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W. H. AUDEN
“MUSÉE DES BEAUX ARTS” 

I.  STRUCTURE:  This two-stanza poem actually has a four-part structure.

A.   Lines 1-4  
1. These lines present the thesis that the great painters—“Old ____________” (2)—
truly understood the nature of human suffering.

2.  They recognized most people typically ignore (or try to ignore) the tribulations of 
others:   “About ___________, they [great artists] were never ________” (1).  

3.  Ironically, this last word is a moralistic term which is used to describe an immoral 
situation, the seeming ________________ of people to the misery of others.

4.  The speaker states that this “________ position” (3; that is, attitude or response) 
toward suffering is normal since most people, caught up in their everyday 
concerns, walk “________” (4; without sensitivity or perception; listlessly) 
through life.  
5.  To prove this thesis about ___________, the speaker structures his discourse 
around three paintings by Pieter Brueghel, the great 16th-century Flemish 
(Belgian) artist.  

6.  Two ironic characteristics of Brueghel’s work are (1) to place the __________ event 
of a painting in an inconspicuous position or (2) to undercut the magnitude of the 
________ shown with unexpected commonplace details.   
B.   Lines 5-9  
1. This section concentrates on _____________ painting The Numbering 
[Census] at Bethlehem from Luke 2:1-5, the account of the nativity of Jesus.  
Brueghel does not use the biblical setting of the birth, but transfers it to 16th-
century Belgium.       
2.  Here _________ (riding on a donkey) and Joseph are lost in the crowd, tucked 
away 
in   the lower part of the canvas.   Except for   his   saw (____________ 
was a 
carpenter), the couple would be indistinguishable from the other minor 
figures in the painting.  
3.  However, one point stands out:   None of the bystanders care about the physical 
_________ of this woman whose due date is at hand or the psychological 
suffering of her worried __________, who is trying to find  a place for his 
pregnant wife to deliver their child.  

4.  Instead, the left side of the painting focuses on a tax collector leaning over a table on 
the porch of the local inn.  (The census was held for tax purposes.) 


Massed around him are people presumably haggling to lower their ________, 
although this is not mentioned in Auden’s poem. 

Given the crowd of people on the porch and at the main entrance to the inn, the 
hostel is obviously full; the implication is that Joseph and _______ will have to 
______ in a barn (not shown in the painting).  
5.  Several people in front of the inn are “_________” bread (4), and in the building’s 
upper level one person is “opening a _________” (4) to air out a room.

In the center and right side of the painting, numerous people are “just 
__________ dully along [probably because of the cold]” (4) across the snow-
covered ground separating about ten buildings.    
6. Receiving even more space than Mary and Joseph are some children in the far 
background, who are “__________  on a _______” (7-8).  
7. The awaited “miraculous ________” (6) of Christ is lost in the hubbub of 
materialism and hedonism of the masses, “who did not specially ________ it 
[the coming of the Savior] to _________” (7).

C.   Lines 9-13  
1.  This section is devoted to a _________ painting by Brueghel, The Massacre of the 
Innocents, based on Matt. 2:16-18.  
2.  The painting shows the soldiers of Herod, King of Judea, brutally piercing with their 
lances the tiny _________ of all boys born in the last two years in the vicinity of 
Bethlehem while their parents frantically try to intervene.

Herod hoped thereby to kill the Messiah (Christ) who, he had learned, had been 
recently _______ there.  
3.  While the first painting had concentrated on a “_____________ birth,” this one 
focuses on death, the “dreadful ___________” (10) of the slaughtered 
innocents.

Note:  The innocent boys of Herod’s wrath are traditionally considered the first 
Christian __________.  
4.   Not only are __________ unfeeling killers oblivious to the pain they are inflicting, 
but Brueghel also incorporated into his painting four romping village dogs that 
amidst the slaughter are getting on with “their ________ life” (12) and the horse 
of one of Herod’s soldiers that is scratching “its  ___________ [notice the irony 
of Auden’s word] behind on a _______” (13).
5.  As the massacre ran “its _________” (10), the playfulness of the dogs and the horse 
absorbed with scratching an itch magnify the inhumanity of the brute-like 
___________.  This realization is the “untidy” truth (11) about human suffering 
which the Old Masters such as Brueghel “never 
_________” (9).
D.   Lines 14-21  
1.  This long section, the second _________ of the poem, is based on a third painting 
by ___________ entitled Landscape with the Fall of Icarus.   
2.  The Icarus story occurs in Greek mythology:   Daedalus, a Greek artist and builder, 
had crafted a pair of ________ out of feathers and wax.   With Daedalus’s 
permission, _________, his late-teen son, strapped them on for a flight.   

