
When a just man dies,
Lamentation and praise,
Sorrow and joy, are one.

Why then, why there,
Why thus, we cry, did he die?
The heavens are silent.

What he was, he was:
What he is fated to become
Depends on us

Remembering his death,
How we choose to live
Will decide its meaning.

When a just man dies,
Lamentation and praise,
Sorrow and joy, are one.

 — W. H. Auden, 1964

O CAPTAIN! my Captain! our fearful trip is done;  
The ship has weather’d every rack, the prize we sought is won;  
The port is near, the bells I hear, the people all exulting,  
While follow eyes the steady keel, the vessel grim and daring:  
    But O heart! heart! heart!          
      O the bleeding drops of red,  
        Where on the deck my Captain lies,  
          Fallen cold and dead.  

O Captain! my Captain! rise up and hear the bells;  
Rise up—for you the flag is flung—for you the bugle trills;   
For you bouquets and ribbon’d wreaths—for you the shores a-crowding;  
For you they call, the swaying mass, their eager faces turning;  
    Here Captain! dear father!  
      This arm beneath your head;  
        It is some dream that on the deck,   
          You’ve fallen cold and dead.  
  
My Captain does not answer, his lips are pale and still;  
My father does not feel my arm, he has no pulse nor will;  
The ship is anchor’d safe and sound, its voyage closed and done;  
From fearful trip, the victor ship, comes in with object won;   
    Exult, O shores, and ring, O bells!  
      But I, with mournful tread,  
        Walk the deck my Captain lies,  
          Fallen cold and dead.  

      – Walt Whitman, 1865

Abraham Lincoln (1809-1865)
John F. Kennedy (1917-1963)

O Captain! My Captain!

Elegy for J.F.K.

* rack = strong wind
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1. “O Captain! My Captain” is an extended metaphor, as Whitman symbolically 
connects the death of the sea captain to the assassination of Abraham Lincoln on 
April 14, 1865, just five days after the end of the Civil War. Looking at the poem 
through the lens of the extended metaphor, explain what Whitman intends each 
of the following items to represent:
 a. “our fearful trip” (line 1) 
 b. “the prize” (line 2) 

5. Whitman uses rhyming couplets, but he intentionally breaks the flow and pattern 
of the couplets in the last four lines of each stanza. Notice that if you added line 6 
to the end of line 5 and line 8 to the end of line 7 that you would have a regular 
rhyming couplet structure throughout the entire poem. Notice, too, that rhymes are 
sometimes perfect (ex: “done” and “won”), but other times the rhymes are slant or 
near (ex: “bells” and “trills”). Why, do you suppose, Whitman decided to subtly 
break the traditional pattern?  

6. In “Elegy for J.F.K.,” Auden presents a similar theme, but builds his poem with a 
leaner, more sparse style. Can you find any pattern 
to the rhyme or meter he uses? How does this 
help emphasize the poem’s theme? 

7. Auden mentions that both sorrow and 
joy are felt at the same time as people 
grieve. What would be joyful about 
such a tragic time? 

8. Look at the last line of the first and last 
stanza in each poem. What technique 
is being used here by both poets? What 
effect does this technique create for the 
reader? 

9. Which poem did you find to be more effective in relaying the sorrow of the 
speaker? Explain why. 

c. “the vessel” (line 4) 
d. “the swaying mass” (line 12) 

2. Explain the 
emotional contrast 
between the sailor 
and the people on 
the dock. What 
point is Whitman 
trying to empha-
size by presenting 
this contrast? 

3. Does Whitman think the country will heal from the wounds left by the Civil War 
and the assassination of Lincoln? How do you know? Cite a line from the poem 
that supports your stance. 

4. Some experts have noted that the sailor in Whitman’s poem travels quickly 
through several psychological stages of grief that people experience when some-
one they love dies suddenly. Look closely at the last four lines of each of the three 
stanzas and explain the different reactions that we see the sailor experience. 

“O Captain! 

“Elegy for J.F.K.”

My Captain!” 

Questions

Record your answers on a separate sheet of paper. 
You must answer in complete, thoughtful sentences.


