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Dulce et Decorum Est

Bent double, like old beggars under sacks,

Analysis: The simile "like old beggars under sacks" immediately dismantles the heroic image of the soldier. 
These men are bent, burdened, prematurely aged, reduced not to warriors but to figures of poverty and 
exhaustion. The weight of their kit-bags mirrors the broader weight of what war has done to them. The 
alliteration of the hard "b" and "k" sounds in "bent," "beggars," and "backs" (line 3) gives the opening a 
heavy, grinding quality that enacts the soldiers' physical condition.

Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through sludge,

Analysis: The simile "coughing like hags" strips away all remaining dignity and youth: hags are old, ugly, 
miserable women. War has made these men into the opposite of the strong, fit soldiers that military 
propaganda advertised. "Cursed through sludge" carries a double meaning: they are literally cursing as 
they drag through mud, but "cursed" also implies that becoming a soldier is itself a curse, a guaranteed 
path to a terrible death. The harsh consonants across these lines produce cacophony, making the language 
itself sound like struggling through heavy ground.

Till on the haunting flares we turned our backs,

Analysis: The flares are "haunting": they are markers of danger, but the word also suggests something 
psychological, something that lingers. The soldiers are not advancing heroically but retreating, turning their 
backs on what may have just killed their friends.

And towards our distant rest began to trudge.

Analysis: "Trudge" conveys mechanical, barely-conscious movement. "Distant rest" is deliberately 
ambiguous: relief is far away, but "rest" also carries the meaning of death. Owen may be saying these men 
march not toward safety but toward their graves.

Men marched asleep. Many had lost their boots,

Analysis: The alliteration of "men marched many" echoes the sound of tired, groaning footsteps. The men 
function in a near-unconscious state; war has eroded their individual awareness and reduced them to 
mechanisms. Hyperbole colours both this line and the next: not literally every man was asleep, not literally 
all were lame and blind. The exaggeration emphasises how extreme the exhaustion and injury were.

But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame; all blind;

Analysis: The metaphor "blood-shod" means blood has replaced their boots: their wounds have become 
their footwear. But Owen's choice of "shod" is pointed: horses are shod, not people. Soldiers are routinely 
described in animal terms across this stanza ("lame," "blood-shod," later "drunk"): they have been reduced 
to livestock, expendable and owned. The repetition of "all" universalises the suffering: this is not one man's 
misfortune but the condition of every soldier.

Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots
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Analysis: The metaphor "drunk with fatigue" shows how exhaustion mimics intoxication: the men stagger 
and lose awareness. Their deafness is not literal; the battlefield is so overwhelming that specific sounds no 
longer register. They cannot hear what is about to kill them.

Of gas-shells dropping softly behind.

Analysis: The word "softly" is deeply sinister. The gas-shells arrive quietly, not a dramatic explosion but a 
gentle, nearly inaudible hiss. The alliteration in "hoots... shells... softly" mimics a whisper, reinforcing how 
the gas creeps up on them. The soldiers are too exhausted, too deaf, too numb to notice.

Gas! GAS! Quick, boys!—An ecstasy of fumbling,

Analysis: The escalation from "Gas!" to "GAS!" captures pure panic: the capitalisation is also visual, 
forcing the reader's eye to jolt. The oxymoron "ecstasy of fumbling" is one of Owen's most precise effects: 
"ecstasy" ordinarily describes overwhelming joy or spiritual transport, but here it describes frantic, clumsy 
desperation. The juxtaposition twists a word of pleasure into an image of terror. The dash and exclamation 
points create visual chaos on the page, enacting the confusion of the moment.

Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time;

Analysis: "Clumsy" may be personification: the men are cursing the masks as if the equipment itself is 
to blame, as panicking hands struggle with fastenings. Survival depends on whether shaking fingers can 
manage the straps before the gas reaches the lungs.

But someone still was yelling out and stumbling

Analysis: The focus narrows from the group to one man. The internal rhyme of "fumbling / stumbling" 
and the continuous verbs that accumulate across this stanza, "fumbling," "fitting," "yelling," "stumbling," 
"floundering," "drowning", create a dizzying forward momentum. Many things happen simultaneously and 
the poem pulls the reader into the chaos.

