
September 1, 1939 

Ernest Hilbert: On "September 1, 1939" 

The most enduring and popular line from "September 1st, 1939" (the day Hitler's panzers 

jumped the border into Poland, effectively sparking the Second World War)—"We must love 

one another or die"—was thought unsuitable by Auden because, strictly speaking, it isn't true. 

It was perfectly timed, in an historical sense, on the eve of the most destructive war in 

history, but, as Auden later lamented, not a word of poetry could have prevented the horrors 

of the Second World War. Of course, great poetry is often at once true and a bit of a 

reassuring fib. He changed the line to "we must love one another and die" because love 

cannot avert—even if it may forestall—death (though Dante Alighieri and possibly even 

Dylan Thomas might dispute that, and John Donne and Christina Rossetti suggest it a bit 

harsh). He then realized how unlovely the line had become once relieved of its original 

rhetorical punch, so he eliminated it altogether. It was only much later, when assembling a 

selected poems, that he was persuaded by friends to reinstate the line. 

Morgan Walker: A Hidden Message: Auden’s Personal Protest in Time of War 

W.H. Auden’s “September 1, 1939” can be interpreted as having two messages regarding 

society. On the surface, the poem comments on how the dishonesty and manipulation of 

government can lead to war. The author uses this primary interpretation as a vessel to mask 

and deliver his underlying critique of homophobia. In order to create duality in interpretation 

of the poem, Auden uses codified language to conceal the underlying theme of the lack of 

acceptance of homosexuality in society. The poem creates metaphors, such as a contrast of 

light and dark and uses implications through historical figures and government to show the 

offense done to homosexuals. The two interpretations of the poem are able to coexist without 

impeding or contradicting one another. By setting up a historical scenario and then 

commenting on societal errors, Auden is able to effectively shift tones without harshly 

criticizing the audience on social injustices. 

Wystan Hugh Auden was born in England in 1907 and had two older brothers. Auden’s 

family moved around the country for various reasons, typically because of his father’s work. 

The first extremely significant event in Auden’s life that shows a major connection with his 

future profession in poetry was when Wystan was eight years old, he was sent to St. 

Edmund’s boarding school. While attending school he received what would be considered a 

traditional education given to English boys of upper classes. His level of studies and high 

education lead to receiving a scholarship to Oxford in which we was going to study in the 

natural sciences. While at the University, his tutor,  Nevill Coghill was extremely 

sympathetic to Auden’s youthful curiosity and helped to guide Auden into an English 

literature major (Farnan 34). These events set up the beginning of Auden’s future in poetry. 

While at Oxford, Auden seemed to have feelings for fellow undergraduate men and these 

feelings had gone unexpressed. While at college, he tried to develop heterosexual traits 

through such things as psychoanalysis and celibacy (Bucknell 1). After graduating from 

college and Auden sought out to expand his education and gain freedom. He found this 



freedom in Berlin when he lived in the middle-class suburb of Nikolassee. While in Berlin, 

Auden began to experiment with his new found freedom through sexual activity (Farnan 36). 

In Berlin, Auden indulged himself in the relationships that he had been denied in college. He 

wrote to friends back home about male brothels and men who were available for money in 

the bars and around the neighborhood (Bucknell 1). Auden’s new life in Berlin began a 

process of self-examination that allowed him to understand his sexual nature. He later moved 

back to England, but frequently visited Berlin because he missed the lifestyle. After one of 

the visits in July 1930, Auden wrote six love poems in German that were inspired by the love 

affairs that he had in Berlin and the kind of man that he longed for. The poems are very direct 

and had a tone of melancholy, disillusioned, even cynical love and express such ideas as 

selfish love, and that it is short and sometimes brutish (Bucknell 1). They were written in 

such a fashion and in a foreign language because Auden never expected them to be published. 

He felt that by writing them in a foreign language, it allowed him to disguise certain aspects 

in case others tried to read it, which freed him to speak more openly on the difficult theme of 

love (Bucknell 2). Auden even kept track of many of his feelings and experiences in a journal 

that he kept in which he stated such things as how his guilt about his homosexuality drove 

him to search for new lovers (Faran 38). 

In 1939, Auden made a major move to America in order to alter his lifestyle and explore new 

horizons. Soon after he arrived, a major event happened in his life. While attending an event 

organized by the League of American Writers, Auden met a young man named Chester 

Kallman (Osborne 190). Auden and Kallman started a relationship soon after, and became 

friends and lovers until his death (Osborne 192). Though in 1935, Auden married a woman 

named Erika Mann, this was primarily a act of kindness to allow Mann to escape from the 

Nazi’s in Germany (Osborne 105). Auden lived most of his life with Kallman and Mann, and 

continued his relationship with Kallman. Auden’s love for Kallman was extremely strong and 

it would be unrealistic to think that Auden’s love life would not affect the subject matter of 

his poetry. 

The fact that Auden met and fell in love with Kallman in 1939, the same year that he wrote 

“September 1, 1939,” gives some inkling that the subject matter of the poem could have deep 

seeded roots in Auden’s personal feelings about love particularly coupled with fact that some 

of Auden’s previous poems have been suggested as having dual interpretations. In the article 

“’But Who Would Get It?’: Auden and the Codes of Poetry and Desire,” Richard Bozorth 

examines a passage from “The Temple,” in which a character Stephen cries out “Destroy this 

temple.” Bozorth argues that the line would mean very little to readers who are unaware that 

“the temple” is Spender’s image for the eroticized male body. Bozorth believes that “the line 

divides readers by way of privileged knowledge” (Bozorth 712). Bozorth goes on to give 

another example from the same work in which he argues that the lines are nor only cryptic 

but encrypted and contain code-names that are most likely only known to inside readership in 

which only those close to Auden would understand the references. Bozorth believes that the 

codes that Auden creates quite often “invoke insider knowledge about homosexuality 

(Bozorth 712). In another one of  Auden’s poems, “As I walked out one evening,” the lines 

“You shall love your crooked neighbour/With your crooked heart” comment on the 



unfaithfulness of all lovers. However, Bozorth suggests that because “crookedness” is one of 

Auden’s favorite tropes for homosexuality, it is very likely that Auden is declaring the 

transience of gay love (Bozorth 712). Auden finds ways to create duality in his work so that 

he can bring a deep meaning to multiple groups of people. Since Auden has a personal 

connection with the homosexual community it would make sense that he is creating a second 

meaning behind his work that speaks to homosexuals. By creating a second meaning to his 

work, homosexuals are able to connect with his poetry and understand it on a deeper level. 

Auden’s poetry attempts to involve the reader and create a  “self critical dialogue with the 

new perspective on himself” (Blair 35). Auden goes about attempting to accomplish this by 

creating generality in his poems. Auden wants to lead a variety of readers to respond to his 

poetry in their own way (Blair 36). To lead his audience to a state of self-examination, Auden 

must avoid abstract language so that his audience does not become confused with his 

wording. On the other hand, Auden felt that he could not be too narrow with his language 

because then his audience would be extremely limited (Blair 37). When writing poems, 

Auden felt he had to balance the ideas of philosophy and history. This idea shows up in his 

poem “September 1, 1939” in which Auden uses the historical event of war as a platform to 

state his own personal philosophy. 

Auden’s style and form both reflect his ideology in writing poetry and creating deeper 

meanings within them. His diction ranges from classically poetic to very scientific and 

obscene and he chooses words that have duality in meaning, either referencing a topic that 

has nothing to do with the superficial meaning of the poem, or having some historical 

significance (Blair 126). Auden’s poem “Many Happy Returns,” for example, is a birthday 

letter to a seven year old boy, and yet its good wishes do not exemplify conventional wishes 

and hopes for materialistic items or even feelings of happiness (Blair 136). Within this 

particular poem, Auden uses the conventions of a particular holiday and uses language in the 

poem to create an altered perception of what one may typically view as the norm. Auden 

seems to exemplify this in “September 1, 1939” by creating one historical context for the 

poem on the surface while commenting on the treatment of the homosexual community at the 

time. Auden felt that only through playing with form and technique within a poem can a 

reader or writer be tricked into discovering new insight into a poem (Blair 153). 

“September 1, 1939” was written within the first year of Auden’s residence in the United 

States, and superficially expresses Auden’s political opinions about WWII and his skepticism 

of governmental authority. The poem contains attacks on a consumer society and has 

representations of large, abstract and anti-spiritual social machines that exemplify the “lie of 

authority” (Firchow 177). Auden uses historical references and literary devices such as 

metaphors to help drive his opinion home about his disgust for what he sees as a dishonest 

government. Concerning the war, Auden believes that the people of the world should be more 

truthful to one another. This idea plays into the actions of governments at the time. 

Governments used quite a bit of propaganda during wartime to depict certain groups of 

people and countries in certain lights. Auden only seeks to suggest that people put more 

emphasis in honesty and loyalty in one another (Firchow 180). 



The primary interpretation is very similar to what can be read as a secondary interpretation 

regarding the intolerance of homosexuality. Through the poem, specifically the mask of 

Auden’s opinions about WWII, Auden is able to express his deeper feelings that the world 

should be more open and honest with one another regarding homosexuality. The world 

should tolerate all different types of people, who may differ in ethnicity, beliefs or sexual 

preference. His creation of metaphors and use of historical references are set up in his 

primary interpretation to give support to his ideas but they also have a deeper seeded meaning 

that allows Auden to secretly comment the societal treatment of homosexuality. 

In the poem, Auden creates a metaphor of light and dark, that in the primary interpretation 

sets up a contrast between the individuals who are honest and hopeful for the future against 

those who are corrupt and dishonest. The meaning behind the metaphor in terms of the 

intolerance of homosexuality interpretation is the light represents those who are accepting 

and embrace homosexual lifestyle and the dark is those who are intolerant and look down on 

homosexuals. In lines “Waves of anger and fear/Circulate over the bright/And darkened lands 

of the earth” Auden is expressing the feelings of “fear” that are being felt, not only about the 

fear moving about the corrupt places of the world during war, but over the feelings that 

people felt towards the homosexual community (6-8). At the time, homosexuality was not 

openly spoken about, and therefore not openly accepted by society. The feelings of fear 

represent the feelings that people felt towards the notion of homosexuals because being 

openly gay was somewhat of a new concept that was beginning to surface in society. In line 

47, Auden continues his metaphor of light and dark by stating that “The lights must never go 

out.” This line means similar things in both interpretations of Auden’s poem. He is trying to 

express the idea that if love is lost, humans are doomed. In the perspective of war, the love is 

the honesty and respect between humans, while the homosexual interpretation takes the idea 

that if we do not learn to love and tolerate one another, we are doomed. The world must be 

accepting of all types of people, and the “lights [that] must never go out” are those who are 

tolerable and accepting of other people (47). Auden goes on to describe the dark as 

“conservative” in line 67. He does this not to just comment on the people who are controlled 

by  a deceiving government, but to show how people and governmental institutions are 

typically unwavering in their opinions. In this particular case, Auden in suggesting that 

people are far too conservative in their opinions and should step away from conservative 

thinking and embrace changing times and new ideas. Auden ends his metaphor with the 

image of an “affirming flame” which in both interpretations use this image to show the 

strength that Auden feels for emotions about the subjects in which he’s speaking about. 

Auden also employs historical references to to support his perspectives. The first major 

reference is the mention of Martin Luther. Auden’s claim that “scholarship can/Unearth the 

whole offence/From Luther until now” to parallel the religious ideology that Hitler shared 

with Martin Luther (12-14). Both men were anti-semites but also both spoke against 

homosexuality (Zeiss 1). The inclusion of the reference to Martin Luther adds historical 

validity to the current events and the prosecution that is currently taking place in the times of 

war with dishonest governments and the unequal treatment of homosexuals throughout time. 

Another historical reference that Auden makes is Ninjinsky and Diaghilev. The line speaks of 



what “Is true of the normal heart;” which in the context of the war, Auden uses this reference 

to emphasize the idea that people seek isolation and avoid love for one another and 

confrontation (61). In the context of tolerance for homosexuality, Auden includes this 

reference because Nijinksky and Diaghilev were homosexuals and the subject Auden uses 

Nijinsky to speak is love (Kolb 149). The “error bred in the bone/of each woman and each 

man/Craves what it cannot have” can not only refer to the idea of avoiding confrontation but 

the “error” can be seen as homosexual nature and the “crav[ing] what it cannot have” would 

be referring to members of the same sex.  The other major reference that Auden makes is the 

mention of Eros. Essentially Auden states, that like Eros he shows an affirming flame. The 

inclusion of Eros is used to evoke feelings of compassion that helps to show humans in a 

loving light. Eros was the the god of love and sexuality in Greek mythology and by including 

him in the poem, Auden wants to show the equality in all love around the world. Love is 

equal ground for all, and people should feel free to love whomever they wish, male or female. 

Auden has several other instances in which his language is ambiguous and can be interpreted 

in more than one way scattered through the poem. The scenario in which Auden sets up that 

the “dense commuters come/Repeating their morning vows,/’I will be true to the wife,/ I’ll 

concentrate more on my work,’” can be seen as a people who are controlled and manipulated 

by their government through propaganda, lies and deception (69-72). However, these lines 

can also reflect the idea that there are homosexual men and women who force themselves 

into a false life of heterosexuality who remind themselves repeatedly that they are 

heterosexual through statements such as these. These men and woman would feel forced to 

live this way because of the lack of acceptance of homosexuals at the time. Auden also 

speaks of “undo[ing] the folded lie,/The romantic lie in the brain/Of the sensual man-in-the-

street” which refers to speaking out against the deceptive government (79-81). However, the 

“romantic lie in the brain” could be the idea that some homosexuals have been brainwashed 

to act heterosexually and adopt a heterosexual lifestyle. Auden saying that “All [he has] is a 

voice” to speak out against these injustices, sends the message that Auden is using this poem 

as a platform to speak out against the mistreatment of homosexuals (78). Other references in 

the poem such as the “international wrong” are applicable in both interpretations as the wrong 

and injustices that are being done in the world, either the lying by governmental bodies when 

referring to the war, or the mistreatment of homosexuals(44). Early on in the poem, the 

reference to “Those to whom evil is done,/Do evil in return” refers to Hitler persecuting the 

Jews, and the wrong that governmental bodies administer on its people will eventually be 

reciprocated and the people who were the subject of injustice, will retaliate and even the 

score. The idea of retaliation works in both interpretations of the poem, because just like the 

idea that the people who are treated wrongly by the government will retaliate, the same holds 

true for the injusticed homosexuals who are abused and not treated as equals. 

The idea that the poem is commenting on the inequality of homosexuals in society, works 

along with the primary interpretation of the poem because in both instances Auden is using 

the poem to speak out against injustices and seek truth and equality either in government or 

society.  Auden’s poem is read primarily as a critique on the dishonesty of government 

because of the outbreak of war and what was occurring in the world. Since the war is such a 



significant event, and the poem is written at the brink of the war, it is what the majority of 

readers is considering when reading this poem. However, Auden’s personal life and the 

language and references within the poem give evidence to a deeper meaning. Auden loved to 

play with language and help people self-reflect by reading his work. By creating a poem with 

two levels of interpretation Auden is able to speak about two different subjects that he feels 

very strongly about both of which work together to rally for a more honest tolerable world. 
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Peter Levine: On "September 1, 1939" 

The poem begins, “I sit in one of the dives / On Fifty-second street. …” That would be a gay 

bar, probably the Dizzy Club, to which Auden had been introduced by his American lover 

Chester Kallman. But “I” implies that the writer sits alone. There’s a gay couple in stanza 

6,  Nijinksy and Diaghilev, who are introduced in contrast to the “normal heart.” Auden is 

asking whether his own love is “normal”–and also whether human love (in general) is a 

source of evil or a solution to it. 

Kallman and a few others would recognize this particular bar, and maybe they knew or could 

imagine what Auden really did on the evening when Hitler invaded Poland. In that sense, the 

poem was a private communication. But it was destined for The New Republic and written in 

an accessible style about events in the world. Thus it was also an effort to communicate to a 

public of strangers. Even if Auden’s original readers missed the reference to a gay bar, they 

would know what a “dive” is. It’s a place for solitary drinking or for secretive, sometimes 



shameful encounters. In that sense, it is private: a place one goes not to be seen. At the same 

time, it’s public in that it’s no one’s home and anyone can walk in: in fact, the British might 

call it a public house (a “pub”). Throughout the poem, Auden wants us to consider the 

relationship between private and public. 

