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INTRODUCTION:
THE MOMENT
THAT DEFINED A
GENERATION OF
GRIEF

In  the  vast  landscape
of  romantic  comedies,
f e w  s c e n e s  h a v e
managed  to  shift  the
emotional climate of an
entire  film  as
profoundly  as  the
funeral  sequence  in
Four  Weddings  and
a Funeral.  When  the
gentle,  unassuming
character  Matthew
takes  the  lectern  to

deliver a eulogy for his
partner  Gareth,  the
audience  is  utterly
unprepared  for  the
raw,  unflinching  power
of what is about to be
spoken.  The  funeral
p o e m  i n  F o u r
Weddings  and  a
Funeral  does  not
s i m p l y  m o u r n  a
character;  it  reaches
through the screen to
touch anyone who has
ever  loved  and  lost.
T h e  p o e m ,  W . H .
Auden’s  “Funera l
Blues” (often known by
its  first  line,  “Stop  all
the  clocks”),  became
an  instant  cultural
t o u c h s t o n e ,
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t ransforming  how
modern  audiences
perceive  the  role  of
poetry  in  expressing
the  deepest,  most
personal  experiences
of  heartbreak.  This
article  explores  the
poem’s  context  within
the  film,  its  literary
origins, the nuances of
its  language,  and  the
enduring  legacy  of  a
piece of verse that has
s i n c e  b e c o m e
synonymous  w i th
cinematic  grief.

THE POEM THAT
STOLE THE SHOW:
“FUNERAL BLUES”
IN FOUR
WEDDINGS AND A
FUNERAL

The scene unfolds with
deceptive  simplicity.
G a r e t h  h a s  d i e d
suddenly from a heart
attack, and the friends
gather at a quiet, rain-
s o a k e d  f u n e r a l .

Matthew,  played  by
Simon  Callow,  steps
f o r w a r d  w i t h  a
trembling  voice  but  a
resolute spirit. He does
not  speak  a  personal
a n e c d o t e  o r  a
conventional  eulogy;
instead,  he  recites  a
poem.  That  poem  is
Auden’s  “Funera l
Blues,”  and  the  effect
i s  immed ia te  and
d e v a s t a t i n g .  A s
Matthew delivers  lines
such  as  “He  was  my
North,  my  South,  my
East  and  West,”  the
camera lingers on the
f a c e s  o f  t h e
m o u r n e r s — e a c h
showing  a  different
s h a d e  o f  s o r r o w ,
r e c o g n i t i o n ,  a n d
shared  humanity.  The
funeral poem in Four
Weddings  and  a
Funeral  works  so
powerfully  because  it
does  not  rely  on  the
specific  details  of
Gareth  and  Matthew’s
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relationship. Instead, it
speaks  a  universal
language of total loss,
where  the  world  itself
i s  a s k e d  t o  s t o p
because  one  person
has  gone.  The  poem
becomes  a  vessel  for
every character’s grief,
and by extension,  the
viewer’s  own.  The
scene is often cited as
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
moving  in  c inema
history,  and  it  single-
handedly  introduced
A u d e n ’ s  w o r k  t o
millions who had never
encountered it before.

THE POET BEHIND
THE VERSE: W.H.
AUDEN

Wystan  Hugh  Auden,
born  in  1907  in  York,
England,  is  widely
regarded as one of the
most  influential  poets
o f  t h e  t w e n t i e t h
century .  H is  work
spans  a  remarkable
range of themes—from

political  commentary
and  psychological
exploration to love and
loss .  Ye t  i t  i s  t he
funeral poem in Four
Weddings  and  a
Funeral  that arguably
rema ins  h i s  mos t
recognized  piece  in
popular culture. Auden
wrote  “Funeral  Blues”
in 1936, originally as a
s a t i r e  o f  p u b l i c
mourning  rituals.  The
poem was intended for
a  cabaret-style  revue
called  The  Ascent  of
F6,  co-written  with
Christopher Isherwood.
In that original context,
t h e  e x a g g e r a t e d
commands—“Stop  all
the  clocks,”  “Prevent
the  dog  from  barking
w i t h  a  j u i c y
b o n e ” — w e r e
humorous, a parody of
overblown  grief.  But
Auden later revised the
poem,  stripping  away
the  ironic  tone  and
transforming  it  into  a
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sincere  elegy.  The
version we know today,
and the one recited in
the  film,  appeared  in
his  1940  collection
Another  Time .  This
vers ion  omits  the
fourth  stanza  of  the
e a r l i e r  d r a f t  a n d
deepens the emotional
resonance.  Auden
himself  noted  that  he
had  subconsciously
wr i t ten  the  poem
thinking  of  an  actual
loss  he  feared,  which
gave  it  a  prescient
authenticity.

