the life out of the Germans. To hear the Major talk, one 

might have thought that he did it himself every day 

after breakfast.

Siegfried Sassoon 1916

Siegfried Sassoon

The Oxford Book 

of English Verse "Had he and I but met

By some old ancient inn,

We should have sat us down to wet

Right many a nipperkin!

"But ranged as infantry,

And staring face to face,

I shot at him as he at me,

And killed him in his place.

"I shot him dead because —

Because he was my foe,

Just so: my foe of course he was;

That's clear enough; although

"He thought he'd 'list, perhaps,

Off-hand like — just as I —

Was out of work — had sold his traps —

No other reason why.

"Yes; quaint and curious war is!

You shoot a fellow down

You'd treat if met where any bar is,

Or help to half-a-crown."

The Man He Killed Thomas Hardy
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Andre Bridoux on Le Feu in the trenches