A related question is the role of lyric poetry, which can be private, subtle, and confessional, 

or transparent, impersonal, and political–or both. Auden later repudiated “September 1, 

1939,” along with four other political poems, requiring that a note be added whenever they 

were anthologized: “Mr. W. H. Auden considers these five poems to be trash which he is 

ashamed to have written.” I think that’s because he later decided that the explicit, hortatory, 

public slogans of these poems (for instance, “We must love one another or die”) were false to 

his own experience. But to communicate effectively in the public sphere requires a degree of 

simplification and even falsification. 

The war, Auden observes, “obsess[es] our private lives” and brings “the unmistakable odor of 

death.” Here the causal arrow points from a vast public act of the German state toward the 

private lives of men sitting at a Midtown bar. In subsequent stanzas, Auden will reverse the 

direction, exploring how private desires and sins influence public evils. The whole poem 

alludes to Yeats’ “Easter, 1916,” in which a major theme is the power of heroic political acts 

to erase petty human sins and entanglements (“the casual comedy”). Yeats even forgives “A 

drunken, vainglorious lout” who “had done most bitter wrong / To some who are near my 

heart,” because that man was a martyr in the Irish uprising. But the events of September, 

1939 are vicious rather than heroic, and they mirror–rather than erase–the private sins of the 

“sensual man-in-the-street.” 

Auden pictures himself in the dive when the first day of World War II was ending in Europe, 

which is 6-8 hours ahead of New York. I mention the time lag because he views that 

infamous day in global perspective: “Waves of anger and fear/ Circulate over the bright / And 

darkened lands of the earth.” As he sits at the bar, Poland is literally dark because night has 

fallen there; it is also figuratively blackened by the Nazis’ assault. 

The second stanza introduces an explanation for the day’s events, the kind of story that 

“accurate scholarship” might provide. Martin Luther’s ideas ultimately drove a whole culture 

mad, until a child growing up in Linz–Adolf Hitler–inherited a fundamental worldview (an 

“imago,” in Jungian jargon) that turned him into a “psychopathic god.” I do not know what 

precise intellectual history Auden has in mind. Perhaps he believes that Martin Luther’s 

antisemitism was the root of modern German antisemitism, or perhaps he is thinking of 

another aspect of Luther’s thought, such as his deference to “princes.” It doesn’t matter 

much, because what the poem introduces here is a general style of analysis: grand political 

events are traced to the high, theoretical concepts of long-dead authors. It’s a style that Auden 

himself used in his prose writing and that his friends, like Hannah Arendt, practiced with 

great sophistication. 

So maybe we are to imagine Auden brooding over German intellectual history at Dizzy’s on 

Sept. 1. But the last four lines of the stanza offer a completely different explanation: 



I and the public know 

What all schoolchildren learn, 

Those to whom evil is done 

Do evil in return. 

No logical connective links this quatrain to the previous seven lines: no “and,” “but,” or “on 

the other hand”–just a colon. So it’s ambiguous whether the fancy intellectual explanation of 

Hitler’s ideas is wrong and “the public” is right, or whether both are saying the same thing. 

This quatrain is problematic because it suggests that the wrong of invading Poland is 

somehow justified by sins the aggressors had sustained. Is that a reference to Versailles? To 

Hitler’s personal childhood traumas? To the plight of the German working class? An 

alternative reading might be that those wronged by Hitler will inevitably strike back later, 

perpetuating the tragic cycle. In any case, the broader argument is that people are cruel to 

each other, and the massive cruelty of Blitzkrieg is just a manifestation of our everyday sin. 

The third stanza suddenly takes us back to ancient Greece, perhaps enacting the way that an 

educated person would turn from one topic to another over a solitary alcoholic drink on a 

terrible night. It begins: 

Exiled Thucydides knew 

All that a speech can say 

About Democracy, 

And what dictators do, 

The elderly rubbish they talk 

To an apathetic grave ... 

Thucydides was unjustly exiled from democratic Athens for a military failure, at which he 

point he wrote his great history of the Peloponnesian War that contains Pericles’ paean to 

democracy (the strongest pro-democratic statement of ancient times). Thucydides probably 

presents Pericles’ speech ironically. He implies that it is propaganda; in fact, self-interest 

explains all politics. Thucydides, Auden thinks, “analyzed all in his book … / The habit-

forming pain, / Mismanagement and grief.” 

In stanza 4, we are back in New York, where “blind skyscrapers” reach into the “neutral air.” 

One sense of “neutral” may be political: the United States is neutral in the war, hence at 

peace, but also complicit because we do nothing to stop Hitler. Auden is a citizen of a 

combatant nation who is guiltily safe in neutral Manhattan. Neutrality had been a 

characteristic failure of the “low dishonest decade” that Auden invoked in the first stanza. 

The Western democracies chose to be neutral in the Spanish Civil War, which made them 

complicit to fascist rule. Most of New York’s “blind skyscrapers” house private enterprises, 



ostensibly free and private, but Auden compares them to the grandiose structures of Berlin 

and Moscow. New York’s buildings, too, “use / their full height to proclaim / The strength of 

Collective Man.” The ideology that drives them is presumably “imperialism,” a mirror for the 

ideologies of Europe. 

With stanza 5, we return again to the bar, where the men “cling to their average day,” trying 

to ignore the world-altering events of Sept. 1, 1939. The homelike decorations of a “dive” are 

always fake, but never more so than on a day when everyone should face history and its evils: 

All the conventions conspire 

To make this fort assume 

The furniture of home; 

Lest we should see where we are, 

Lost in a haunted wood, 

Children afraid of the night 

Who have never been happy or good. 

Stanza 6 pulls the public and the private together. The propaganda of political leaders (“the 

windiest militant trash / Important persons shout”) is no different from the passionate 

exclamations of lovers in troubled affairs. “Mad,” histrionic, brilliant (and gay) lovers like 

Nijinksy are really no different from everyone else. The root cause is always the same: 

For the error bred in the bone 

Of each woman and each man 

Craves what it cannot have, 

Not universal love 

But to be loved alone. 

Each human beings wants the benefits of romance (sex, and the exclusive concern of another 

person) without the ethical requirements of loving back and loving everyone. 

Stanza 7 depicts “dense commuters” coming out of the “conservative dark” (the bedroom? 

the subway?) into the “ethical life” of public behavior and speech, exhorting themselves to be 

better husbands and workers. They are like the commuters in Eliot’s “The Wasteland,” who 

(in turn) come straight from the Inferno: “A crowd flowed over London Bridge, so many, / I 

had not thought death had undone so many. / Sighs, short and infrequent, were exhaled, / And 

each man fixed his eyes before his feet.” 



By now, we need to know where Auden stands, what he intends to do, and what he asks of 

us. Stanza 8 explains that he will describe both private sin and public tyranny accurately and 

critically and will call on us to be better to one another: 

All I have is a voice 

To undo the folded lie, 

The romantic lie in the brain 

Of the sensual man-in-the-street 

And the lie of Authority 

Whose buildings grope the sky: 

There is no such thing as the State 

And no one exists alone; 

Hunger allows no choice 

To the citizen or the police; 

We must love one another or die. 

Auden later hated the last of these lines. As he noted, it’s false, since we will die even if we 

do love one another. It’s also false that Auden had nothing but a voice; he had a vote, money, 

the ability to carry a gun. In any case, it’s perilous to insert into a modern, lyric poem such 

bold, declarative propositions as “There is no such thing as the State” or “We must love one 

another or die.” What gives Mr. Auden the license to say such things? 

In the eighth and final stanza, he pledges to “show an affirming flame” to the other “Ironic 

points of light” that are “dotted everywhere” across the world. I presume “Ironic” means 

detached from mass beliefs and political agendas. The beleaguered “Just” who exchange 

messages like wireless operators are independent human beings, committed to truth and love 

despite “Negation and despair.” But the signals that Auden transmits into that ether are 

pronouncements that he does not actually believe, such as “We must love one another or die.” 

When Lyndon Johnson’s campaign borrowed that phrase for his “Daisy” TV commercial in 

1964, when George H.W. Bush quoted “points of light” in his 1988 Republican Convention 

speech, and when at least six newspapers printed the whole poem right after Sept. 11, 2001, 

they demonstrated that Auden had come close to sloganeering. 

That is the critique–one that Auden himself made very strongly in later years. But here is the 

defense: Auden wrote, “We must love one another or die” not because it expressed the most 

accurate moral or social theory. He said it because he wanted to grab the stranger who read 

his verse and communicate a disinterested, ethical love as the world was engulfed by hatred. 

It was an impartial love that extended to anyone, Jew or German, gay or straight, who was 



“composed … / Of Eros and of dust.” To put that down on paper took courage, and maybe 

the right response is assent. 

  

  

 



Summary and Analysis of "In Memory of W. B. Yeats" 

William Butler Yeats died in winter: the brooks were frozen, airports were all but empty, and 

statues were covered in snow. The thermometer and other instruments told us the day he died 

“was a dark cold day.” 

While nature followed its course elsewhere, mourners kept his poems alive without letting the 

poet’s death interfere. Yet, for Yeats himself, mind and body failed, leaving no one to 

appreciate his life but his admirers. He lives through his poetry, scattered among cities and 

unfamiliar readers and critics, who modify his life and poetry through their own 

understandings. While the rest of civilization moves on, “a few thousand” will remember the 

day of his death as special. 

In the second section of the poem, Yeats is called “silly like us.” It was “Mad Ireland” that 

caused Yeats the suffering he turned into poetry. Poetry survives and gives voice to survival 

in a space of isolation. 

In the third, final section of the poem, the poet asks the Earth to receive Yeats as “an 

honoured guest.” The body, “emptied of its poetry,” lies there. Meanwhile, “the dogs of 

Europe bark” and humans continue their “intellectual disgrace.” But the poet is to “follow 

right / To the bottom of the night,” despite the dark side of humanity somehow persuading 

others to rejoice in existence. Despite “human unsuccess,” the poet can sing out through the 

“curse” and “distress.” Thus one’s poetry is a “healing fountain” that, although life is a 

“prison,” can “teach the free man how to praise” life anyway. 

Analysis 

Along with his piece on the death of Sigmund Freud, Auden's tribute to the poet William 

Butler Yeats is a most memorable elegy on the death of a public figure. Written in 1940, it 

commemorates the death of the poet in 1939, a critical year for Auden personally as well as 

for the world at large. This was the year he moved to New York and the year the world 

catapulted itself into the Second World War. 

Yeats was born in Ireland 1856 and embraced poetry very early in his life. He never 

abandoned the traditional verse format of English poetry but embraced some of the tenets of 

modernism, especially the modernism practiced by Ezra Pound. He was politically active, 

mystical, and often deeply pessimistic, but his work also evinces intense lyrical beauty and 

fervent exaltation in Nature. He is easily considered one of the most important poets of the 

20th century, and Auden recognized it at the time. 

The poem is organized into three sections and is a commentary on the nature of a great poet’s 

art and its role during a time of great calamity—as well as the ordinary time of life’s 

struggles. 

The first, mournful section describes the coldness of death, repeating that “The day of his 

death was a dark cold day.” The environment reflects the coldness of death: rivers are too 



frozen to run; hardly anyone travels by air; statues of public figures are desecrated by snow. 

These conditions symbolize the loss of activity and energy in Yeats’ death. 

At the same time, far away, wolves run and “the peasant river” flows outside of the rest of 

civilization (“untempted by the fashionable quays”), keeping the poetry alive. The 

implication is that the poems live even though the man may be dead. The difficulty with this 

situation, however, is that the man can no longer speak for himself; “he became his 

admirers.” His poems, like ashes, are “scattered” everywhere and are misinterpreted 

(“unfamiliar affections” are brought into the poems). The ugly fact of bad digestion modifies 

the poems as “The words of a dead man / Are modified in the guts of the living.” 

Furthermore, as in “Funeral Blues” and “Musée des Beaux Arts,” the events of the average 

day go on—a trader yells on the floor, the poor suffer—for most people, the day goes 

unmarked. It takes a special soul to mark the importance of the day of the death of a great 

poet, and only “a few thousand” have such a soul. As scholar James Persoon writes, “These 

two elements—the poet's death as national and natural crisis and the poet’s death as almost 

completely insignificant—describe a tension within which Auden explores the life of the 

work after the death of the author.” Thus, in addition to the thermometer telling us so, the 

speaker of the poem tells us that it is a “dark cold day” with respect to the popular reception 

of Yeats’ poetry. 

In the second section the speaker briefly reflects on the generative power behind Yeats’ 

poetry. It was “Mad Ireland” that “hurt” him and inspired his poetry as a form of survival. 

For Yeats, “silly” like other poets or, more broadly, like other Irishmen or humans, poetry 

was a “gift” that survived everything other than itself—even Yeats’ own physical 

degeneration, the misinterpretations of “rich women,” and Yeats’ own failings. Poetry itself, 

from this perspective, survives in the midst of everything, not causing anything, but flowing 

out from isolated safety (perhaps the Freudian subconscious) and providing voice 

(metaphorically a “mouth”) to that deep level of raw and unassailable humanity. 

The third and final part brings the reader back into more familiar territory, with six stanzas of 

AABB verse, every line in seven-syllable trochaic verse (three long-short feet followed by a 

seventh stressed syllable). 

The body of Yeats (“the Irish vessel”) rests in the ground, the warring nations fight 

(metaphorically, the “dogs of Europe bark”), people misinterpret his work (“intellectual 

disgraces”), yet somehow, his poetry retains a place somewhere. The true poet, like Yeats 

himself, will “follow right / To the bottom of the night” (to the primordial humanity 

expressed in Yeats’ poetry), to that fundamental human freedom where an “unconstraining 

voice” can “persuade us to rejoice” in our existence. 

True enough, the human “curse” (evoking the Fall of Man in Genesis) remains; death awaits. 

This is all too true in a time of war. But the poet can turn the curse into a “vineyard” where 

sweet poetic drink can form. On the one hand there are “deserts of the heart” and human 

distress, yet on the other hand, with this wine a “healing fountain” can release a man from 



“the prison of his [mortal] days.” A poet like Yeats, despite everything, can “teach the free 

man how to praise” that fundamental spark of existence that survives in one’s poetry. 

………xxx………  

Some other comments: 

Auden's title may be traditional. He's shaking things up stylistically, which is perhaps why he 

chooses to ground us right away by directing our attention to the object of the poem, William 

Butler Yeats. Yeats was a poet, playwright, and important political figure in the late 19th and 

early 20th century. 

Technically, Yeats died in a hospital. We know this because, well, the first section spends a 

good bit of time talking about the mundane details of dying in a hospital. But that's really the 

boring part of this poem – and intentionally so. Auden's language makes it clear to us that 

death is often mundane and boring and, well, full of hospitals and other not-so-fun stuff. 

But that's only the beginning. See, the imaginative scope of the poem takes in a whole lot 

more than just the setting of Yeats's actual death. It pans out to rove over the whole landscape 

of his life, including his deep love for his home country, Ireland. Remember the bit where the 

speaker announces that "Mad Ireland hurt" Yeats into poetry? OK, so the poem is not "set" in 

Ireland in the traditional sense. We don't get descriptions of rolling hills and leprechauns. But 

it is the emotional heart of the poem, which, in our book, is every bit as interesting. 

Panning out even further, the setting expands to include the events that were going on in the 

world in 1939. Auden manages to paint a vivid picture of a world built of isolationists. 

(Hmm...sounds like the foreign-policy agenda of the US at the time.) Oh, and don't forget the 

nightmarish oncoming of World War II. 

 

Combine all three settings and you've got a poem that can talk about the nitty-gritty, mundane 

details of life at the same time as it philosophizes on the state of world affairs. 

Quite frankly, our speaker has a whole lot in common with the poet himself. (Auden, we 

mean, not Yeats.) Like Auden, our speaker is very invested in Yeats's poetry. Like Auden, 

he's a little bit skeptical of Yeats's life choices. But like Auden, he's pretty willing to be 

pragmatic about the foibles and outright faults of a man who was, in fact, very human. 

Of course, it's never fair to assume that the speaker and the poet are identical. They usually 

aren't. But in this case, they're pretty darn close. Here's what we know about our speaker: 



He's a lover of language and poetry. In fact, he seems to revel in his ability to carry out shifts 

of tone and voice, which he continually showcases in the poem. 

 

Also, he feels a deep personal connection to Yeats – enough so that he can call one of the 

greatest poets of the age "silly" and still feel OK with himself. Believe us, it's a ballsy move. 

