
F R 0 • J H YTH TO A L L E G 0 R Y1 

A STUDY OF THE POETRY OF W. H. AUDEN , liiTH 

SPECIAL REFERENCE TO THE POET ' S INTENTION 

by 

I . M. BELL 

A T~~IS SUBMITTED IN CONFORMITY WITH THE REQUIRE~iENTS 

FOR THE DEGREE OF 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

IN THE DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH 

at 

RHODES UNIVERSITY 

GRAHANSTOWN 

1968 



ACKNOWLEDGEHENTS 

This study was begun after a stimulating course 

in ~nglish honours had re-awru{ened academic interests 

dormant for some twenty years. 

I must thank Professor Edward Davis and the 

staff of the ~glish Department of Rhodes University, 

Port Elizabeth Branch, (as it was then) for bridging 

this gap in study so painlessly and pleasantly. It is 

a difficult task , when trained in the belles-lettres 

approach to criticism, to have to undertruce a piece of' 

close analysis , and I am especially grateful to Dr. Tony 

Voss , for the time and trouble he took in clearing up 

the difficulties arising from this. 

I am grateful to Nr. Auden h..imself for taking 

me off an entirely wrong tack at the beginning and 

putting me on what I hope has turned out to be the right 

one . I must also thank Professor ~1unroe K. Spears of' 

Rice University, Houston, Texas; Professor Richard 

Hoggart of The University; Birmingham; and Mr. R . G. Cox 

of the University of ~mnchester , for helpful and 

ii 



encouraging letters . My fellow stude~t in the honours 

class , Mrs. Joan Gillmer , was the gre~test help in 

"talking out" knotty problems , particul.arly in the 

theological field , and I am grateful to her for much 

good advice . 

My particular gratitude goes to Mr. Reuben 

Musiker and the staff of the library at Rhodes University. 

At present Auden is the subject of m~ch literary 

discussion and critical writing, especially in America , 

and Mr. Musiker went to a great deal. of' trouble in 

obtaLning my often- difficult require~ents from various 

quarters . I must also thank Rhodes University for the 

bursary which covered most of these expenses. 

I should like to thank Professor Guy Butler for 

all his help in the capacity of supervisor. He made 

several most valuable suggestions and it is to him that 

I owe the idea of' studying Auden ' s Poetry with particular 

reference to the poet ' s intention. 

Finally I should like to add that this study is 

the fulfiLment of many years ' ambition to make a proper 

study of Auden ' s poetry. He is a Poet who attracted my 

passionate interest while I was still at school , and 

who has held it ever since. 

iii 



CONTENTS 

Pa ge 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ••••••• • •••••••••• • ••••••••••••• ii 

INTRODUCTION •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• ~ 

Chapter 

I . 
II . 

III . 

IV . 

v. 

VI . 

VII . 

VIII . 

IX. 

x. 

PART I 

Coming out o f me ~iving is a~ways t hinking 
'Ihinking changing and changing ~i ving. 

POET AS CRITIC ••••••• • •••••••••••••••••• 

PUBLIC ~rrTH ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

PRIVATE MYTH •••••••• • ••••••••••••••••••• 
FIRST POEMS AND PAID ON BOTH SIDES •••••• 

TilE ORA TORS • •••• • • •••• • • • • •• •• •• • • • • • ••• 

P A R T I I 

In t he prison of hie days 
Teaoh the free man h ow to prai se . 

CHANGING ATTITUDES WITHIN THE MYTH • • • • • • 
FROM MYTH TO ALLEGORY • •• •• • ••••••••••••• 

LONG POEMS •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

MORE LONG POEMS AND LATER BOOKS ••••••••• 

LATEST POEMS t CONCLUSION •••••••••••• • ••• 

7 
)2 

5 0 

7~ 

97 

~)6 

~69 

205 

241 

277 

APPENDIX • • • •••••• • • ••• •• • • • •••• • • ••••• • • • • • • • • • • 299 

BIBLIOGRAPHY •• • •••• •• ••••••• • •• • ••••••••• • •••••• )09 

iv 



INTRODUCTION 

The more attentively Auden ' s poetry is studied, 

the more one critical problem emerges . How can the poet 

of the • twenties and ' thirties be reconciled with the 

poet of the last three decades? "We ' ve all got to come 

to terms with the later Auden" writes Professor Richard 

1 Hoggart , but he does not explain how. The man who 

wrote the pungent early poetry with its constant re-

iteration of warnings to a sick society that what was 

needed was 

" • • • death, death of the grain , our death 
Death of the old gang ••• "2 

before it could achieve "new styles of architecture , a 

change of heart"3 , seems an.entirely different person 

from the man who is on the side of Authority to-dayJ 

that is to say in so far as Auden can ever be said to 

be definitely on one side or another. How can the man 

1
In a letter to the present writer, (3rd May , l965) . 

2 Col1ected Shorter Poems , p. 84. {Poems 1930. XVI) . 
(Publication details o f Auden ' s own work are 
given in the reference list at the end of this 
essay) . 

3~, P• 120. (Poems 1930, XXX) 
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who wrote in .l.::J39 11\.'e must love one another or die"1 

("because he wrote those words 11 says .b.Ivl • .Forster , "he 

can command me to follow him 11 ) 
2 

-- be the same man 

who deleted the stanza containing those lines from 

the collected canon of' hi.s verse in 1944?3 Can we 

support John Hander when he tries to defend Auden 

against the charge of being a political renegade4 

or answer Philip Larkin ' s cri-de-coeur "What's become 

o:f wystan? 11 in a regretful reviow of' Homage to Cl.io 

written in 1960?"5 

:rn trying to solve these prob.lems, it must 

be remembered that Auden has now been writing poetry 

:for :forty years, and that he practises his art pro• 

f'essi.onally; that is to say, he earns his living by 

writing. ~owadays no doubt, his critical essays and 

reviews, editing of ~-thologies, lectures, translations and 

all. the work done in response to the demands made on an 

1 "1 September, 1939", Another Time, P• 112. 

2 "Two Cheers for Democracy, (Londont .&::lward 
Arnol.d and Co. , 1951), P • 275. 

3And who has omitted the entire poem in his 
1967 Collected Shorter Poems , 1927 • 1957. 

4The Writer and Co~nitment, (London: Seeker 
and Warbur6, 19ol) , PP• 25 -- 65. 

5Spectator, (July 15th, 1960). PP• 10~--105. 



established poet
1
represent the more profitable side o£ 

his work. Auden says as much himsel£a 

It is a sad £act about our culture· that a poet 
can earn more money writing or talking about his 
art than he can by practising it. All the poems 
I have written were written for lovea naturally 
when I have written one , I try and market it , but 
the prospect o£ a market played no part in its 
writing. On the other hand I have never \'lritten 
a lu1e of criticism except in response to a demand 
by others for a lecture , an introduction, a review 
etc.a though I hope some love went into their 

1 writing, I wrote them because I needed the money. 

All the poems I have written were written for 

~; in these w·ords lies one of the main connecting 

J 

l.inks between the "two" poets , for Auden might have added 

that they were written about love too. lfhether it is 

the ' love • of the early poems or the capitalised •Love • 

of the later work , there is no hard and fast distinction 

between them, for there is a prophetic hint of Agape in 

the former while ~ros is not excluded from the latter. 

The early Auden , in common with his friends Spender , 

Day Lewis and Macneice , thought that the cure of Society ' s 

malaise in the • thirties l-ias to be found in pol.i tical. 

change; and that Utopias could be built on earth by 

revolutionary means , though even then he had reservations 

about it; his ' love • was not by any means simpl.y another 

l. 
li'oreword to The .Jyer 1 s Hand, (unnumbered paiTe) . 
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name f'or the politica~ brotherhood of man. The later 

Auden, analysing man in society in the same clinical 

way , f':lnds the answer in the f'a therhood of GodJ by the 

same token this has much to do with the true brotherhood 

of man. 

This study hopes to show, by a critical comparison 

of poems taken f'rom dif'ferent stages of' his career, that 

Auden is a poet -- and a major poet -- who has developed 

consistently along lines that may be discerned f'rom his 

earliest poemsJ that he has never turned his back upon 

his original ideas but simply expanded them and made 

them coherent in the light of' new belief's. It will be 

suggested that Auden, very early in his career, formu-

lated out of these ideas a modern mythology on which he 

drew heavily for symbols and images to il~ustrate his 

poems and the extensive documentation of' this mythology 

here offered has not , as far as the present writer is 

aware , been attempted before. Sir Helbert Read has said 

1 that the poet "is a man who creates h is own myths" , 

·which may be as contemporary as their creator , for 

• • • the farther science penetrates into the 
mystery of' life , the more it moves into a mytho­
logical world. I refer more particularly to the 
science of the individual psyche where all 

111Myth, Dream & Poem" The Nature of Literature. 
(New Yorks Horizon Press, 1956), p. 102. 



science culminatesf £or we know nothing unless 
we know ourselves. And the more we learn 
about ourselves by the objective methods of 
observation and analysis, the more we realise 
that our knowledge is already crystallised in 
the ancient myths. Nowhere do we meet these 
myths playing so vital a part as in the pages 

5 

of Freud. Myths that were dead are alive aga~ 
• • • Oedipus lives again, and ElectraJ and Eros 
has been revived to indicate that our poor words, 
sex and love, no longer adequately represent 
the force and necessity of our most passionate 
inatincts.l 

In his later period, it is contended here that Auden 

has retained most of the symbols drawn £rom his personal 

myth and simply given them an allegorical reference by 

fitting them into a specifically Christian framework. 

But his intention has been consistently the sameJ to 

make man recognise his own face reflected in the mirror 

of art. Again, as far as the present writer is aware, 

a study of Auden•s work in the light o£ this intention 

has not so far been made. 

It must be realised that Auden has always been 

a divided artistJ the poet and the preacher, the genius 

and the apostle, the Freudian and the Existentialist, 

the man and the mask. In all these guises he has 

pursued in hi.s poetry and is still pursuing, the 

quest or pilgrimage described by Paul Tillicha 

1 .Hyth, Dream and Poem", P• 102. 



I'he ~i.s<lom of' all ages and ot: a.11 continents 
speaKs aUout the road to our depth • • • llut 
all those who havo beon concerned • • • with 
that road • • • have vi tnessed to the same 
experience. Thoy have fow1d that they were 
not "What they believed themsolves to be eyen 
a£ter a deeper level had appeared to them 
bol.ov tha vanishing auri'a.co. 'l'hat doeper 
l.evol. was discovered, thit'! llappeni.~4t. asain 
and aeai.n, as long ns their very lives, as .1 
.tong as they kept on the road to their depth. 

6 

1The Shaking of' the ... "oundations, :first publ.:ished 
1949, (London: Pelican Books, 1962), P• 6J. 



CHAPTER~ 

POET AS CRITIC 

Art in ~tention is mimesis 
But rea~ised, the intention ceases 
Art is not 1ife and cannot be 
A midwife to society 
For art is a fait accomp~i. 
What they shou~d do , or how or when 
Life order comes to ~iving men 
It cannot say, for it presents 
A1ready lived experience.~ 

Host of Auden ' s critical theory is embodied in 

these ~ines from New Year Letter , which was pub~ished 

in ~94~. Since then his views have been e~aborated and 

a~ost codified in his co~~ected essays , published under 

the tit~e of The pyer •s Hand in 19'~ but they reiterate 

the same themes. The Page Barbour lectures which he 

de1ivered at the University of Virginia, and which were 

pub~ished under the tit~e of The Enchaf~d F~ood, or the 

Romantic Iconography of the Sea, are rea11y too specific 

in character to be of much va1ue in a genera~ discussion 

of his critic c.1. theory. They are an interesting examp~e 

of archetypa1 criticism, discussing and analysing as 

~Lines 76 -- 84. PP• 19 -- 20. 

