First Semester



Poetry (5)
Fourth Year
Wilfred Owen 
Owen’s Life and his poetic achievements: 
He is a major poet in the war poetry. He actually worked as an assistant to a poetry vicar. He taught English acting as a tutor. He was aware at that time of the suffering of the poor, so he was really interested in the life of man and that was a year before enlisting in the war. In 1915, he was enlisted in the war and was sent to France in the battle of Somme in which great casualties occurred in that battle. He was injured and was sent back to the UK with a case of “shell shock”.
     Going to the hospital was such a great event of meeting Sassoon there. Both were hospitalized, both were soldiers and also were poets sharing agony of this horrible event that affected the whole world. At the same time they were sharing the poets’ concern of how they presented their literary achievements. Both discussed many issues about poetry and about life.

      Both of them found out that they have to write the realistic view of war to the public who are misled and not given the right and correct details about war which means that the public are disillusioned by the war. They thought that the cause behind war was of a divine and religious. 
       Owen started to write by producing his war poetry, but he was not like Sassoon who used to attack the superiors. He used satire and irony to attack the leaders as they had the power to end the war. Owen was interested more in showing the horror of war, the realistic picture of war, so his poetry is always having certain images as the major imagery in his poetry was the image of drowning, blinded eyes and ‘the mouth of hell’ as he pictured the war as the mouth of hell. 

      After he was released from the hospital in 1917, he tried to practice his poetry in a more mature way. He was awarded for his bravery in the war. His poetry became more eloquent with several images. 
    As a soldier, he was killed in the battlefield unfortunately before the end of the war in 1918. 

     His poetry explores the death of the spiritual hell that a soldier experiences, because of what he sees in front of his eyes. It is not only a physical hell, but also a spiritual and mental hell. 

DULCE ET DECORUM EST1
Bent double, like old beggars under sacks,  
Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through sludge,  
Till on the haunting flares2 we turned our backs  
And towards our distant rest3 began to trudge.  
Men marched asleep. Many had lost their boots  
But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame; all blind;  
Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots4  
Of tired, outstripped5 Five-Nines6 that dropped behind.

Gas!7 Gas! Quick, boys! –  An ecstasy of fumbling,  
Fitting the clumsy helmets8 just in time;  
But someone still was yelling out and stumbling,  
And flound'ring like a man in fire or lime9 . . .  
Dim, through the misty panes10 and thick green light,  
As under a green sea, I saw him drowning. 
In all my dreams, before my helpless sight,  
He plunges at me, guttering,11 choking, drowning. 

If in some smothering dreams you too could pace  
Behind the wagon that we flung him in,  
And watch the white eyes writhing in his face,  
His hanging face, like a devil's sick of sin;  
If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood  
Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs,  
Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud12  
Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues,  
My friend, you would not tell with such high zest13  
To children ardent14 for some desperate glory,  
The old Lie; Dulce et Decorum est  
Pro patria mori.15 

     This poem is one of the magnificent poems. There are so many grotesque scenes in this poem, horrible descriptions that make the reader sick, but it is one of the significant poems that one has to read. The title of the poem is Latin.

The reader is chilling because of the horrible things that happen to the soldiers. It is an anti-romantic poem. “Dulce et Decorum Est Pro Patria mori” is a romantic slogan that means it is sweet to die for your country. That slogan has a lot of courage and patriotism in it. The poem is ironical, so it is an anti-romantic poem. It is a bitter anti-romantic poem of modern war. That is because it reverses the assumption of Horace, the great lyric poet. It is his quotation. The poet has rebirth the Roman assumption about patriotism and sacrifice. 