The
Original
Title and
Early

Versions
Understanding  the
evolution of the poem
adds depth to its use in
the  film.  The  original
1936 version was titled
“Four  Cabaret  Songs
f o r  M i s s  H e d l i
Anderson,”  and  the
piece  now  known  as
“Funeral  Blues”  was
the  fourth  song.  I t
contained an additional
stanza that read:
“He was my North, my
South,  my  East  and
West,
My working week and
my Sunday rest,
My noon, my midnight,
my talk, my song;
I  thought  that  love
would  last  forever:  I
was wrong.”
This version ends with
a slightly different final
couplet:  “Pour  away
the  ocean  and  sweep
up  the  wood;  /  For
nothing  now can ever
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come  to  any  good.”
The  later  rev is ion
sharpened the final line
to  “For  nothing  now
can ever come to any
g o o d ” — a  b l e a k ,
terminal  statement
that perfectly matches
the catastrophic sense
o f  l o s s  M a t t h e w
conveys.  The  funeral
p o e m  i n  F o u r
Weddings  and  a
Funeral  uses  the
revised  text,  and  the
choice  to  omit  the
earlier,  more  playful
tone  is  crucial  to  its
impact.  The  film’s
director,  Mike  Newell,
and  screenwri ter ,
R i c h a r d  C u r t i s ,
understood  that  the
poem had to stand as a
genuine  expression  of
grief,  not  as an ironic
piece.  Their  instinct
w a s  c o r r e c t :  t h e
poem’s  demand  that
the entire universe halt
its  normal  operations
c a p t u r e s  t h e

o v e r w h e l m i n g
d i so r ien ta t i on  o f
mourning.

A CLOSER LOOK AT
THE “FUNERAL
POEM IN FOUR
WEDDINGS AND A
FUNERAL”

To fully appreciate why
this  particular  poem
w o r k s  s o  w e l l  o n
s c r e e n ,  w e  m u s t
examine  its  language
and  structure.  The
poem is  composed  of
four  stanzas,  each
b u i l d i n g  o n  t h e
previous one to create
a cumulative sense of
desolation.  The  first
stanza  is  a  series  of
imperatives:  “Stop  all
the  clocks,  cut  off  the
telephone,  /  Prevent
the  dog  from  barking
with  a  juicy  bone,  /
Silence the pianos and
with  muffled  drum  /
Bring out the coffin, let
the  mourners  come.”
These  commands  are



6

6 Funeral Poem In Four Weddings And
A Funeral

2024-08-31

d e l i b e r a t e l y
imposs ib l e ;  t hey
demand that the entire
senso ry  wor ld  be
a r r e s t e d .  T h i s
hyperbolic  request  is
not meant to be taken
literally  but  to  signal
t h e  s p e a k e r ’ s
condition: grief so vast
that ordinary life feels
obscene.  The  second
stanza  narrows  the
focus  f rom  pub l i c
space  to  personal
relationships:  “He was
my  North,  my  South,
my East and West, / My
working week and my
Sunday rest, / My noon,
my midnight,  my talk,
my  song;  /  I  thought
that  love  would  last
forever: I  was wrong.”
H e r e  t h e  p o e m
b e c o m e s  d e e p l y
intimate,  mapping  the
beloved  onto  every
cardinal  direction  and
every  moment  of  the
day.  The  shift  from
external  commands to

internal  confession  is
the emotional heart of
the  funeral  poem in
Four  Weddings  and
a Funeral.

The Final
Stanza
and Its
Weight
The  third  and  fourth
stanzas drive the point
home with devastating
simplicity.  “The  stars
are  not  wanted  now:
put  out  every  one;  /
Pack up the moon and
dismantle  the  sun;  /
Pour  away  the  ocean
and  sweep  up  the
wood;  /  For  nothing
now can ever come to
any good.” The cosmic
s c a l e  o f  t h e s e
demands—putting  out
stars,  dismantling  the
sun—is  matched  only
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by the absolute finality
of the last line. There is
no  consolation,  no
promise of healing, no
gentle  turn  toward
hope. Auden’s gift here
is to refuse sentimental
c l o su re ,  wh i ch  i s
precisely  what  makes
the poem so authentic.
Grief, especially in the
acute phase, does not
come  with  a  s i lver
lining. By allowing the
speaker  to  remain  in
despair ,  the  poem
v a l i d a t e s  t h e
mourner’s  experience.
When Matthew recites
these words, he is not
per forming  a  t idy
tribute; he is speaking
t h e  c h a o t i c ,
unreconciled  truth  of
his  loss.  That  is  why
the funeral  poem in
Four  Weddings  and
a Funeral  remains so
powerful decades later.

