


Handsome, charming, and talented,
Brooke was a national hero even 
before his death at the age of 27. His 
sonnet sequence Nineteen Fourteen 
captured the particular mood and 
character of England before World 
War I by expressing  the hopeful 
idealism and enthusiasm with 
which Britain entered the war.



Widely regarded as one of Britain’s 
greatest war poets, he wrote from the 
perspective of his intense personal 
experience of the front line. His 
poems bring to life the physical and 
mental trauma of combat and aim 
to tell the truth about what he called 
‘the pity of War’. In doing so, he 
helped to advance poetry into the 
Modernist era.



SECTION SUMMARY
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R. BROOKE
• 1887: he was born at Rugby and his early years 

were typical of virtually every English boy who 
was a member of a well-to-do family.

He attended the prestigious Rugby 
boarding school, where his father was 
the headmaster. There he studied Latin
and Greek, and began to write poetry.

• 1906: he entered Cambridge University and during his 
three years there he became a visible figure in English 
intellectual circles like the Bloomsbury Group (with 
Virginia Woolf) and the Georgian Poets (with Robert 
Frost), admired for his talent as well as his looks. 6



R. BROOKE
• 1909: after his graduation from Cambridge he spent 

most of his time writing and travelling in Europe.

In the same years he fell in love with three 
women but none of the relationships were 
long lasting. 

• 1912: he had a nervous breakdown 
and spent several months in 
rehabilitation, during which he 
was not allowed to write poetry.
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R. BROOKE
 1913: in May he travelled to the United States, where 

he spent four months before sailing to the South Pacific. 

Of the seven months that Brooke 
stayed in the Pacific, three were 
spent in Tahiti, where he experienced 
probably the happiest period of his 
life and wrote the best of his poems, 
Tiare Tahiti and The Great Lover.

 1914: he returned to England and at the outbreak of 
World War I he enlisted in the Royal Naval Division.
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R. BROOKE
The Reserve saw no military action 
during its entire stay at Antwerp, in 
Belgium, where it had been sent,
and the lull in fighting turned into
a fruitful period for Brooke.

 1914: he produced his best-known poetry, the group 
of five war sonnets titled Nineteen Fourteen, which 
was published a year later.

 1915: on 23rd April he died of blood 
poisoning from a mosquito bite while 
en route to Gallipoli with the Navy. He
was buried in an olive grove on the 
island of Skyros in the Aegean Sea. 9



REACTIONS TO HIS DEATH

 Brooke’s death was felt throughout his country. Among 
those who lauded him after his death were writers 
Virginia Woolf and Henry James.

 The British statesman Winston Churchill 
said of him

“He was all that one would wish England’s 
noblest sons to be in days when no sacrifice 
but the most precious is acceptable." 

 Since the war was in its early stages, such sentiment 
could still be cherished.  10





NINETEEN FOURTEEN (1915)
 Written during late 1914, the group of five war sonnets 

entitled Nineteen Fourteen, published a year later,
express the hopeful idealism and enthusiasm with 
which Britain entered the war.

❑ In the first sonnet, Peace, Brooke rejoices in the feeling 
that the war is a welcome relief to a generation for whom 
life had been empty and void of meaning.

❑ In the second sonnet, Safety, Brooke continues to revel 
in the coming of war by comparing death to a shelter that 
protects its refugees from the horrors of life.

❑ The third and fourth sonnets are both titled The Dead. 
In them he again paints death as a positive, pristine state. 12



THE SOLDIER
❑ Brooke ends the sonnet sequence with The Soldier, 

his most famous and most openly patriotic poem.

• He imagines his own death, but rather than conveying 
sadness or fear at such an event, he accepts it as an 
opportunity to make a noble sacrifice by dying for 
his country. 

• This poem became inseparably linked with Rupert 
Brooke’s name. As A.C. Ward comments

“It is, for all time, his epitaph—beautiful and tranquil.”
13



THE SOLDIER 

(the octave)
If I should die, think only this of me: 

That there's some corner of a foreign field

That is forever England. There shall be

In that rich earth a richer dust concealed;

A dust whom England bore, shaped, made aware,

Gave, once, her flowers to love, her ways to roam,

A body of England’s, breathing English air,

Washed by the rivers, blest by suns of home.
14



ANALYSIS (1)

 The poem starts off with a rather misleading sense of 
foreboding (If I should die) but it almost espouses 
the idea of dying during war time, rather than 
condemning it because of the bond between a 
patriotic British soldier and his homeland.

