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INTRODUCTION: A
POEM THAT
BECAME A SYMBOL

A m o n g  t h e  m o s t
enduring  pieces  of
literature  to  emerge
from  the  First  World
War ,  In  Flanders
Fields Poem by John
McCrae  stands  as  a
poignant and powerful
tribute  to  sacrifice,
m e m o r y ,  a n d  t h e
resilience of the human
spirit.  Written in  1915
during  the  Second
Battle  of  Ypres,  this
short  but  profound

piece  of  verse  has
transcended its origins
t o  b e c o m e  a
c o r n e r s t o n e  o f
Remembrance  Day
traditions  in  Canada,
the  United  Kingdom,
Australia,  and  many
other nations. For over
a century,  the poem’s
haunting  imagery  of
poppies  blowing  amid
r o w  u p o n  r o w  o f
crosses has shaped the
way  we  honor  fallen
so ld ie r s .  To  fu l l y
appreciate  the  weight
o f  t h i s  wo rk ,  i t  i s
essential to explore the
man who wrote it, the
battlefield that inspired
it,  the  literary  craft
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behind  its  lines,  and
the profound legacy it
continues  to  carry
today.

WHO WAS JOHN
MCCRAE? THE MAN
BEHIND THE VERSE

John  McCrae  was  a
Canadian  physician,
soldier,  and poet born
in  Guelph,  Ontario,  in
1872.  Before  the war,
he  had  already  led  a
remarkable  life.  He
studied  medicine  at
the  Un ive r s i t y  o f
Toronto, served in the
B o e r  W a r ,  a n d
developed a reputation
as a gifted writer and
dedicated  doctor .
When  the  First  World
War  erupted  in  1914,
McCrae was in his early
forties and felt a deep
sense of duty to serve.
H e  e n l i s t e d  a s  a
medical officer with the
C a n a d i a n
Expeditionary  Force
and was soon assigned

to the artillery brigade,
where  he  treated  the
wounded  amid  the
hor ro rs  o f  t rench
warfare.
McCrae was known for
his  compassion  and
fortitude.  He  worked
t i r e l e s s l y  u n d e r
extreme  conditions,
o f ten  per fo rming
surgeries  in  makeshift
field  hospitals  while
shells exploded around
him.  His  experiences
on the front lines would
directly  shape  the  In
F landers  F ie lds
P o e m  b y  J o h n
McCrae,  giving  it  an
authenticity  that  no
amount of imagination
c o u l d  r e p l i c a t e .
Tragically,  McCrae
would  not  survive  the
war himself. He died of
p n e u m o n i a  a n d
meningitis  in  January
1918 while  serving as
t h e  c o m m a n d i n g
officer  of  a  medical
hospital  in  France.  He
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was  buried  with  full
military honors, and his
poem lived  on  as  his
last ing  g i f t  to  the
world.

THE HISTORICAL
CONTEXT: THE
SECOND BATTLE
OF YPRES

To  understand  the
poem’s  origin,  one
must  first  appreciate
the  brutal  setting  in
which it was written. In
April  1915,  German
forces  launched  a
massive  offensive  near
the  town  of  Ypres  in
Belgium.  This  battle
marked  the  first  large-
scale  use  of  chlorine
gas  on  the  Western
Front,  introducing  a
new  and  terr i fying
weapon  into  modern
warfare. The Canadian
t roops ,  inc lud ing
McCrae’s unit, bore the
b r u n t  o f  t h e  g a s
attacks  and  suffered
staggering  casualties.

I t  was  dur ing  th i s
chaos that McCrae lost
a  c lose  f r iend  and
f o r m e r  s t u d e n t ,
L ieutenant  A lex is
Helmer, who was killed
by a direct hit from an
artillery  shell.  Having
presided over Helmer’s
funeral the day before,
McCrae sat in the back
of  an  ambulance  on
the evening of May 3,
1915,  and  looked  out
over  the  freshly  dug
graves that dotted the
fields.  Amid  the
devastation, he noticed
the  wild  poppies  that
had somehow begun to
bloom in the churned-
up earth. Moved by the
contrast  between  the
vibrant flowers and the
grim  reality  of  death,
he began to write the
l i n e s  t h a t  w o u l d
b e c o m e  t h e  I n
F landers  F ie lds
P o e m  b y  J o h n
McCrae .
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COMPOSITION AND
FIRST
PUBLICATION

A c c o r d i n g  t o
eyewitness  accounts,
McCrae  was  visibly
d i s t u r b e d  a f t e r
Helmer’s  death.  His
commanding  officer
later  recal led  that
McCrae  showed  him
the  poem,  which  he
had  scribbled  in  his
notebook.  The  officer
was deeply moved and
suggested  McCrae
s u b m i t  i t  f o r
publication.  Initially,
the poem was rejected
by a London magazine,
but  it  was  eventually
published by Punch  in
December  1915.  It
appeared anonymously
at  first,  but  McCrae’s
authorship  was  soon
revealed,  and  the
poem quickly captured
the public imagination.
T h e  I n  F landers
Fields Poem by John

