‘Public’ and ‘occasional’ poetry

(1) Wilfred Owen, Dulce Et Decorum Est [1917]
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 disappointed shells that dropped behind.

GAS! Gas! Quick, boys! -- An ecstasy of fumbling,
Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time;
But someone still was yelling out and stumbling
And floundering 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.

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.

[Written during Owen’s time at Craiglockhart, and originally dedicated to the “friend,” Jessie Pope, a children’s poet who had published patriotic poems encouraging recruitment for the war. “Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori” – It is sweet and right to die for your country – is from an ode by the Latin poet Horace.]

(2) Carol Ann Duffy, Last Post [2009]
In all my dreams, before my helpless sight,
He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning.

If poetry could tell it backwards, true, begin
that moment shrapnel scythed you to the stinking mud…
but you get up, amazed, watch bled bad blood
run upwards from the slime into its wounds;
see lines and lines of British boys rewind
back to their trenches, kiss the photographs from home-
mothers, sweethearts, sisters, younger brothers
not entering the story now
to die and die and die.
Dulce – No -- Decorum – No -- Pro patria mori.
You walk away. 

You walk away; drop your gun (fixed bayonet)
like all your mates do too-
Harry, Tommy, Wilfred, Edward, Bert --
and light a cigarette.
There’s coffee in the square,
warm French bread
and all those thousands dead
are shaking dried mud from their hair
and queuing up for home. Freshly alive,
a lad plays Tipperary to the crowd, released
from History; the glistening, healthy horses fit for heroes, kings.

You lean against a wall,
your several million lives still possible
and crammed with love, work, children, talent, English beer, good food.
You see the poet tuck away his pocket-book and smile.
If poetry could truly tell it backwards,
then it would.

[The Poet Laureate’s role has traditionally been to write poems in response to occasions of public – often royal – significance. Carol Ann Duffy’s first poem as Poet Laureate was written in August 2009 to mark the deaths of Henry Allingham and Harry Patch, the last two British survivors of the First World War.]

Carol Ann Duffy reads the poem:

http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/books/poetry/article6733145.ece
(3) Radiohead, Harry Patch (In memory of)

I am the only one that got through 
The others died where ever they fell 
It was an ambush 
They came up from all sides 
Give your leaders each a gun and then let them fight it out themselves 
I’ve seen devils coming up from the ground 
I’ve seen hell upon this earth 
The next will be chemical but they will never learn

http://news.bbc.co.uk/today/hi/today/newsid_8184000/8184802.stm
[The words of Radiohead’s tribute to Harry Patch draw on a 2005 radio interview he gave to Mike Thomson]