WHY THIS

FUNERAL POEM
RESONATES SO
DEEPLY

S e v e r a l  f a c t o r s
comb ine  t o  make
“Funeral  Blues”  the
perfect  choice  for  the
film’s  most  serious
moment.  F i rst ,  i ts
language is  accessible
w i t h o u t  b e i n g
simplistic. The imagery
is  concrete:  clocks,
phones,  dogs,  pianos,
coffin,  mourners.
Anyone  can  visualize
these  objects.  The
abstraction  of  grief  is
made tangible through
these  everyday  items.
Second,  the  poem
employs repetition and
rhythm that mimic the
obsessive,  circling
n a t u r e  o f  e a r l y
mourning.  The  same
phrases  echo—“My
North,  my  South,”
“nothing  now,”  “any
good”—creat ing  a
hypno t i c ,  a lmos t
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prayer-like  texture.
Third,  the  poem does
not rely on religious or
o v e r t l y  s p i r i t u a l
frameworks.  It  is  a
secular  elegy,  which
fits  the modern setting
of the film. The funeral
poem in Four Weddings
and  a  Funeral  speaks
to  anyone  who  has
ever  loved  another
human being with total
c o m m i t m e n t ,
regardless of faith. This
universality  is  key  to
its  resonance.  The
poem  also  benefits
from the context of the
film  itself.  Four
Weddings is a comedy,
full of humor and light
romance. The intrusion
of  real  death  makes
the  grief  feel  more
acute.  Audiences  had
spent  an  hour  and  a
h a l f  l a u g h i n g  a t
wedding  mishaps  and
r o m a n t i c
misunderstandings.
Then,  suddenly,  the

tone  sh i f ts ,  and  a
character  recites  a
poem  that  demands
the  world  stop.  The
contrast  amplifies  the
emotion,  making  the
funeral poem in Four
Weddings  and  a
Funeral  a  moment
that  lingers  long after
the credits roll.

THE FILM’S ROLE
IN POPULARIZING
THE POEM

Before  1994,  “Funeral
B lues”  was  known
main ly  to  l i terary
scholars  and devotees
of Auden’s poetry. The
poem had never been
a mainstream hit. That
changed  overnight
when  the  film  was
released. Suddenly, the
l ines  “Stop  al l  the
clocks”  and  “He  was
my  North,  my  South,
my  East  and  West”
became  part  of  the
cultural lexicon. Copies
of  Auden’s  collected
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poems  flew  off  the
shelves, and the poem
w a s  r e p r i n t e d  i n
n e w s p a p e r s  a n d
anthologies  as  the
“funeral  poem  from
Four  Weddings  and  a
Funeral.” The film gave
the poem a new life as
a  standard  choice  for
real-life  funerals  and
memorial services. It is
now  one  of  the  most
frequently  requested
readings  at  humanist
a n d  s e c u l a r
ceremon ies .  Th i s
crossover  from  film  to
genuine  ritual  is  rare.
Most  movie  poems
remain  firmly  within
the  realm  of  fiction.
But the funeral poem
in  Four  Weddings
a n d  a  F u n e r a l
crossed that boundary
because  it  speaks  so
di rect ly  to  human
experience.  The  film
did not merely use the
poem  for  a  scene;  it
validated  the  poem’s

emotional  truth,  and
that  validation  was
r e c o g n i z e d  b y
audiences worldwide.

HOW TO USE A
FUNERAL POEM IN
YOUR OWN
TRIBUTE

If  you are inspired by
the  impac t  o f  the
funeral poem in Four
Weddings  and  a
Funera l  a n d  a r e
considering including a
poem  in  a  eulogy  or
memorial  service,
there  a re  severa l
p r a c t i c a l
considerations.  First,
choose  a  poem  that
genuinely  reflects  the
personal i ty  of  the
deceased  and  the
n a t u r e  o f  y o u r
relationship.  “Funeral
B l u e s ”  w o r k s  f o r
monumenta l ,  a l l -
consuming love, but it
may  not  suit  every
type of bond. There are
many  other  elegies
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that  offer  different
tones—some  more
hopeful,  some  more
reflective.  Second,
practice  reading  the
p o e m  a l o u d
b e f o r e h a n d .  T h e
rhythm  and  pauses
matter  greatly.  In  the
film,  Matthew’s
delivery  is  halting,
broken by emotion, yet
each line is still  clear.
You do not need to be
a  professional  actor;
authenticity  is  more
i m p o r t a n t  t h a n
perfect ion.  Third,

consider context. If the
s e r v i c e  i n c l u d e s
religious  elements,  a
secular  poem  may
n e e d  c a r e f u l
placement. But as the
film  demonstrated,  a
well-chosen  poem can
unify  a  diverse  group
of mourners. You might
also  consider  writing
your own poem, using
t h e  s t r u c t u r e  o f
“Funeral  Blues”  as  a
mode l :  s ta r t  w i th
c o m m a n d s  o r
observations about the
wor ld ’s  fa i lu re  to
acknowledge the loss