- 7 -
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they do the symbols and symbolic clusters used by the 

Romantic poets in general and by Wordsworth in parti-

cularJ but it i.e of interest to us in this essay only 

in so far as some of these symbols are recurring 

favourites in Auden ' s own poetry, especially those of 

the Sea and the Desert. R.G. Cox sketches the main 

themes of these lectures in his review o f the boolu 

In general Mr. Auden is concerned with certain 
special ways of thinking and feeling exhibited 
in the poetic symbolism of the Romantic period, 
regarded as lasting rough1y from 1770 to 1914. 
Starting from Wordsworth ' s dream, recounted in 
Book V of The Prelude, he notes in it three 
pairs of aymbolSJ the Desert and the Seaa the 
Stone of abstract geometry , and the Shell of 
imagination; the two aspects of the hero , part 
Bedouin (Ishmael) and part oon Quixote. Eact.L 
of the book ' s three sections takes as ite text 
one of these pairs . Discussing first the Sea 
and the Desert as they appeared in earlier 
literature , ~~ . Auden distinguishes their 
special significance for the Romantics, the sea 
as "primitive potential power , the desert as 
actual. is ed tri vi.a.li ty. " The various meanings 
of the Stone and the Shell lead to discussion 
of Blake ' s attack on the Newtonian view of the 
universe , the l~mantic reaction from eighteenth 
century aesthetic t heory with its new stress on 
imagination, and £in\1l~to a ~st~em~t_._of thfu 

th'-c' cU,A;t·c t:o Ut\ll-"''""- ht.. lvx,.o .--<.....,Y"t...~< dil.emma of the J.toman :~.c l.ero, o o tweenf\."&n 
desire for transcendant stable reality, both 
impossib~e for man. The ~ast ~ection i~ a study 
of the Romantic hero , in relation t o the two 
type- figures of Ishmael , the self-conscious 
wanderer and outcast, and Don Quixote , seen by 
Mr. Auden as the self-forgetful, fUlly committed 
religious hero. In the last analysis the 1 Romantic hero was the artist himself • • • 

..... ".Auden as 0ri tic and Foet" , Scrutiny XVIII • 
(1951), P• 158. 



Cleanth Brook? , who con~i.ders Auden to be a 

fine critic• 11nk~ The Bnoha£4d Flood with tho maLn 

body o'£ Aud n•a cr.itici.am u represented in The PYer•s 

Uand by pointing out that all Auden 'a criti.ciam J.a in 

£act archetypal in nature becau.ae of 

l::l;.l.a seneral interest in psychology and the 
recurrent psychological patt rna that underlie 
th.e literary gen" • • • l. 

9 

and when we have learned to l.Dlderatand the mythologJ.cal 

baokBrOund behind all Audeu'a wri.t~. thia point becomes 

obvious. I:f aome of hi osaaya. publiahed in onthol.o~ea 

and l.:l terary journala - - f'or ezomple.. Psxchol.oe;x and Art 

2 To-day • • aro sligbtly di££erent 1n character £rom the 

bulk of' his cri tJ.cJ.am a.a ua bled in the book, they are 

only another aepe-ct of the same genora1 th •· 

:It should be ueet'ul.. J.n . the first chapter o:f 

thia eaaay. to try and clari.:f"y l:ds main po1.ntaJ in 

subaequont chaptu-s it ahoul.d then be poaaible by wor!Ung 

more or l.eaa chronolog1cal.l.y 'through the poema. to ee 

in wbat respects the theory ari.aea !'rom his own poetic 

practice . and how it gives unity to the early and later 

poema. 

l:n an in·tereat:Lng essay on Aw:ten-' John Ba.yl-':'y 

1 •-w.H. Auden as a Critic"• Ken;yon Review. -:y; ·No,~b, 
(~inter. 1964) , P• 177. 

2The Arts To-day. Ed. G. Grigson. (London~ Lane • .19)5) 
------~ 

3Included in The Romantic Survival (London1 Constab~e. 
19.57)· 



says a 

The who~e tenor of Auden •s critica~ pronounce­
ments on poetry ( and this was written before 
the collected evidence of The pyor ' s Hand was 
there to confirm i () has been to intply a 
separation of the poet as Poet , and as a 
responsib~e socia~ being commanded lo ~ove 
his neighbour and behave properly, and do 
what he can to estab~ish what Auden calls 
the Just City. The poet can indu~ge in ~1 
the romantic attitudes; the man must 1 conform to the c~assical moral pattern. 

~0 

This P~atonic dua~ism, Bayley goes on to say , was echoed 

by Bacon and by Romantic poets like Poe and Houseman , 

and stressed again and again by Auden, who sees Art as 

a mirror world, exactly the image of the real world 

except that it does not rea~ly exist . As Caliban says 

of' Art in '!'he Sea and t he 1-lirror 1 

All the vo~untary movements are possible -­
crawling through flues and old sewers, 
sauntering past shop f'ronts, tiptoeing 
through quicksands and mined areas , running 
through derelict factories and a cross empty 
p~ains , • • all the modes of transport are 
availab~e, but any sense of direction, any 
knowledge of' where on earth one has come f'rom 
or where on earth one is going to, is comp l etely 
absent.2 

Au den returns to this theme again and again , 

£or the separation of art from lire is the cardinal 

point of his criticism and is vital to any understanding 

of' his poetry, early or late . It is not , of' course, 

~The Romantic Survival , P• 135. 
... . 
.;."The Sea and the l-1irror 11 , l"or the Time Being, 

PP• 53--54. 



something new or start1ing• but the stress 1aid on it 

by Auden is signi:fican t . Art and life are twin worlds , 

one a rep1ica of the other, but the wor1d of art , the 

:fait accompli , is :frozen at the point of time at which 

it represented the rea1 world, which moves on about its 

business leaving the represented moment behind it. It 

is life that is important. If' art. which is essentia1ly 

:frivolous in character , on1y succeeds in making this 

c1ear, :for Audcn it wi11 have ~:filled its main task. 

The Dyer ' s Hand co.ntai.ns essays on every con­

ceivable subject. all centered around this basic theme. 

His advice to aspirant poets is interesting, reflecting 

as it does his own experience. They must be fluent in 

Hebrew and Greek, and learn thousands of' lines o:f poetry 

by heartJ they are :forbidden to read literary criticism, 

but must take courses in prosody, rhetoric , mythology , 

philology, geo1ogy and cooking. They must be able to 

make and maintain a gardenJ they must keep pets.1 This 

is not flippancy on Auden 1 s part , :for it underlines his 

repeated stressing of the freedom and unrea1ity of art 

when set against the moral absolutes of living. 

This a ttitude of a "literary manichee" , as Bayley 

1 "The Poet and the City" , The Dyer ' s Hand , P• 77 

11 
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~ 
ca~1s him Ln another essay is present in every aspect 

o~ his criticism, as it is in everything that Auden 

writes. Bay1ey stresses Auden ' s continua~ preoccupation 

with the dua1ism between words as objects o~ p~ay and 

cra:ft , and as ways o~ rea1ising meaning and :f'ee~ing. 

Both the wor1d o~ art and the rea~ wor~d he sub-divides 

a~ and again; into Eden and the New Jerusal.em, or 

Dingl.ey ilel.l. and the lt'l.eet prison, or the Frivol.ous e:md 

the Barnest. In a11 thi!l , he is probab1y gu.i1ty of' 

over-simpl.i.f'ication, bu·t; it has the great advantage of' 

making ~or critical. ~orth-rightness , with an emphasis 

on moral. judgement which, as Bayl.cy says , 11would have 

pleased Dr. Johnson and should even satisfy nr. Leavis". 2 

Auden is , it seems , trying to carry out the task o~ the 

artist as he diagnosed it in 1941 when he wroteJ 

To set in order -- that ' s the task 
Both Bros and Apoll.o ask; 
For art and li~e agree in this 
That each intends a synthesis.3 

And he tries to achieve this synthesis by dividing them 

into these opposing pairs and then maintetning a del.i-

cate critical. bal.ance between the resu1ting dichotomies . 

1
"0Ur r•orthern Manichee" , .Encounter ~.1 ( .1.963) , 
P• 74, to which the present writer is ~debted 
~or some ideas in this chapter~ 

2 Ib. ~ 75 :La, P• • 

JNew Year Letter, p. 19. 



He has some inter esting things to say about t he 

difficu~ties facing the artist today. First~y , he says , 

the artist has to c ontend with the modern loss of bel ief 

i n the e·t;ernity o:f the phys.ica1 universe; with this 

medieval myth wrested from h.im "it i.s difficult for a 

modern artist to believe he can mak e an enduru1g object 

when he has no model of' endurance to go by" • 1 Secondly, 

he must i'ace another loss of' belief', this t.ime " . • • • J.D. 

2 the significance and reality of' sensory phenomena 11 , and 

thirdly, today there is a lack of' continuity in human 

values , so that "the arti5t no longer has any ass uranc e , 

when he makes something, that even the next generation 

will find it enjoyable or comprehensible 11 ., 3 In conse­

quence of' this tf ( the artisiJ cannot help desiring an 

iw.mediate success with all the danger to his integrit y 

which that implies 11
•
4 He has hinwelf' , he admits 

Time and again • •• slubbered through 
with slip and slapdash what I do . 5 

and the reason for this , as he says in the Notes , is that 

"the characteristic vice of' the l>Triter tod~y i.s over-

1 "The Poet and the City" , The .l)ye1" ' s Hand, p . 7 8 

2
Ibid, P • 79 • 

3Ibi.d , 

4Ibi.d . 

5New Year Letter , p . 24. 
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production, and the major cause of over-production is a 

1 need f'or money". 

FourtJuy , Auden says that the public reaba can 

no longGr be regarded as the sphere o£ revelatory personal 

deeds J even the Greel.:s • it seems , had tlwir I-!anichean 

problemas 

To the Greeks the Private Realm was the sphere 
of' life rulod by the necessity of sustaining 
life , &Ld the ~tblic Realm the sphere of 
f'reeuom where a man could disclose himself to 
others . Today ••• it is reverseda public 
life is the necessary impersona1 life , the 
place loJhere a man f'ul.f'il.s his soc:!.al i'm1cti.on, 
and it is in his private life that he is free 
to be his personal se1f'. 2 

In a poem called 11A IIouschoJ.d" Auden mal.:es this point 

again; a bus~.u.css man (but it appl.ies . of' course , to 

poets as wel.l} is talking complacently to his bus1ness 

friends at luncheon about his brave J.ittl.e son and his 

dear ol.d mother. lie drives home afterwards , 

To be avoided by a miserable runt 
\fuo wets his bed , and cannot throw or whistle; 
A ·tell- tale • a crybaby, a f'ail.ure s 

To the wailings of' a slatternly hag 
1~'ho caches bottles in her mattress , spi·'":s 
and shouts obscenities f'rom the lan.uing; 

Worse , to ~ind in both an mllLoly ~l.iance 1 
Youth stealing Age the liquor cupboard key/ 
Age teaching Youth to lie with a straight face ~ 

]. 
Ne'l'l Year Letter, P• 93 

211 'l'he Poet and the City " , The .Dyer ' s Hand, p. 80 



Disgraces to keep hidden f'rorn the '\'l'orld 
\/here rivals , envying his enerBY and brains 
And with rattling skeletons of their own , 
l'lou~d see in him the vi~lain of' this household , 
\¥hose bull-voice scared a sensi tivc young child1 
Whose coldness drove a doting parent mad. l 

15 

In typica1 Auden fashion at the end of' the poem he shows 

yet another aspect of' the Private Rea~, for the man 

suspects that ~thin his own household there is a further 

divisionJ he suspects 

It is for his sake that thoy hate and f'ear him~ 

Should they tmmask, and show· themselves l'lOrth lovi.llgJ 
Loving and sane and manly

1 
he woul.d die. 2 

Because the man of' action now keeps llis real life 

to himself, the arts , especially literatt~e , have lost 

him as their traditional human subject . Speaking of' him 

as the doer of public deeds , Auden is using the word 

public in its Kierkegaardian sense; a man "belongs to 

the public at moments when he is nothing else, since 

when he really is what he is , he doos not :form pa.rt of' 

the public".J His conclusion is of' particular interest 

to South Africans f'or , he says , poets lead~g their real 

lives in private in the world of' today, in eddition to 

being singularly ill- equipped to understand politics or 

economics , are no longer callers to political revolution 

~~ones , PP• 52--53 
2 
~' P• 53 

3"The Poet and the City" , The .Dyer ' s Hand, p. 82 
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:for they are not men of' action and in any case he says 

rtToday there is only one genuine 'tvorl.d-wide revolutionary 

issue , racial. equa1ity" .
1 

Because of this theory we 

unfortunately have no pooms from l~ on the subject . 