Our speaker is a fan of straight-talkin'. He's not about to praise Yeats to the skies just because 

the man passed away. He looks Yeats's history straight in the eye – and even if it's not always 

pretty, he calls things like he sees them. Sure, he may not be the friendliest guy to have sitting 

next to you in a bar, but a little bit of truth-telling isn't such a bad thing. 

 

 

Form and Meter 

This poem is all about free styling. No, wait. It's actually all about unrhymed hexameter. Or, 

um, maybe rhyming couplets? 

OK, we're just messing with you. Our poet is just really ambitious. You've probably already 

noticed that the poem is divided into three different sections. The interesting thing is that each 

of these sections has utterly unique formal characteristics. We'll go into the nitty-gritty details 

in just a minute, but first we want to think a little bit about the big-picture implications of this 

move. 

What's the deal with this display of formal prowess? After all, this short poem's got three 

different styles. Three! Well, we've got a few theories. (Hey, that's why you pay us the big 

bucks, right?) Here we go: 

Idea 1: Auden wants to prove that he can do it all: traditional elegy, simple rhyming couplets, 

or the clarity of free form. And he does. 

Idea 2: Auden is taking a little walk in Yeats's shoes. See, Yeats himself was a master of 

form. He played around with everything from traditional Irish limericks and lyrics, to epics, 

to, well, everything in between. If Auden wanted to create a little bit of Yeats's world in this 

poem, perhaps showcasing the variety within Yeats's own work would be the best way to do 

that. 



Idea 3: Auden was serious about the difficulties he encountered when trying to sum up 

Yeats's life in one teeny tiny poem. Remember all that stuff about the "instruments we have"? 

Instead of just bewailing his inadequacy, however, Auden performs it: he offers us three 

different takes on the way that one poet can remember and celebrate another. 

We're not sure which of these explains the multiple forms of this poem. Maybe it's a little of 

all three. Whatever the explanation, though, the combination of forms keeps this poem 

moving, constantly surprising and changing our vision of Yeats. Don't get too comfortable, 

folks. You never know what's going to come up next. 

Oh...you wanted to know about the form of each section? All right, all right. Here it is: 

I: Free form. No rhymes. No metrical pattern. It's free, free, free. 

II: Unrhymed hexameter. Each line has twelve beats, but they don't rhyme. 

III: Rhymed eight-beat couplets. There are seven beats (or syllables) per line. And each line 

rhymes with the one next to it. 

 

Symbolism and Imagery 

Water 

Moving and flowing and churning things up, water is the quintessential symbolic image for 

motion and change. That's a good thing, folks. Change can be difficult, but it's natural, just 

like water. It's immobility that's actually strange and uncomfortable. Auden builds up a dense 

network of water metaphors to help him describe the way poetry can function in our sad, 

sorry lives. 

Frozenness and Immobility 

If water's all about motion, then people are all about anti-motion. In this poem, at least, 

people are stiff and lonely and locked in their own worlds and delusions. Even Yeats is no 

exception to the rule. There doesn't seem to be any immediate way out of this fix, especially 

in 1939, when everybody with two brain cells to rub together knows that war is on the 

horizon (World War II, in fact). Ever feel helpless in the face of seemingly unchangeable 

world events? That's what the speaker feels...and he's pretty sure that others feel the same 

way. 



Impending Doom 

Death. Destruction. Doom. What else would you expect from an elegy? After all, the very 

fact that it's an elegy means somebody has died. But that's not the only dark and nasty thing 

lurking around the corner. As it turns out, the whole world is about to implode. Or explode. 

This poem is as acutely aware of the future as it is of the past – and frankly, neither is looking 

all that great at the moment. 

 

 



Summary and Analysis of "September 1, 1939" 

The poet sits in a dive bar on 52nd Street, disappointed in the bad decade of the “low 

dishonest” 1930s. The decade and recent events have consumed people’s private lives. The 

odor of death “offends” the night of September 1, 1939. 

Future scholars will describe how a cultural problem led from the time of Martin Luther to 

the time of Hitler’s hometown of Linz, a pattern which has driven the German culture into 

madness. Meanwhile, schoolchildren and the average person know well enough: “Those to 

whom evil is done / Do evil in return.” 

The ancient Greek historian Thucydides knew about dictators and so-called democracy, their 

“elderly rubbish” of arguments that enable the dictator to cause pain, mismanagement, and 

grief while an apathetic population permits it. It is happening again in 1939. 

The “neutral” New York skyscrapers demonstrate the power of “Collective Man” to 

accomplish great things, but America is in a “euphoric dream” of neutrality as war breaks out 

in Europe. America looks “out of the mirror” and sees the face of imperialism and the 

“international wrong.” 

Normal people continue their average American days, keeping up the music and keeping on 

the lights. Though we make ourselves seem comfortable and at home, we are actually “lost in 

a haunted wood,” like children who are afraid of the dark and “have never been happy or 

good.” 

The most pompous pro-war speeches spouted by “Important Persons” are not as base as our 

own jealous wish “to be loved alone.” This is a normal error and not just what “mad Nijinsky 

wrote / About Diaghilev” (after Diaghilev left him for Diaghilev’s lover); each person 

selfishly wants what she or he cannot have. 

Commuters come from their “conservative dark” families into “the ethical life” of the public 

sphere, vowing to improve their lives. Meanwhile, “helpless governors” make their 

“compulsory” political moves now that war has broken out. Do they have any choice? They 

seem deaf to advice and unable to speak for those who have no voice. 

Yet, all the poet has is his voice, which can expose the lie of neutrality rhetoric and the 

romanticism of the “man-in-the-street,” who goes along with the authorities and enjoys his 

“sensual” pleasures. To the poet, there is no “State,” but we are all interconnected and rely on 

each other. That is, “We must love one another or die.” (Auden’s later version reads: “We 

must love one another and die.”) 

While the world slumbers, flashes of hope come from “the Just,” exchanging their messages. 

The poet seeks to be among them, human all the same, troubled by despair but still holding 

up “an affirming flame.” 

 

 



Analysis 

“September 1, 1939,” one of Auden’s most famous and oft-quoted poems, gained new 

prominence after the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001. 

Curiously, though, Auden came to dislike this work, finding it “dishonest” and a “forgery.” 

He had his publisher include a note that the work was “trash he was ashamed to have 

written”; he also tried to keep it out of later collections of his poems. It is unclear why he felt 

so embarrassed by the poem. It has remained a staple of Auden’s work as well as an inspiring 

call to speak out in hope for justice and brotherhood despite times of war or terror. 

The poem was written in 1939, just as German troops invaded Poland and began the Second 

World War. It was published in The New Republic that year and included in the 

collection Another Time the following year. Hitler’s invasion of Poland declared his military 

strength and flouted the agreement of the Munich Conference, shocking the entire world. The 

United States did not enter the war until 1941. 

Auden begins his poem with the speaker sitting in a dive bar in New York City. Hitler’s 

actions have brought the “low dishonest decade” to a close, bringing “the unmentionable 

odour of death” to the September evening. He contemplates Hitler’s psychology using a 

Jungian concept—a “huge imago,” a psychological concept of the idealized self—and he 

imagines that historians will explain how German culture, perhaps starting with Martin 

Luther’s Protestant shakeup of Christianity hundreds of years earlier, led Germans to go 

along with Hitler’s psychopathic evil. 

Yet, even the average person perceives the basic human patterns in the story: doing evil to 

someone leads that person to do evil in return. More than 2,000 years ago, Thucydides saw 

how dictators abuse an apathetic population to accomplish their ends, even in a democracy 

like Germany (or the United States). The same pattern keeps occurring. Perhaps this is a 

reason why Auden’s nine stanzas all have the same pattern of eleven lines that, while they do 

not rhyme, tend to repeat vowel and consonant sounds at the ends of lines (for example, the 

last four lines of stanza 1: earth/lives/death/night; stanza 2: know/learn/done/return; stanza 3: 

away/pain/grief/again). The story told here is not new. 

In the fourth stanza the poet focuses on New York City, a paragon of modern capitalism, 

which has yielded “blind skyscrapers” that “proclaim / the strength of Collective Man” via 

competition and diversity rather than coordinated socialistic efforts. Yet, one cost of this 

social blindness is isolationism. People cling to their average lives; they are content to pursue 

their happy dreams, and they keep the music playing and the lights on so that they never see 

how morally lost they are. They trust “Authority” (the government or the capitalist telling 

them to remain neutral for their own good), which fits their selfish and sensual desires to 

fulfill their goals regardless of what is happening in Europe. 

What is missing is awareness of this basic human jealousy that privileges oneself over others, 

leading not only to evil but also complacency and apathy when evil is happening elsewhere, 

as in Europe. Meanwhile, politicians inevitably take advantage of these tendencies as the 

geopolitical “game” plays out. 



In the last two stanzas the poetic voice tries to overcome the problems identified in the 

previous stanza: “Who can reach the deaf, / Who can speak for the dumb?” Auden scholar 

James Persoon notes that the speaker only has one voice with which to “undo the folded lie” 

that humans are too jealous to seek justice. 

Yet, the speaker is one of many people who provide “points of light” like this poem. In 

contrast to the points of light that come from a firing gun, the poem’s rhetorical points “flash 

out” as a message exchanged with other members of “the Just,” those who seek justice. 

Although each person writes selfishly and separately, “dotted everywhere,” poems about 

solidarity and justice create a kind of solidarity. In this way, the network of poems 

“ironically” emerges spontaneously, mirroring the network of New York skyscrapers which 

emerge without coordination and make the city. 

The poet knows he is just like everyone else, “composed like them / Of Eros [alluding to the 

god of love, representing the passions] and dust [alluding to Biblical passages about human 

mortality and returning to the natural dust of the earth upon death].” It is a time of “negation 

and despair” for anyone who is paying attention to Europe. Nonetheless, the speaker hopes 

his words can show “an affirming flame” of human connectedness and concern. 

If Auden’s speaker is speaking against apathetic neutrality in the face of German aggression, 

is he calling for the United States to go to war? Or is the role of such a poet to affirm 

common humanity and justice along with the others who are “Just,” taking a prophetic route 

while hoping that people will turn from their selfish ways? When Auden changed the key line 

from the idealistic “We must love one another or die” to “We must love one another and die,” 

the meaning seems to have changed to express that going to war in the name of love was, in 

the case of the Second World War, perhaps in hindsight, justified. 

 

 

https://www.gradesaver.com/w-h-auden-poems/study-guide/summary-o-tell-me-the-truth-about-love
https://www.gradesaver.com/w-h-auden-poems/study-guide/summary-o-tell-me-the-truth-about-love


Death 

"In Memory of W.B. Yeats" is all about death. After all, it's an elegy, a poem written in 

memory of a person who has passed away. Death has a way of making people consider what 

it means to be alive – especially if the dead person happens to share your career path and 

maybe even your worldview.  In this poem, Yeats's passing becomes an occasion for Auden 

to think through the complicated legacy Yeats left behind – as well as the ways in which 

Yeats's work forever shaped the poetic landscape. Yes, it's a pretty big topic to take on in one 

little poem. But if anyone's up to the task, it's Auden. 

Art and Culture 

Why is it that we read poetry? We get Auden's answer to that question in the poem "In 

Memory of W.B. Yeats": poetry moves in ways that people can't. It lasts in ways that people 

don't. And it makes us feel things about people and places that we might not otherwise spend 

any time thinking about at all. Take Yeats, for example; when was the last time you thought 

about him? Exactly. As Auden works through various versions of elegies, we begin to feel a 

bit of what it must have been like for Auden to lose such an important presence in his life. 

Admiration 

William Butler Yeats was a giant among poets.  His works dominated the literary and 

political landscape for quite a few decades, as a matter of fact. And his death left a big, 

gaping hole in the world of poetry – not to mention the world in general.  But before you 

paint his monument in gold, read "In Memory of W.B. Yeats." This poem asks us to think 

about Yeats's failings as well as his triumphs. After all, the only real way to express 

admiration is to do so honestly, right? 

Isolation 

"In Memory of W.B. Yeats" depicts the world as a lonely place. Funny enough, though, 

people don't even seem to realize how alone and isolated they are. The way this poem 

describes it, the world is almost like the set of a horror movie – you know, the kind where 

people can't figure out that they've been turned into zombies? Poetry may not be a perfect 

cure for all this isolation, but according to Auden, it can help people see the truth of their 

situation, even if it forces them to acknowledge their own loneliness.  And that's something. 

As your middle school teachers always said, knowing is half the battle. 

 

 



Short Summary 

The Waste Land 

The poem begins with a section entitled "The Burial of the Dead." In it, the narrator -- 

perhaps a representation of Eliot himself -- describes the seasons. Spring brings "memory and 

desire," and so the narrator's memory drifts back to times in Munich, to childhood sled rides, 

and to a possible romance with a "hyacinth girl." The memories only go so far, however. The 

narrator is now surrounded by a desolate land full of "stony rubbish." 

He remembers a fortune-teller named Madame Sosostris who said he was "the drowned 

Phoenician Sailor" and that he should "fear death by water." Next he finds himself on London 

Bridge, surrounded by a crowd of people. He spots a friend of his from wartime, and calls out 

to him. 

The next section, "A Game of Chess," transports the reader abruptly from the streets of 

London to a gilded drawing room, in which sits a rich, jewel-bedecked lady who complains 

about her nerves and wonders what to do. The poem drifts again, this time to a pub at closing 

time in which two Cockney women gossip. Within a few stanzas, we have moved from the 

upper crust of society to London's low-life. 

"The Fire Sermon" opens with an image of a river. The narrator sits on the banks and muses 

on the deplorable state of the world. As Tiresias, he sees a young "carbuncular" man hop into 

bed with a lonely female typist, only to aggressively make love to her and then leave without 

hesitation. The poem returns to the river, where maidens sing a song of lament, one of them 

crying over her loss of innocence to a similarly lustful man. 

"Death by Water," the fourth section of the poem, describes a dead Phoenician lying in the 

water -- perhaps the same drowned sailor of whom Madame Sosostris spoke. "What the 

Thunder Said" shifts locales from the sea to rocks and mountains. The narrator cries for rain, 

and it finally comes. The thunder that accompanies it ushers in the three-pronged dictum 

sprung from the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad: "Datta, dayadhvam, damyata": to give, to 

sympathize, to control. With these commandments, benediction is possible, despite the 

collapse of civilization that is under way -- "London bridge is falling down falling down 

falling down." 

Major Themes 

The Waste Land 

Death 

Two of the poem’s sections -- “The Burial of the Dead” and “Death by Water” --refer 

specifically to this theme. What complicates matters is that death can mean life; in other 

words, by dying, a being can pave the way for new lives. Eliot asks his friend Stetson: “That 

corpse you planted last year in your garden, / Has it begun to sprout? Will it bloom this 

year?” Similarly, Christ, by “dying,” redeemed humanity and thereby gave new life. The 

ambiguous passage between life and death finds an echo in the frequent allusions to Dante, 



particularly in the Limbo-like vision of the men flowing across London Bridge and through 

the modern city. 

Rebirth 

The Christ images in the poem, along with the many other religious metaphors, posit rebirth 

and resurrection as central themes. The Waste Land lies fallow and the Fisher King is 

impotent; what is needed is a new beginning. Water, for one, can bring about that rebirth, but 

it can also destroy. What the poet must finally turn to is Heaven, in the climactic exchange 

with the skies: “Datta. Dayadhvam. Damyata.” Eliot’s vision is essentially of a world that is 

neither dying nor living; to break the spell, a profound change, perhaps an ineffable one, is 

required. Hence the prevalence of Grail imagery in the poem; that holy chalice can restore 

life and wipe the slate clean; likewise, Eliot refers frequently to baptisms and to rivers – both 

“life-givers,” in either spiritual or physical ways. 

The Seasons 

"The Waste Land" opens with an invocation of April, “the cruellest month.” That spring be 

depicted as cruel is a curious choice on Eliot’s part, but as a paradox it informs the rest of the 

poem to a great degree. What brings life brings also death; the seasons fluctuate, spinning 

from one state to another, but, like history, they maintain some sort of stasis; not everything 

changes. In the end, Eliot’s “waste land” is almost seasonless: devoid of rain, of propagation, 

of real change. The world hangs in a perpetual limbo, awaiting the dawn of a new season. 