 Much of the octave is devoted to creating a sense of 
England as a pastoral, idyllic, 
and even Eden-like place: the 
land becomes infused with the 
character of its people and vice 
versa. 15



THE SOLDIER 

(the sestet)

And think, this heart, all evil shed away,

A pulse in the Eternal mind, no less

Gives somewhere back the thoughts by England given,

Her sights and sounds; dreams happy as her day;

And laughter, learnt of friends and gentleness;

In hearts at peace, under an English heaven.
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ANALYSIS (2)
 The poet combines the idea of spiritual cleansing, of 

inviolable memories of the dead and of a hero’s 
immortal legacy implying that people are formed by 
their home environment and culture, and that their 
country is something worth defending with their life.

 He also invokes the idea of resurrection and finally 
infers that dying in the field of battle ends up with 
the soldier being at peace in an English heaven.

 The poem thus became a powerful instrument of 
propaganda to recruit soldiers for the army. 17



FORM & TONE

 The Soldier is a sonnet of 14 iambic pentameters, 
divided into an octave and a sestet, a love poem 
dedicated to England. While the octave follows 
the Shakesperean rhyme scheme (ABAB CDCD), 
the sestet follows the Petrarchan one (EFG EFG). 

 The tone is full of idealism, almost like a piece of 
propaganda as it appears to “spin” negatives into 
positives: without describing anything precise it 
presents a vague generalization of the “war, self-
sacrifice, glory” equation.
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CONCLUSIONS

 There is nothing in the poem of the 
horrors of war. Indeed, there is very 
little of the realities of war at all!

 What we find is a powerful expression 
of patriotic desire and belief in the 
bond between people and their homeland.

 It is often read at the memorial services of soldiers in 
order to glorify their heroism and bring some comfort to 
their relatives.
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LEGACY
 After the staggering number of deaths

the English incurred during the trench 
warfare of 1916 and 1917, such patriotic 
feeling as Brooke had expressed in his 
works was viewed as foolish and naïve. 

 A more realistic poetry grew out of the war’s latter 
stages and supplanted Brooke’s verse as the most 
important literary expression of the war but his work 
remains important as a barometer of England 
between 1910 and 1915: it captured the mood of the 
moment. 
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W. OWEN

• 1893: was born on March 18, in Oswestry, 
on the Welsh border of Shropshire, in the 
beautiful and spacious home of his 
maternal grandfather.

As the oldest of four children born in rapid succession, 
Wilfred developed a protective attitude toward the others 
and an especially close relationship with his mother.

• 1911: the family gradually lost ground economically and 
Owen attended a technical school graduating at 18.
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W. OWEN
He tried to measure his aptitude for a religious 
vocation becoming an unpaid lay assistant to a 
vicar, assisting the poor and the sick of the 
parish. He started reading widely and began
to write poetry. 

• 1913: he returned home, seriously ill with a respiratory 
infection that his living in a damp, unheated room at 
the vicarage had exacerbated.

After eight months of convalescence at home, he 
taught for one year in Bordeaux at the Berlitz School 
of Languages, and he spent a second year in France
with a Catholic family, tutoring their two boys. 24



W. OWEN
 1915: in September, nearly a year after 

the United Kingdom and Germany had 
gone to war, Owen returned to England, 
and by October he had enlisted.

The horrors he witnessed in the months 
that followed would become the content 
of his poetic output, characterized by 

anger at the cruelty and waste of war. 

 1917: Owen was sent to a series of 
hospitals between May 1 and June 26, 
because of severe headaches eventually 
diagnosed as symptoms of shell shock. 25



W. OWEN
During the period of hospitalization at the War 
Hospital in Edinburgh his annus mirabilis as a 
poet began, also thanks to the community of 
writers who were admitted there with him like 
Siegfried Sassoon and Thomas Hardy.

 1918: in spite of his conviction that the war ought to be 
ended and his desire to remain in England to protest 
the continuation of the war, 
 on 1st September he returned to France;

 in October he was awarded the Military 
Cross for bravery;

 on 4th November he was killed while 
attempting to lead his men across the 
Sambre canal at Ors. 26





POEMS (1920)
 Owen composed nearly all of his poems in 

slightly over a year, from August 1917 to 
September 1918, but almost all of them 
appeared posthumously, importantly in 
the bestselling collection Poems (1920), 
edited by his mentor and friend Siegfried 
Sassoon, which contains 23 poems.