It might have sparked of'f' a masterpiece :.~.·rom the Auden 

of thirty years ago. 

Because Auden believes that literature is less 

important than l.ife, and therefore need not be taken 

seriously, he is undemandingl.y tolerant of his :fellow 

writers . His essay on Lawrence, f'or instance, "'hose 

viewpoint one wo~d expect him to dislike intenscly,
2 

is one of the best in the book. Lawrence has even w.anaged 

to stay whole; Auden says: 

There are a f'ew writers like Blake and 
..i.J.H. Lawrence (and Auden himself' J who are 
both artists and apostles • • • readers 
who :find something of' value i.n their 
message will attach unique importance to 
their writings because they cannot :f'ind it 
anywhere else • .3 

But , says Auden, when you have absorbed the impact o:f' 

t he message and you then re-read the apostle ~Titer 

simply as an artist , the first excitement "''lill never 

be recaptured' 

1. "The Poet and the City" , The .Dyer ' s Hand, p . 87 

2 At the time of writing this essay, that is; 
Lawrence was one of' the most power~ influences 
on the early Auden. 

3"D . H. Lawrence" , The Dyer' s Hand , P • 278 



• •• once I have learned his message . I 
cease to be interested in a messenger , and 
should I later como to think h.i.s message 
false or misleading, I s~l. remember him 
with resentment and u:istaste" . l 
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This :is particularly interesting in the l:igh·t 

of' Auden ' s own practice; as he later f'el. t his own early 

message to have been ":fa1se or m:is1eading" he has 

" altered some of his earlier poetry before i.nc\,ding it 

i.n the Collected Shorter Poems published i.n 1.950. Hany 

meretricious reas_ons have been attributed to him ;for 

doing so, by critics in general -.;vho call him trai. t or, 

and by the late l'rof'essor J 'oseph Uarren lleach in parti­

cul.al." 1 who wro-te a whole book about it . 2 Auden expl.; .. d.ns 

it himself' in his introduction to Dag Hammarskjold ' s 

Marlcin~s (which ho also translated in collaboration 

lvi th Sjoberg). His reasons appear peri'ectly valid. 

mcplain:ing that Hammarskjold had altered some of' his 

own earlier work he says: 

Some people will conden1n such retrospective 
revisions •• • merely as dishonest , but they 
are mistaken. I am sure it is everyone ' s 
experience , as it has been mine , that ~y 
1 di.scovery ' we make about ours~lves or the 
meaning of' life is never , like a scientific 
discovery , a coming upon something entirely 
new and unsuspected; it is , rather , the 
coming to conscious recognition of' something 

Lawrence" , The Qyer' s Hand , P• 278. 

2The Hal<:i.ng of' the Auden Canon , (University 
of' I•linnesota I"r·ess , 19§7). 



which we really knew all the timt; , but 
because we were unliilling or unable to 
:formulate it correctly , ,.,e did not hitherto 
la1.ow ~~e knew. I:f we desire to re-write things 
\ore wrote when we were yotmt,;er , it is because 
we :feel tl1.at they are :false ~1u were false at 
the ti.111e we wrote them; what , in fact , our 
real experience was , we were at the tiruc 
unw-:i..lling or unable to say. To al..L experiences 
other than purely sensory ones , the maxim credo 
ut intellieam appl:ies.l 

In a situation of' this kin<.:. , hindsi~ht seems not 

only perf'ectly allowable but commendable . Auden puts 

:f'or\'laxd the sruae theory in the only poem he has ,n~.itten 

lvhich deals spec:i:f:ically w·i th his conversion (or re-
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conversion, for he was brought up as an orthodox .ul&lican) . 

Cal.led "The Prophets 11 it begins , 11 l1erhaps I always L.ncw 

what they were say:i.ll&n /~ and one of' the purposes ol' this 

essay is to sholi that he was at any rate aware of thc:ir 

voices all alonb• 

Auden divides a poem into the "contraption" and 

"the sort of' guy (who) is inside it 11
, while , usint; tl"e 

mythology of' The Tempest , as he does i.n. The Sea and the 

~iirror, he also divides poetry (a.."'ld poets) into yot 

another two classes , distinb~shing this time between 

1 Introduction to Uarkings ,. by Dag llanunarskj o ld, 
translated by Sjoberg and Auden with a fore­
word by Auden. {London: Faber & Faber , 1964) , 
PP• 1.5--lG. 

2 Collected Shorter Poems , pp . 112--113. 
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Ar:iel-tiominatocl anu Prosporo-clolld.nated poetry. This 

seems to oean much the srune as De Qub~cy ' s distinction 

between the literature o£ power rutd the literature of 

knowledge . Ari~l is the word mru~or, or the contruptor; 

Prospero the experience or thought about which Ariel is 

writing. Thi..s veroal element , or A.r:i.o1 , beautiful though 

it may be • will. always be :tess important than tho ide~t. , 

personified in Prospero , which ~uden has cal.led "sacred" . 

His olm poetry seerus a good example of a jud:iciou.;; balance 

between these two nrythol.ogica:t f'it>ures , for he is ac:mow-

l.edgod by most critics to be a "contraptor" par excell.once , 

at home in almost ar.Ly poetic pattern of' rhyme and ~:,~llab.le . 

But Ariel does not ho~d a ~sconcerting bal.ru1ce over 

Prospero because Auden is a..lso predominantly a poet l'il.l.o 

is moved to \a-i.te poetry by :ideas, us1.1a.l.ly put forward 

under a nrythological or allegorical disguiso , and those 

:ideas are not obscured by the finely-wrought "contre~.pt:ion" 

whi.ch contains them. 

Bayley says that Auden :is like Shakespearea 

•• • in his £reedom as a contraptor, in the 
sense in whi.ch both are entire.ly agile in 
composition, and absolutely emancipated 
~ecause we know nothing o£ their inner life 

1 and real ;feelings] f'rom the condi t:i.ons of' l.ii'c . 

The completed poems of' both these poets , '~hich are 

f'i.n:i.shed and hung in the mi.rror world of art , may be 

1 .b.ncounter, XXI. P• 76 
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unthinkinG, but they are what makes the real. world think. 

Of the arts , only music is exempt from the Prospera/ 

Ariel. dualism. Audon says in "The Composer" , first 

publ.ished i.n Penguin Ne·w- \iriti.ng in 19.39 a 

All others transl.atea the painter skotches 
A visible world to love or reject; 
Rununaging into his livinG, the poet £etches 
The images out that hurt and connect . 

From lif'e to Art by painstaking adaption1 
Relying on us to cover the rift; 
Only your notes are puro contraption) 
Only your song is an absolute gi£t . l. 

.!Jut art in general must be kept in its place; 

that is , subordinate to the life it can never be. 

Culture is a facet of art , and therefore essentially 

:f'rivolous; the necessary qualities in an artist are 

modesty and humility. This is why Auden sees Bertie 

iiooster as a kin.d of' inverted quest hero , who gains 

2 as his reward the services of' tho incomparable Jeeves . 

As Cl.ean th Brooks remarks : 

Through the voices oi' Bertie Uooster and 
the god-1i.ke Jeevoa , Auden is able to hear , 
in spite of their comic intonations ' the voice 
of' Agape , of' Holy Love ' • 3 

1coll.~cted Shorter Poems , p . 21 

211 3alaal11 nnd H:is Ass" , The Dyer ' s Hand, P • 145. 

)The Kenyon Review· , v . :XXVI , p . 177 . 
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These virtue.s are partJ.cularl.y a.aaoeiated with 

tradition and vi th what he calls romani tae • l.. upon wbi.ch• 

he aays) Europe uae r.ounded and which she has not ceased 

trying to preserve. 

Th& fUndamental. preeupposi tion of roman.i tas 
• • • is that virtuG io prior to ~iberty• 
i.e. what matters moat is that people ah&u1d 
thi.nk and act rigb.tl.yJ of' course i.t i.s 
prof'erabJ.e that they shoul.d do ao consciously 
o£ their own. free wUl.• but i.£ they cannot 
or wi.ll. not. they lDllSt be mad.e to. tbo 
majority by the spirit~ pressure of 
education and tradition • th~ minority by 
physical coercion. £or liberty to act 
wrongly is not 1:l.berty but license. The 
antasoniatic presupposition .... ia tbat 
Uberty ia prJ.or to virtue i.e. l.iberty 
carmot be dbt:lni;uish-ed £roo l.ieena .. f'or 
f'roedom of' cho.ice ia neither good nor bad 
but the tnaman ~requisite without which 
virtue and vi.ce have no meaning. 2 

In America it i.s "the antagonisti.c presupposition" that 

prevul..s. but most of' Auden•e eri.tica1 and poetic v1ewa 

are base<i nownday.s on the "£undamental presupposition"• 

which ho voul.d have despi..sed thirty years ago. In the 

same way, he- eay• that the artist must obey the rules 

b&:fore ho can Wlderstand why they should be obeyedJ the 

craf'teman can only b&eome f'ree by submitting to the laws 

o£ hi.a craft • 

Al.though hi.gh conventicm 1a one of' Auden•s strong 

1.cf. 
Cochrane. Christianity and C1aasieal Cu1ture, 
Clarendon Press (Oxford. 194o), p. 12. et seq. 

211The American Scene", The PYer•s Hand, P• ;)1.8 
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beliefs , he sees the dangers of romanitas too , for he 

never sees one side of anything to the exclusion of the 

other: always the two sides are divided by a gap , a no-

man 1 s land, and this is Auden 1 s proper place . Here he 

can sit , keeping an eye on each side , and this is one 

of the things that has never changed in forty years of 

creative writin~. "W'hicl:l Side Am I Supposed to De On? 111 

he cal.ls one of his poems , and although he has not'l coe1e 

down fairly heavily on the side of Authority , he nas not 

forgotten 'tvhat he called " the lie of' Authority" in 1939. 

In his latest collection of poems , published in 196G, 

he puts :it in epigra.nuaatic form . 