Lust 

Perhaps the most famous episode in "The Waste Land" involves a female typist’s liaison with 

a “carbuncular” man. Eliot depicts the scene as something akin to a rape. This chance sexual 

encounter carries with it mythological baggage – the violated Philomela, the blind Tiresias 

who lived for a time as a woman. Sexuality runs through "The Waste Land," taking center 

stage as a cause of calamity in “The Fire Sermon.” Nonetheless, Eliot defends “a moment’s 

surrender” as a part of existence in “What the Thunder Said.” Lust may be a sin, and sex may 

be too easy and too rampant in Eliot’s London, but action is still preferable to inaction. What 

is needed is sex that produces life, that rejuvenates, that restores – sex, in other words, that is 

not “sterile.” 

Love 

The references to Tristan und Isolde in “The Burial of the Dead,” to Cleopatra in “A Game of 

Chess,” and to the story of Tereus and Philomela suggest that love, in "The Waste Land," is 

often destructive. Tristan and Cleopatra die, while Tereus rapes Philomela, and even the love 

for the hyacinth girl leads the poet to see and know “nothing." 

Water 

"The Waste Land" lacks water; water promises rebirth. At the same time, however, water can 

bring about death. Eliot sees the card of the drowned Phoenician sailor and later titles the 



fourth section of his poem after Madame Sosostris’ mandate that he fear “death by water.” 

When the rain finally arrives at the close of the poem, it does suggest the cleansing of sins, 

the washing away of misdeeds, and the start of a new future; however, with it comes thunder, 

and therefore perhaps lightning. The latter may portend fire; thus, “The Fire Sermon” and 

“What the Thunder Said” are not so far removed in imagery, linked by the potentially 

harmful forces of nature. 

History 

History, Eliot suggests, is a repeating cycle. When he calls to Stetson, the Punic War stands 

in for World War I; this substitution is crucial because it is shocking. At the time Eliot wrote 

"The Waste Land," the First World War was definitively a first - the "Great War" for those 

who had witnessed it. There had been none to compare with it in history. The predominant 

sensibility was one of profound change; the world had been turned upside down and now, 

with the rapid progress of technology, the movements of societies, and the radical upheavals 

in the arts, sciences, and philosophy, the history of mankind had reached a turning point. 

Eliot revises this thesis, arguing that the more things change the more they stay the same. He 

links a sordid affair between a typist and a young man to Sophocles via the figure of Tiresias; 

he replaces a line from Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress” with “the sound of horns and 

motors”; he invokes Dante upon the modern-day London Bridge, bustling with commuter 

traffic; he notices the Ionian columns of a bar on Lower Thames Street teeming with 

fishermen. The ancient nestles against the medieval, rubs shoulders with the Renaissance, and 

crosses paths with the centuries to follow. History becomes a blur. Eliot’s poem is like a 

street in Rome or Athens; one layer of history upon another upon another. 

 

Summary and Analysis of Section I: "The Burial of the Dead" 

The Waste Land 

"The Waste Land" begins with an excerpt from Petronius Arbiter’s Satyricon, in Latin and 

Greek, which translates as: “For once I saw with my own eyes the Cumean Sibyl hanging in a 

jar, and when the boys asked her, ‘Sibyl, what do you want?’ she answered, ‘I want to die.’” 

The quotation is followed by a dedication to Ezra Pound, Eliot’s colleague and friend, who 

played a major role in shaping the final version of the poem. 

The poem proper begins with a description of the seasons. April emerges as the “cruellest” 

month, passing over a desolate land to which winter is far kinder. Eliot shifts from this vague 

invocation of time and nature to what seem to be more specific memories: a rain shower by 

the Starnbergersee; a lake outside Munich; coffee in that city’s Hofgarten; sledding with a 

cousin in the days of childhood. 

The second stanza returns to the tone of the opening lines, describing a land of “stony 

rubbish” – arid, sterile, devoid of life, quite simply the “waste land” of the poem’s title. Eliot 

quotes Ezekiel 2.1 and Ecclesiastes 12.5, using biblical language to construct a sort of 



dialogue between the narrator –- the “son of man” -– and a higher power. The former is 

desperately searching for some sign of life -– “roots that clutch,” branches that grow -- but all 

he can find are dry stones, dead trees, and “a heap of broken images.” We have here a 

forsaken plane that offers no relief from the beating sun, and no trace of water. 

Suddenly Eliot switches to German, quoting directly from Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde. The 

passage translates as: “Fresh blows the wind / To the homeland / My Irish child / Where do 

you wait?” In Wagner’s opera, Isolde, on her way to Ireland, overhears a sailor singing this 

song, which brings with it ruminations of love promised and of a future of possibilities. After 

this digression, Eliot offers the reader a snatch of speech, this time from the mouth of the 

“hyacinth girl.” This girl, perhaps one of the narrator's (or Eliot's) early loves, alludes to a 

time a year ago when the narrator presented her with hyacinths. The narrator, for his part, 

describes in another personal account –- distinct in tone, that is, from the more grandiloquent 

descriptions of the waste land, the seasons, and intimations of spirituality that have preceded 

it –- coming back late from a hyacinth garden and feeling struck by a sense of emptiness. 

Looking upon the beloved girl, he “knew nothing”; that is to say, faced with love, beauty, and 

“the heart of light,” he saw only “silence.” At this point, Eliot returns to Wagner, with the 

line “Oed’ und leer das Meer”: “Desolate and empty is the sea.” Also plucked from Tristan 

und Isolde, the line belongs to a watchman, who tells the dying Tristan that Isolde’s ship is 

nowhere to be seen on the horizon. 

From here Eliot switches abruptly to a more prosaic mode, introducing Madame Sosostris, a 

“famous clairvoyante” alluded to in Aldous Huxley’s Crome Yellow. This fortune-teller is 

known across Europe for her skills with Tarot cards. The narrator remembers meeting her 

when she had “a bad cold.” At that meeting she displayed to him the card of the drowned 

Phoenician Sailor: “Here, said she, is your card.” Next comes “Belladonna, the Lady of the 

Rocks,” and then “the man with three staves,” “the Wheel,” and “the one-eyed merchant.” It 

should be noted that only the man with three staves and the wheel are actual Tarot cards; 

Belladonna is often associated with da Vinci’s "Madonna of the Rocks," and the one-eyed 

merchant is, as far as we can tell, an invention of Eliot’s. 

Finally, Sosostris encounters a blank card representing something the one-eyed merchant is 

carrying on his back – something she is apparently “forbidden to see.” She is likewise unable 

to find the Hanged Man among the cards she displays; from this she concludes that the 

narrator should “fear death by water.” Sosostris also sees a vision of a mass of people 

“walking round in a ring.” Her meeting with the narrator concludes with a hasty bit of 

business: she asks him to tell Mrs. Equitone, if he sees her, that Sosostris will bring the 

horoscope herself. 

The final stanza of this first section of "The Waste Land" begins with the image of an 

“Unreal City” echoing Baudelaire’s “fourmillante cite,” in which a crowd of people –- 

perhaps the same crowd Sosostris witnessed –- flows over London Bridge while a “brown 

fog” hangs like a wintry cloud over the proceedings. Eliot twice quotes Dante in describing 

this phantasmagoric scene: “I had not thought death had undone so many” (from Canto 3 of 

the Inferno); “Sighs, short and infrequent, were exhaled” (from Canto 4). The first quote 



refers to the area just inside the Gates of Hell; the second refers to Limbo, the first circle of 

Hell. 

It seems that the denizens of modern London remind Eliot of those without any blame or 

praise who are relegated to the Gates of Hell, and those who where never baptized and who 

now dwell in Limbo, in Dante’s famous vision. Each member of the crowd keeps his eyes on 

his feet; the mass of men flow up a hill and down King William Street, in the financial 

district of London, winding up beside the Church of Saint Mary Woolnoth. The narrator sees 

a man he recognizes named Stetson. He cries out to him, and it appears that the two men 

fought together in a war. Logic would suggest World War I, but the narrator refers to Mylae, 

a battle that took place during the First Punic War. He then asks Stetson whether the corpse 

he planted last year in his garden has begun to sprout. Finally, Eliot quotes Webster and 

Baudelaire, back to back, ending the address to Stetson in French: “hypocrite lecteur! – mon 

semblable, – mon frère!” 

Analysis 

Eliot’s opening quotation sets the tone for the poem as a whole. Sibyl is a mythological figure 

who asked Apollo “for as many years of life as there are grains in a handful of sand” (North, 

3). Unfortunately, she did not think to ask for everlasting youth. As a result, she is doomed to 

decay for years and years, and preserves herself within a jar. Having asked for something 

akin to eternal life, she finds that what she most wants is death. Death alone offers escape; 

death alone promises the end, and therefore a new beginning. 

Thus does Eliot begin his magisterial poem, labeling his first section “The Burial of the 

Dead,” a title pulled from the Anglican Book of Common Prayer. He has been careful to lay 

out his central theme before the first stanza has even begun: death and life are easily blurred; 

from death can spring life, and life in turn necessitates death. Cleanth Brooks, Jr., in 

“The Waste Land: An Analysis,” sees the poem’s engine as a paradox: “Life devoid of 

meaning is death; sacrifice, even the sacrificial death, may be life-giving, an awaking to life.” 

Eliot’s vision is of a decrepit land inhabited by persons who languish in an in-between state, 

perhaps akin to that of Dante’s Limbo: they live, but insofar as they seem to feel nothing and 

aspire to nothing, they are dead. Eliot once articulated his philosophy concerning these 

matters in a piece of criticism on Baudelaire, one of his chief poetic influences: in it, Eliot 

intimated that it may be better to do evil than to do nothing at all -- that at least some form of 

action means that one exists. 

This criterion for existence, perhaps an antecedent to Existentialism, holds action as 

inherently meaningful. Inaction is equated with waste. The key image in "The Waste Land" 

may then be Sosostris’s vision of “crowds of people, walking round in a ring.” They walk and 

walk, but go nowhere. Likewise, the inhabitants of modern London keep their eyes fixed to 

their feet; their destination matters little to them and they flow as an unthinking mass, 

bedecking the metropolis in apathy. 

From this thicket of malaise, the narrator clings to memories that would seem to suggest life 

in all its vibrancy and wonder: summer rain in Munich, coffee in a German park, a girl 



wearing flowers. What is crucial to the poem’s sensibility, however, is the recognition that 

even these trips to the past, even these attempts to regain happiness, must end in failure or 

confusion. Identities are in flux. The Hofgarten memory precipitates a flurry of German: “Bin 

gar keine Russin, stamm’ aus Litauen, echt deutsch.” Translated, this line reads roughly as: 

“I’m not Russian at all; I come from Lithuania, a true German.” It is not clear who the 

speaker is, but whatever the case the line is nonsensical; three distinct regions of Europe are 

mentioned, though Lithuania arguably has far more to do with Russia than with Germany. 

The sentence itself depends on a non sequitur, anticipating by almost a century Europe’s 

current crisis of identity, with individual nations slowly losing ground to a collective union. 

In Eliot’s time, that continent was just emerging from the wreckage of World War I, a 

splintered entity teetering on chaos; Germany, in particular, suffered from a severe identity 

dilemma, with various factions competing for authority, classes that were distrustful of one 

another, and the old breed of military strong-men itching to renew itself for the blood-

drenched decades to come. 

The historical considerations will only go so far. Biographical interpretation is a slippery 

slope, but it should nonetheless be noted that Eliot was, at the time of the poem’s 

composition, suffering from acute nervous ailments, chief among them severe anxiety. It was 

during his time of recuperation that he was able to write much of "The Waste Land," but his 

conflicted feelings about his wife, Vivienne, did not much help his state of mind. The 

ambiguity of love, the potential of that emotion to cause both great joy and great sorrow, 

informs the passage involving the hyacinth girl – another failed memory, as it were. In this 

case, Eliot describes a vision of youthful beauty in a piece of writing that seems at first to 

stem more from English Romanticism than from the arid modern world of the rest of the 

poem: “Your arms full, and your hair wet.” Water, so cherished an element and so lacking in 

this desolate wasteland, here brings forth flowers and hyacinth girls, and the possibility of 

happiness, however fleeting. That very vision, however, causes Eliot’s eyes to fail, his speech 

to forsake him; love renders him impotent, and he is left “neither living nor dead” – much 

like the aforementioned residents of Limbo. The paradox is that such joy and human warmth 

might elicit such pain and coldness. Eliot sums it up with the line: “Looking into the heart of 

light, the silence.” Using Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde as a book-end device –- the first such 

quotation alluding to the beginnings of love, the second describing the tragedy of a love lost –

- Eliot traces a swift passage from light to darkness, sound to silence, movement to stasis. 

(Tristan begins on a boat, with the wind freshly blowing, and ends on the shoreline, awaiting 

a boat that never comes.) 

The same paradox is there at the very beginning of the poem: April is the cruelest month. 

Shouldn’t it be the kindest? The lovely image of lilacs in the spring is here associated with 

“the dead land.” Winter was better; then, at least, the suffering was obvious, and the 

“forgetful snow” covered over any memories. In spring, “memory and desire” mix; the poet 

becomes acutely aware of what he is missing, of what he has lost, of what has passed him by. 

Ignorance is bliss; the knowledge that better things are possible is perhaps the most painful 

thing of all. Eliot’s vision of modern life is therefore rooted in a conception of the lost ideal. 

It is appropriate, then, that the narrator should turn next to a clairvoyant; after gazing upon 

the past, he now seeks to into the future. Water, giver of life, becomes a token of death: the 



narrator is none other than the drowned Phoenician Sailor, and he must “fear death by water.” 

This realization paves the way for the famous London Bridge image. Eliot does not even 

describe the water of the Thames; he saves his verse for the fog that floats overhead, for the 

quality of the dawn-lit sky, and for the faceless mass of men swarming through the dead city. 

Borrowing heavily from Baudelaire’s visions of Paris, Eliot paints a portrait of London as a 

haunted (or haunting) specter, where the only sound is “dead” and no man dares even look 

beyond the confines of his feet. When the narrator sees Stetson, we return to the prospect of 

history. World War I is replaced by the Punic War; with this odd choice, Eliot seems to be 

arguing that all wars are the same, just as he suggests that all men are the same in the stanza’s 

final line: “You! hypocrite lecteur! – mon semblable, – mon frère!”: “Hypocrite reader! – my 

likeness, – my brother!” We are all Stetson; Eliot is speaking directly to us. Individual faces 

blur into the ill-defined mass of humanity as the burial procession inexorably proceeds. 

 

Summary and Analysis of Section II: "A Game of Chess" 

The Waste Land 

The second section of "The Waste Land" begins with a description of a woman sitting on a 

beautiful chair that looks “like a burnished throne” -– a nod to Cleopatra in Antony and 

Cleopatra. She occupies a splendid drawing room, replete with coffered ceilings and lavish 

decorations. The setting is a decidedly grandiose one. We are not sure who the woman is: 

perhaps Eliot’s wife Vivienne, perhaps a stand-in for all members of the upper crust, perhaps 

simply an unnamed personage whiling away the hours in a candlelit kingdom. Eliot writes of 

“satin cases poured forth in profusion,” “vials of ivory and coloured glass,” an “antique 

mantel” and “the glitter of … jewels.” Both the woman and the room are magnificently 

attired, perhaps to the point of excess. 

One of the paintings in the room depicts the rape of Philomela, a scene pulled from 

Ovid’s Metamorphoses. In the original story, King Tereus’s wife bids him to bring her sister 

Philomela to her. Upon meeting Philomela, Tereus falls instantly and hopelessly in love; 

nothing must get in the way of his conquest. Racked with lust, he steals away with her and 

rapes her in the woods –- the "sylvan scene” Eliot mentions. He then ties her up and cuts off 

her tongue so that she may not tell others of what has happened. He returns to his wife, but 

Philomela is able to weave on a loom what has befallen her; she gives the loom to her sister, 

who, upon discovering the truth, retrieves Philomela, slays Tereus’s son, and feeds his 

carcass to the king. When he finds out that he has been served his son for dinner, Tereus flies 

into a rage, chasing both Philomela and his wife out of the palace, and all three of them 

transform into birds. The speechless Philomela becomes a nightingale. 

Snatches of dialogue follow. It seems plausible that the woman in the room is addressing the 

narrator. She complains that her nerves are bad, and requests that he stay with her. When she 

asks him what he is thinking, the narrator retorts, “I think we are in rats’ alley / Where the 

dead men lost their bones.” Still more harried questions follow; the woman demands to find 

out whether the narrator knows “nothing,” then asks what she should do now, what they 

should do tomorrow. The narrator answers with a rote itinerary: “The hot water at ten. / And 



if it rains, a closed car at four. / And we shall play a game of chess, / Pressing lidless eyes and 

waiting for a knock upon the door.” 

