
Remains by Simon Armitage
Overview of the Poem and Context:
This poem comes from Armitage’s 2008 collection of poems about the effects of 
war on ex-soldiers. Here he reflects on the account of a British soldier who had 
served in Iraq. The story centres on the killing of a man who had looted a bank. 
The soldier isn’t sure whether the looter had a weapon and was going to shoot 
him or not. There is a great sense of guilt about the events when the soldier 
recalls them.

Potential Links: 
Potential comparisons include 
‘Bayonet Charge’ and ‘War 
Photographer’ as well as ‘Exposure’.

Key Language Features: 
The language is colloquial and matter of fact, as 
though written by the soldier himself. The death is 
described in stark detail as the bullet ‘rips through 
his life’. There is a disturbing matter-of-factness to 
the way the friend ‘tosses his guts back into his body’. 
The use of ‘blood-shadow’ foreshadows the fact that 
the death will haunt the soldier. The references to 
‘bloody life’ and ‘bloody hands’ may refer to Lady 
Macbeth’s who imagine blood on her hands as she 
battles with guilt over the death of King Duncan.

Themes: 
The poem explores the 
effects of conflict on 
those involved. It also 
deals with powerful 
memories.

Key Structural Features: 
There is no rhyme scheme or regular 
line length to the poem and it seems 
more like a story than poem. The 
tone quickly changes from one of 
soldierly anecdote to one of deeply 
concerning confession (almost like 
an overheard therapy session). 
This occurs at the phrase ‘But I 
blink’ and acts as a type of volta or 
transition point. 

Key Quotations: 
‘legs it up the road’, ‘Three of a kind all letting fly’, 
‘sort of inside out’, ‘blood-shadow stays on the street’, 
‘dug in behind enemy lines’, ‘near to the knuckle, here 
and now’
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