
Funeral Blues  ~  W. H. Auden 

    This poem is now most famous for its rendition at the funeral in the film Four Weddings and a 
Funeral. It is well worth watching the movie again to see this reading, which is among the most moving 
scenes in recent film history.   
    Auden first published it in 1936 as part of a play, The Ascent of F6.  It formed part of a quartet of 
poems called “Four Songs to Miss Hedli Anderson” and was written in the style of the Berlin Jazz 
Cabaret.  
    Since its appearance in Four Weddings and a Funeral it has become one of the favourite poems to be 
found on the Web – check out the Internet for some interesting interpretations and discussions. 
 

1. a) List the expressions of endings - e.g. ‘stop’ (all the clocks) found through the poem.  
 
b) What is their cumulative effect? 
 
 
 

2. What is the impact of the opening line? 
 
 
 

3. a) What is the name of the figure of speech which imagines the physical world to reflect emotions of 
the poet?   
 
b) How does Auden use it here? 
 
 
 

4. How is the total involvement of the speaker of this poem with her lover communicated through the 
poem? 
 
 
 

5. Describe the rhythm of the poem and explain how the rhythm reflects the subject matter? 
 
 
 

6. The language of the poem is characterised by its simplicity. 
Why does Auden choose to use such simple language? 
 
 
 

7. If you were to set this poem to music, what sort of music would it be? 
 
 
 

8. What does Auden communicate to us through Funeral Blues of the  
nature of love and loss? 

 
 
Think about it:  
In the answers, you’ll notice that we have assumed that the speaker is a woman.   
Do you agree?   Does it matter?   
 

Consider the use of 
the word ‘Blues’ in 
the title and the 
various meanings it 
may have. 



SUGGESTED ANSWERS:  Funeral Blues 
1. a) Stop; cut off; prevent; silence; put out; pack up; dismantle; pour away; sweep up 

b) The cumulative effect of these expressions of endings is to emphasise the way the speaker senses 
that her world has come to an end with the death of her lover. 

2. Auden’s opening line (Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone) is a command to the world to stop 
time itself, and to halt the process of communication that is such an important part of being human.  In 
her loss, the speaker no longer wishes to take part in everyday life and wants to remove herself from 
the contact of others. 

3. a) Pathetic fallacy 
b) Auden employs this figure of speech to emphasise the totality of the loss his speaker feels – it is as 
if everything in nature should reflect her loss e.g. the sky without the moon and stars is blank and 
bleak to reflect her anguish. 

4. ‘He was my North, my South, my East and West/My working week and my Sunday rest’. All aspects of 
the speaker’s life were entwined with her lover’s: her time, her place, her very sense of being are lost 
with him. 

5. The rhythm in stanzas 1 and 2 is sharp and staccato (almost like a sharp drumbeat) and this reflects her 
urgent need for the whole world to respond to her pain and sense of loss.  The rhythm in stanzas 3 and 
4 is slow and measured which reflects the speaker’s feeling of despair and anguish. 

6. All the greatest and most deeply felt human emotions are best reflected in simple language;  to attempt 
to use overblown descriptions or highbrow vocabulary to communicate pain doesn’t work, and sounds 
false.  The most sincere words of loss are the simplest. Also, all people feel a sense of loss at some 
stage and the language should not prevent some people from understanding or appreciating it. 

7. Personal response.  Before you answer, consider the title of the poem and the various rhythms. 
8. On a very basic level, Auden shows us that the deeper the love, the greater the sense of loss.  Because 

this lover was so enmeshed in the details of her love’s life, his death comes as a blow that is almost 
impossible to survive.  It seems untenable that existence can continue – not only for her but for all of 
us – after his death.  Thus loss can kill hope for the one who is left – the real meaning of despair.   
 

 
 

 (So is it ‘better to have loved and lost, than never to have loved at  
all’, as the saying goes?) 
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