The last stanza of the section depicts two Cockney women talking in a pub at closing time – 

hence the repeated dictum: “HURRY UP PLEASE IT’S TIME.” The subject of conversation 

is a certain Lil, whose husband Albert was recently released from the army after the war. He 

gave Lil money to get a new set of teeth, but she has hesitated: “You ought to be ashamed, I 

said, to look so antique ... I can’t help it, she said, pulling a long face." Lil is apparently on 

pills, unhappy in her marriage, and mother to none. The dialogue grows more fractured and 

the closing time announcements become more frequent, and finally the stanza devolves into a 

quotation from Hamlet: Ophelia’s final words to Claudius and Gertrude, “Good night ladies, 

good night, sweet ladies, good night, good night.” 

Analysis 

This section once again ushers in the issue of biographical interpretation. It is tempting to 

read the woman on the “burnished throne” as Eliot’s wife, Vivienne; the passage then 

becomes a dissection of an estranged relationship. Some of the details point to failed romance 

or failed marriage: the “golden Cupidon” who must hide “his eyes behind his wing,” the 

depiction of Philomela’s rape –- an example of love cascading into brutality and violence -– 

and even the woman’s “strange synthetic perfumes” drowning “the sense in odours.” 

Again the word “drowned” appears, and with it comes the specter of death by water. In this 

case, the thick perfumes seem to blot out authentic sensations, just as the splendid decorations 

of the room appear at times more menacing than beautiful. The trappings of a wealthy 

modern life come at a price. The carving of a dolphin is cast in a “sad light.” The grandiose 

portraits and paintings on the wall are but “withered stumps of time.” By the end of this first 

stanza, the room seems almost haunted: “staring forms / Leaned out, leaning, hushing the 

room enclosed.” The woman, for her part, is a glittering apparition, seated upon her Chair 

(Eliot capitalizes the word as if it were a kingdom) like a queen, recalling Cleopatra -– and 

thus yet another failed love affair. 

First Tristan and Isolde, now Cleopatra: twice now Eliot has alluded to tragic romances, 

filtered from antiquity through more modern sensibilities -– first that of Wagner, the great 

modernizer of opera, and then that of Shakespeare, perhaps the first “modern” dramatist. 

Quotation and allusion is of course a quintessential component of Eliot’s style, particularly in 

"The Waste Land"; the poem is sometimes criticized for being too heavily bedecked in 

references, and too dependent on previous works and canons. The poet’s trick is to plumb the 

old in order to find the new. It may seem at first ironic that he relies so much on Ovid, the 

Bible, Dante, and other older works of literature to describe the modern age, but Eliot’s 

method is an essentially universalist one. Just as the Punic War is interchangeable with World 

War I -– the truly “modern” war of Eliot’s time -– so can past generations of writers and 

thinkers shed light on contemporary life. Eliot’s greatest model in this vein was 

probably Ulysses, in which James Joyce used Homer’s epic as a launching pad for a 

dissection of modern Dublin. In contrast to modernist poets such as Cendrars and 

Appollinaire, who used the choot-choot of trains, the spinning of wheels, and the billowing of 



fumes to evoke their era, or philosophers such as Kracauer and Benjamin, who dove into the 

sports shows and the arcade halls in search of a lexicon of the modern that is itself modern, 

Eliot is content to tease modernity out of the old. 

This is not to say that "The Waste Land" is free of the specifics of 1920s life, but rather that 

every such specific comes weighted with an antiquarian reference. When Eliot evokes dance-

hall numbers and popular ditties, he does so through the “Shakespeherian Rag.” When he 

imitates the Cockney talk of women in a pub, he finishes the dialogue with a quotation 

from Hamlet, so that the rhythms of lower-class London speech give way to the words of the 

mad Ophelia. 

That said, “A Game of Chess” is considerably less riddled with allusion and quotes than “The 

Burial of the Dead.” The name itself comes from Thomas Middleton’s seventeenth-century 

play A Game of Chess, which posited the said game as an allegory to describe historical 

machinations –- specifically the brewing conflict between England and Spain. What might 

the game allegorize for Eliot? He offers it up as one of several activities, when the woman 

demands: “What shall we ever do?” Simply a slot in a strict numerical ordering of the day, 

chess recalls “lidless eyes,” as its players bide the time and wait “for a knock upon the door.” 

We are not far removed from the masses crowding London Bridge, their eyes fixed on their 

feet. Modern city-dwellers who float along in a fog are neither dead nor living; their world is 

an echo of Dante’s Limbo. Chess belongs therefore to this lifeless life; it is the quintessential 

game of the wasteland, dependent on numbers and cold strategies, devoid of feeling or human 

contact. Interaction is reduced to a set of movements on a checkered board. 

 

Summary and Analysis of Section III: "The Fire Sermon" 

The Waste Land 

Eliot opens this section with the image of a river, wind crossing silently overhead. We are on 

the banks of the Thames, and Eliot cites Spenser’s “Prothalamion” with the line: “Sweet 

Thames, run softly, till I end my song.” The river is empty; “the nymphs" of Spenser’s poem 

have departed, as have “their friends, the loitering heirs of city directors.” Eliot unspools 

imagery that evokes modern life – “empty bottles, sandwich papers, / Silk handkerchiefs, 

cardboard boxes, cigarette ends” – by describing what is not in the river. In other words, the 

Thames has become a kind of stagnant slate, devoid of detritus but also of life. The narrator 

remembers sitting by “the waters of Leman” –- French for Lake Geneva, where the poet 

recuperated while writing "The Waste Land" -– and weeping. His tears are a reference to 

Psalm 137, in which the people of Israel, exiled to Babylon, cry by the river as they 

remember Jerusalem. 

Suddenly the death-life of the modern world rears its head. “A cold blast” is sounded, bones 

rattle, and a rat creeps “through the vegetation / Dragging its slimy belly on the bank.” Rats 

appear several times in "The Waste Land," and always they carry with them the specter of 

urban decay and death –- a death which, unlike that of Christ or Osiris or other men-deities, 

brings about no life. At this point, the narrator, “fishing in the dull canal,” assumes the role of 



the Fisher King, alluding to Jessie L. Weston’s From Ritual to Romance and its description of 

the Grail legend. According to this study, of critical importance to the entirety of 

"The Waste Land," the Fisher King -– so named probably because of the importance of fish 

as Christian fertility symbols -– grows ill or impotent. As a result, his land begins to wither 

away; something akin to a drought hits, and what was once a fruitful kingdom is reduced to a 

wasteland. Only the Holy Grail can reverse the spell and save the king and his land. A typical 

addendum to this legend involves a prior crime or violation that serves as cause for the Fisher 

King’s malady. By association, the rape of a maiden might sometimes lie at the root; hence 

Eliot’s allusion to the tale of Philomela in “A Game of Chess.” 

The allusion to the Grail is doubled by a possible reference to Wolfram von 

Eschenbach’s Parzival, a version of the Percival stories; in this account, the brother of the 

Fisher King (Anfortas) tells Parzival: “His name all men know as Anfortas, and I weep for 

him evermore.” Eliot’s lines “Musing upon the king my brother’s wreck / And on the king 

my father’s death before him” seem to combine the Percival legend with The Tempest, in 

which Ferdinand utters the verse: “Sitting on a bank, / Weeping again the King my father’s 

wreck.” (North, 11) Eliot has already twice quoted The Tempest – “Those are pearls that were 

his eyes,” in “The Burial of the Dead” and “A Game of Chess” –- and here he links 

Shakespeare’s fantastical drama, and the accompanying image of water racked by turbulent 

weather, with Grail mythology. 

As the impotent Fisher King, Eliot describes the wasteland that stretches out before him. 

“White bodies lie naked on the low damp ground,” and bones are scattered “in a little dry 

garret, / Rattled by the rat’s foot only, year to year.” This last line echoes verses 115-116 in 

“A Game of Chess”: “I think we are in the rats’ alley / Where the dead men have lost their 

bones.” In both cases, the setting is one of death, decay, a kind of modern hell. Eliot proceeds 

to allude to John Day’s The Parliament of Bees, a seventeenth-century work that describes 

the tale of Actaeon and Diana: the former approaches the latter while she is bathing, and, 

surprising her, is transformed into a stag and killed by his own dogs. Here Actaeon is 

“Sweeney” – a character familiar from some of Eliot’s other poems, and Diana is Mrs. Porter. 

It is springtime, suggesting love and fertility –- but also cruelty, in Eliot’s version -– and 

Sweeney visits the object of his affection via “horns and motors.” Again ancient mythology is 

updated, recast, and remolded. The stanza concludes with a quotation from Verlaine’s 

“Parsifal,” a sonnet describing the hero’s successful quest for the Holy Grail. 

Next come four bizarre lines: “Twit twit twit / Jug jug jug jug jug jug / So rudely forc’d. / 

Tereu.” We recall “Jug jug jug” from “A Game of Chess,” in which the onomatopoeia 

described the sound of Philomela as nightingale; “Twit twit twit” likewise seems to represent 

a bird’s call. So we have returned to the tale of the woman who was violated and took her 

revenge, and “So rudely forc’d” refers to that violation. “Tereu,” then, is Tereus. 

“Unreal City” reprises the line from “The Burial of the Dead,” evoking Baudelaire once more 

and bringing the reader back to modern London. Mr. Eugenides, a merchant from Turkey 

(and probably the one-eyed merchant Madame Sosostris described earlier) invites the narrator 

to luncheon at a hotel and to join him on a weekend excursion to Brighton. In the stanza that 

follows, the narrator, no longer himself and no longer the Fisher King, takes on the role of 



Tiresias, the blind prophet who has lived both as a man and a woman, and is therefore 

“throbbing between two lives.” Tiresias sees a “young man carbuncular” -- that is, a young 

man who has or resembles a boil –- pay a visit to a female typist. She is “bored and tired,” 

and the young man, like Tereus, is full of lust. He sleeps with her and then makes off, leaving 

her alone to think to herself: “Well now that’s done: and I’m glad it’s over.” She plays music 

on the gramophone. 

The music seems to transport the narrator back to the city below. “This music crept by me 

upon the waters” is another quote from The Tempest, and Eliot proceeds to describe a 

bustling bar in Lower Thames Street filled with “fishmen.” This account paves the way for 

another vision of the river itself: sweating “oil and tar,” a murky, polluted body replete with 

barges and “drifting logs.” Eliot quotes Wagner’s Die Gotterdammerung, in which maidens 

upon the Rhine, having lost their gold, sing a song of lament: “Weialala leia / Wallala 

leialala.” A quick allusion to Queen Elizabeth’s boat-ride with her suitor the Earl of 

Leicester, described in James Anthony Froude’s History of England, contains references to 

the rich woman of “A Game of Chess” (“A gilded shell”) and another description of the 

sounds of the city -– “The peal of bells / White towers.” 

Finally, one of the “maidens” raises her own voice, recounting her proper tragedy. “Highbury 

bore me. Richmond and Kew / Undid me”: in other words, she was born in Highbury and lost 

her innocence in Richmond and Kew. Bitterly she recalls how the man responsible promised 

“a new start” afterwards; as it now stands, the maiden “can connect / Nothing with nothing.” 

The stanza ends with references to St. Augustine’s Confessions and Buddha’s Fire Sermon –- 

in each case to a passage describing the dangers of youthful lust. 

Analysis 

The central theme of this section is, to put it simply, sex. If death permeates “The Burial of 

the Dead” and the tragically wronged woman -– be it Philomela or Ophelia -– casts a pall 

over “A Game of Chess,” “The Fire Sermon” is in essence a sermon about the dangers of 

lust. It is important to recognize that Eliot culminates this passage with an invocation of both 

Eastern and Western philosophy; he even says so himself in his notes. “To Carthage then I 

came” refers to Augustine; “Burning burning burning burning” recalls Buddha’s Fire 

Sermon, in which “All things, O priests, are on fire.” Both Augustine and Buddha warn 

against purely physical urges, as they must inevitably serve as obstacles or barriers to true 

faith and spiritual peace. The image of fire, familiar from countless representations of Hell in 

Christian art, is here specifically linked to the animal drives that push men and women to 

commit sinful acts. 

Of course, to interpret Eliot’s poetry this moralistically is to miss much of its nuance and wit. 

While recalling the strictest of religious codes, Eliot is at his most literately playful here, 

spinning Tempest quotations into odes to Wagner, littering Spenser’s Thames with 

“cardboard boxes” and “cigarette ends,” replacing Actaeon and Diana with a certain Sweeney 

and a certain Mrs. Porter. There is a satirical edge that cuts through this writing -– and 

perhaps real indignation as well. Much has already been made of the episode involving the 

typist and the carbuncular man. What is particularly fascinating about it is the way in which 



Eliot mixes and matches the violent with the nearly tender: the young man’s first advances 

are “caresses” and he is later described as a “lover.” At the same time, however, “he assaults 

at once,” his vanity requiring “no response.” It is close to a scene of rape, and the ambiguity 

makes it all the more troubling. 

Eliot offers a voyeuristic glimpse of a young woman’s home, her sexual liaison with a man, 

and her moments alone afterwards. Ironically, he presents this Peeping Tom’s account from 

the narrative perspective of the blind Tiresias: the “Old man with wrinkled female breasts.” 

The decrepit prophet who once lived as a woman recalls his encounters with Antigone and 

Oedipus Rex (“I who have sat by Thebes below the wall”) and Odysseus in Hades (“And 

walked among the lowest of the dead”) while witnessing a quintessentially modern bit of 

business. That Eliot resurrects ancient tropes and characters within such a vulgar scene is an 

act of audacity that was shocking in 1922, and still packs a punch. Readers today are perhaps 

less surprised by the episode, but it is hard not to be moved; quoting from Oliver Goldsmith’s 

eighteenth-century novel The Vicar of Wakefield, Eliot describes the post-coital woman 

pacing about her room: “When lovely woman stoops to folly.” An image of potential 

perfection has been spoiled; all that is left now is a mirror and a gramophone. 

It was surely this kind of scene that so stirred John Dos Passos, and it does indeed find 

numerous echoes in Manhattan Transfer. Eliot’s poem was a crucial inspiration for Dos 

Passos’ epic portrait of New York. An American transplanted to Europe, Eliot's narrator 

floats through London in “The Fire Sermon,” beginning by the Thames and returning there to 

listen to the cry of the Rhine-maidens as they bemoan their fate: “Weialala leia / Wallala 

leialala.” Whether quoting older sources or capturing the rhyme and texture of modern life, 

Eliot is dealing in sadness; a sense of loss imbues the writing, bubbling to the surface in the 

maiden’s account of her lost innocence. Just as the narrator “knew nothing” when looking 

upon the hyacinth girl, so is the maiden faced with “nothing”: “I can connect / Nothing with 

nothing. / The broken fingernails of dirty hands. / My people humble people who expect / 

Nothing.” 

From the typist to this last suffering woman, lust seems to portend sorrow, and that sorrow 

seems in turn to be an integral feature of the modern world. The typist is never named 

because she is ultimately a "type," a representation of something larger and more widespread. 

Eliot is diagnosing his London and his world with a disease of the senses, through which sex 

has replaced love and meaningless physical contact has subsumed real emotional connection. 

Ironically, the Fisher King’s impotence then results from an excess of carnality. The image of 

the river sweating oil recalls a Biblical plague, and the “burning” at the end of the section 

brings Hell to mind. Through it all the river courses, carrying history along with it. All the 

poet can do, it seems, is weep. 

Summary and Analysis of Section IV: “Death by Water” and 

“What the Thunder Said” 

The Waste Land 

“Death by Water” is by far the shortest of the poem’s five sections, describing in eight lines 

“Phlebas the Phoenician” lying dead in the sea. An echo of the “drowned Phoenician” 



Madame Sosostris displayed in “The Burial of the Dead,” Phlebas is apparently a merchant, 

judging by the reference to “the profit and loss.” Now “a current under sea” picks his bones. 

