
 

Bayonet Charge by Ted Hughes 

 
First World War soldier holding a 
bayonet. 

Background and Context 
 

 Ted Hughes was a 20th century English poet. He was Poet 
Laureate from 1984 until his death in 1998.  

 He was in the RAF for 2 years and his father was a veteran 
of the First World War. He had experienced trench warfare 
and the experience of ‘going over the top’. 

 Contrasts the idealism of patriotism with the reality of 
warfare. 

 Hughes often wrote about nature and Bayonet Charge has 
references to the effect of war on nature. 

 The poem does not glorify war, instead focusing graphically 
on the terror that the soldiers feel in conflict. 
 

Synopsis of the poem 

 The thoughts and terror of an unnamed soldier running in 
a bayonet charge are described. 

Form and Structure 

 Begins in media res (in the middle of the action). Conveys 
the idea of being thrown into battle, as the soldiers were. 

 In the first stanza, the soldier acts instinctively and quickly, 
time seems to stop in the second stanza and in stanza 3 he 
seems to lose his humanity and simply become a weapon. 

 Enjambment is used to maintain the momentum of the 
poem (reflecting the pace of the charge). There are only 4 
sentences in the whole poem. 

 Stillness in the second stanza is created with ‘almost 
stopped’ and ‘like statuary’.  

Vocabulary 

 Bayonet – blade/knife attached to the end of a rifle 

 Khaki – soldier’s uniform (or the colour of it) 

 Clods – lumps of earth 

 Lugged - carried 

 Statuary – a group of statues 

 Furrows – narrow grooves in the earth 

 Threshing – the beating of crops to separate the crop from 
the straw 

 Etcetera  - and so on 

Quotations 
‘In what cold clockwork of the stars and the nations/was he the hand?’: metaphor shows that the 
soldier has been dehumanised and feels like part of the machine of war. Rhetorical question shows 
confusion. 
‘King, honour, human dignity etcetera/dropped like luxuries’: reasons for joining the conflict become 
unimportant once the fighting starts. The use of the list and etcetera shows their insignificance. Brutality 
of war shown by human dignity being seen as one of the ‘luxuries’ of war. 
‘his foot hung like statuary in midstride’: he is frozen with fear/bewilderment. The caesura (full stop) 
jolts him back to reality. 
“a yellow hare that rolled like a flame/And crawled in a threshing circle”: impact of war on nature – 
the hare is distressed and bewildered, just like the soldiers 

Poetic Techniques 

 The soldier is not named. The pronoun ‘he’ is used instead which makes the poem universal. 

 Active verbs suggest drive but also frantic, out-of-control movement 

 Semantic fields of war and nature are juxtaposed. Invites reader to consider the effect of war on the land and nature. 

 Similes: ‘numb as a smashed arm’ – violent image focusing on potential injuries that could be sustained; ‘like molten 
iron from the centre of his chest’ – suggests that the feeling of patriotism has turned into fear and pain 

 Accumulation used in line 20 gives all the reasons to go to war, then shows how they count for nothing in the face of the 
fear of the soldier. 

Links 
The Charge of the Light Brigade 
Exposure 
Remains 
Kamikaze 

Tone 
Bewildered, nightmare-like, angry, 
questioning, intense, driven 



 