At lucky moment we seem on the brink 
Of really saying w.ha t \'iC tllink we think: 2 But even then, an honest eye should \fink . • 

Of the pitfalls of romanitas he says: 

The possibility that .Ue Tocquevi.lle saw :from an 
inspection of America i.n 1830 has become a 
dreadful reality in the ~Urope of today, namely, 
that roruanitas is perfectly capable of adapting 
itself to an egalitarian and untraditional 
society: it can even drop absolute values ru1d 
replace the priest by the social engb1eer without 
violating its essential na·ture ( tvhich is an<l 
always t'/as not Christian but J.fanichean). .And it 
was :from .:'\.merica ~ the first egal.i ta.rian society, 
that it lea..rnt how to adapt itself. It took the 
tccJ:mique of· mass advertisil15· ••• and changed 

1 Orieinally Ode V in the Orators . Published WLuer 
this title i.n Coll.ecteu Shorter Poems , p. 147 

2 About the House , p. 22 
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the sales object from breakfast foo ds to 
political passionsJ it took the egalitarian 
substitute for tradition -- fashion -- and 
translated it ••• to the selling of a party 
line; it took the extra-legal vigilantes and 
put them into uniforms: it took the inert evil 
of race prejudice and made it a dynamic evil. 1 

It is the old dilemma, posed clearl.y enough in his ow.n 

writing. He began as a dedicated anti-fascist; he 

abandoned pol.itical views for rel.igious views and a 

general. conformi.ty to rttradition" , and he found in this 

very conformity or romani tas the seeds of' fascism once 

2 again. Art may not be life, but it is sometimes 

dangerously close to it. 

Auden emerges from a series of essays as a 

Shakespearean critic of precision and sensibility. tie 

complains of the critic in general that "for him a poem 

is not a work of art by someone else . but his own 

disc overed document 113 and of the Shakespearean critic 

in particular that he tells us much about himself, but 

J.ittl.e about Shakespeare. What Auden himsel.f does is 

to take Shakespeare ' s plays and buil.d them in to complex 

( 

I 

all.egories. By virtue o f' his ow.n theory, Ariel ' s work o f 

art has nothing to do with the food for thought which i. t 

. 1 ,iirom ''the American ::)cene" .. The I?yer ' s Hand, p • .319 

2see the identical situation in the poem 
"The Secret Agent" , Collected Shorter Poems , 
PP• 44-45 • 

.3"The Prince ' s Dog" , The Dyer ' s Hand, pp.J.82-208 
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supplies i'or Prospera , thu~ , not believine, that ,.,hat he 

may say has any literal equivalent :in Shakespearv ' s work 

he is free to display his own wisdom and interest; he is 

not one of those critics who has conveniently discovered 

Shakespeare in himself' . So he presents us lr.rith an allegor-

ised view of Falstaff as a surfering sinner , saintly and 

unworl.ul.y, contrasted with "the Eden of' Belmont :from which 

the virg:i.n Portia comes down to do a ~ood deed in t h e 

l 
world 11

• 

Because of his doubts about the serious value of 

poetry , Auden has becoLle , if ~ianichean in his theory of 

art , almost a literary schizophrenic in his practi~e of' 

poetry. Never able to be absolutely serious about his 

political cures f'or the evils that threatened r c:m ·dnd 

in 1930, we f'ind him writing in 1960 that he i!J: 

• • • one of those 
1 ho f'cel a C'hristian ought to write in Prose 
.._"or poetry is }:agio • • • 2 

But a poet like Auden , Christian or not , cannot stop 

writing poetry; what he can do is try to make his \'lOrk 

acceptably Christian - - not l~agar.. , but Christian. l a c ic . 

'fhe anonymous reviewer of' the Times Literary ::}upplcment 

1 John rlayley. .t.ncounter. v. XXI. p . 8u . 
(Bayley is ref'erring to t.hr, essay 11 ilroth.cr.s 
and uthers" , The wer • s Hand, p . 2.34~ 

2 Ho!11age to IJl~ , Introductory verse to Fart II 
{unnumbered page) . 



reviewing The Pyer ' s Hand in 1963, writes 

• • • he had evidently decided that (Qhristian 
poetri) might take the form of' celebrating with 
appropriate vividness and ritual beauty such 
perc eptions of' the happiness in the Just City 
o......- of' the nature of' .Eden , or of' the possible 
experience of' undivided being, as his Christianity 
and his temperament have endowed him with.1 

Thus much of' his later poetry shows the moments when 

the poet ' s Lmagination believes it has attained perf'ect 

2 
Wli ty of' being a the moment of' waking or a stay in 

Ischia) (1952) and later in The Shield of' Achilles the 

scene of' such a moment may even be 

• • • a lawn over which 
The first thing af'ter breakf'ast 

A paterf'ami~ias 
Hurries to inspect his ra:Lngauge . 4 

But Auden is never able to f'ollow any course of' 
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action whole- heartedly; he can see the dangers even here. 

~ven such devote~y Christian work has within it the 

danger that it may make both poet and reader f'orget that 

they ~ive in the imperf'ect , !'allen world where choice 

is obligatory to us , and frequently wrongl.y made. So 

to prevent our being carried out of' the real. world into 

the mirror world of Art , Auden recalls us sharply from 

1
"By Cape l!rath to .Eden" , Times Litera.ry Supple-
~. (June 7th, 1963) , f'ront page . 

2"Primett , Nones , PP• 9--10. 

3Nones , PP• 21--23 
4Ibid, P• 16. 
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our obsession with the gl.amour of his images of Eden, by 

del.iberatel.y committing some artistic b3tiser he purposel.y 

introduces something vul.gar, inappropriate or cl.umsy 

into a poem. For instance , he writes at the end of 

moraine , pot, oxbow, ~Llnt , sLnk , crater, 
piedmont , dimp1e "'? 1 Just reel.ing off their names is ever so comfy. 

Surel.y , from such a burnt offering, the smoke must , 

1ike Abel. ' s , ascend straight to heaven! Al.ternative1y, 

he l.ets words from the Prayer Book end a poem, as in 

At the Grave of Henry James or Atl.antis . Another favourite 

device 1 pointed out by F.w. Cook in an essay in Twentieth 

2 Century , is to l.et his serious purpose emerge from behind 

a frequentl.y-donned Fool. ' s mask. Auden himsel.f says in 

"The Frivol.ous and the Earnest"a 11 • a frivol.ity • • 

which, precisel.y because it is aware of what is serious , 

refuses to take seriousl.y that which is not serious , can 

be profo1.Uld",3 and l.ater in the same essay& " • •• what 

it (Christianity) condemns is not frivo1ity but idol.at~ , 

i.e . taking the frivol.ous serious1y."
4 

And he points 

1The Shiel.d of Achi11es , P• 24. 

211The Wise Fool." , Twentieth Century1 v. CLXVIII 
(1960) , PP• 220--227. 

3The pyer 's Hand , P• 429 
4rbid, P• 430 
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out in his introduction to Kierkegaardl "The Jews cruci-

fied Jesus on the serious charge that he was a blasphemer , 

the Gentiles on the frivolous charge that he was a public 

nuisance. " 1 

In his inaugural lecture as Professor of Poetry 

at Oxford, Making, Know:lng and Judging, Auden :for the 

:first time (perhaps being back in the surroundings o:f 

his own youth was too much :fo r his usual reticence) 

reveals how it was that he came to write poetry himself, 

and prescribes a :formula :for what he calls apprentice 

poets to follow. He does not tell us much, but we 

should be grateful for any crumbs that :fall from his 

usually carefully concealed table , as Auden goes to 

extraord~ lengths to keep the poet from his poems . 

In order to prevent any autobiographical conclusions 

being drawn by his readers , he had the Collected Shorter 

Poems of 1950 printed in the alphabetical order of their 

:first lines , so that students o:f his poetry must either 

buy a11 the individual v olumes (periodically, of course , 

out of print) or spend endless hours sorting them out 

into some sort o:f biographical progression. Cecil Day 

Lewis reports a conversation between them when they 

were both in Venice;~~ ~ 

1 Kierkegaard, (London a Cassell and Co . 1955) , 
P• 1:) . 



• • • Auden and I were si tti.ng by the Grand 
Canal. , soaking up grappa. "Did you know, n 

he said, turning on me a £ace as pal.e and 
crumpled as a rel.ie£ map o£ the age o£ 
anxiety , "did you know that •••• was writing 
his autcbiography? n 

"I did." 

"Wel.l , why didn ' t you stop him?" 

"How woul.d I stop him?" 

"You know perfectly wel.l. , Cecil , that 
no poet should ever write an auto­
biography." 

"Ohl" 

"Has he got it here?" 

"Probably. " 

"Then we ' ll. go and burn it. 111 

Much of this lecture is limited by the circum-

stances of' :its del:iveryJ as 1¥ .lf . Robson says in an 

essay called "Mr. Auden ' s Profession" , he had to offer 

what :is expected on such occasions, in this case "an 

entertaining mixture of whimsical self-deprecation, 
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interesting personal reminiscences, bright ideas and jokes , " 

but he goes on to sayt 

There are things in this lecture that could 
onl.y have come from a poet of' his gifts and 
they deserve to be disentangled and considered 
for their own sake, quite apart from the 
attention that may be given to their immediate 

1The Buried Day by C.D. Lewis. 
and Windus, 1960} , P• 25. 

(Londonr Chatto 



context, because of its interest as 
an autobiographical or socio1ogica1 
document.1 

There are indeed. It is not the ~tention 

to dea1 here with what Auden has to te11 us about his 

ow.n early development as a poet; this will be more 

appropriate further on. But the secti~n on Primary 

and Secondary Imagination is tanta1ising because it 

contains ideas unfortunately not fully worked out in 

this lecture and not taken up again by Auden in later 

work. Auden uses Col.eridgean terms , but interprets 

them different1y; he no more agrees with Coleridge ' s 

Itantian metaphysics than he does with Keats • theory 

29 

of negative capability. Shelley ' s fanciful flight about 

the "unacknowledged 1egis1ators of the world" he finds 

2 more applicable to the secret police than to the poets, 

while he says of Arnold, 

Mathew Arnold ' s notion of Touchstones (sic) 
by which to measure a1.1 poems has ~o.lw~..s 
struck me as a doubtful. one, likely to turn 
readers into snobs and to ruin talented 
poets by tempting them to imitate what is 
beyond their powers.J 

And he agTees with T.S. Eliot ' s prono\Ulceme.nt that Arnold 

is an academic critic. 

1Twentieth Century , V. CLXI (1957) , P • 255. 
2 nwriting", The Dyer ' s Hand, P• 27. 

J "Making, Knowing and Judging" , The Dyer • s Hand, 
P• 37 • 



In his discussion of the Imagination, he says 

that he is trying to describe the same phenomena as 

Coleridge , and he goes ons 

The concern of the Primary Imagination, its only 
concern, is with sacred beings and sacred events 
••• A sacred being cannot be anticipatedJ it 
must be encountered. On encounter the imagina­
tion has no option but to respond. All. imagina­
tions do not recognise the same sacred beings , 
but every imagu4ation responds to those it 
recognises in the same way • • • 

The Secondary Imagination is of another character 
and at another mental level.. It is active, not 
passive, and its categories are not the sacred and 
the pro:fane , but the beautiful an.d the ugly .... 