“What the Thunder Said,” the final section of "The Waste Land," picks up the same thread, 

referring in the first stanza to the passion of Christ, another famous deceased. The “torchlight 

red on sweaty faces” perhaps indicates the guards who come to take Christ away; the 

“garden” is Gethsemane; “the agony in stony places” refers to the torture and the execution 

itself; and “of thunder of spring over distant mountains” describes the earthquake following 

the crucifixion. From Christ’s death springs life; similarly, the Phoenician is killed by water, 

that life-giving force, that symbol of fertility and rebirth. As in “The Burial of the Dead,” life 

and death are inextricably linked, their borders blurred at times: “He who was living is now 

dead / We who were living are now dying / With a little patience.” 

The second stanza describes a land without any water: only rocks, sand, “Dead mountain 

mouth of carious teeth.” The thunder brings no rain and is therefore “sterile.” “Red sullen 

faces sneer and snarl” at the poet as he makes his way through this desolate land – another 

wasteland. The poet laments the absence of water, thirst imbuing his verse with longing; he 

imagines the “drip drop” of water on rocks, but concludes by acknowledging that, alas, “there 

is no water.” 

What follows is an allusion to Luke 24, as well as to a passage in Sir Ernest 

Shackleton’s South; two travelers walk upon a road, and seem to be accompanied by a third, 

unnamed wanderer. Does this “third” exist, or is he merely an illusion? Shackleton’s passage 

involves three men imagining a fourth by their side; in the Biblical scene, two travelers are 

joined by the resurrected Christ, but do not at first recognize that it is Him. 

Eliot then moves from the individual to the collective, casting his gaze over all Europe and 

Asia, seeing “endless plains” and “hooded hordes.” It is a nearly apocalyptic vision; the great 

ancient cities of the Mediterranean (“Jerusalem Athens Alexandria”) and Europe (“Vienna 

London”) all seem “unreal,” as if they were already phantoms. Eliot refers to the “violet air,” 

echoing the “violet hour” of “The Fire Sermon,” but also suggesting the twilight not just of a 

day, but of all Western civilization. “Violet” is one of the liturgical colors associated with 

baptism; Eliot might be alluding to the Perilous Chapel in Jessie L. Weston’s From Ritual to 

Romance, through which the knight must pass in order to obtain the Grail and which 

represents a sort of liminal passage or baptism. Certainly the next stanza, with “voices 

singing out of empty cisterns and exhausted wells” and “bats with baby faces," suggests the 

Perilous Chapel –- a nightmarish place that tests the knight’s gall and instills dread. Eliot 

describes towers that are upside down, and a woman who plays music with her hair, recalling 

the rich woman in “A Game of Chess” whose “hair / Spread out in fiery points / Glowed into 

words,” and “tumbled graves.” (In some versions of the Grail legend there is likewise a 

perilous graveyard.) 

Finally, a “damp gust” brings rain. Immediately Eliot invokes the Ganges, India’s sacred 

river (“Ganga” in the poem), and thunder, once sterile, now speaks: “Datta,” “dayadhvam,” 

and “damyata." The words the thunder offers belong to the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, and 

describe the three dictums God delivers to his disciples: “to give,” “to control,” and “to 



sympathize.” This profoundly spiritual moment of communication between men and God, of 

a dialogue between the earth and the Heavens, seems to promise a new beginning. 

Civilization is crumbling -– “London bridge is falling down falling down falling down” –- yet 

the poem ends with a benediction: “Shantih shantih shantih." 

Analysis 

The final stanzas of "The Waste Land" once again link Western and Eastern traditions, 

transporting the reader to the Ganges and the Himalayas, and then returning to the Thames 

and London Bridge. Eliot’s tactic throughout his poem has been that of eclecticism, of mixing 

and matching and of diversity, and here this strain reaches a culmination. The 

relevant Upanishad passage, which Eliot quotes, describes God delivering three groups of 

followers -– men, demons, and the gods -– the sound “Da.” The challenge is to pull some 

meaning out of this apparently meaningless syllable. For men, “Da” becomes “Datta,” 

meaning to give; this order is meant to curb man’s greed. For demons, “dayadhvam” is the 

dictum: these cruel and sadistic beings must show compassion and empathy for others. 

Finally, the gods must learn control – “damyata” – for they are wild and rebellious. Together, 

these three orders add up to a consistent moral perspective, composure, generosity, and 

empathy lying at the core. 

Recalling his earlier allusion to Buddha’s Fire Sermon, Eliot links “Datta” with a description 

of lust, of the dangers of “a moment’s surrender / Which an age of prudence can never 

retract.” This, it would seem, is the primary sin of man. Crucially, however, Eliot notes that 

“By this, and this only, we have existed” -– reminding the reader of his work on Baudelaire, 

and his argument that an evil action, because it signifies existence, is better than inaction, 

which signifies nothing. Man’s lustful deeds are “not to be found in our obituaries”; they 

remain intangible to some degree, not to be committed to paper or memory. But they linger 

on nonetheless, haunting the doers but also imbuing them with a sense of self; for once, Eliot 

almost seems to suggest the value of “a moment’s surrender,” of giving up control for one 

fleeting instant, no matter the consequences. Indeed, such an act is perhaps preferable to that 

which the “beneficent spider” -– a reference to Webster’s The White Devil, according to 

Eliot’s notes –- allows; “empty rooms” and a “lean solicitor” cannot hope to understand the 

impulses that lead to an act of “folly.” Is “an age of prudence” even worth the trouble? 

Next comes sympathy –- “dayadvham” -– as if Eliot were reminding the reader to show 

compassion for lustful men and women. We cannot help but remember the grief-stricken 

maiden of “The Fire Sermon” or the lonely typist with her gramophone; at the root of such 

tragedy is, after all, a sincere love for humanity. Eliot cares for these characters he has 

created, these refractions of his own modern world. The sermonizing of previous stanzas here 

gives way to a gentler view, albeit in the form of spiritual commandments. “I have heard the 

key / Turn in the door once and turn once only” refers to Dante’s Inferno, in which Count 

Ugolino starves to death after being locked in a tower for treason. The subsequent allusion to 

“Coriolanus” completes the cycle: a Roman who turned his back on Rome, Coriolanus is 

another example of an outcast. These distinctly male visions of loneliness and removal echo 

the female counterpart of the typist, alone in her room at night. Eliot asks us to sympathize 

with these figures, and to acknowledge their pain. 



The following stanza lifts the spirits; after the wreckage of lust and the torment of isolation, 

“Damyata” invites a happier perspective. The boat responds “Gaily, to the hand expert with 

sail and oar,” like the boat upon which Isolde hears the sailor’s song in “The Burial of the 

Dead.” We have returned then to the beginnings of love, the promise of a joyful future. “Your 

heart” is perhaps even an address to Eliot’s wife, begging the question of whether their 

romance might be rekindled. It is worth noting the tense Eliot employs: “would have 

responded” implies a negative. It is possible that what we are seeing is merely a token of 

what might have been, and not what is. 

More direct is the past tense the narrator uses in the next stanza, in which he sits upon the 

shore, fishing. He is once again the Fisher King, impotent and dying, and he is flanked by an 

“arid plain.” We are unable to fully escape the wasteland. Eliot tempers the hope of the 

previous lines with this evocation of despair. “Shall I at least set my lands in order?” the 

narrator asks. The end is drawing near. The world is collapsing: London Bridge falls, Dante is 

quoted yet again, and an excerpt from Nerval involving “Le Prince d’Aquitaine” points to a 

crumbling or destroyed tower –- “la tour abolie.” The hellish imagery of earlier parts of the 

poem returns here, complete with another view of modern-day London, with its towers and 

bridges. The word “ruins” is of particular importance: “These fragments I have shored against 

my ruins.” The narrator is still attempting to stave off destruction...or perhaps he has at last 

surrendered, accepting his fate and that of the world. 

“Why then Ile fit you. Hieronymo’s mad againe” is a reference to Thomas Kyd’s The Spanish 

Tragedie, a late sixteenth-century text in which Hieronymo lapses into insanity after his son 

is murdered. The brutality and violence of man come to mind. What became of control, 

sympathy, and generosity? As if to answer the question, Eliot repeats the Eastern dictum: 

“Datta. Dayadvham. Damyata.” Against the ills of the modern (and pre-modern) world, those 

three words still hold out the promise of salvation. “Shantih shantih shantih” is an 

acknowledgment of that salvation; it may be interpreted as a blessing of sorts, putting to rest 

the sins, faults, trials and tribulations that have preceded it. Redemption remains a possibility. 

Interpretations of "The Waste Land" as unrelentingly pessimistic do little justice to the 

hopefulness, however faltering, of these last lines. Rain has come, and with it a call from the 

heavens. The poem ends on a note of grace, allying Eastern and Western religious traditions 

to posit a more universal worldview. Eliot calls what he has assembled “fragments,” and 

indeed they are; but together they add up to a vision that is not only European but global, a 

vision of the world as wasteland, awaiting the arrival of the Grail that will cure it of its ills. 

The end of the poem seems to suggest that that Grail is still within reach. 

 



Biography – Philip Larkin 

Philip Arthur Larkin was born on August 9, 1922, in Coventry. He was the second child, and 

only son, of Sydney and Eva Larkin. Sydney Larkin was City Treasurer between the years 1922-

44. Larkin’s sister, some ten years his senior, was called Catherine, but was known as Kitty. 

He attended the City’s King Henry VIII School between 1930 and 1940, and made regular 

contributions to the school magazine, The Coventrian, which, between 1939 and 1940, he also 

helped to edit . 

After leaving King Henry VIII, he went to St. John’s College, Oxford, and despite the war 

(Larkin had failed his army medical because of his poor eyesight), was able to complete his 

degree without interruption, graduating in 1943 with First Class Honours in English. His closest 

friends at Oxford were Kingsley Amis and Bruce Montgomery. 

The first of his poems to be published in a national weekly was ‘Ultimatum’, which appeared in 

the Listener, November 28, 1940. Then in June 1943, three of his poems were published 

in Oxford Poetry (1942-43) . These were ‘A Stone Church Damaged By A Bomb’, 

‘Mythological Introduction’, and ‘I dreamed of an out-thrust arm of land’. 

After graduating, Larkin lived with his parents for a while, before being appointed Librarian at 

Wellington, Shropshire, in November of 1943. Here, he studied to qualify as a professional 

librarian, but continued to write and publish. In 1945, ten of his poems, which later that year 

would be included in The North Ship, appeared in Poetry from Oxford in Wartime. 

Two novels, Jill and A Girl in Winter were published in 1946 and 1947 respectively. 

In 1946, Larkin became assistant Librarian at the University College of Leicester. He completed 

his professional studies and became an Associate of the Library Association in 1949. In October 

1950, he became Sub-Librarian at Queen’s University, Belfast. It was in Belfast that he applied 

fresh vigour to his poetry activities, and, in 1951, had a small collection, XX Poems, privately 

printed in an edition of 100 copies. Also, in 1954, the Fantasy Press published a pamphlet 

containing five of his poems. The Marvell Press, based in Hessle, near Hull, published ‘Toads’ 

and ‘Poetry of departures’ in Listen. It would be the Marvell Press that published his next 

collection The Less Deceived. 

Larkin took up the position of Librarian at the University of Hull on March 21, 1955, and it was 

in October of that year that The Less Deceived was published. It was this collection that would 

be the foundation of his reputation as one of the foremost figures in 20th Century poetry. 

It wasn’t until 1964 that his next collection, The Whitsun Weddings was published. Again, the 

collection was well received, and widely acclaimed, and the following year, Larkin was awarded 

the Queen’s Gold Medal for Poetry. 



It was during the years 1961-71 that Larkin contributed monthly reviews of jazz recordings for 

the Daily Telegraph, and these reviews were brought together and published in 1970 under the 

title All What Jazz: a record diary 1961-1968. He also edited the Oxford Book of Twentieth 

Century English Verse, which was published in 1973. 

His last collection High Windows was published in 1974, and confirmed him as one of the finest 

poets in English Literary history. ‘Aubade’, his last great poem, was published in The Times 

Literary Supplement in December 1977. If this had been the only poem Larkin had ever written, 

his place in English poetry would still be secure. 

A collection of his essays and reviews was published in November 1983 as Required Writing: 

miscellaneous pieces 1955-1982, and won the W.H. Smith Literary Award for 1984. 

Larkin received many awards in recognition of his writing, especially in his later years. In 1975 

he was awarded the CBE, and in 1976 was given the German Shakespeare-Pries. He chaired the 

Booker Prize Panel in 1977, was made Companion of Literature in 1978, and served on the 

Literature Panel of the Arts between 1980 and 1982. He was made an Honorary Fellow of the 

Library Association in 1980. In 1982 the University of Hull made him a Professor. 

In 1984 he received an honorary D.Litt. from Oxford University, and was elected to the Board of 

the British Library. In December of 1984 he was offered the chance to succeed Sir John 

Betjeman as Poet Laureate but declined, being unwilling to accept the high public profile and 

associated media attention of the position. 

In mid 1985 Larkin was admitted to hospital with an illness in his throat, and on June 11 an 

operation was carried out to remove his oesophagus. His health was deteriorating, and when he 

was awarded the much prized Order of the Companion of Honour he was unable, because of ill 

health, to attend the investiture, which was due to take place at Buckingham Palace on 

November 25. He received the official notification courtesy of the Royal Mail. 

Philip Larkin died of cancer at 1.24 a.m. on Monday December 2 1985. He was 63 years old. 

 

CHURCH GOING SUMMARY 

The speaker of the poem sneaks into a church after making sure it's empty. He lets the door thud 

shut behind him and glances around at all the fancy decorations, showing his ignorance of (or 

indifference to) how sacred all this stuff is supposed to be. After a short pause, he walks up to the 

altar and reads a few lines from the notes that are sitting on a lectern. After this, he walks back 

out of the church and slides an Irish sixpence into the collection box, which is basically like 

donating an old shirt button. 



The speaker thinks that the place wasn't worth stopping to check out. But he also admits that he 

did stop, and that this isn't the first time he's done so. He can't help but wonder what he's looking 

for when he keeps coming back to this place, and also asks himself about what will happen to 

churches when there are no more believers left in the world. He wonders if they'll make 

museums out of the churches or if they'll just leave the buildings' doors open so that sheep can 

hang out inside them. 

Nearing the end of the poem, the speaker asks what will happen to the world when religion is 

gone altogether. Then he wonders what the very last religious person will be like. Will they be an 

obsessive compulsive, who just can't stop wanting to smell incense? Or will they be more like 

the speaker, someone who's bored and ignorant about the church, and just passing by without 

knowing what they're looking for? 

Finally, the speaker just comes out and admits that he's pleased by the church because it's a 

serious place for serious questions. Humanity, he concludes, will always have a hunger to ask 

those big questions like "Why are we here?" and "Where do we go when we die?" And for this 

reason, the kind of urge that created religion in the first place will never go away, even if 

organized churches do. Sorry, atheists. If you were looking for a poem that just trashes religion 

and calls spiritual people stupid, you'll have to look someplace else. 

A Short Analysis of Philip Larkin’s ‘Church Going’ 

A reading of a classic Larkin poem 

‘Church Going’ is one of Philip Larkin’s best-loved poems. It appeared in his second full 

collection of poetry, The Less Deceived (1955). In this post, we’d like to offer some notes 

towards an analysis of ‘Church Going’, which can be read here. 

The title, ‘Church Going’, is not hyphenated, to allow for a secondary meaning to be glimpsed – 

or, in fact, a tertiary meaning, since ‘Church Going’ is itself already carrying a double meaning. 

It immediately suggests going to church as an act of worship, but Larkin is not a ‘church-goer’ in 

that sense: he visits the churches (something, he tells us, he ‘often’ does) for other reasons, and is 

not himself a believer or worshipper. But ‘Church Going’ also glimmers with another meaning: 

the idea that the church, as institution, is ‘going’ or fading from view. (Larkin’s titles often 

centre on such goings: see ‘Going’ and, indeed, ‘Going, Going’, as well as his ‘Poetry of 

Departures’.) 

Then we come to the first line: ‘Once I am sure there’s nothing going on’. ‘Going’ again, this 

time in the popular idiom ‘going on’. Of course, Larkin means ‘once I’m sure I’m not 

interrupting a service or ceremony’, but his choice of words invites, again, the idea that there is 

nothing going on inside the church these days: nothing of any great moment or significance 

anyway. Note the proliferation of references to endings in the poem: the altar is referred to, 

untechnically, as ‘the holy end’ of the church, while the snippet of biblical verse which Larkin 



recites, louder than he’d intended to, is, tellingly, ‘Here endeth’ (as in ‘Here endeth the lesson’, 

though the lopping off of the final two east-coker-church-interior-eliotwords homes in on the 

idea of something coming to an end). Larkin confides that he ‘always end[s] much at a loss’ 

when visiting churches. Throughout, there is a sense of the churches falling further into disuse, 

of something coming to an end. 

