
Remains by Simon Armitage 

 
Invasion of Iraq, 2003 

Background and Context 

 Written as part of a documentary about the Gulf War 
called The Not Dead. This featured soldiers discussing 
experiences of PTSD. 

 Watch this to see the context of the poem: Guardsman 
Tromans Simon Armitage's 'Remains' - YouTube 

 The poem documents how mental suffering continues long 
after the events for those involved in conflict. 

 Armitage used to work as a probation officer (helps those 
in who have served sentences to stay away from crime). 
Guardsman Tromans’ probation officer was the first person 
to suggest to him that he needed help to deal with the 
mental trauma he had experienced. 

 “These are poems of survivors – the damaged, exhausted 
men who return from war in body but never, wholly, in 
mind.” Simon Armitage 

Synopsis of the poem 

 A soldier (based on Guardsman Tromans) recounts his 
killing of a looter and how that experience never leaves 
him 

Form and Structure 

 Monologue 

 Starting with ‘on another occasion’ immediately sets the 
conversational tone to the poem. It sounds as if the poem 
is interrupting the conversation as flashbacks will interrupt 
every thought of the soldier. 

 First four stanzas are set in Iraq; last three are at home. 

 Repetition of ‘Probably armed, possibly not’, ‘dozen’  

 4 line stanzas show external control, but no regular rhyme 
or rhythm within. Control fails at the last stanza. Soldier 
has to pretend all is fine, but inside is falling apart. 

Vocabulary 

 remains - what is left behind. The body after death. 

 looters – someone who steals goods during a war or riot. 

 letting fly – firing, shooting 

 enemy lines – boundary of territory controlled by the 
enemy 

 PTSD – post-traumatic stress disorder. A psychological 
disorder caused by exposure to troubling events. 
Symptoms include reliving the event through nightmares 
and flashbacks, intrusive thoughts and inability to sleep. 
Could be linked to ‘shell shock’.  

Quotations 
‘probably armed, possibly not’: isn’t sure whether or not the looter was armed. The line repeats in the 
same way the question, quilt and worry won’t leave the soldier. 
‘tosses his guts back into his body’: the verb ‘tosses’ is casual and shows a lack of care and respect 
shown in the time of conflict. This casual tone contrasts with the way in which he goes over every detail 
later in the poem. 
‘He’s here in my head when I close my eyes’: metaphor shows that he cannot erase the memory of the 
victim. Suggests that the dead man is haunting the soldier and there is no escape 
‘his bloody life in my bloody hands’: use of ‘bloody’ as an expletive and a literal adjective. References 
Macbeth and blood associated with guilt and not being able to escape from it. 

Poetic Techniques 

 Enjambment between lines and stanzas conveys his conversational tone and gives it a fast pace, especially when 
conveying the horror of the killing 

 Written in the present tense. This mimics the effect of a flashback making it seem that it is always happening now.  

 Use of colloquial language to establish anecdotal tone. Use of discourse markers such as ‘well’ and ‘so’. Contrasts with 
occasional poetic language ‘pain itself, the image of agony’, ‘blood-shadow’. Poetic language jars with the everyday, just 
as the flashbacks intrude and jar with everyday life. 

 

Links 
Bayonet Charge 
Poppies 
War Photographer 
Kamikaze 

Tone 
Bitter, distressed, chaotic, regretful, guilty, 
haunting 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2DHWqppktFo&t=2s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2DHWqppktFo&t=2s


 

 