The impulse to create a work of' art is t'el.t when , 
~ certain persons, the passive awe provoked by 
sacred beings or events is transformed into a 
desire to express that awe in a rite of worship 
or homage , and to be fit homage this rite must 
be beautiful. ••• In poetry, the rite is verbal.J 
i. t pays homage by naming • • • there ie onl.y one 
thing all. poetry must doJ it must praise al.l. it can 
for being and for happening.l. 
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Auden does not, unfortunately , explain his theory 

further by means of' examples from his own and other 

poetry; we can however , s ee the Ariel./Prospero division 

reappearing under this new guise. It is certainl.y 

applicabl.e to his own practice in writing poetry• and 

can in fact almost be read as an attempt to rationalise 

the central. anomaly of his work, for these theoris~gs 

lead us straight back, as Robson points out, to the 

strange world of' his poetry, the eternally divided yet 

1The pyer • s Hand , PP• 54-57 



somehow organically whol.e worl.d of sacred objects and 

wonderfu1 epithets , haunted by Jules Verne and struwel 

Peter, Latin mnemonic rhymes and books like Z.lachinery 

1 
for Hetall.iferous Mine.s J t.he fascinating mythological. 

world of the poet which we must try and disentangle in 

subsequent chapters. John Aubrey might have been 

speaking of Auden when he wrote (of Ur. Ralph Kettel , 

a famous Trinity Scholar who was a Li'el.J.ow of his 

Coll.ege in 1583) 

One of the Fell.owes (in Mr. Francis Potter ' s 
time) was wont to say that Dr. Kettel. ' s braine 
was like a fmsty-pudding, where there was 
memorie , Judgemente, and Phancy al.l stirred 
together. He had all these l~culties in great 
measure, but they were just so jumbled 
together. If you had to doe w:i. th him, taking 
him for a Fool.e , you woul.d have found in him 
great Subtilty and reach; ~ contra, if you 
treated him as a wise man you woul.d have 
mistaken him for a Fool.e.2 

1see The Dyer ' s Hand, P• 34. 
2Aubrey ' s Drief Lives , Ed. Oliver Lawson, 

(London• Seeker and Warburg, 1949), p. 182. 
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CHAPTER II 

PUBLIC MYTH 

Before discussing some of his earlier poems, it 

shou1d help in the task of reconci1~g the two Audens 

if we try to understand something of the period in which 

he grew up and began to write poetry • .for if poetry is 

a mimetic art, it is the social and political back-

ground which provides the material. out of which the 

artist ' s imitation must be made. The ' thirties in 

England was a period of great social and politica-l aware­

ness, and its literature , reflecting in the mirror world 

of art the life that cannot live, is of particular inte­

rest (quite apart from anything else) as a socio-political 

document. ~uden ' s position in the literary avant-garde 

of his generation was clear aLmost as soon as he began 

to write; he was their acknowledged prophet. As a token 

of this recognition, he, Cecil Day Lewis , Louis Macneice 

and Stephen Spender were automatically referred to as 

nThe Auden gToup" even though, as Spender points outs 

The facts are that we never met as a groupa 
never referred to ourselves as a movementJ 
curious.Qr . the original. three a. e. excluding 
Macneic!) didn ' t meet each other collectively 
until September , 1949 , in Venice ••• 

- 32 -



1ie had• neverthel.ess , much in common. We 
were all. contemporaries . we were all. at 
Oxford , we were all. young. Auden ' s room 
at Oxford was more or less familiar to 
each of us. We admired The \faste Land 
which set up a barrier between our genera­
tion and much modern poetry that preceded 
it •• • set our generation the problem 
of getting out of the wastes.l 

Thi.s was a di:ffic~l.t task for Auden. who at that time 
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says Spender , hated both politics and literary movements 

equa.l.ly· strenuously. 

But to go back to the beginning 1 Auden was born 

in 1907, in the same year as Christopher Fry and as his 

friends and :fe ll.ow ln'iters Lewis Nacne.ice e.nd John 

2 
Lehmann. It was a great year :for Irish theatre; Synge , 

Yeatfts and Lady Gregory al.l had pl.ays running at the 

same time , while on the po1itica1 front everything seemed 

quiet under the shadow of the second Peace Conference at 

the Hague. But by the time Auden was ten years old, the 

Great War was entering its third year,. and nobody in 

England had the time or tho i.ncl.ination to bother about 

trades unions , social security and al.l the other t lLlngs 

that were later to dominate domestic pol.itics under 

1 "It began at Oxfordu, by Stephen Spender,. 
New York Times Book Re~ew~ (March 13th. 
1955) , P• 4. 

~uch of Auden ' s early poetry was first 
published in Lehmann ' s New Writing, one 
of the first of the "little" magazines 
to regard literature as .inextricabl.y bound 
up with p olitics. 



euccess~ve Socialist government& J ~ ~act, by the 

ti.GJo these tll.in£s hi..td cf".f'ectod a ret.\.1. change in 

Dri tain as AU.dcn know it, ho had already gone to 

1ive ~n tho United Statos. 

Durj.ng this docnde .... >ylan Th.olllAS, Lt:l rrcnce 

Durrell and Angua '-ilaon were bonu Henry James • 

.f'loCK ur • Swinburne m .. J Synge died. Iioth prose and 

poetry seemed to be marking time •• Yeat• was the ottly 

poet to be etead;lly growing 1n stature, and though 
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Conrad waa emereing as a novollstic g!.a11t , and rdpling, 

Chesterton and a&lloe kGpt the printinc presses bU8Yt 

only Lawrence seemed to bo pointine a new kind o!' 

1 approach to literature. But 1n 1917, when Auden turned 

ten, .iU:iot p u.bliahed J?rufrook nntt other Ob8ervati.ons1 

u.~d , according to .Jr. L avis ; poe try was seen to bo 

emerging at l.aat f'ro::n its century of Romanti.c somnam­

bul.::Lsm. ..tn his book, New Hearings ::ln ..::Jl.(k1.i.sh .lJoet!J:, 

he ha.s put f'orward the thl.;! ..:::'",l that poetry tlll tuen had 

2 
been s.h.aekJ.od by ..ttomanti.c ideas of ntho po•ticu --

ideaa wh:l.cl1 bore no relation to the now kine. of' society 

~U1yaa a was not pub1i&hed unti1 1922, the year 
or Conrad's death. though depictinc a day in 
.uu.blin i.n 19 u4. 

2For another viowpoint eoe "Tho End ot tho Line" 
by Rand~~ Jarrell, The Nation , Vol. CLIV. 
(1942). PP• ~22--22b. 



which was deve~oping. Thus the ol.d Romantic idea of' 

the poet as a be~~g too rarified to belong to the 

ordinary society of t he times sti~l persisted, and 

the "poetry o:f ld thdralva.l" which resulted no ~onger 

ful:fi~led its mimetic function. Leavis sayst 

To invent technJ.ques that sha.l~ be 
adequate to the ways of feeling, or 
modes of experience of adu1t sensitive 
moderns is difficult .in the extreme. 
Until it has been once done , it is 
so difficu1t as to seem impossib~e. 
One success makes others more probable 
because less di££icu1t. 

That is the peculiar importance of' 
Mr. T.s. ~1iot.1 

While some eminent critics make a life ' s work 

of disagreeing with Dr. Leavis , this would appear 

unexceptio:.l.able. Later, when The 'Waste Land was 

published in 1922 , Eliot confirmed that poetry had 

a new line to :follow which must :free it :from its 

Romantic past , and make it once more a living 

tradition. 

Though Auden and his "group 11 were enormously 

influenced by Eliot they wrote q~te differ ently. It 

~ew Bear~gs in English Poetry, (first 
published by Chat to and \\i.ndus , 1932) 
(Londona Peregrine Penguin, 1963) , P• 28. 
One must not forget, however , the considerable 
debt that Eliot {and Pound) owed to e.g. , 
Browning, who was "nurtured in that :fine 
trad.i. t:ion 11 • 
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was Eliot who had shown modern society for the waste 

.land it was; it was the ea.r.ly intention of' Auden and 

his ~iends to reform society so that it could no 

.longer be so ca.l.led.
1 

Thus when Auden £Lrst began to 

write , he was often thought of as the poet who wou.ld 

.lead society out of The Waste Land , not on.ly because 

he offered his readers the cure for what causes modern 

waste .lands, but because his poetic sty.le and practice 

were so different from E1iot •s. 2 

Unfortunate.ly , the cures he propounded for the 

i.l.ls of the • thirties were no more absolutes than the 

diseases for which they were prescribed. Tl1e revo.lt 

against the a.l.leged "Victorianism11 which fo.llowed the 

Great War ~d showed itse.lf in the febri.le gaiety of 

the period, did not precipitate any major revolution 

in values, in the same way the pattern of Left \'Jing 

111E.liot depicted the twentieth century only 
to turn aside from it in d~sgust , but the 
Auden group began to specit'y and criticise" 
Laurence Durre.ll in Key to Modern Poetry , 
(Londona Peter Nevil.l , 1952) , p • .184. 

2Nonethe.less , many of his poems even today 
still show strong traces of ~iot • s influence, 
and some (see particu.lar.ly the ~pilogue 
to New Year Letter) are more Eliotic than 
Eliot' they read a.lmost l~e a parody, 
as Pro:fes sor Spears · says, in that 'the 
idea is familiar in both The Waste Land 
and The Four Quartets , and in the conscious 
or unconscious aping of Eliot ' s style and 
mannerisms. 
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thought which was so much to the £ore in the ' thirties, 

did not turn out to be an accurate prediction of' the 

mood and method of' the ' forties. But the intellectual 

avant garde of' the ' thirties , of' which Auden was the 

1 chief spokesman, was , generally speaking, lef't wing 

and agnostic. Products of' public schools and 

Oxbridge , they were filled with a sincere concern 

f'or the life around them, for the sick man in the 

sick society which was the life they reflected in the 

2 
mirror of' their art. Yet disillusioned despair was 

not the result: this ,~as rather the mode of' the late 

' fifties and ' sixties. Auden wrote in his dedicatory 

poem to the Niebu~TS at the beginning of' Nones: 

No civil style SUl~ived 
That pandemonium 

1 It is significant that in a book of' only 
178 small pages Julian Symons quotes 
extensively f'rom Auden 25 times, and 
writes far more about him than he does 
about anyone else. The Thirties , 
(London; The Cresset Press,, 1960). 

2 \-.rill:i.am .&npson remarks u.. . what they were 
saying was that you ought to have wore 
socialism at home , you want the Welfare 
State , and you ought to have the popular 
front against Hitler abroad , the line up 
of' the allies. 'l"hey w-ent on saying that 
through the thirties , and by 1942 the 
whole country agreed with them ••• So we 
neem1 1 t all try to laugh it off' now, I 
think, as they rather tend to do". 
"l!.;ar ly Auden" , The Review No • V 
(February 1963) , P • 32. 
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But the wry, the sotto voce 
Ironic and monochrome.l 

-- this in a l.;orld that has debased "All sane 

aff'i.rma ti ve speech". But "sane af'f'irmati ve speech" 

is the language of hi.s ~arliest published poems; he 

presents problems and he of'f'ers a cure as :t·~ does 

today, though both probl.c;:ls and cure now appear 

differently to hi.m. In 1930 he saw, like Yeats and 

Eliot • that time was rwming out; like them he "\vas 

preoccupied with sounding a warninga 

It is time for the destruction of' error . 
The chairs are being brought i.n from the garden1 
The summer talk stopped on that savage coast 
Before the storms , after the guests and birds i 
In sanatoriums they laugh less and less, 
Less certain of' cure; and the loud ~adman 
Sinks now into a more terrible calru.2 

A great many 11littlett magazines sprang up , all 

J8 

s ... :owing the same preoccupation as John Lehmann ' s Penguin 

New Writing; they affirmed the relationship of art and 

society ~ ... a way that the magazines of' the ' twenties3 

had not done. Di.f'i'ering L · tone as widely as the 

superior sophistication of Cyril. Connolly ' s Horizon 

and the more realistic social commitment of Geoffrey 

lN ones• front page. 