Indeed, once he has briefly explored the church, Larkin begins to meditate on the future of the 

church, and whether it will continue to have significance. Will ‘dubious women’ who are fond of 

superstition (perhaps with ‘Gypsy’ blood?) bring their children to touch a stone of the church as 

a good omen? Or people come to pick herbs and ‘simples’ from the churchyard in an attempt to 

cure cancer? Who will be the very last person to visit the church – a‘ruin-bibber’, one who likes 

to go in search of old antiques? Or someone who retains a fondness for the ceremony and 

trappings of Christianity (Christmas, and the like), but harbours no religious belief? Or will it be 

someone like Larkin himself, who values churches because they were once a distillation of some 

of the most important aspects of our lives: birth (Christenings), marriage (weddings), and death 

(funerals). 

Larkin then ends by praising the church as a ‘serious house’ built on ‘serious earth’ (i.e. the 

graveyard, hallowed ground), as a place that takes our natural compulsions and ‘robes’ them in 

religious ceremony. For Larkin, this quality alone ensures that churches will continue to exercise 

a fascination and importance for some people, especially those who find themselves seized by a 

surprising urge to make themselves more ‘serious’ and contemplative. And churches, Larkin 

concludes, are fine places to cultivate wisdom, not least because they remind us that our time on 

Earth is short (as the many gravestones around the church make plain). 

‘Church Going’ is about something that is fading from view, something that Larkin sees as 

carrying value and significance, even though he rejects the literal truth of Christianity. He 

nevertheless sees the importance of cultural rituals and traditions as giving a shape and 

momentousness to the ‘rites of passage’ in our lives. In the last analysis, ‘Church Going’ is 

perhaps the greatest Christian poem written by a non-Christian, and a fine, if measured, paean to 

the continued worth of churches in secular times. As he says elsewhere of something else, ‘Let it 

always be there.’ 

Church Going  

Once i am sure there's nothing going on 

I step inside letting the door thud shut. 

Another church: matting seats and stone  

and little books; sprawlings of flowers cut 

For Sunday brownish now; some brass and stuff 

Up at the holy end; the small neat organ; 

And a tense musty unignorable silence  

Brewed God knows how long. Hatless I take off 



My cylce-clips in awkward revrence  

 

Move forward run my hand around the font. 

From where i stand the roof looks almost new-- 

Cleaned or restored? someone would know: I don't. 

Mounting the lectern I peruse a few 

hectoring large-scale verses and pronouce 

Here endeth much more loudly than I'd meant 

The echoes snigger briefly. Back at the door 

I sign the book donate an Irish sixpence  

Reflect the place was not worth stopping for. 

 

Yet stop I did: in fact I often do  

And always end much at a loss like this  

Wondering what to look for; wondering too 

When churches fall completely out of use 

What we shall turn them into if we shall keep 

A few cathedrals chronically on show  

Their parchment plate and pyx in locked cases  

And let the rest rent-free to rain and sheep. 

Shall we avoid them as unlucky places? 

 

Or after dark will dubious women come 

To make their children touvh a particular stone; 

Pick simples for a cancer; or on some 

Advised night see walking a dead one? 

Power of some sort or other will go on 

In games in riddles seemingly at random; 

But superstition like belief must die  

And what remains when disbelief has gone? 

Grass weedy pavement brambles butress sky. 

A shape less recognisable each week  

A purpose more obscure. I wonder who 

Will be the last the very last to seek 

This place for whta it was; one of the crew 

That tap and jot and know what rood-lofts were? 

Some ruin-bibber randy for antique  

Or Christmas-addict counting on a whiff 

Of grown-and-bands and organ-pipes and myrrh? 

Or will he be my representative  

 

Bored uninformed knowing the ghostly silt 

Dispersed yet tending to this cross of ground 



Through suburb scrub because it held unspilt 

So long and equably what since is found 

Only in separation--marriage and birth  

And death and thoughts of these--for which was built 

This special shell? For though I've no idea 

What this accoutred frowsty barn is worth  

It pleases me to stand in silence here; 

 

A serious house on serious earth it is  

In whose blent air all our compulsions meet  

Are recognisd and robed as destinies. 

And that much never can be obsolete  

Since someone will forever be surprising 

A hunger in himself to be more serious  

And gravitating with it to this ground  

Which he once heard was proper to grow wise in  

If only that so many dead lie round. 

 



Philip Larkin - Summary Analysis of wants 

Philip Larkin's short poem Wants focuses on the fundamental human need for seclusion, the 

desire to be alone in a quiet personal space, escaping from the noise and madness of the 

social whirl. 

Further, it also suggests that 'beneath it all' there is oblivion running on by itself, like a kind 

of script error in the background we humans cannot ever control. 

Being a melancholic introvert and a technically astute poet who sought publicity it could be 

said that Larkin was well qualified to comment on this issue. 

He was put off by the common crowd yet wanted his poems to be read and appreciated, so 

had to 'perform' for an 'audience' despite never giving public readings. His natural disposition 

craved aloneness: 

'I would say, yes, I was and am extremely shy.' 

(Interview by post with Robert Phillips, 1981) 

Through poetry he could express these inner feelings and create art out of inhibition. In some 

of his poems, for example Reasons for Attendance, he positively shuns the dancing party who 

are young and having great fun, much to his dislike. 

Yes, he can be glum, yes he is a party pooper, yes his poems sometimes are a 'debate between 

hope and hopelessness, between fulfilment and disappointment' (Andrew Motion, one time 

Poet Laureate of GB); but out of this grey negativity there comes a silver lining: a poem 

worth exploring. 

Larkin also brings a tongue-in-cheek kind of humour to the poetic stage. Tinged with irony 

and dark philosophy he often seems to enjoy having a go at institutions such as marriage, 

timetabled social events, and turns his nose up at the idea of sex, or sex with love, which he 

treats with sarcasm and mundane wit. 

Wants also touches on existentialism, our reasons for being. Are we social animals who 

cannot live alone (as Plato offered) or have we inborn tendencies to go it alone because we 

cannot handle societal pressures? 

Larkin is suggesting that we all have thresholds that sometimes we can't help but feel like 

getting the hell out of here, one way or the other. Clearly the speaker in this short poem wants 

to get out, is tempted by the idea of an ultimate freedom, similar to that desired by Hamlet in 

Shakespeare's tragedy, from Act III, Scene I: 

To die: to sleep; 

No more; and by a sleep to say we end 

The heart-ache and the thousand natural shocks 



That flesh is heir to, 't is a consummation 

devoutly to be wish'd. 

First published in Larkin's XX Poems (1951) and again in The Less Deceived (1955) Wants 

is so typical of the reluctant poet who worked most of his adult life in a university library, 

seeking order and quiet, but ended up a hero for some, which it is said, almost frightened 

him. 

Wants 

Beyond all this, the wish to be alone: 

However the sky grows dark with invitation-cards 

However we follow the printed directions of sex 

However the family is photographed under the flagstaff - 

Beyond all this, the wish to be alone. 
 

Beneath it all, desire of oblivion runs: 

Despite the artful tensions of the calendar, 

The life insurance, the tabled fertility rites, 

The costly aversion of the eyes from death - 

Beneath it all, desire of oblivion runs. 

 

Analysis of Wants 

Wants is a free verse poem without a rhyme scheme or steady metrical beat. It relies heavily 

on repetition for its effect, the repeated beginning and end lines sandwiching the interior in 

both stanzas. This is called parallelism. 

First Stanza 

The rather dramatic and romantic first line could easily have come from a character in a 

Shakespearean tragedy. It being Larkin however we know that the speaker, if not the actual 

poet, is voicing the feelings of the melancholic Englishman, renowned for his reticence and 

shyness. 

Nowadays, in the early 21st century, psychologists recommend time alone, they say it is 

therapeutic to wind down, avoid the hustle and bustle of a hectic social life and just relax, 

solo, in nature or in a quiet space. 

Larkin uses an interesting turn of phrase in the second line - 'sky dark with invitation cards' - 

as if his mind is the sky and he's gloomy because he keeps getting invited out when all he 

wants is to be by himself. 

Repeated use of However...reinforces this dea of annoyance, of the outside world forever 

dictating. Sex is seen as something we're directed to take part in, a cold and formulated 

exercise. 



The speaker's cynical approach to the social side of life continues with the image of family 

gathering to have their photo taken, a symbol of togetherness and conformity and love. 

Then the same line underscores - the wish to be alone, away from others, far from the 

madding crowd. 

Second Stanza 

Beyond and beneath...if the first stanza focuses on a wish, the speaker dreaming of being 

alone, of being left alone, of going off to find peace and a less involved kind of life (think of 

Yeats and his Lake Isle of Innifree....I will arise and go now...), the second stanza 

concentrates on existence. 

There is an undercurrent running continuously through the speaker's life. This is desire of 

oblivion, perhaps an unconscious energy the speaker has little control over. 

This desire is present regardless of time, deadlines, attendance here and there, health, 

security, children, fear of dying, the lengths people go to avoid death. 

And again, the repeated line and that word oblivion - the state of being unaware or 

unconscious - is this a fall into the abyss or a mere forgetting? 

What is The Theme in Wants? 

The theme of this short poem is that of the human need for seclusion versus the instinct to be 

social. When we're ill or grieving or exhausted often we feel a need to be left alone in peace 

so that we can heal or think things through. In contrast if we become too used to being alone 

we may not want to join in with what our local community is doing, what our family and 

friends are up to. Psychologists are split: loneliness can be unhealthy, independence can be a 

good thing. 

 



Biography of Ted Hughes 

Ted Hughes, one of Britain's most prominent 20th century poets, is known for poetry that 

explores the natural world alongside human experience. In the introduction to Poet to Poet: 

Ted Hughes, Simon Armitage called Hughes “a poet whose great exploit was to bring the 

inner workings of the human brain into the wide world, and at the same time draw the outside 

world into the mind.” Hughes’ verse delves into the dark side of man’s consciousness, 

exploring human conflict and its animal counterpart. Often fusing mythology and folklore 

against a pastoral setting, Hughes draws on the 18th and 19th century Romantic movement, 

while his active, booming language recalls Shakespeare. In addition to poetry, Hughes wrote 

children’s books and plays. 

Hughes was born in Yorkshire, England in 1930. He began writing poetry as child, heavily 

influenced by his rural surroundings and by his fascination with mythology and folklore. 

After spending two years in the Royal Air Force, Hughes enrolled in Pembroke College in 

Cambridge in 1951. Hughes briefly pursued a degree in English literature, but decided to 

study anthropology and archaeology instead. After graduating from Cambridge, Hughes 

moved to London. When he wasn’t working odd jobs, he focused on his writing. 

On February 25th, 1956, Hughes met Sylvia Plath at the first and only launch party of a 

literary magazine he founded with Cambridge friends. Both Hughes and Plath, who was 

studying at Cambridge on a Fulbright Scholarship, wrote about this encounter in their 

journals. The couple married later that year. Hughes and Plath briefly moved to America, 

where both poets took up University teaching positions, but eventually settled in Devon, 

England. The couple had two children, Frieda and Nicholas. Though tumultuous, their 

marriage lasted until Plath’s suicide in 1963. Notably, Hughes destroyed Plath’s final 

journals. 

Hughes’ first collection of poetry, The Hawk and The Rain, was published in 1957 to glowing 

reviews. The volume received the Galbraith prize. Hughes’ later volumes, 

including Crow and the illustrated Flowers and Insects, continued with the themes of nature 

present in The Hawk and The Rain. His poetry often features commanding, omnipresent first-

person speakers, powerful enjambments, and brutal, uncompromising perspectives of 

mankind. His verse is customarily hyperbolic and populated with onomatopoeia, both of 

which contribute to the dramatic overtones of his work. 

Controversy surrounding Hughes’ private life is discussed just as frequently, if not more, than 

his poetry. It was widely believed that Hughes’ behavior, including sexual affairs, drove Plath 

to suicide. However, in 1998, Hughes published his last collection of poetry, Birthday 

Letters, which explored his turbulent relationship with Sylvia Plath. In a review for The New 

York Times, Michiko Kakutani wrote that the poems in Birthday Letters “dazzle not only with 

verbal dexterity but also with clear-hearted emotion. They are clearly the work of a poet 

writing out of the deepest core of his being.” The collection received the T.S. Eliot Prize. 

Hughes died three months after the publication of Birthday Letters. He was the Poet laureate 

of England, a position he’d held since 1984. 



Hawk Roosting 

Summary of Hawk Roosting 

Hawk Roosting is a poem that puts the reader into the imagined mind of a hawk about to rest 

up for the day. It's a monologue of a raptor given the powers of human thinking, thus 

personified. 

It is a typical Ted Hughes animal poem, being unsentimental and unromantic. The poet 

concentrates on the dominance of the hawk as it sits in the wood reflecting on its raison 

d'etre, what it is and what it does. 

Being at the top of the food chain this bird's instinct is to hunt down quarry; it lives by the 

deaths of other creatures; it kills in order to survive. It has no enemies except perhaps for 

humans so it does not fear life as other creatures further down the chain fear it. 

Inspired by the rawness of the natural world, the speaker does not shy from explicit 

description. Some lines in the poem cause controversy because of their direct depiction of the 

hawk's instinctive behaviour. 

Some commentators have remarked on the violence within. Ted Hughes had this to say: 

'The poem of mine usually cited for violence is Hawk Roosting, this drowsy hawk sitting in a 

wood and talking to itself. That bird is accused of being a fascist, the symbol of some horrible 

genocidal dictator. Actually what I had in mind was that in this hawk Nature was thinking. 

Simply Nature.' 

 So there is this tension set up in the poem between what is instinctive, what can be 

observed in the natural world by anyone, and the mind-set of the hawk itself, given 

human characteristics. Objective versus subjective. Biological versus political. 

Ted Hughes first published Hawk Roosting in 1960 in the book Lupercal and it has been a 

popular poem since that time, appearing in many anthologies and on many school and college 

curricula. 

Hawk Roosting 

I sit in the top of the wood, my eyes closed. 

Inaction, no falsifying dream 

Between my hooked head and hooked feet: 

Or in sleep rehearse perfect kills and eat. 

 

The convenience of the high trees! 

The air's buoyancy and the sun's ray 

Are of advantage to me; 

And the earth's face upward for my inspection. 

 

My feet are locked upon the rough bark. 

It took the whole of Creation 



To produce my foot, my each feather: 

Now I hold Creation in my foot 

Or fly up, and revolve it all slowly - 

I kill where I please because it is all mine. 

There is no sophistry in my body: 

My manners are tearing off heads - 

 

The allotment of death. 

For the one path of my flight is direct 

Through the bones of the living. 

No arguments assert my right: 

 

The sun is behind me. 

Nothing has changed since I began. 

My eye has permitted no change. 

I am going to keep things like this. 

 

Analysis of Hawk Roosting - Stanza by Stanza 

Hawk Roosting is a poem that creates a special tension between the natural world and the 

human world, one that Ted Hughes explored a great deal in his animal poems. 

 This particular work relies on personification - the bird is speaking to itself, like a 

human - describing violent scenes, claiming domination, which means that the reader 

has to wrestle with ideas that go beyond the animal kingdom and into the realm of the 

human and associated psychological and political issues. 

Some critics see in the ruthless behaviour of the hawk for instance, a despot or dictator, a 

figure that cares only about power, a symbol of the fascist. Ted Hughes never intended this to 

be the case but the way the poem is worded, detailing explicit violence and arrogant god-like 

thoughts, the reader can't help but entertain the idea. 

The hawk, roosting in the top of a tree in a wood, is given a voice that is human and the 

ensuing monologue is an attempt to get right into the soul of the raptor and understand just 

what hawk essence is. 

Using single sentences, lots of end stops (full stops), some enjambment and repetition, the 

stanzas are tightly controlled but given a sense of freedom by lack of rhyme and plodding 

beats. 

Stanza 1 

The first line is pure innocence. Here is the hawk settling down for a night's sleep at roosting 

time. The position he holds is secure - at the top of the wood, overseeing all. One thing for 

certain, this hawk has a mind of its own. It can think, like a human. 

The second line gets the reader thinking too. That long four syllable word falsifying has 

repercussions. At this early stage there is no context for this word, which means to mislead, 



but it points toward comparison with humans, who are prone to misleading one another. This 

bird is pure raptor, can't be anything else. 