First Stanza: 
Bent double, like old beggars under sacks,
Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through sludge,  
Till on the haunting flares we turned our backs  
And towards our distant rest began to trudge.  
Men marched asleep. Many had lost their boots
But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame; all blind;
Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots  
Of tired, outstripped Five-Nines that dropped behind.
     There are troops of soldiers after the battle are shown how humiliated they are. They are so exhausted ‘Bent double’ as if their bodies was about to touch the ground. This is not the common image of a soldier. It is always that a soldier should be great, strong, tall, and energetic. Here, it is the opposite image as they are bent double because they were so exhausted and were going  to fall, because they are not only tended with the bags they are carrying of ammunitions, but also they are exhausted. The other more humiliating image is that they are described as beggars under sacks which mean that they have nothing, they are sleeping under sacks. They are not only homeless, but also have nothing. They have no beds or homes. 
He is reversing the image of great soldiers to be beggars and not any beggars, but old ones to emphasis humility and degradation. They are degraded to old beggars. The heroic image of soldiers is completely destroyed, shattered at the beginning of the poem. There is a very powerful conception of how great soldiers were humiliated and degraded. The noble heroic image is shattered. 
The poet uses a lot of compounds in this poem like “knock- kneed” which means when a person cannot walk properly and his knees knock each other is an indication of loss of energy, loss of power, loss of strength and weakness. So, the soldiers here are not marching like any soldiers in any military march, but here they are shaking, not strong, weak. They are also not healthy, but coughing like a hag which is an old weak woman. It is a simile. They are not having even their masculine qualities. They are weakened to old women energies. 
      They are walking on sludge which is a thick, greasy, muddy land. Their feet are sticking to the mud. It is so hard to move, because it is thick and muddy by rains. The soldiers are not happy. They are upset and cursing. They are departing from the battlefield and what were chasing them behind were the flares or the flames of the battlefield. It haunts them so they retreated from the battle. They finished the battle and although they are victorious, but still are completely exhausted, tired and have no energy. They are just dragging their feet to go back to their resting camp. They need food, water and complete rest not only physically, but also spiritually, because they are exhausted of the death scenes that they have experienced. 
      ‘Asleep’: The speaker here tries to tell us more details about the state of those soldiers. Because they are exhausted, they are not awaken or alert to the enemy. There is no energy whatsoever, because they want to go back to their resting camp. This is one of the images figured to the soldiers marching asleep, maybe hurt in their eyes. This is another illustration and the “flares” which give life for the wake and also that are referring to the flare of the blazing fire behind them. Walking asleep is a surrealistic imagery and surrealism is one of art schools. 
          Those soldiers are walking without boots which means they are walking on a very rough area. Losing the boots is also degrading situation for the soldiers. They lost their boots, they are hurt in their feet and legs that resulted that their feet were bleeding and they are limping, not walking properly. It is a very powerful image. 
“All went Lame”: there is no single healthy soldier. All of them are injured and hurt. They are all blind with fatigue and exhaustion. They are drunk with fatigue. They are not drunk of wine, but of weakness, miseries and exhaustion. They are even deaf to the shootings of the snipers who are the hidden shooters to shoot the enemy. 

All of the soldiers are weak, exhausted, crippled, just wanted to run away to their camp. There is imagery here of comparing the “snipers” to the owls’ cries as if it is announcing a death scene. “hoot” is the sound of owl’s cries. 
The soldiers are distant, cannot be reached by the enemy, but the fatigue does not make them paying attention to the shootings around them. 

The poem started here with a very horrible description of the way the soldiers look, how they are weak, blind, deaf, exhausted and walking with no even regard to the danger that is behind them, because they are just returning to their camps. The beginning of the poem was a horrible, devastating image of that great heroic, noble soldier which is really the opposite of the heroic soldier. 

Second Stanza: 

Gas!7 Gas! Quick, boys! –  An ecstasy of fumbling,  
Fitting the clumsy helmets8 just in time;  
But someone still was yelling out and stumbling,  
And flound'ring like a man in fire or lime9 . . .  
Dim, through the misty panes10 and thick green light,  
As under a green sea, I saw him drowning. 
In all my dreams, before my helpless sight,  
He plunges at me, guttering,11 choking, drowning.
There is a sudden transition. The words are capitalized, because they had a gas attack. In that situation, the soldiers are retreating and attacked with gas shells which are the most devastating shells as it kills directly. When the soldiers were retreating, they were attacked by gas shells. The first “Gas” was a warning. The second one was when the attack occurred. When that happens, soldiers must quickly within a second have to put on their helmets to protect themselves from inhaling the gas. The second word was the actual attack. 
 Everybody is like awaken from the dead to put his helmet quickly. “fumbling” means that they cannot hold things properly because they are afraid and under great pressure. Helmets are described as “clumsy”. They took them just in time. Unfortunately, not everyone put the helmets just in time. There was a rich person who could not put the helmet in time. He kept stumbling and yelling. He cries after the pain. He is a helpless man, stumbling here and there, he was floundering-making clumsy movements. He cannot know which direction he has to take as he was trying to find some help somehow. He was like a man on “fire or in lime”. Lime is calcium oxide that is used in gas shells and if it touches the eye, it burns it. That man is yelling, crying for help, desperate of any help. He was like a man burning from inside and outside. 

Dim, through the misty panes10 and thick green light,  
As under a green sea, I saw him drowning.
 
There is a single speaker here. The speaker here is describing this injury. He is wearing his mask and it is dim because of the gas and through the window of his helmet or glass, he can see that man searching for help. He magnificently described him as a man drowning in a green sea. The green sea means spoiled or contaminated water. The “panes” are the glasses through which he could see from his helmet. 

    This is a very fearful imagery of drowning, a horrible one of watching someone dying in front of one’s eyes, while he is helpless, unable to help the dying man. He feels his weakness of being unable to offer help to the dying person. The speaker here is very sad. He is helpless, incapable of giving any help to a person who is suffering. 