Although his father had cautioned Icarus not to _____ too near the sun, which 
could melt the _____, Icarus recklessly ____________.  The _____ melted 
the wax, and Icarus 
fell to his ________ in the sea.
3.  In this painting by Brueghel, as in The Numbering at ____________ discussed 
above, the main subject, Icarus, is almost _________ from the canvas.   
4.  It is only after a person looks at the picture for several moments, reminding 
himself/herself that Icarus must be there somewhere because the painting is 
________ for him, that one notices two “white _______” (18) protruding from 
the _____ in the lower right-hand corner, those of the foolhardy youth.     
5. In the center foreground of the painting, there is a pleasant scene of country life 
where 
a “____________ [farmer]” (15), who is the largest object in the 
painting, guides a plow being pulled by a horse.  

The painting also includes a nearby shepherd tending seventeen sheep (not 
mentioned in Auden’s poem).  

6. In the background of the painting is a large seascape with an “expensive delicate 
[merchant] _______” (19).  

7. The farmer and the people on the ship, the speaker of the poem states, must have  
seen “Something  __________, a boy __________ out of  the sky”  (20).


However, since his suffering, expressed in a “___________” (16), does  not  
directly  affect them,   they   turn   away  “Quite   ____________   from  the 
___________” (15), which was not “an important  __________” (17) to them, 
and “_________” (21) went on with their lives.
8.  Thus the Brueghel painting of the last section of the poem combines the 
“_____________” event (6) of the first painting with the “___________” 
death (10) of 
the second painting:  the “amazing” spectacle of a youth 
plunging “from the _____” to his death (20).
II.  THEMES 

1.  The three paintings by Brueghel support the theme that as long as one is not among 
the suffering, each person is callously _____________ to the suffering of 
others.
2.  A second theme is implied:  the continuance of the ________ race despite horrible 
individual ____________.
III.  STYLE:  TONE AND RHYME.  

1.  The prosaic conversational tone of the poem is seen in such colloquial words and  
expressions as “________ place” (3, instead of “occurs”); “_____ its course” 
(10); “___ on” (12, instead of “continue”); the adjective “________” (12); 
“_________” (13, 
instead of the technical term, “rump”); “________ away” 
(14); “_____ to” (18); and “_____ to”  (21, instead of “reach”). 
2.  This vernacular tone makes the rhyme pattern of the poem go almost unnoticed, just 
as the 
____________ goes unnoticed (or is minimized) in the three paintings.
     (a) The last word of line 1 “wrong” rhymes with “________” (4); “understood” 
(2) with the distant “_______” (8); “place” (3), however, is ___________, the 
only end word not rhymed in the poem.
     (b) In line 5 “waiting” rhymes with “__________” (7); the rhyme for “be” in line 6 is 
much 
delayed, occurring in “_______” (13).

     (c)  In line 9 “forgot” is rhymed two lines later in “_______” (11), which is also the 
span between the rhyme of “course” (10) and “________” (12).

     (d) In the second stanza, lines 14 and 15 rhyme, “_______” and “_____.”  Such 
abutting rhyme is also seen in lines 18 and 19, “________” and “_______.” 
     (e) However, “cry” (16) is distantly rhymes with “_____” (20) as are “shone” (17) 
and “____,” the last word of the poem.       
ANSWER  KEY
I.  Structure 
     Note to teacher on the translation and the pronunciation of the title of the poem:

(a)  Translation of Title:  The French title of the poem translates as the “Museum 
of Fine Arts.”  It is located in Brussels, Belgium, and houses two of the three 
original paintings by the 16th-century Flemish artist Pieter Brueghel mentioned in 
the poem, Landscape with the Fall of Icarus and The Numbering [Census] at 
Bethlehem, and a copy of the third, The Massacre of the Innocents, made by 
Brueghel’s son.  See note IC2 below.
              REPRODUCTIONS OF THE THREE PAINTINGS MAY BE FOUND IN THE 
WIKIPEDIA 
ARTICLE, “MUSÉE DES BEAUX ARTS” (POEM).  YOU MAY 
WISH TO MAKE COPIES OF THEM TO PASS OUT TO YOUR STUDENTS IF 
THEY 
ARE WORKING ON THE POEM IN SMALL GROUPS.   

             (b)  Note on pronunciation of the title:  The title “Musée des Beaux Arts”  is 
pronounced  myoo zay  day  bo zar.  There is a stress on the second syllable of 
“musée” (that is, the “zay”) and on “arts” pronounced as “zar,” or as a rhyme for 
the English word “car,” since z, the final consonant of “Beaux,” is carried over to 
the first syllable of “Arts.”   

The first syllable of “Musée” has the same pronunciation as the first syllable of 
the English word “music”; it is not stressed.  “Beaux,” pronounced as “bo,” or as a 
rhyme for “no,” is not stressed.  Nor is “des,” pronounced as the English word 
“day.”  

 A.

     1.  Masters.
     2.  suffering; wrong.
     3.  indifference (or apathy).
     4.  human; dully.
     5.  suffering.
     6.  central (or principal, main, etc.); event.
B.