Enjambment leads to line three and the repeated hooked just to emphasise that this hawk is 

physically impressive and sharp. And those hooked features might be called into action if the 

hawk falls asleep. Subconscious perfection of future hunts and kills. 

Stanza 2 

This hawk has it all worked out, from tree to earth, his physicality suits. Being high up means 

that there is an overview, a natural domination. The air's buoyancy (upward force) and 

warmth are there to be taken advantage of. Even the earth is facing the right way so close 

inspection comes as a given. 

Stanza 3 

Focus on the feet again as they close tight around the bark on the tree. Note the first lines of 

five of the stanzas are complete within themselves. End stopped. This means certainty and 

gives immediate control. 

The theme of mastery continues, this time introducing the idea of the whole of Creation being 

within the grasp of this extremely dominant figure. 

 Lines 10 - 12 are a focal point in the poem for they suggest that Creation itself was 

involved in the making of this hawk and that now, the roles are reversed so to speak. 

It's the hawk that is holding Creation, becoming the master of all. 

 The question has to be asked: Is this the Creation of a Creator or the Creation of 

Evolution, where the fittest only survive? 

Stanza 4 

The perspective changes as the hawk continues its monologue, which is not a dream as we 

know it, but a live commentary. 

Now the hawk is flying, watching the earth revolve as it makes its way up and up in readiness 

for a kill. That all important four letter word that first popped up in the opening stanza is here 

again - kill - I kill - that act which is so common and normal in the predator's world yet is so 

shocking and hard to handle in the human world. 

This is killing with impunity. The hawk has to hunt, it knows no other way and in the poem 

this fact is expressed with a certain coldness. The language is spare yet full of arrogance and 

fierceness. Everything belongs to the hawk when it is up in the air and ready to kill; there is 

no deception, no going back. Heads are torn off. Simple. 

Stanza 5 

The hawk deals out appropriate deaths, that is the purpose of the unwavering path when it is 

about to strike 'through the bones', a rather terrifying yet effective phrase. 



There are no doubts or questions or debate or opinion one way or the other. Fact is fact; it's 

the whole thing. Nothing can get in the way of the hawk's instinctive actions. It kills without 

malice; the bird world's permissions are non-existent; environmental guidelines do not apply. 

Stanza 6 

All a hawk needs is the sun. Right now the sun is setting. In the mind of the hawk nothing has 

changed, nothing ever will change. As long as the hawk has an eye, the all-seeing eye, its will 

to remain the same shall persist. 

This last stanza sums up the hawk's attitude to life and death. In one sense it is a pure ego that 

is speaking - undiluted, pure, true to itself. 

Having given the hawk a human voice Ted Hughes brings the raptor into the world of homo 

sapiens, that most developed of animals, the most sophisticated, able to consciously decide 

between the moral and the immoral. 

In some ways the hawk becomes a mirror - reading this poem does make the reader think 

about life and death, power, morals, the relationship humans should have or want with, the 

natural world. 

What force compels the hawk? Evolution? A Creator? How does the personification change 

the way we think about this raptor, master of its own world, top predator? 

Hawk Roosting - Form and Language 

Hawk Roosting is a free verse poem of 6 stanzas, all quatrains. There is no set rhyme scheme 

and the metre varies from line to line. On the page it appears formal, tight, restrained - 

perhaps reflecting the balanced control of the hawk. 

Repetition and particular use of vocabulary help underline this poem's powerful message. For 

example, in the first stanza the word hooked appears twice, so giving the feel of practicality 

and savage function. Raptors have incredibly sharp beaks (bills) and claws (talons) that 

absolutely get the job done. 

And also in the fourth line the phrase perfect kills and eat give the reader further food for 

thought with regards to what this bird is all about. The verb to kill occurs again in stanza four. 

The idea that the hawk is invincible and made for one purpose gradually strengthens. Here is 

a bird in complete control, holding even Creation in its foot, pleasing itself as to whether to 

kill or not. 

 Note the build-up of related words: hooked/locked/rough/kill/tearing 

off/death/bones which suggest physicality, and the contrasting abstract phrases: no 

falsifying dream/in sleep rehearse/no sophistry/through the bones/No arguments 

assert. 



 This creates another set of tensions based upon the duality of the physical world the 

hawk inhabits and the mental construct imagined by the poet. 

The use of words such as falsifying and sophistry (deception) help sharpen the distinction 

between the purely animal and the human. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Thought Fox 

Summary - The Thought Fox 

The Thought-Fox is an animal poem with a difference. Ted Hughes 'captured' his fox at the 

same time as he completed the poem. The fox manifests within the poem, the fox is the poem 

and both are a product of the poet's imagination. 

'So you see, in some ways my fox is better than an ordinary fox. It will live forever, it will 

never suffer from hunger or hounds. I have it with me wherever I go. And I made it. And all 

through imagining it clearly enough and finding the living words.' Ted Hughes (Poetry in the 

Making) 

This was no coincidence. Ted Hughes, through his lifelong interest in mythology and 

symbology, considered the fox his totemic animal. It would turn up in dreams at critical times 

in his life as a kind of spirit guide. 

One such dream occurred whilst he was at Cambridge University, studying English. In a 

particularly busy schedule he found himself with lots of essays to write and struggled to 

finish them. In a dream he was confronted by 'a figure that was at the same time a skinny man 

and a fox walking upright on its hind legs.' 

This incinerated fox-man approached, put a bloody paw-hand on his shoulder and said 'Stop 

this - you are destroying us.' 

Ted Hughes accepted this as a message from his subconscious, a symbol - stop all this 

academic nonsense because you are destroying the creative impulse within. 

The Thought-Fox could well have been created for this very reason - the poet wanted to 

permanently safeguard his totem by combining the two worlds in one poem, the fox slowly, 

carefully forming out of the poet's language. 

The Thought-Fox 

I imagine this midnight moment's forest: 

Something else is alive 

Beside the clock's loneliness 

And this blank page where my fingers move. 

 

Through the window I see no star: 

Something more near 

though deeper within darkness 

Is entering the loneliness: 

 

Cold, delicately as the dark snow 

A fox's nose touches twig, leaf; 

Two eyes serve a movement, that now 

And again now, and now, and now 

 



Sets neat prints into the snow 

Between trees, and warily a lame 

Shadow lags by stump and in hollow 

Of a body that is bold to come 

 

Across clearings, an eye, 

A widening deepening greenness, 

Brilliantly, concentratedly, 

Coming about its own business 

 

Till, with a sudden sharp hot stink of fox, 

It enters the dark hole of the head. 

The window is starless still; the clock ticks, 

The page is printed. 

 

Analysis - The Thought Fox 

The Thought Fox is a six stanza poem, all quatrains, with one or two full end rhymes and 

hints of slant rhyme here and there. 

There is no set metre but through careful use of punctuation and enjambment (where one 

line runs into another without losing the sense) the rhythms of the fox as it moves onto the 

page come through. 

Set in the present, this poem entices the reader in to an intimate midnight world that is not 

quite real and not quite imagination. The poet, the speaker, is all alone near the window with 

just the clock ticking. 

In his mind there are stirrings, something else is alive and very close but it is deep within the 

interior, perhaps in the subconscious, almost an abstract entity. The only way to coax it out is 

with words, conscious living words. 

Tone 

The tone is one of mystery and dream-like suspension; the speaker is alone so all is quiet as 

the imagined time of midnight approaches. It's dark. Just what is this person up to as they 

move from the mind to the real world and back again? 

The atmosphere is pregnant with anticipation in the first two stanzas. Something is entering 

the loneliness but the reader isn't given explicit details, in fact, this is not an objective look at 

a fox at all. 

 This fox, this hybrid thought-fox, is subjected to the quiet will of the poet who slowly 

but surely draws the fox out of the imagination and onto the page in an almost 

magical fashion. 



The Thought-Fox touches on the mystery of creation and brings to the reader the idea that the 

act of creating, in this case the writing of a poem, is sparked by something beyond time and 

space. 

The first two stanzas set the scene. They suggest that within the loneliness and darkness is a 

life process, an energy that exists and moves instinctively into time. It has no form or shape 

or consciousness at this moment. The poet has to write it into reality. 

The alliterative soft consonant m is gentle (and similar to the first line of the The Windhover 

by Gerard Manley Hopkins) and compliments the repeated loneliness, the deeper within 

darkness. Note, too the long vowels that stretch out time as the consciousness awakens. 

In the third stanza the soft consonant d and skilfully placed punctuation, help keep the pace 

and rhythm slow. The reader knows something is about to appear but is uncertain until line 2 

when the fox's nose manifests, smelling a twig, a leaf in the imaginary forest. 

This is a wonderful image. The dark snow is the blank page; the poetic energy is about to be 

released, is being released. But both silence and solitude are necessary for the words to form, 

for the fox to make progress. 

Ted Hughes chose to use the fox as the poetic impulse because it was a creature close to his 

heart, a symbolic guide. The flow and rhythm of the latter part of the poem capture the silky 

movements, the light measured skips, the quick trot of the now lively fox. 

The third stanza beautifully reflects the careful steps the fox has to make, as now repeats four 

times and the reader is taken along into the fourth stanza with the tracks already being 

'printed' in the snow. 

Imagery intensifies in stanza four as the shadow of the fox, the poetic doubt, makes progress 

through the snowy wood, slowing down, being wary, then bold and always instinctive. 

Fifth stanza.This is the poem as the mind and finger construct it out of imaginary material, 

the personified fox transformed into words that seem to form of their own accord. 

And the poet's vision finally in the sixth stanza, unmistakably becomes one with the page as 

the darkness of the mind and Reynard meet once again, the senses alive with a sudden sharp 

hot stink of fox, the real world left none the wiser as the poem is crafted. 

 



Biography of Wilfred Owen 

Wilfred Owen  

Wilfred Owen is considered one of the greatest English poets of the 20th century, and certainly the most 

memorable and vibrant voice of the calamitous First World War. He is often compared to John Keats, 

and critics speculate that if he had lived longer than his twenty-five years, he would have gone on to act 

as a bulwark of great traditional English poetry in the face of Modernism. 

On March 18th, 1893, Owen was born to an Anglican family in Shropshire. He was interested in poetry 

at a very early age, reading Keats and Shelley in his childhood. After graduating from Shrewsbury 

Technical School he was accepted to London University but his family could not afford the tuition; thus, 

he took a job as a lay assistant to the Reverend Herbert Wigan in Dunsden. During this time he became 

critical of the church's role in society and developed a prevailing compassion for the poor. When the war 

broke out in 1914, he was teaching at the Berlitz School of English in France. He explained that visiting a 

war hospital made him want to enlist, and he did so in England in 1915. 

Owen became an officer in the Artists' Rifles in 1916. He was present at the Battle of the Somme. By 

1917 he appeared to be suffering from shellshock and was sent to Craiglockhart Hospital in Edinburgh 

for treatment. There he met the poets Robert Graves and Siegfried Sassoon; the latter was particularly 

influential on Owen's writing. Most of Owen's poetry for which he is known was written in a massive 

creative burst during a one-year period beginning August 1917. Some of his major poems include "Dulce 

et Decorum est", "Arms and the Boy", "Anthem for Doomed Youth", "Disability", and "Futility". Owen 

famously remarked "the poetry is in the pity". 

On New Year's Eve of 1917 Owen wrote to his mother, "I go out this year a Poet, my dear Mother, as 

which I did not enter it...I am a poet's poet." Only five of his poems were published during his lifetime, 

however; two in the hospital newsletter he edited, the Hydra, and three in the Nation. That year Owen 

was awarded the Military Cross for bravery at Amiens. 

Owen died on November 4th, 1918 trying to lead his men across the Sambre Canal at Ors - one week 

before the Armistice was signed. Sassoon published the first edition of Owen's work in 1920 after his 

death; the volume included 23 poems and a 24th was added the next year. This slim volume established 

his inestimable reputation, and he was seen to be as influential as Eliot and Yeats. 

Wilfred Owen: Summary and Analysis of "Greater Love" 

Summary 

Red lips are not as red as the stones stained with the blood of English boys. The speaker tells Love that 

its eyes lose their attraction compared with the eyes that the speaker has blinded. Love's attitude is not 

as exquisite as the limbs that have been cut by knives, rolling about where God "seems not to care". The 

limbs' "fierce love" will force them to cramp up in death's "decrepitude". 



Love's voice is not as soft as the wind through a "raftered loft", and its voice is not as dear or clear as the 

voices that no one hears any more now that the earth has stopped their sad mouths. 

The speaker tells Heart that it was never as hot or large or full as those hit with shots. Even though its 

hand is pale, so are all of the hands that carry the cross "through flame and hail". The speaker says to 

weep since "you may touch them not". 

Analysis 

"Greater Love" is a complicated poem and one that might pose more difficulty for the average student, 

especially as compared to Owen's other works, which are more obvious in their depiction of the trials 

and travails of soldiers during WWI. Its exact date of composition is unknown. The tone is 

straightforward, the rhyme scheme similarly situated. The metre is a series of iambs and trochees. The 

title may come from a letter Owen wrote in May 1917 that quoted from the Gospel: "Greater love hath 

no man than this, that a man lay down his life – for a friend. Is it spoken in English only and French? I do 

not believe so" (see "Le Christianisme" Summary and Analysis for more on Owen's religious views). 

In the first stanza Owen opens with a startling image – red lips, a classic image of romance and 

sensuality, are not as red as the stones stained with the blood of English boys. He is trying to, in a rather 

mordant way, call attention to the horrible things that occur in war and how silly and superficial 

romance and sentiment seem in the face of such horrors. This continues, as Owen, with his dry wit, says 

that Love's eyes pale beside the eyes that he has "blinded in my stead". 

In the second stanza Owen says that "your" attitude is not as exquisite as severed limbs rolling about 

until they finally ossify in death's grasp. He throws in an impious opinion that "God seems not to care". 

In the third stanza he continues his critique, saying that Love's voice is not as compelling as the wind, or 

as the voices of dead soldiers that can no longer be heard. In the fourth stanza he speaks to "Heart" and 

says it was never as hot or as large as those shot at, and the pale hand was never as pale as those on the 

battlefield. Finally, ambiguously, and similar to the last lines of "Apologia Pro Poemate Meo" ("These 

men are worth / Your tears: You are not worth their merriment"), Owen says, "Weep, you may weep, 

for you may touch them not". 

What, then, does the poem mean? Owen seems to suggest that the artificialities of love pale in 

comparison to the true honor and love of men on the battlefield – men who cough, struggle, and die. 

Owen is calling attention to the authenticity of these soldiers' actions and finding within them meaning. 

Of course, dirty and dying soldiers are not often the subjects of beautifully phrased poems, and Owen 

makes a case that such harsh reality deserves a place in literature – he can take a subject seemingly unfit 

for high English poetry and elevate it to a dignified and relevant position. 

Some modern critics have looked at the poem in light of gender and sex. In James Najarian's article on 

Owen and the theme of eroticism in his oeuvre, he sees "Greater Love" as supportive of bonds between 

men and slightly denigrating of normative heterosexuality. He writes that Owen argues, "that same-sex 

love has the potential to be 'greater' because it cannot be co-opted into conventional roles and 

dissipated by conventional poetic gestures. Owen reduces heterosexuality to 'kindness' because it has 



the potential to become rapidly pedestrian." Furthermore, same-sex love is purer because "it is all love; 

it will not be diluted or circumscribed by prevailing poetic expression, and it radiates outward in the 

form of sympathy." 

Greater Love 

Wilfred Owen, 1893 - 1918 

Red lips are not so red 
As the stained stones kissed by the English dead. 
Kindness of wooed and wooer 
Seems shame to their love pure. 
O Love, your eyes lose lure 
When I behold eyes blinded in my stead! 
 

Your slender attitude 
Trembles not exquisite like limbs knife-skewed, 
Rolling and rolling there 
Where God seems not to care; 
Till the fierce love they bear 
Cramps them in death’s extreme decrepitude. 
 

Your voice sings not so soft,— 
Though even as wind murmuring through raftered loft,— 
Your dear voice is not dear, 
Gentle, and evening clear, 
As theirs whom none now hear, 
Now earth has stopped their piteous mouths that coughed. 
 

Heart, you were never hot 
Nor large, nor full like hearts made great with shot; 
And though your hand be pale, 
Paler are all which trail 
Your cross through flame and hail: 
Weep, you may weep, for you may touch them not. 
 