McCrae  is  written  in
the  form  of  a  French
rondeau,  a  structure
characterized  by  a
recurring  refrain.  The
poem  consists  of  15
lines divided into three
stanzas,  with  the  first
t w o  l i n e s  o f  t h e
opening stanza used as
a  refrain  at  the  end.
This structure gives the
poem  a  rhythmic ,
almost songlike quality
that  reinforces  i ts
emotional  impact.  The
use  of  the  first-person
plural  voice  from  the
fallen  soldiers  creates
a n  i n t i m a t e  a n d
haunting  perspective
that  draws the reader
into the tragedy.

TEXT OF THE
POEM: A CLOSE
READING

Stanza
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One:
Setting

the Scene
The  first  stanza
i m m e d i a t e l y
establishes  the  iconic
imagery:  "In  Flanders
fields the poppies blow
/ Between the crosses,
row  on  row."  These
l ines  paint  a  v iv id
picture  of  a  battlefield
cemetery where nature
and death coexist. The
poppies are not merely
decorative; they are a
s y m b o l  o f  l i f e
p e r s i s t i n g  a m i d
destruction. The stanza
goes on to describe the
larks that "still bravely
singing,  fly"  despite
the  gunfire  below.  This
contrast  between  the
natural  world  and  the
human-made horror of
war  is  central  to  the
poem’s power.

Stanza
Two: The
Voices of
the Fallen
The  second  stanza
shifts  perspective  to
the  dead  themselves:
"We  are  the  Dead.
Short  days  ago  /  We
lived,  felt  dawn,  saw
sunset  glow."  Here,
McCrae gives voice to
the soldiers who have
been  lost,  reminding
the  living  that  they
were  once  ordinary
men with hopes, loves,
and  dreams.  The  line
"Loved and were loved,
and  now  we  l ie  /  In
Flanders  fields"  is
d e e p l y  m o v i n g
because it strips away
the abstraction of war
a n d  r e v e a l s  t h e
personal  loss  behind
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every  casualty.

Stanza
Three: A
Call to
Action
The  final  stanza  is
perhaps  the  most
controversial  and  the
m o s t  u r g e n t .  I t
commands  the  living:
"Take  up  our  quarrel
with the foe /  To you
from failing  hands  we
throw /  The Torch; be
yours to hold it  high."
T h i s  p a s s a g e
transforms  the  poem
from  a  simple  elegy
into a call to carry on
the  fight.  The  fallen
soldiers are not asking
fo r  p i t y ;  they  a re
demanding  that  their
sacrifice not be in vain.
The  final  line,  "If  ye
break faith with us who

d ie  /  We  sha l l  no t
sleep,  though  poppies
grow  /  In  F landers
fields,"  serves  as  both
a warning and a plea. It
suggests that the dead
can  only  rest  if  the
l iv ing  honor  the i r
memory by continuing
the struggle for peace
and freedom.

THE POEM AS A
SYMBOL: THE RISE
OF THE
REMEMBRANCE
POPPY

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
remarkable  aspects  of
t h e  I n  F l a n d e r s
Fields Poem by John
McCrae  i s  tha t  i t
directly  inspired  a
global  tradition.  In
1 9 1 8 ,  A m e r i c a n
p r o f e s s o r  a n d
humanitarian  Moina
Michael read the poem
and was so moved that
she pledged to wear a
red poppy as a symbol
of  remembrance.  She
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b e g a n  s e l l i n g
handmade  poppies  to
r a i s e  f u n d s  f o r
veterans  and  their
families.  Her  efforts
soon  spread,  and  the
tradition  was  adopted
by  the  British  Legion
a n d  o t h e r
organizations  across
the  Commonwealth.
Today, the red poppy is
worn  each  November
on  Remembrance  Day
and  Veterans  Day  to
honor those who have
died in military service.
T h e  c o n n e c t i o n
between the poem and
the poppy is so strong
that  for  many people,
t h e  t w o  a r e
inseparable.  When  we
see a poppy pinned to
a  lapel,  we  are,  in  a
v e r y  r e a l  s e n s e ,
r e c a l l i n g  t h e  I n
F landers  F ie lds
P o e m  b y  J o h n
McCrae  and  the  fields
of crosses it describes.

LITERARY
ANALYSIS:
THEMES AND
POETIC DEVICES

Nature
Versus
War
One  of  the  dominant
themes in the poem is
the  juxtaposition  of
nature’s  indifference
and war’s cruelty. The
poppies bloom without
regard  for  the  human
tragedy  around  them.
The  larks  continue  to
sing.  This  contrast
u n d e r s c o r e s  t h e
transient  nature  of
human  conflict
c o m p a r e d  t o  t h e
enduring cycles of the
natural  wor ld.  Yet
McCrae  a l so  uses
nature  to  symbolize
hope  and  renewal,
suggesting that even in
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the  most  devastated
landscapes,  life  can
find  a  way  to  return.

