‘Dulce et Decorum est’ 

- Developing A-Grade Analysis -
To achieve an A level grade, you need to analyse more than one quotation per paragraph. If time (and memory) permits, try to analyse as many appropriate quotations as possible.

The notes below may help you write more detailed analysis of some of the key ideas of the poem.

“knock-kneed”

- alliteration and stresses echo the brutality of the soldiers’ destruction, their transformation from healthy young men into ‘beggars’ and ‘hags’.

“sacks”

“hags”

Owen unifies the first three lines of the poem through his use of

“backs”
assonance. The short, staccato ‘a’s suggest the hacking sound of 



the solder’s coughing.

 “cursed”
Look at the use of the word 'cursed.' Owen does not say 'struggled', or 'marched' or any other word suggesting movement: he uses a word that describes a way of speaking, usually violent and unsophisticated, often used in moments of anger, or passion, or grief, or distress. We not only see the movement, but we sense the state of mind behind it, and almost hear the men's march like a soundtrack to the next lines of the poem.

“Men marched asleep. Many had lost their boots,
But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame, all blind;”
In this, and the next two lines, Owen deploys the caesura to pile detail upon detail, each of the six short phrases a sharper and sharper declination into deprivation. The first three describe the men's physical appearance, the last three a total destruction of physical propulsion and perception: lame, blind, drunk and deaf.

It is as if the speaker is deliberately smashing the lyrical music of the full line to catalogue the death of the body, sense by sense. Yet the regularity of the placing of the caesura, in the middle of each line, also drives home the formality of the men's marching, the plodding regularity of left after right, left after right.

“Gas! Gas!”
Look at the way in which this line begins with two disruptions; the disruption of the rhythm, with the succession of the four, short, sharp, stressed syllables and the disruption of the telling voice, with the cry of alarm reported in direct speech. So many short, stressed syllables one after the other act like a fast, dramatic cut in a movie: they alert us to a change of pace, a change of situation, a heightening of tension, the imminence of a traumatic event.

Dulce et Decorum Est – Evaluating the Poem

The following essay contains some good evaluation of the poem.

Please note, an essay like this does not meet the Intermediate 2 criteria and should be used for ideas only!

Wilfred Owen's poem, 'Dulce et Decorum Est', is a striking portrayal of war, and the devastating effects that it leaves behind. The poem illustrates the ruthlessness of war, and vividly describes the deadly situations that constantly face the soldiers. It also focuses on how war can completely dehumanize people, by shattering them physically as well as emotionally.

By displaying horrific scenarios that were so often part of the war, the poem shows exactly how merciless war is. The death of a soldier is graphically painted, so as to give responders a taste of what soldiers were frequently confronted with. A clear picture of an appalling scene can be put into the responders' minds through visual alliteration, as seen in "watch the white eyes writhing". The horrors of war are further emphasized in "guttering, choking, drowning", where the repetition of the present participle builds up the obvious pain of the dying man. The employment of onomatopoeia also helps to illustrate the shocking circumstances, used in "gargling". Visual elements have already been established; the use of sound evokes our emotions even more. War is shown to put people through a harsh pain, a suffering that they should not have to endure. 

Besides being cruel, war is also portrayed as being an experience that dehumanises and ruins the lives of those involved in it. The soldiers are depicted as being worn out and weighed down with exhaustion, close to giving up. The use of similes helps to convey the message forcefully, as shown in "like old beggars under sacks" and "coughing like hags." The comparisons are easy for responders to relate to, making the incidents seem substantially more realistic. The weariness of the situation is emphasized in "tired, outstripped Five-Nines", where personification is used to give the impression that even the surroundings are drained of energy. In addition, the speed of the sentences is slowed down through consonance. This can be seen in "But limped on… all blind;" where the repetition of the 'l' sound forces a sluggish pace upon the sentence. Both the atmosphere and the soldiers are portrayed as fatigued, highlighting the strain that war puts on the people and the environment.

Owen's poem is very successful at depicting war as revolting and unnecessary. The whole poem contains the feeling of lost hope, pain and suffering, completely contradicting the title, "Dulce et Decorum Est." War is shown not to be an honourable or sweet situation to die in, but unforgiving and deadly- an experience not easily survived, nor easily forgotten.

A+