 In the preface Owen himself had written for his book-
to-be, he stated that his poetry would express “the pity 
of War” rather than the “glory, honour, might, majesty, 
dominion, or power,” which war had acquired in the 
popular mind, thus revealing an understandably strong 
commitment as a writer.
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DULCE ET DECORUM EST
 By 1917 the enthusiasm and sense of noble

sacrifice that typified earlier trench poems
had, in fact, given way to fatalism, anger, 
and despair: the young soldiers suffered 
incredible physical privations caused by the record-
breaking cold and snow and by the heavy shelling.

 A poem that captured the essence of trench warfare 
in a shockingly descriptive manner is  the one whose 
title is taken from Horace’s Odes (III, 2, 13)): “Dulce 
et decorum est pro patria mori”, which means “It 
is sweet and fitting to die for one’s country”. 

 It was based on a personal experience… 29



THE GAS ATTACK 
 On 12th January 1917 Owen’s battalion 

marched three miles over a shelled 
road and three more along a flooded 
trench, where those who got stuck in 
the heavy mud had to leave their 
waders and move ahead on bleeding 

and freezing feet. 

 They were under machine-gun fire, 
shelled by heavy explosives through-
out the cold march, and were almost 
unconscious from fatigue when the 
gas attack occurred… 30



DULCE ET 
DECORUM EST (1)

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 gas-shells dropping softly behind. 31



ANALYSIS (1)
 The first part of the poem is written in the present 

as the action happens and everyone is reacting to the 
events around them: these are the trenches of WWI, 
full of mud and death, where once optimistic, healthy 
soldiers have been reduced to a miserable, exhausted 
gang who have little left to give. 

 Physical and psychological
suffering characterize their life 
and movements are slow, 
weary because of this moral 
and physical exhaustion  
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DULCE ET 
DECORUM EST (2 & 3)
Gas! GAS! Quick, boys!—An ecstasy of fumbling

Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time,

But someone still was yelling out and stumbling

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

Dim, through the misty panes 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, choking, drowning. 33



ANALYSIS (2)
 The poet proceeds by describing explicitly the horror 

of the gas attack and the death of a man who was not 
quick enough to put his gas mask on…

 The physical and psychological suffering continue 
but movements become frantic and convulsive 
because of panic.

 The repetition of the word drowning
brings the poem to a halt: Owen can
not forget what he has witnessed. It 
has become a recurring nightmare.

34



DULCE ET DECORUM EST (4)
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 cud

Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues,

My friend, you would not tell with such high zest

To children ardent for some desperate glory,

The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est

Pro patria mori.
35



ANALYSIS (3)
 In this final part, written as though at a distance, the 

horror intensifies into a waking nightmare.

The disfiguration brought about by war focuses on 
the human body and the way it is slowly damaged 
and changed before ultimately being destroyed.

 The horror spurs the speaker to draw a lesson from 
the event for the  people at home, far away 
from the war: there is nothing sweet or 
fitting in dying for one’s country. In 
fact Horace’s words are nothing but a lie.

 Owen here turns what until now has been 
a descriptive poem into a piece of anti-
war propaganda. 36



FORM & TONE
 The poem seems to have started out as a double sonnet 

of 28 lines in total, many of which iambic pentameters, 
with end rhymes, but the final result is an unsettling poem 
broken into four unequal stanzas, which reflects the 
wreckage in the soldiers’ lives.

 The sound devices used (onomatopoeia, repetition, 
alliteration) recreate the sound of shells and the 
groans of the dying soldiers. 

 From the start of this poem we are immersed in the
oppressive and hopeless atmosphere of war: the
world has been turned upside down and the result is 
a  gloomy, haunting, almost surreal experience.
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CONCLUSIONS
 Owen’s message for his 

generation was to be one 
of warning rather than of 

consolation: for this reason he used an unmitigated 
realism in his description of events, convinced that 
“the true poet must be truthful”.

 C. Day Lewis praised Owen’s poems for 

“the originality and force of their language, the 
passionate nature of the indignation and pity 
they express, their blending of harsh realism 
with a sensuousness unatrophied by the horrors 
from which they flowered.” 
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LEGACY
 Owen wrote vivid and terrifying 

poems about modern warfare, 
depicting graphic scenes with honest 
emotions. Aware that his work could 
do nothing to help his own generation,
he succeeded in warning the next, 
his poetic legacy having a major impact 
on attitudes to war.

 Moreover with his vibrant imagery and searing tone, 
put across in emotive but controlled language, he 
helped to advance poetry into the Modernist era.
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