Sacrifice
and Duty
The  poem  is  deeply
concerned  with  the
idea  of  sacrifice.  The
fallen  soldiers  gave
their lives for a cause
they  believed  in,  and
they ask only that the
living  remember  them
and  continue  their
work .  Th i s  theme
resonates strongly with
military audiences and
has made the poem a
s t a p l e  o f
c o m m e m o r a t i v e
ceremonies.  However,
i t  h a s  a l s o  b e e n
critiqued  by  some  as
glorifying war.  McCrae
h i m s e l f  w a s  n o
warmonger;  his  poem
reflects  the  complex
emotions of a man who
witnessed unspeakable

horror but still believed
in the necessity of the
fight.

Point of
View
By  writing  from  the
perspective  of  the
dead, McCrae achieves
an immediacy that few
war poems can match.
T h e  r e a d e r  i s
addressed  directly  by
t h o s e  w h o  h a v e
already fallen, creating
a  sense  of  obligation
and  intimacy.  This
technique  transforms
t h e  p o e m  f r o m  a
passive  observation
into  an  active  call  to
remembrance.

Rhyme
and
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Meter
The  rondeau  form
g i v e s  t h e  p o e m  a
musical  quality  that
m a k e s  i t  e a s y  t o
memorize  and  recite.
The  rhyme  scheme
( A A B B A ,  A A B ,  C ,
AABBA)  c reates  a
sense of circularity, as
if the poem is returning
again and again to its
central  image  of  the
poppies  in  Flanders
fields.  The  iambic
tetrameter  rhythm
provides  a  steady,
almost  marching  beat
that  reinforces  the
p o e m ’ s  m a r t i a l
themes.

CULTURAL IMPACT
AND LEGACY

T h e  I n  F landers
Fields Poem by John
McCrae  has  been
translated  into  dozens
of languages and set to
music  by  composers

including  John  Philip
Sousa  and  Charles
I v e s .  I t  h a s  b e e n
quoted  in  pol it ical
speeches, engraved on
war  memorials,  and
recited  at  countless
Remembrance  Day
services. In Canada, it
is  arguably  the  most
famous  poem  in  the
national  canon,  and
McCrae  is  celebrated
as  a  literary  hero.
The  poem  has  also
sparked debate.  Some
critics  argue  that  it
romanticizes  war  by
framing  death  as  a
noble  sacrifice  for  the
nation. Others see it as
a  d e e p l y  h u m a n
d o c u m e n t  t h a t
captures the grief and
determination  of  a
generation. Regardless
of  interpretation,  the
poem  remains  a  vital
part of how we process
the trauma of modern
warfare.  It  reminds us
that  behind  every
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statistic,  there  is  a
person who loved and
was loved.

THE POPPY IN
MODERN
COMMEMORATION

Today, the tradition of
w e a r i n g  a  p o p p y
continues  across  the
Commonwealth. In the
United  Kingdom,  the
Royal  British  Legion
organizes  the  annual
Poppy  Appeal,  raising
millions  of  pounds  for
veterans’  welfare.  In
Canada,  the  poppy  is
worn  from  the  last
Friday in October until
November 11.  Schools
teach  children  about
t h e  I n  F l a n d e r s
Fields Poem by John
McCrae,  and students
often  recite  it  during
Remembrance  Day
assemblies.
The  poppy  has  also
t a k e n  o n  n e w
meanings  in  recent

years .  I t  has  been
adopted  by  peace
activists who see it as
a  symbol  of  anti-war
sentiment,  as  well  as
by  military  supporters
who view it as a mark
of  respect  fo r  the
armed  forces.  This
v e r s a t i l i t y  i s  a
testament to the power
of  the  original  poem,
which  speaks  to  both
the pain of loss and the
hope  f o r  a  be t te r
future.

CONCLUSION: WHY
THE POEM STILL
MATTERS

More  than  a  century
after it was written, the
In  Flanders  Fields
P o e m  b y  J o h n
McCrae  continues  to
touch  hea r t s  and
inspire  reflection.  Its
simple  yet  powerful
imagery, its urgent call
to  remembrance,  and
its  deep  humanity
ensure  that  i t  wi l l
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never be forgotten. As
we  walk  through  fields
o f  remembrance ,
whether in a cemetery,
a memorial park, or our
own  minds,  we  carry
with us the words of a
doctor  who  saw  too
much  death  and  yet

found  the  courage  to
write about life.
The poppies still  blow.
T h e  t o r c h  i s  s t i l l
passed. And as long as
we  remember,  the
dead will sleep soundly
in Flanders fields.