2Foem No .XVI in Poems 1930 {Collected Shorter 
Poems , p . 8J). 

J.c:..g. The .q,oist which was the official organ 
oi' the Imagists , and A . .. ."{. urage 1 s New Age. 



Gr :igson ' s authors :in New Ve r se they neve r t heless all 

s howed themselves , as Katherine ~Ians:f:ield observed in 

her Journal , to be ttroo ted i.n l:i:fe tt . 1 

Another 1ndication of Auden ' s posit ion as leader 

o :f the poets o:f this time was that Grigson brought out 

a special double number o f New Verse in 1937 , dedicated 

to ,\.uden , in t-lhich most of his literary colleagues 

wrote a tribute to him. It is interesting to compare 

t his publication with a special edition of The Review 

(undated , but possibly 1963) entitled t'The Thirties" 

which is largely devoted to Auden. It s hows that some 

t hirty years after Grigson ' s speci al number he is still 

recognised as the undoubted leader of that era, and as 
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t he more modern essays show~ he c ontinues to be impossible 

to pigeonhole. Like the boys in ttin Pra ise of' Limestone" 

he is "never , thank God , in step." 

Lawrence Durrell says o:f the publication o:f 

New Signatures in 1932 

• • • it :is ~possible to describe the ef:fect 
they made on younger writers with this , their 

1Though Pound raises a dissident voice , tl()ne 
o:f the densest , almost ubiquitous English 
stupidities o:f (the) time was the disbelief 
that poetry was an art. Dozens of block­
heads expected the crystal h~licon to gush 
from their addled occiputs •scientiae 
immunes •• • anseres naturali ' n and he 
points out that editors wanted verse which 
woul.d ".:fit the scheme o:f their number". 

Pat ria }tia, R . F. Seymour . ( Chicago• 1.950) , p.39. 



f~rst collective appearance. The smouldering 
embers of' Georgian tradition burst into flame , 
and £rom the cheerless hearths of papers like 
the PoetEr Review the critics woke up and 
sharpened their battle axes.l 

At the beginning of' the ' thirties , the literary 

avant-garde felt that England was moving into some 

deeply significant new social and political condition. 

Fascism was beb~nninc to be a powerful force , even if' 

it had not as yet any real significance in power 

4o 

politics, and as well as -the little magazines , societies 

such as the Promethean Society arose. This partic~ar 

society, Symons says , seemed to come to life _almost 

spontaneously) with two principal motives behind it; 

the destruction of certain existing institutions 

(ironically enough, the public school was one of' the1u) 

and the formation of' a twentieth century 1¥eltan.scha\UWng. 

2 
A Credo in the sixth issue of' the Twentieth Century 

called for the creation of' a World Commonw·eal th~ 

••• with the objective as the \~or.ld 
State of Mankind governed by regional 
bodies in constant touch with a c entral 
World Directorate~ the personnel of' 
which administrative bodies would be 
chosen for their progressive vision 
and administrative ability , irrespective 
of race , religion or numerical representation. 

1 Key to Nodern Poetry , p. 182. 

2 Quoted by Julian Symons in his book The Thirties , 
P• 4. 
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This, together with similar societies , was the 

articulate spearhead of a large and incoherent mass 

of people under thirty who believed that to change the 

world was both necessary and easy. Society seemed to 

them to be so corrupt that its institutions would 

collapse with the ease of a rotted tree . Indeed , a 

comparison of the present paternal 1'1'olfare State with 

the British Government and the social attitudes of 1930 

sho\oTS how f'ar removed tho one has already become from 

the other, though it has been brought about by a revolution 

of ideas , not by the revolution of arms envisaged by 

writers like JJay Lewis and Spender. Auden had a 

different cure for the evils he diagnosed so clearly; 

commitment co a party political line was never really 

a part of' it. 

He considered the waste land of the ' thirties to 

be a social , more than a spiritual evil: for a social 

disease he prescribed a spiritual cure : 

Get there if' you can and see the land 
you once were proud to own 

Though the roads have almost vanished 
and the expresses never run~ 

Smokeless chimneys , dam3.ged bridges , 
rotting wharves and choked canals , 

Tramlines buckled , smashed trucks lying on 
their sides across the rails j 

.Power stations locked, deserted , since they 
drew the boiler fires ; 

Pylons fallen or subsiding, trailing dead 
high-tension wires; 



Head-gears gaunt 

Drt>p a stone and 

on grass- grown pit banks, 
seams abandoned years ago • 

listen £or its splash ~ ) 
£loaded dark below.l 

This was written during the slump; a slump both 

economic and spiri tua.l . Unemployment £igures \vere 

enormous , yet the Socialists lLad £ailed badly at the 

polls , and i. t seemed to the Promothea..'"l.s and their 

fol.1owers that the rebirth o£ Britain must come through 

chaos and catastrophe. Thus the ' thirties 11movemen t", 

as Symons has said, was really a k~d of poetic 

conscience concealed within a social conscience. 

Unless one grew up ~ those times . it is 

impossible to convey the sense o£ delighted shock with 

which Auden •s readers responded to ~s early poetry. 

Alvarez r;ays that 

••he Q.ude1!) caught once and £or a11 the 
tone of a particular t~ne and a parti­
cular circ1e -- he expressed £or so mru•y 
of us what we knew we believedJ but had 
never been able to :formulate or say"2 
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the shock was not only aesthetic , that is , but was first 

of a11 an intellectual shock o:f recognition. l'he poem 

quoted above concludes with a call to action. a£ter 

1 Poems 1930, Poem XXII. 

2The Shaping Spirit , (London: Arrow 
Booke Ltd. , 1963) , p. 10<>. cf. on 
this point , Richard Haggart , \'i .H. Auden , 
British Council Publication {London: 
Long1Uan.s Green and Co. , 1957) , p. 7 . 



pointi.ng out that the artist must f'ia-ht too , £or he 

has suf'f'ercd. in the same way as i.nan.:t.mate things. 
1 

The Tennysoni.an metre and style l.enct t hemselves 

admirably to these heroico. 

Lawrence , Blake and Homer Lane . 2 once healers 
in our ~gli.sh land J 

These are dead as iron £or ever: these can never 
hold our handt 

Lawrence was brought d olm. by smut h ounds , Blake 
went dotty as he san~ ) 

Homer Lane was killed in action by the 
Twickenham Baptist gang. 

One can easily see why this poem was never reprinted 

after 19)4.3 It has the crudities and crassness of' 

youth and sounds in places like a revivalist hymn , but 

it also has youth' s strength and power , and the force 

of' an unqualified point of' view; and the first few 

verses quoted are excellent poetry by any standards. 

The call to action which concludes it has bo th the 

merits an~ demerits of' the sections already quoted~ 

i.t is certainly powerful stuff which had a great impact 

on the receptive young intellec tuals of' the time: 

Shut up talking, charming :Ln the best suits 
to.be had i.n town, 

Lecturing on navigation while the ship is 
going do'lffl. e 

1 see ~1aud and Locksley Hall. 

~ote the strange company Homer Lane is keeping! 

) ,rhis :ts the reason it is quoted at length hero: 
it is no use ref' erring the r eader to any printed 
col lection available t oday. 



Drop those pri.g·gish ways for ever , stop 
behaving J.ike a s tone1 

Throw the bath chairs right away and learn to 
leave ourselves alone. 

If we really want to live9 we ' d better start 
at once to try; 

I£ we don ' t , it doesn ' t matter, but we ' d 
better start to die. 

In spite of al.l this , even in those days Auden 

could never be neatly fitted into any political group , 
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or indeed any kind of group, even ~a so-ca11ed poetical 

group. Label ~m Communist, Socialist , Fascist (the 

Airman in the Orators was thought by some people to show 

aLarming signs of Fascism, as indeed he does), .Anglican, 

Atheist, Capita1ist -- his work had elements of all 

these things and many others as well. It is only today 

th~t we can attempt to pigeon-hole him, and even now 

with very little success. But his earliest publishod 

Poems and \'lorks like The Orators and Paid on Both Sides 

belong to that smal.l class of works \~Thich, as Symons 

says .- have an absolute importance and value at the time 

of their publication because they express a sot of 

· attitudes which have been only waiting for an expositor. 

l•li th the same sense of' unease but with the same shock 

of' recogni t:ion the Vic-torian mglishman must have read 

the novels of Dickens , or an earlier generation the 

poetry of Blako.1 

1
see John Lehmann ' s The Hhispering Gallery , 
(Londona Longmans , 1965) , P• 175. 
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Auden then was regarded as the leader in poetic 

circles of the early ' thirties he was the man most 

discussed , the most admired , the most read. But the 

± .. igures o:f his sales sho1~ how small a group he actually 

spoke for. This is not to suggest that uny other poet 

would have sold better, but it sho1vs that the vie ... "Point 

of the more mature Auden is correct in that the separation 

betw·een Art and real life makes neg·liaible the cffoct; of' 

the former upon the latter. The later Audon would have 

lo.1.olm that poets will never be even the unacknowledged 

let;;;islators of the world , and the difference between 

the as:sured., strongly expressed language of' -the poems 

and the number of' people reading ·them was ludicrous if' 

Auden and his friends expected to see the social 

structure begin to reel under th.ei.r blows. His first 

publicly printed book -- Poems (1930) -- was issued in 

paper-w:rrr>)pers , probabl.y in an edition of 1 , 000 copies 

which sold at half-a-cro1m. each. In spite of the f'act 

that Paid on Both Sides had been printed in T.S. El.iot • s 

'rhe Cr:i. terion, 1 and that New Signatures had already 

begun publication with a great fanfare of' trumpets , 

this impression only sold out in 1933. In November 

1The most influential literary periodical of 
the time , yet it had a circulation of only 
Sou copi.es. 
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of' that year the book was published in boards , ~ an 

edition of 1 , 000 copies , and in September 1934 it was 

reprinted in another edition of 1 , 500 copies. The 

next reprint (1 9 517 copies , 1-ihich seems a c urious 

number) was in 1937. The Orators was publ:'shcd in 

1932 in an edition of lt')00 copies. A second edition 

of' another .1 , 000 copies was published in September, 1931+, 

and no reprint '"as called for until September , 1943. 1 

As Symons points out ~ when an artist is committed to some 

f'orL"l of' political creed. , the size of' his audience is 

vitally important . and many of' ·these youne writers 

s eemed to be "laying do'Wll rules for talking to an empty 

room" . 
2 

This possibly explains 1ihy politically corxni tted 

wri tors like Day Lewi.s and Spender seem to have becoute 

out-dated so soon: it is Auden ' s good fortune {or bood 

management) that he 1·1as nev er conuni ttt.:d to Harxism more 

than supc .... ricin.lly and for a very s.10rt ti1.1e -- thoug-h 

his interest in it still rorr.r.~.ins -- so that w·hile he has 

been able to 1_;;row and expand in a changint. society, it 

was more di:f:ficul t :for the others to sha!~e oi'.f t.he 

shackles of an out1.10ued and exploded political. cure-alJ ... 