In all my dreams, before my helpless sight,  
He plunges at me, guttering,11 choking, drowning.
The speaker was watching that man drowning, but all of a sudden, the injured man threw himself to the speaker and that is why it was very frightening experience for him. These two lines are separated from the body of the stanza, because there are the climatic lines of the poem. The two lines are separated from the body of this injured man from the troop. It is symbolic. They are separated to show that the injured soldier is separated from his troop. He is losing his life and afraid. 

      “In all my dreams” means that this experience cannot be easily forgotten, it became like a nightmare. It shows how helpless the speaker was, the man who invaded other people’s lands, the man who attacked others for their sacred cause, how helpless, how weak, devastated he is that he cannot even help another human life. The man threw himself to him, cannot breath and drowning. It is a very powerful imagery and very frightening as well. 
Third stanza:

If in some smothering dreams you too could pace  
Behind the wagon that we flung him in,  
And watch the white eyes writhing in his face,  
His hanging face, like a devil's sick of sin;  
If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood  
Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs,  
Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud12  
Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues,  
My friend, you would not tell with such high zest13  
To children ardent14 for some desperate glory,  
The old Lie; Dulce et Decorum est  
Pro patria mori.15 

     The speaker here after the horrible situation, is addressing now another culture, another poet who was writing to glorify war, encouraging young boys to enlist in the war to defend the country. The speaker here is a poet himself, because he is addressing directly the other poet. 
     A smothering dream is a dream which one after having it, he finds himself tired as if he was running wild. It is like a nightmare and one feels exhausted after it having every muscle ache and so consumed of energy.
If in some smothering dreams you too could pace  
Behind the wagon that we flung him in, 

All the other soldiers could see him fall, so they flung him. He did not say “carried him” as if he is not a human being any more. They threw him. 
The man’s eyes became white because of the gas. They are shrinking. His face looked like a face of a hung man of a bluish or green color. It is a horrible sight. His face was like a face of a devil who had multi number of sins. 

The man is not only suffered severely, the blood was coming from his corrupted lungs because he inhaled the gas. It cannot be cured. It is bitter like “cud” of fire. All these are sense imageries related to taste, touch, sight and smell. It is a pain that cannot be cured. 

   “My friend”: there is a direct address here. He is addressing Jessie Pope. After what he mentioned about the exhaustion of soldiers, he tells them to change the assumption of “patria mori” which means that it is sweet and honorable to fight for one’s land. This was the patriotic quotation of Horace. 
      In the third stanza, one could feel the horrible scene about the injured person which is a result of the war. 

Analysis:

     Owen tried to be accurate to portray those horrible imageries that are never used before.  There is grotesque imagery, horrible of seen images, difficult and rich situations which are explained in very realistic direct words, because he wanted to create powerful impact upon the reader’s mind to object and end the war. 

    The poem is anti-romantic of modern war. It reverses the roman assumption about the heroic noble war into something devastating. The war of sacrifice, the war of heroism, the war of patriotism, the war for a noble aim into a horrible, devastating war that only destroy lives of men. The slogan of Horace has become an old lie. The poem can be considered an anti-war poem. 

        Owen’s style is so vivid and rich with his direct descriptions. He uses his punctuations significantly by using long sentences, dashes, compound words, exclamation marks.  

       Notice his sound technique “gutting, choking, drowning” with (ing) is a very significant technique. The (ing) usage is very significant here giving the loud noise of the drums of war.

        His tone in this poem is serious, bitter and scornful. His usage of the past tense is significant as he is revealing images of war that he experienced himself. 

      Owen intended to write three stanzas, but in the second stanza, he separated the two climatic lines to emphasis the separation of the soldier from his troops. At the same time also to emphasis the separation between life and death. 
     In each stanza, the poet used the rhyme of (AB AB CD CD) consequently in the whole lines. The third stanza is prolonged. It is not the same number of lines. The first and second stanzas are of eight lines, but the third stanza has extra four lines. Those extra lines are sent to the poet Jessie Pope. There is addition of four lines in which they carried a message to the poet of the other culture. 

    The use of dashes, exclamation marks, commas are very significant in helping in the poet’s technique. 

           Notice that Owen’s poetry is really revealing his ironic distrust of the traditional ideology of his time or values, because these values help the soldiers continue in going to fight before they realize the horror and devastation of war. 
       Owen’s poem here seems like a firing expression but it in the same time, it is not only his own, because it can be of all other soldiers who have really suffered in the war itself. Not only he is trying to show the reader his suffering, but also he is trying to represent other soldiers. It is a universal kind of suffering. Even in private expression, it carries actually a universal message for all other soldiers. 
Comparison between Owen and Sassoon 
- Sassoon did not explain realistic imageries of the soldiers and if there are, they are not direct like Owen. Owen’s imageries are horrible. Owen is addressing the public who are could hate and end the war. 

- Both poets used the ironic and satirical technique. 

- Owen’s poetry is an anti-romantic changing the romantic assumption of war and Sassoon’ poetry was a kind of a revolt against war and leaders. 



         End …
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