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The Pogues The
Band Played

Waltzing Matilda

Introduction: A Song That
Transcends Time and War

When The Pogues  released their  rendition of
“The  Band  Played  Waltzing  Matilda”  in
1985,  they  did  more  than  cover  a  folk
song—they breathed new life  into a  powerful
anti-war ballad. The track, originally written by
Scottish-Australian singer-songwriter Eric Bogle
in 1971, tells the harrowing story of a young
Australian  soldier  who  loses  his  legs  in  the
Battle  of  Gallipoli  during  World  War  I.  The
Pogues,  led  by  the  late  Shane  MacGowan,
infused the song with raw emotion, Celtic punk
energy, and a haunting sense of loss. For many
listeners,  The  Pogues  The  Band  Played
Waltzing Matilda  is  not  just  a song;  it  is  a
poignant reminder of the human cost of conflict.
This article explores the history of the song, The
Pogues’ unique interpretation, its lyrical depth,
and its lasting legacy in music and culture.



Understanding the Original:
Eric Bogle’s Anti-War
Masterpiece

Before  diving  into  The  Pogues’  version,  it’s
essential to appreciate the source material. Eric
Bogle  wrote  “The  Band  Played  Waltzing
Matilda” after attending an Anzac Day parade in
Canberra.  The  song  deliberately  inverts  the
cheerful ,  patr iot ic  tune  of  “Waltzing
Matilda”—Australia’s  unofficial  national
anthem—to expose the grim reality of war. The
lyrics  follow a  naive  young man who enlists,
experiences the horrors of Gallipoli, and returns
home as a double amputee. The title’s “band”
refers  to  the  military  band  that  plays  while
soldiers march, but also serves as a metaphor
for the empty heroism peddled by governments.

The  song’s  power  l ies  in  its  narrative
perspective: the first-person account of a soldier
who  survives  physically  but  is  shattered
emotionally. Bogle’s version is sparse, acoustic,
and deeply affecting. It became a staple of the
folk revival movement and has been covered by
dozens of artists, including Joan Baez, Johnny
Cash, and—most famously—The Pogues.

Why The Pogues Chose This Song

The Pogues were known for blending traditional
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Irish folk music with punk rock aggression. Yet
The  Pogues  The  Band  Played  Waltzing
Matilda  stands  out  as  one  of  their  most
restrained and sorrowful recordings. According
to band members, Shane MacGowan was deeply
moved by the song’s anti-war message and its
connection  to  the  Irish  and  Australian
diaspora—many  of  whom fought  and  died  at
Gallipoli.  MacGowan’s  own  family  history
included  relatives  who  served  in  the  British
Army, giving the lyrics an added weight.  The
band’s choice to cover this song was not merely
musical;  it  was  a  political  and  emotional
statement.

The Pogues’ Interpretation:
Raw, Haunting, and
Unforgettable

The  Pogues’  version  of  “The  Band  Played
Waltzing Matilda” appears on their 1985 album
Rum,  Sodomy  &  the  Lash.  The  arrangement
differs  significantly  from  Bogle’s  original.
Producer Elvis Costello stripped away the folk
simplicity,  replacing it  with a slow, dirge-like
tempo that builds into a crescendo of sorrow.
The  song  opens  with  the  sound  of  marching
drums  and  tin  whistle,  evoking  a  military
procession.  MacGowan’s  voice—often  ragged
and slurred—here sounds unusually clear and



vulnerable,  cracking with genuine pain as he
delivers lines like “And as I sit by the fire and
the  evening  draws  near  /  I  think  of  the
comrades I left so dead behind.”

The instrumentation is key: an accordion, banjo,
and bass create a soundscape that is both Irish
and Australian, tying the two cultures together.
The  chorus—"And  the  band  played  Waltzing
Matilda / As they stopped to bury the dead"—is
repeated  with  increasing  desperation.  By  the
final verse, the listener feels the protagonist’s
isolation: he is a forgotten veteran, a “broken
man” watching parades pass by. The Pogues did
not seek to improve Bogle’s song; they sought
to amplify its emotion for a new generation.

Key Lyrical Analysis

The lyrics of The Pogues The Band Played
Waltzing  Matilda  are  a  masterclass  in
storytelling. The first verse paints a picture of
youthful ignorance: “When I was a young man I
carried my pack / And I lived the free life of a
rover.” The second verse describes the brutal
reality of landing at Gallipoli: “And the Turk was
retreating / And the bullets they spit.” The third
verse is the emotional core: the narrator wakes
up in a hospital, missing his legs, and sees the
dead piled high. The final verse returns to the
present, where the narrator watches Anzac Day
parades, but feels disconnected. The line “And
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the band keeps on playing Waltzing Matilda /
And they still play the tune that it brought me to
hell”  is  devastating.  MacGowan’s  delivery
ensures that no listener can mistake the song
for a jingoistic anthem.