     1.  Brueghel’s.
     2.  Mary; Joseph.
     3.  ordeal (or anguish, suffering, distress, etc.); husband.
     4.  taxes; Mary; stay.
     5.  eating; window; walking.
     6.  skating; pond.

Note to teacher:  In Numbering there is a large frozen pond in the background.  
Men carrying bundles or pulling sleds are moving across it.  Some children 
appear to be skating at the back of the pond, just as in the town’s common (the 
center of the painting) some are engaged in a snowball fight).


The presence of the skaters in Numbering renders unnecessary the footnote 
suggestion in certain literary anthologies that here Auden is referring to yet 
another Brueghel painting, Winter Landscape with Skaters and a Bird-Trap.
   7.  birth; want; happen.
C.

     1.  second.
     2.  bodies; born.

 
Note to teacher:  Again in this painting Brueghel transfers the biblical setting to 
his own time; for instance, the soldiers are dressed in Spanish military uniforms 
since Flanders (modern-day Belgium) was ruled by Spain.  In the 1560s its 
Catholic king Philip II ordered his Flanders army to enforce the edict that all 
Protestants there be executed as heretics.  Brueghel’s painting portrays an attack 
upon a Protestant town in Flanders.  

Between 1565 and 1567 Brueghel made two original paintings entitled The 
Massacre of the Innocents.  The one which shows the slain babies is in the 
Museum of Art History in Vienna, Austria.  A second that tones down the 
violence and replaces the young corpses with geese is in the British Royal 
Collection at Hampton Court in London. 

The Massacre painting that Auden would have seen in the Museum of Fine Arts 
in Brussels is a copy of the Brueghel original featuring the slaughtered male 
children, not the geese.  As noted above it was painted by Brueghel’s son, Pieter 
Brueghel the Younger, probably in the 1610s, and purchased by the Brussels 
museum in 1830. 
     3.  miraculous; martyrdom ; martyrs.
     4.  Herod’s; doggy; innocent; tree. 
 
    
Note to teacher:  In Brueghel’s painting, there is a fifth dog—a mastiff—being 
held by a civilian assisting Herod’s soldiers.  

There are around thirty horses in the painting, but none is rubbing its rump 
against a tree.  The critic Arthur Kinney, 
who first noted the use of other Brueghel 
paintings beside Icarus mentioned in line 14, contends the scratching horse must 
be the one in the lower right side of the painting, yet its rump is nowhere near the 
tree.


What is most probable is that Auden remembered there are many horses in the 
painting, at least three of which are tied to and nuzzling (or scratching their 
forehead against) trees.  The horses are basically portrayed as impassive 
participants in the massacre:  To 
magnify this ironic disconcertion, Auden 
rendered this nuzzling as rump-scratching.                  

     5.  course; soldiers; forgot. 
D.

     1.  stanza; Brueghel.
     2.  wings; Icarus; fly; wax; disobeyed; sun; death.    
     3.  Bethlehem; absent (or missing).
     4.  named; legs; sea.
     5.  ploughman.
     6.  ship.
     7.  amazing; falling; forsaken; leisurely; disaster; failure; calmly.
     8.  miraculous; dreadful; sky.
 II.  Themes

     1.  indifferent.
     2.  human; suffering.
III.  Style:  Tone and Rhyme

     1.  takes; run; go; doggy; behind; turns; had; get.
     2.  suffering.
          (a)  along; wood; unrhymed. 
          (b)  skating; tree.
          (c)  spot; horse.
          (d)  away; may; green; seen.

          (e)  sky; on.  

NOTE ON AUDEN
1.  W. H. Auden (1907-1973) was the major poet writing in English from the 1940s to the 
1960s.  

It was Auden who gave the name for the period after the development of atomic 
and nuclear weapons:  “The Age of Anxiety.”

2.  Born in England, he became an American citizen in 1946.

3.  His poetry shows the influence of three other major twentieth-century figures:

     (a) Sigmund Freud, the renowned Austrian psychologist, influenced two major 
themes in Auden’s poetry: rebellion against conformity and exploration of 
emotional repression.

     (b) W. B. Yeats, the greatest poet writing in English during the twentieth 
century, influenced Auden’s reflective poems in which the personal and the 
public interact. 

     (c) T. S. Eliot, the most influential English poet of the twentieth century and arguably 
second in greatness to Yeats, had an impact on Auden’s treatment of cultural 
decay and dehumanization in the 
modern world.

     4. Stylistic aspects of Auden’s poetry include the following:

     (a)  He uses much irony and understatement.

     (b) His poetic vocabulary mixes colloquial with academic language and abstract 
words with concrete ones.

     (c)  He employs aspects of both traditional verse (rhyme, rhythm, stanzaic divisions, 
etc.) and of free verse (the absence of fixed patterns in each of these poetic areas).