1 It is interesting to see fhe Orators being 
reprinted now·. (Harch 19"00). 

2
The Thirties , pp . 21--2:~ , from '~hich these 
fi, ures are tah.:~n . 



Under d ialectical materialism as preached by 

Narx and Engels , the artist is a product of society 

and has a reciprocal action upon it , so that art may 

reach a point o ·f vitality <tud vision \'/here it can 

in.fluence the life o:f the period do•m to i t-s very 

foundations . But even h.:n:·x and ...... ngels did not believe 

that literature should preach political belie£s ant2 , 

as Trotsky says , ".:3uch terms as proletarian literature 

ru~d proletarian culture are dangerous because they 

enormously compress the culture of' the future into the 

1 narrow limits of the present - day" . These poetB , wJ1o 

hoped to be heard by the working class as w·e.ll as by 

their old school friends , were al1ttost nc::ver meJ"lbers 

of' this clas.; . Spender , who so often stresses \udc1. ' s 

~isiaterest in politics says of him in 19J7a 

The subject o.f his poetry is the stru~gle , but 
the struggle seeu , as it were , by someone who 
·whi-. livine:, in o1.1.e camp , syu.}!atbiscs with tne 
other , a struggle in fact which while existing 
e xter..-1ally is also ta' in.., place within the 
mind of' the poet himself' , \'lho remains a bour­
t,eois • • • may •·re not say that the position 
of' the writer "t<Jho sees the con:flict as some­
thine; which is at once subjective to hi.· sel.f 
and having its external reality in the \vorld 
the positiO.Ll outlined in Audeh ' i3 .... pain -- i~ 

1t.~.uoted by t:.<.W1W1Li , ilson in '' .. arxism and 
Lit era t ure" from Lit crary Opinion ir~ 

America ( e<' .... ortou /, abel J , (i.ew YorL : 
Harper c.; .0ros. , 1951; , p. •-·9< . 
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one of the most creative , realistic and 1 valid positions f or the artist in our time? 

In the same issue of New Verse its editor , 

Geoffrey Grigson , shows plainly the strength of the 

esteem in which Auden was held by his fellol·f poets . 

Describing the era in which Auden had grown up as 

2 one of' "bewildered mediocrj.ty , triviality and fudge" 

he further says in his Introduction to the issuoa 

we salute in Auden (though we do not 
forget all that can be said against him) 
the first English poet for mru~y years 
who is a poet all the way round. 
There are ang·les :from which Mr • .c;liot 
seems a ghost and even !·lr~ Yeats a g-leam • .3 

Despite all this fanfare , the poet ' s audience 

remaineu. 13mall; it was composed , ironically, chiefly 

o :f the very people they were attacking, the educated 

members of th~ suburban middle class. Instead o:f tho 

i d.l.:al working class audience o:f thc::r imagination, 

l i!"'r- ..>p ... nder ' s contribution to the Auden 
vouble number of New Verse , but for another 
point of' view see tiv..>r ~e Vl."Well rtinside 
the Whale': , Lngland, Your .Sngland (London a 
Seeker & .. l:.~ ... cburt.. , 1954) , 1 o 127" . 11 d r . Audel:: ' s 
brand o:f immora~ism is only possible i:f you 
arc tho kind o:f person who is always so•ne­
where else when the trigger is pulled" . 
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(Orwell is referring to the words 11 ••• necessary 
murder" used by .. '~-uden in "Spain 193'7 11 and later 
chant..cd to read " ••• .fact of murder") 

211Auden as a ...1on::..ter'! , p . l'i- • 

.J~ew Verse . Aude11 .uoubla l,wuber. 



it was disconcerting to find it largely composed of 

middle class sociologists and aesthetes like them-

selves . It is of course absurd to suppose that any-

one else could have read poetry like Auden ' s with 

understanding , let alone pleasure; i~ many eminent 

literary critics feel obliged to dismiss The Orators 

as "impenetrably obscure" , it was hardly likely to be 

the .favourite reading o~ the Bn glish >vorkin~; class 

man of the period. 
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CHAPT~R III 

The public who read the poems of' .\.uden and his 

"croup" was , in fact , largely conposcd of ex-members of' 

those public schools which the l 'romethcans a..'l'l.d their 

f'rienus wished to destroy. ife have seen how the 

public Audcn fitted into the public life of' the early 

• ·thirties , and the public my·th the poets of the time 

subscribed to emerges :from t 1.1is; it may be useful nol'J 

to narro\v t£10 field to Auden ' s own t:,rroup of' friends 

dt school and university , for in this way we can dis-

cover something of' the private myth peculiar to tllom, 

which ~-"·· "Y createt_ , and out of' which much of' Auden • s 

early work was written . At the same time , his friends 

tell us (i'or it is to them \ vO nlUst turn :for such 

biotraphical details as are relevant to this study 

we have already seen Auden • s vie\iS about poets \tri ting 

their autobioe;raph.ies )
1 

much that is in teres tine about 

1 vespite these views of his , most of' his 
friends did. su . Christopl1e r Isherwood in 
t ile novelistic Lions arL(] Shadows , first 
published by the do[>arth 1ress in 19J8; 
John Lehiua.ru1. in The 't'llisperint; Gallery (Londona 
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his early opinion~;J , and who were his ea.rliest 1 
"masters " . 

The only biof,raphical u1aturial as such which Auden 

cives us lapart from what appears in a few carefull y 

composed essays <:l.I1d lectures) is contained in his 

"Letter to Lord I3yron 11 which was yu.ulisllo ... in Letters 

f'ro111 lcelanu in 1937 an~4 never included in ru1.y subsequent 

collections. It is u gay a.n.d amusing wor1 .... , written 

in .t .. ud.er.. ' s own adaptation of' ilyron ' s rime royal in 

p 
Von Juan , ~ and the poet seems to have been tempted 

to make a public confidant of the dead peer in a way 

of which he usually disapproved. It is not the 

intention hero to give a history of .mden ' s life to 

date but only to try and make use of those details 

which help 'o clear up much of his alleged obscurity , 

.:..nd benerally clarify some of the poetry; this becomes 

a necessity with a poet who makes such extensive use 

o:f priv<.~. . ...: lnytn and consequently private allusions , 

Longmru ... ' s , 19G5); Geci.l .Jay Lewis in The 
Buriec.l lJay (London: 0hatto & 11indus , 1960); 
Stephen Spenuer in ~.-orld within •lOJ.'lli 

(Londons Harnish Hamilton , 1951) . 

1 See The Pyer ' s Hanc: , p . JS. 

2 Byron uses eight five-foot iambic lines 
rily.uint, abababcc Audcn has seven 
lines rhyming ababbct; . 



jokes and re£erences , as Auden did in his early 

1 
poetry . 

In his inau5ural lecture as Professor of 

l}octry at Oxford in 1956 Auden says "I began writing· 

poetry myself because one Sunday a£ternoon in 1-larch, 

1922 n. friond
2 

suggested that I shouldl the thought 

had never occurred to me" • .3 He tells us the same 

thing in verse : 

But indecision broke o££ 1-ri th a clear-cut end 
One afternoon in harch at hali'-past three 

\Vhen \ITalkin.e in~ploughed field with a f'riend; 
.h..icking a li·~;tle stono , lle turned to me 
And said uTell me , do you -vrr:i te poetry? 11 

I Hover hau, and saiu so , but I knew 4 That very moment what I wished to do . · 

It i:.. remarkable all through Auden ' s career , 

how· much he has depended on his friends , some of 

~thorn have remained the same £rom his school and 

un.ivers-i_ ty days to the present t:ime o It :is they 

lolho sue;e-est he vrri te poet:r"''J , :it is they lvho provide 

the stran~o fantasy world and schoolboy mystique 

out of which much of' the earlier poetry is partly 
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1 simirarly, Yeats ' poetry is bettor unuerstood 
if the rea<.ler knows something of his tneory of' 
the (:,yref.~ , and The Haste Land is more re'\tardinG 
to the reauer 1'/'ho is well acquainted with Dante. 

2
Robert Medley , the painter • 

.rver ' s Uanr:l , J:' . Jlt.. 

411 Letter to Lord Byron11 • Letters :from Iceland , 
p . 208 . 
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written; it is they to whom Auden dedicated and continues 

to dedicate his poems. His earliest publis'>.ed work was 

dedicated in toto to Christopher Ish.erwoo(' , and his latest 

volumc1 also contains a poern dedicated to hiu , as w·el.l 

as a poem to one of' his most thouGhtful critics , Jolm 

Bayle)r , and another in memory o£ his old friend , Louis 

Hacncict"; , with whom he collaborated in Letters .froi:l 

Iceland.. Later in his inauGural lccturf~ , he says 

The apprentices Q-. , . youn.g .i.el.:'.ow poct0 do 
each other a • • • service which no older and 
sounder critic could do . 'l'hcy rcaa cu.'"'' J. oJ"llcr ' s 
manuscripts . At this age a fellow apprentice 
has two Lreat virtues as a critie . l:hen he 
reads your poem he may grossly over- estimate· 
i i; , but if' he aoeE.> , he really believes what h.: 
is saying ••• secondly , he reads your poem 
·.~i th that passionate att~ntion l~hich t;rown up 
critics only give t o masterpieces . 2 

Auden ' ,_, first published poem appeared in Public 

Schools ' Verse in 1924;3 at Oxford he edited Oxford 

Poetry in 1926 w·ith Charles P l wnb and incl.udec three 

4 of' his own poems ; in 1927 he edited it a gain , this 

time with Cecil .uay Lewis , and included only one of' 

1 \.bout the House . 

2
-rtw uyc .. r ' s Han<.' , p . 4o. 

3 "It ..:..s a .~..-ovely Sieht and Uood:' . 

4 ..::onsider; 8inders; and The Letter. 
(Note the use of titles , unusual for 
.~udcn at this porio·.Y. 



~ his own poems . Only one of' these , "Consider if 

you wil~ how lovers stand 11 , 1~as i.:nclu<.led ia his f'irs t 

antholoL,y o1~ poems and then "stancl" was changed to 

"lie 11
, showint, tlldt Auden bee;an chant;ing his poems 

almost as soon as he began writing the1:1 , at a time 

lihen no ulterior relibious or pol:itical motives 

could. have been attributed to hilll. 

Isherwood ' s excellent account of public school 

and university li.fe in the • twenties has a e,reat deal 

to of'f'er that is of' particular value in clGi::l.r:ing up 

much of .Auden • s "obscurity" at this period. \~ri ti.ui$ 

o.f him as 11\;eston11 , Isherwood describes his "narro'\·. , 

scowl:Lng, 
2 

pucldine;. lvh:i te :face" and goes on to relate 

how even in those very early days ; Auden delighted 

in speaking as somebody else , the particular role he 

was playing being indicated by the hat he wore. 'Dwo 

of' these are of' particular interest , as they have 

remained favourite poetic masks oi' Audon ' s right 

throut;h his career. writing in 193.:5 , Isherwood says: 

There was , and occasionally still is , a 
panama. with a black ribbon representi11.g 
C 1is] conception or hims~1f as lunatic 

1 In d " ue o::>eason. 

2
\'Jas this retaliation f'or Auden • s reference 
to l.shen'lood.t s "squat , spruce body and 
enormous head" in Birthday ~oem published 
in 1935? 
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clert;Yman , al.ways a favourite rol.e . 
Al.so , most insidious of' alJ , there 
exists , somewhere in tho baclcgrount' , 
a schoolmaster ' s mortar boar1 ~ .:: 

There are several examples of' his idea of the 

lunatic cl.ergyman (also a chillinG f'igure in Hex 

Warner ' s \tild Goose Chase) , one o f the rnost notable 

beint; the Vical.~ t s harangue in !Qe OOja, Beneath the 

Skir~. 'l'o show t.lat these masks were assumed as 

lightly as his hats , when AuHen vJ"anted it to appear as 
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an address by a sane clergymau, he was able to publish 

it perfectly feasibly in the Ameri.cru.1. ~lected l'oems 

under the title o.f 11 lJepravity: a ::;,ermon 11
; it also 

2., 

reacts quite appositely i.n ~-:no l;he.:l ... pubtico..t..i..on , where 

it appears as "Sermon by an Armaments l•lanufacturer 11 • 

As for the scHoolmaster ' s mortar board , we are aware 

of' it lurking behind almost ev-erything he l¥ri tes ;3 -

of'ten this didacticism is poetically acceptable , but 

sometimes , as Auden himsol.f admits , he confuses his 

hats , adoptinc. ; as he sayst 

1 Lions anc.J .::~hadows (Londol'u 1'our square edition, 
The New ~n~.,;·lish Library Ltd . , 19GJ -- f'irst 
published 19 J& J , p . .11'7 . 

