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For this document report I will be analysing the poem ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’ by Wilfred Owen.  It is considered one of his best poems and expresses clearly to the reader his revulsion towards war.  The poem was drafted at Craiglockhart War Hospital, Edinburgh in 1917, while he was recovering from shell shock after a period of fighting in the Battle of the Somme.  He was 24 years old at the time.

The title of the poem is Latin and is taken from Odes III by Horace.[footnoteRef:1] It translates too “It is sweet and right” and it appears twice in the poem.  Owen closes the poem with the same phrase ‘Dulce et decorum est Pro patria mori’ meaning “It is sweet and right to die for your country” and in essence is a grotesque lie, at a time when Horace’s sentiment was considered a noble truth.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Wilfred Owen, The War Poems, ed. by Jon Stallworthy (London: Chatto & Windus, 1994), p. 29.]  [2:  Stephen Benz, 'The Poet as Rhetor', Journal of Modern Literature, 41.3, (2018), 24 (p. 4).] 


The poem consists of four unequal stanzas, the first two set the scene, the third is short and focuses on the aftermath while in the fourth stanza Owen attacks those at home- his intention certainly an admirable one- to “show” the horror to an all-too-uncomprehending audience on the home front.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Arthur E. Lane, An Adequate Response The war poetry of Wilfred Owen and Siegfried Sassoon (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1972), p. 134.] 


Owen begins the poem describing how he and his fellow soldiers, struggle along, doubled over, exhausted, under their uniforms resembling sacks.  Turning their backs on the area known as “No Man’s Land” as the army retreat wanting only to rest.[footnoteRef:4]  So exhausted they appear asleep, limping, as some have lost their boots.  His use of the words blood shod and lame; both terms associated with horses and depict a scene of young men worn into decrepitude under the stress of battle.[footnoteRef:5]  However another suggestion for this is that they appear to be sleep walking to their doom, like the blind leading the blind.  This according to the Bible means “all shall fall into the ditch”.[footnoteRef:6]  The men appear drunk with fatigue, so tired they are incapable, unable to hear the noise from the explosive shells in the distance, yet, having no idea of the horror they are about to endure, as the shells release gas.  [4:  Merryn Williams, Wilfred Owen, ed. by John Powell Ward (Bridgend: Poetry Wales Press, 1993), p. 79.]  [5:  William Kevin Penny, 'A tragic harp: Ritual, irony and myth in the war poetry of Wilfred Owen', Language and Literature, (2011), 15 (p. 165).]  [6:  Ibid., p. 79] 


In the second and third stanzas the action is controlled through the skilful use of punctuation, stalling the reader, creating the impression that the events are occurring in slow motion. [footnoteRef:7]  As the air is filled with gas, which by the symptoms is believed to be chlorine or phosgene[footnoteRef:8] the soldiers franticly fumble trying to fit on their clumsy gas masks.  They don’t all succeed, Owen is aware one of his friends has failed and he can hear him yelling, as he experiences the burning sensation like walking through flames, or of chalky white lime eating through his skin.  He tries to help, but is unable to see clearly through the celluloid windows[footnoteRef:9] of his gas mask and he watches his colleague drown in a green haze as the gases thicken.  Knowing this will haunt him for the rest of his life, every night as he sleeps he will be faced with graphic flashbacks, emphasizing the damage is not purely physical but psychological too.[footnoteRef:10]   [7:  Ibid., p. 165]  [8:  David Roberts, Out in the Dark Poetry of the First World War in context and with basic notes (West Sussex : Saxon Books, 1998), p. 161.]  [9:  Wilfred Owen, The War Poems, ed. by Jon Stallworthy (London: Chatto & Windus, 1994), p. 30.]  [10:  British Library, Works: Dulce et Decorum Est () <https://www.bl.uk/works/dulce-et-decorum-est> [accessed 2 November 2019].] 


The third stanza directly addresses the audience, using the second person “you” primarily believed to be Jessie Pope of Punch, a journalist and poet, who espoused jingoistic enthusiasm for the war.[footnoteRef:11] Owen quickly changes pace, where at the start of the poem  the soldiers were blind, and deaf; now it is the audience-the public back home- that are both deaf and blind to the devastation the soldiers face and are unable to pace, or “walk in their shoes”.[footnoteRef:12]  Owen is asking the audience how they would cope with what he has experienced.  Flinging your friends body like a carcass into the back of the wagon, knowing he had no chance of survival.  As you walk behind you watch the victims eyes flicker, rolling backwards into his skull.   [11:  British Library, Works: Dulce et Decorum Est () <https://www.bl.uk/works/dulce-et-decorum-est> [accessed 2 November 2019].]  [12:  Stephen Benz, 'The Poet as Rhetor', Journal of Modern Literature, 41.3, (2018), 24 (p. 15).] 

[bookmark: _GoBack][image: ]I believe the illustration in David Roberts book “Out in the Dark”[footnoteRef:13] is a good representation of how Owen wanted his audience to imagine the soldiers face, However I do wonder if his inspiration when writing the poem may well have come from the composition by Norwegian expressionist artist Edvard Munch. [13:  Illustration found on p.160] 

			“TheScream” (1893).

The graphic descriptions continue, as he vividly describes the sound of corrupted lungs expelling blood, and the soldier gargling on it as the wagon jolts over the un-even terrain.  Referring back to animals with the chewing of the cud could signify Owen will forever “regurgitate” the image of this horror. Or perhaps he is echoing “those who die as cattle” from an ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’.

The sores on youthful tongues would lead the reader to believe he was referring to the physical sores acquired as a consequence of the gas attack.  Merryn Williams in her book suggests he is describing the symptoms of a venereal disease, possibly syphilis, another peculiarly intimate and shaming type of pain.[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Merryn Williams, Wilfred Owen, ed. by John Powell Ward (Bridgend: Poetry Wales Press, 1993), p. 79.] 

The poem finally closes with reference to “My Friend” asking that the enthusiasm for war stops.  Stop encouraging young, innocent children, who are desperate for glory.  To experience all that has been described throughout the poem, throwing away their lives for the ‘Old lie’. 
Dulce et Decorum est Pro patria mori.

Wilfred Owen died the following year aged just 25. On 4 November 1918 he was killed while attempting to lead his men across the Sambre-Oise Canal near Ors, France.  Just one week before the Armistice was declared.  Virtually unknown as a poet in his lifetime, Owens single volume of poems were published after his death, by Siegfried Sassoon in 1920.  Aware his work could do nothing to help his own generation; he succeeded in warning future generations. His poetic legacy lives on having a major impact on attitudes to war and his work will remain central to any discussion of war poetry.
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