And flound'ring like a man in fire or lime.—

Analysis: The simile "like a man in fire or lime" makes the invisible threat viscerally real. Quick lime was a 
chemical weapon used to temporarily blind; fire needs no explanation. The word "floundering" foreshadows 
the drowning imagery to come: it is a word for a fish out of water, thrashing and helpless.

Dim through the misty panes and thick green light,

Analysis: The speaker now watches through the glass of his own gas mask. Everything is distorted: dim, 
misty, green. The environment has become surreal, almost underwater. These visual distortions reinforce 
the helplessness and confusion of the moment.

As under a green sea, I saw him drowning.

Analysis: The simile "as under a green sea" transforms the gas cloud into a suffocating ocean. Death here 
is not explosive or heroic; it is slow, helpless, aquatic. The drowning motif, foreshadowed by "floundering," 
will persist into the next stanza.

In all my dreams before my helpless sight,

He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning.

Analysis: This two-line stanza stands alone to emphasise one thing: the trauma does not end when the 
battle does. This is PTSD, post-traumatic stress disorder, rendered in poetic form. The speaker does not 
see this man sometimes in his dreams but in all of them. The word "helpless" is key: no matter what he 
tries, the nightmares will not stop. The tense shifts here from past to present: Owen moves from narrating 
what happened to showing what is happening to the speaker's mind right now. Three continuous verbs, 
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"guttering, choking, drowning", keep the dying man's motion perpetually unresolved. "Guttering" is a 
metaphor: a guttering candle flickers and nearly dies; it is the man's life, not a flame, that is guttering out.

If in some smothering dreams, you too could pace

Analysis: The final stanza is one long conditional sentence: if you could experience what I experienced, 
then you would never repeat the lie. The speaker turns directly to address the reader, making us complicit. 
The dreams are "smothering": the same word connects to the suffocation of the gas; the nightmares are 
themselves killing the speaker slowly.

Behind the wagon that we flung him in,

Analysis: "Flung" is the poem's most pointed single word for the treatment of the dying soldier. There is no 
care, no ceremony; he is cargo. Soldiers are not given honourable deaths; they are flung into wagons like 
luggage.

And watch the white eyes writhing in his face,

Analysis: The grotesque imagery forces the reader to see what propaganda conceals. Technically eyes cannot 
writhe: writhing is a contortion of the body. The personification attributes a full physical convulsion to the 
eyes alone, making the image simultaneously more vivid and more disturbing.

His hanging face, like a devil's sick of sin;

Analysis: The simile "like a devil's sick of sin" is a measure of how far beyond normal horror this image is. 
The soldier's face is so terrible that even the devil, the embodiment of sin and suffering, would recoil from 
it. Owen even layers in a sibilant alliteration ("devil's sick of sin") that produces a hissing sound, as if the gas 
itself is present in the line.

If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood

Analysis: The conditional builds further. Now it is not just sight but sound. The wagon jolts over rough 
ground; at every jolt the body moves. The reader is asked to imagine not just the sight but the noise.

Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs,

Analysis: The onomatopoeia of "gargling" makes this the poem's most auditory image: the reader almost 
hears the sound of blood and gas coming up through damaged airways. "Froth-corrupted lungs" shows 
the destruction from inside: the foam and toxins have invaded and rotted the body's interior. The lungs that 
should breathe air are corrupted beyond function.

Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud

Analysis: Two similes work simultaneously. "Obscene as cancer" is more precise than it appears: cancer kills 
randomly, without moral cause, without justice. It attacks the innocent and the guilty alike. Similarly, this 
soldier's death is obscene because it is pointless, random, morally without reason, just as cancer is. "Bitter 
as the cud" sets up the antithesis to the poem's title: the Latin phrase proclaims it is sweet to die for one's 
country; Owen insists it is bitter. The cud is food regurgitated from the stomach; what is being brought back 
up here is blood.

Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues—

Analysis: "Innocent tongues" closes the simile and makes its moral point explicit: the soldiers are innocent. 
They did not choose to die like this. The dash signals the turn from condition to conclusion: from the horror 
witnessed to the accusation levelled.

My friend, you would not tell with such high zest
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Analysis: "My friend" is bitter sarcasm. The speaker is addressing those who send young men to war with 
speeches about glory and honour: the generals, the politicians, the military propagandists who were actively 
advertising the army to young men at the time Owen wrote this. Anyone who encourages young men to die 
in this fashion is not the speaker's friend. The word also carries a trace of sympathy: just as Owen himself 
once believed the lie before experiencing war firsthand, perhaps some who repeat it are simply ignorant 
rather than evil.

To children ardent for some desperate glory,

Analysis: The oxymoron "desperate glory" captures the illusion exactly: the children expect to find greatness, 
but what they will find is desperation, being surrounded, outgunned, drowning in gas. "Ardent" means full 
of passionate energy; these recruits are willing and eager. They are "children" in the speaker's eyes not 
necessarily because they are young, but because they are innocent of what war really means.

The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est

Analysis: "The old Lie" is capitalised for emphasis. Owen wants the word to hit hard: this is not a mistake or 
a misunderstanding but a deliberate, sustained, ancient Lie. Capitalising it elevates it to the same status as 
a proper noun or a title. It is also personal: the Lie caught Owen himself, who enlisted before he knew what 
the trenches held.

Pro patria mori.

Analysis: The Latin phrase, it is sweet and fitting to die for one's country, is an allusion to the Roman poet 
Horace, who wrote it centuries before Owen. By naming it in the original Latin, Owen highlights how deep 
and ancient this ideology is: it is not a modern mistake but a lie that has been handed down through 
generations, across languages and empires, for hundreds of years. After everything the poem has shown, 
the phrase is revealed as completely hollow.

About the poem

Author: Wilfred Owen (1893–1918)

Context: Owen was a British soldier who fought in the trenches of northern France during 
World War I. He wrote this poem while hospitalised after combat; the images are not imagined 
but firsthand. He was killed in action one week before the war ended, aged 25.

Core idea: War is not heroic, sweet, or fitting. It is brutal, degrading, and permanently 
traumatic. The idea that dying for one's country is noble is a lie: ancient, deliberate, and lethal.

Form: The poem is 28 lines, exactly twice the 14-line sonnet form. It functions as a double 
sonnet in the tradition of the Italian (Petrarchan) sonnet: the first 14 lines present a problem 
(the glorification of war, shown through the horror of what it actually is), and the second 14 
lines present the solution (if you truly understood what war means, you could never repeat the 
lie). The first half is written in past tense (narrating what happened); the second half shifts to 
present tense (the nightmares continue now), reinforcing that the damage of war is ongoing.

•  Main themes
•  War as dehumanising
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•  Trauma and PTSD
•  Propaganda versus reality
•  Patriotism and false glory
•  Loss of innocence
•  The duty of bearing witness
•  Mood: Pitiful and sorrowful, building to fierce accusation
•  Tone: Bitter, accusatory, and deeply sarcastic in the final stanza; sorrowful and harrowing 
in the first two

  Remember
•  The title is an allusion to Horace: the poem attacks an idea as old as Roman poetry
•  "Blood-shod," "lame," "drunk": animal language reduces soldiers to livestock throughout 
stanza one
•  The double sonnet structure: 14 lines past tense (problem) + 14 lines present tense 
(solution)
•  The two-line stanza is PTSD rendered in form: isolated to show psychological damage
•  "Ecstasy of fumbling" and "desperate glory" are both oxymorons
•  "Gargling" is the poem's key onomatopoeia
•  "My friend" in the final stanza is bitter sarcasm aimed at propagandists
•  "The old Lie" is capitalised: Owen elevates propaganda to the status of a named evil
•  Everything builds to the final two Latin lines, stripped of meaning after all that precedes 
them


