
 

War Photographer by Carol Ann Duffy 

 
Photographer in a darkroom. 

Background and Context 

 Carol Ann Duffy was the Poet Laureate from 2009 to 2019 

 War Photographer was published in 1985. 

 Duffy wrote the poem in response to her friendship with a 
war photographer. She was interested in the way in which 
the photographer has to remain an observer in situations 
of extreme suffering. Also, a photographer has to keep a 
steady hand despite the dangers all around.  

 There is some implied criticism in the poem of the way in 
which the west regards foreign conflict and how the media 
presents them. 

Synopsis of the poem 

 A war photographer develops his photographs whilst 
reflecting on his profession of taking images of human 
suffering. 

Form and Structure 

 Four regular stanzas of 6 lines, ending with a rhyming 
couplet.  Each stanza has a regular rhyme scheme of 
ABBCDD. This control contrasts starkly with the chaos 
shown in his photographs but matches the order imposed 
by the photographer with his ‘ordered rows’. 

 The description of a specific event in stanza 3 contrasts 
with the way in which the images will be treated by the 
editor and readership. 

Vocabulary 

 Dark room – space where photographs taken on film are 
developed.  

 Mass – Catholic church service  

 Belfast. Beirut. Phnom Penh – all former war zones 

 Solutions – liquid chemicals used to develop photographs 

 Dispel – get rid of 

 Editor – person who selects the content of a newspaper 

 Supplement – an insert that goes with a newspaper, 
additional to the main content 

 Impassively – without emotion 

Quotations 
‘spools of suffering set out in ordered rows’: uses alliteration to describe the photos waiting to be 
developed. Suggests the photographer is imposing order onto the chaos of suffering and conflict. Spools 
and rows references the quantity of material he has. 
‘blood stained into foreign dust’: a vivid memory of an event witnessed by the photographer. The word 
‘stained’ suggests the memory cannot be removed.  
‘The reader’s eyeballs prick with tears between the bath and pre-lunch beers’: the newspaper reader 
might feel sad for a moment but this is quickly over as they move on with the rest of their day. Suggests 
how indifferent readers really are to the suffering they observe. 
‘all flesh is grass’: quotation from the Old Testament meaning that human life is not permanent. Links to 
the simile of the darkroom as a church and the photographer as a priest. 

Poetic Techniques 
 

 Metaphors used to convey the horrors of war: ‘nightmare heat’, ‘a half-formed ghost’, ‘a hundred agonies’. Suggests 
that the suffering of war cannot be understood completely from the visual images.   

 Sense of detachment shown through impersonal nouns: a stranger, the man’s wife, the reader. Suggests there is a 
distance between the photographer and other people in the poem.  

 Enjambment – contrasts with the control of the structure and rhyme scheme 

Links 
Remains 
Poppies 

Tone 
Detached, angry, disillusioned, futile 



 