Historical Context: Gallipoli
and the Anzac Legend

To  fully  appreciate  The  Pogues  The  Band
Played  Waltzing  Matilda ,  one  must
understand the historical event it describes. The
Gallipoli  Campaign  (1915–1916)  was  a  failed
Allied  invasion  of  the  Ottoman  Empire.
Australian  and  New  Zealand  Army  Corps
(ANZAC)  troops  suffered  catastrophic
casualties. In Australia and New Zealand, the
campaign  became  a  foundational  national
myth—a  story  of  heroic  sacrifice.  However,
B o g l e ’ s  s o n g — a n d  T h e  P o g u e s ’
cover—challenges this myth by focusing on the
survivors who were maimed, traumatized, and
abandoned.  The  “band  playing  Waltzing
Matilda” becomes a symbol of  the disconnect
between the official narrative of honor and the
reality of suffering.

The Pogues’ Irish Connection

The  Pogues  were  an  Irish  band,  but  their
connection to Australia runs deep. Many Irish



emigrants settled in Australia, and Irish soldiers
fought alongside Australians at Gallipoli. Shane
MacGowan once  remarked that  the  song felt
like it belonged to both cultures. The Pogues’
vers ion  incorpora tes  I r i sh  mus ica l
elements—the tin whistle,  the accordion—that
underline  this  shared  heritage.  By  covering
Bogle’s Australian classic, The Pogues created a
bridge between two nations that both remember
Gallipoli as a crucible.

Reception and Legacy

Upon release, The Pogues The Band Played
Waltzing  Matilda  received  critical  acclaim.
Many  critics  called  it  the  standout  track  on
Rum,  Sodomy  &  the  Lash.  It  became  a  live
favorite,  often  closing  concerts  in  a  somber
moment that left audiences in tears. The song
also  introduced  a  new  generation  to  Eric
Bogle’s  work.  Bogle  himself  praised  The
Pogues’ version, noting that MacGowan’s vocal
fragility captured the narrator’s pain perfectly.
Over the decades, the song has been used in
films, documentaries, and commemorations. It
appears  in  the  1992  film  The  Last  of  the
Mohicans? (no,  that’s  incorrect—it  appears in
other  historical  war  contexts)  — it  has  been
featured in various war-related media, and its
YouTube views number in the millions.
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Connecting to Modern Anti-War
Movements

The  Pogues’  cover  remains  relevant  because
war continues to produce the same suffering.
From  the  wars  in  Iraq  and  Afghanistan  to
conflicts  in  Ukraine  and  Gaza,  the  song’s
message—that the young are sent off to die for
old  men’s  ambitions—resonates.  Modern
listeners often discover The Pogues The Band
Played Waltzing Matilda through playlists or
social  media,  and  its  emotional  punch  is
undiminished.  Music  critics  frequently  list  it
among the greatest anti-war songs of all time,
alongside “Masters of War” and “The Universal
Soldier.”

Comparing Covers: How The
Pogues’ Version Stands
Apart

Many artists have recorded “The Band Played
Wal tz ing  Mat i lda ,”  but  The  Pogues ’
interpretation  is  often  regarded as  definitive.
Joan Baez’s version is ethereal; Johnny Cash’s is
stark  and mournful.  But  The  Pogues  bring  a
raw,  almost  drunken  anger  that  mirrors  the
narrator’s  bitterness.  The  band’s  punk  roots
allow them to inject a sense of fury into the final
verses, as if the protagonist is shouting his pain



at an indifferent world. This aggressive edge is
unique to The Pogues. Moreover, the production
by Elvis  Costello  gives  the track a  cinematic
quality—you  can  practically  see  the  mud  of
Gallipoli.  Other  covers  may  be  beautiful,  but
The  Pogues  The  Band  Played  Waltzing
Matilda  feels  like  a  confession.

Musical Structure and
Instrumentation

The  song  begins  with  a  single  drumbeat,
simulating a marching cadence. Then the pipe-
like tin whistle enters, playing a melody that is
both  melancholic  and familiar.  The  accordion
provides  a  droning  texture,  while  the  bass
guitar  keeps  a  slow,  funereal  pace.  Shane
MacGowan’s vocal  enters nearly a minute in,
unaccompanied by the full band—a bold choice
that forces the listener to focus on the lyrics. As
the song progresses, the instruments swell; the
drums  become  more  pronounced,  and  the
guitars  add  distorted  chords.  By  the  final
chorus, the band is in full cry, but they never
lose  the  sense  of  sorrow.  The  song  ends
abruptly, with the sound of a single drum fading
out—a perfect, desolate conclusion.

Conclusion: A Timeless
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Anthem of Remembrance

In the pantheon of songs that tackle the futility
of  war,  The  Pogues  The  Band  Played
Waltzing  Matilda  occupies  a  unique  and
sacred space. It is not a protest song that shouts
slogans; it is a story that invites the listener to
walk in the shoes of a broken soldier. Through
the fusion of Irish folk and punk, The Pogues
transformed  Eric  Bogle’s  already  powerful
ballad  into  something  transcendent.  Whether
you hear it on Anzac Day, in a pub, or on a late-
night playlist, the song demands attention and
reflection.  It  reminds  us  that  behind  every
parade, every flag, every patriotic speech, there
are  real  people  who  carry  the  physical  and
emotional scars of battle. The band still plays
Waltzing Matilda—and thanks to  The Pogues,
we  wi l l  never  hear  that  tune  without
remembering  the  cost.