~ Litll- o.V'<l Le.tvs, :JC (M~ 1 tq 3.4-), ~p · 11o4-- lb7 

3:t.fter leaving Oxford Auden went to a school 
in ~cotlanu as an assistant master and then 
to another school near }lal vern. He taught 
f'rom 1930 to 1935 . 



• • • what I would disown 
1 The preacher ' s loose , immodest tone 

Georg·e .darker complains of J:dm in 17J5 

•• • behind or throur::,h the poetry , l 
discern a c.lumsy , interrogatory fir .. t;;er 
quDstionint., rue aoout my matriculation 
certificate , n~ antecedents and. ruy 
a:..Ulual i ncon,c . ·~ 

.h.c:forrint, speci.f'ical.ly to "obscuri tyu Isherwood 

says that the young Auden disliked correcting poeu1s 

and \vould ra tb.er throw them a".,ray ; however 

If I liked one line he would keep it and 
work it into a new poem. In this way , 
whole poems uere constructed which w~re 
simply anthologies of my favourite lines , 
entirely regardless of ~rammar or sense . 
'!'his is the siilt,l)le explanation of much 
of Auden ' s celebrated obscurity.) 

It has become an almost equally celebratt.d explanation , 

but it is di:~' ;:'icul t to resist the impression that 

Isherwood is boasting; he is s~~ely at least 

exag·gerating his inf'luencc over his frienc.. . No doubt 

it is partly true , and may even be entirely true o:f 

some o:f the u.npublis .. lcd early work , but there is no 

poem among the published work so impenetrably obscure 

as to have been entirely composeu in the ma...mer Isher-

wood describes . 

l New Year Letter , p. 24 

2In the Audcn l>ouble number o:f Ne'l·T Verse , p . 2J 

)Ibid, P• 6. 



But it is h e wh o is the most r evealing about 

the private myth on which all the members of' t he 

Audcn "group 11 drew in their wxi tin,_, exccp · , curiously 

cnouf,.t~ , Isher,~ood l:timsel.f w1o .:-rude littl .... use of' it . 

\\ e f'irs t heal."' of' it in Lions awl .:nla.d.ows ; Isherwood 

says tho whole iJ.ea orieil1.ated when he and ~<htard 

Up"t~arc , 1;hile btill at school (.\.uden ~vas junior to 

them at tho same school and intendine then to become 

a mining cne;inoer) , invented a private world of' their 

own and wher ... thl.!y '"ent up to Oxi'ord continued the 

fantasy , naming their imagined village l•lort ........ re . 

It was a strant.c half worlu, peopled by sinister 

f'igures '"ho were mainly caricatures of' old school 

friends and masters , dons and acquaintances , and the 

two friends livca their .fantasy life almost more than 

their real one -- though it never , fortrmately , lost 

its tenuous c01mection with reality to the extent 

of often being quite unintelligible in conversation 

with o tiler people . They were <ictormined to write a 

book about it -- the characters included the 

I<. eve rend ~..r • elkcn , Hector of' •• ortmere who had 

" • • indulged his taste f'or ritu.al to a point 

bordering on magic , and whose brain, in consequence , 

was a little turneo. 11
•

1 And his most intimate friend , 

1
Lions and Shadows , p . 6J 

57 



Ronald Gunba11 , whose 

• • • world was the world of delirium 
tremens: he sa1.; wonders and horrors all 
about h.ir.! , his everyaay life l'as lived 
ami :is t t,~-o- :1eaded mons tors , t-houls , 
doNnpours of' lnuna..'"'l. blood an.J. ecl:ipses 
of' the aun . l 
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There was also Heynard Moxon , "deadly pale in an opera 

"> 
hat arHt a lit;ht overcoat l·li th black s:i.lk facings 11 , ,_ 

who was c::.cco.!l.panied on his ra11bl.es after dark by a. 

larc.e black serpent , not to mention a mysterious 

character cc.:.lled. "the 1 ";,;_!;(~ .,or in Spru.lish 11 . J A ereat 

deal of' this can be f'ound in Upwar{ ' s -.J..;;o;..;l~lrn~;..;'·--t.;;..;;;o__;t:;.;;h~e 

Border )and Rex ':arner ' s \:ild Goose \.-"hasc also dra1o;s 

heavily on Nortn1ere legend and characters . 

Auden and Isherwooc1 , ,.,ho becwne i':r:i ends 

durint:. Audcu ' a f.'irst year at Ox.ford , also evolved an 

ima£:,inary ,.,orld which , while retaining much oi' the 

i".i.orti.lcre :flavour , was basically very di.f:feren'l; . It 

1vas composed of a uixturc of' Iceltl.Il.clic sat,as , school 

lif'e and spy stories; this was the material for poetry 

that must , said Auuen , be classic , clinical and austere; 

1 Lions an<.l Shado1o;s , p . 6J 

2lbid P • 65 _ , 
:31-'ossibly this character derives from "The 

:Person in the ~~panisL Cc.pe" l•Jho tried to 
sit on Sweeney ' s knees. T.~. ~liot "Sweeney 
Among the 1\ightingales" , Collected I•oet:lS 
(Londonz ~"'aber & l•'a ber , l9Jo) , P • 5'"1 . 



he repeats this in "Letter to Lord Byron"; 

And through the quads , dogmatic words rang clear; 
' 'Good poetry is cl.assic and austere:'1 

Isherwood sayst 

Austerity was al.so mixed up with Weston ' s 
(Auden •sJ feelings about the heroic Norse 
literature -- his own personal variety of 
Hwar" fixation. Natu:::-u11y enough, he had 
been brought up on the Icelandic sagas, for 2 
they were the ba ckground of his :f'amil.y history. 
On his recommendation I now began for the 
first time to read Gretthir and Burnt Njal. ••• 
These warriors with their feuds , their 
practical. jokes , their dark threats conveyed 
in puns and riddles and deliberate under­
statements ("I think this day wi11 end 
unl~Ckil.y for some , but chiefl.y for those 
whd least expect harm") -- they seemed so 
fami1iar -- where had I met them before? 
Yes , I recognised them nowa they were the 
boys at our preparatory school.. Weston was 
pleased with the ideaJ we discussed it a good 
deal. , wondering which of our school. fel.l.ows 
best corresponded to the saga character. In 
time , the school. saga worl.d became for us a 
kind of 1-1ortmere • • • founded upon our 
preparatory school. l.ives • • • And soon a:f'ter 
this , Weston produced a short verse pl.ay in 
which the two worl.ds are so confused that it 
is almost impossible to say whether the characters 
are epic heroes or members of a school. O.T. C.3 
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This may have been Paid on Both Sides , tho verse charade 

first published in The Criteri~ :f'or January , 19)0. 

Though Auden and most of his "group" drew heavil.y 

1 Letters from Icel.and , p. 209 

2 cf. "Letter to Lord Byron" Letters from Icel.and, 
P• 205. 

3Lions and Shadows, p. 119 



on th~s myth in their early work, the myt h itself was 

largely, if not completely , an oral affa~r sparked off 

and built up in conversat~on. To try and patch it 

together from the literature ~ which it has been only 

incompletely utilised is a rather uncertain business , 

but the main pattern emerges clearly enough. Justin 

1 Replogle , in a recent essay, describes the world of 

the myth as a world which is divided by a front~er or 

border. On one s~de is the enemy, the forces of 

disease , inadequacy and corruption: on the other are 

the forces of health, and usually, youth. These two 

hostile groups frequently clash, or threaten to do s o, 

and the action in the myth arises from the activities , 

or proposed activities , of these two groups which are 

in deadly opposition to one another. 
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The hero or leader of the diseased group (who is 

always young, and sometimes a youngest son) frequently 

undertakes a version of the traditional quest crossing 

or trying to cross tho border into the territory held 

by the healthy group. He may be uns uccessf'ul., in which 

case he is usually a victim of his own inadequacies and 

fears; or he may give up his quest in response to the 

111~he Gang Myth in Auden ' s early poetry" 
Journal. o.f En lish and German Philolo , 
July 19 2 , to which the present writer 

is indebted for much of the .following 
five pages. 



temptation or importuning of those who defend the 

sick society (o~ten a member of the nobility or a 

clergyman). ~ven i£ he manages to cross the border 

he may still not be safe, for the seeds o~ his sick-
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ness may remain in him and he may realise that he has 

ai. h 
. . 1 

~ ~ed only w en strange symptoms of' 1llness reappear. 

The hero ' s method o~ travel is ~requently part of the 

myth. J:n Day Lewis ' The .Hagnet.ic Mountain all the 

hea1thy travel by tr~, and the poet surveys the 

philosophic issues involved whi..le taking· 

A light engine back along the li.ne 
For a last excursion, a tour of inspection • • • 

while Ln The Wild Goose Chase the three questers travel 

by motor-bike. 

Auden ' e hero travels mostly by train, though 

1The best examples of the working out of t hese 
points in the poetry are to be found in the 
longer works. !'aid on Both Sides and !!!.! 
Orators show almost all o£ them while the 
undertaking of the u~thological ' quest • is 
fully worked out in The Dog Beneath the Skin. 
The Ascent of Fo shows a different sort of 
questf the questers of The Age of Anxiety 
show yet another. ?>~any o:f t::Ce shorter 
poems which show separate facets of the myth 
such ae "Have a Good 'l'i.me 11 (Collected 
Shorter Poems , pp. 163--164) are taken 
from these 1onger work s• in this :Lnstance 
from 'fue Orators, pp . 4C- -47. 

2collected Foams of c. liay Lewis; (London& 
Jonathan Cape with the Hogarth Press& 
- .... ~ 4) • p. 184·. 



he sometimes approaches the border by ship , but as 

his methods of transportation carry special. signif-

icance , so do many things associated with them , such 

as engines , railheads , junctions , bicycles , piers , 

harbours and coastguards . After he has crossed the 

frontier ( usua11y wi t!'l a smal.1 troop of men) the hero 

and his followers often live in t~e mountains , planning 

from these heights their defences and possible attacks 

on the unregenerate , who usually live in lowlands 

and va11eys. Both Warner {The Wild Goose Chase) and 

Auden (The Orators) give their hero a specially 

significant position above the enemy by making him 

an airman; birds have the same significance in Auden t s 

work , the most commonly referred to being hawks , 

kestrels and gu11s. 

Auden adapts the myth to fit in with his beliefs 

of the time , which were mainly based on those of 

Freud, Georg Grodde ck, Homer Lane and D. H. Lawrence , 1 

and which in turn had to be slightly twisted to fit 

in with his public myt~ derived , as we have seen, 

largely from Marx and left-wing liberalism. All 

society , both private and public , must atrophy when 

its members become trapped by generations of unchanging 

1 see "Letter to Lord Byron". Letters from 
Iceland , p. 210 . 



custom, and refuse to try to find a new relationship 

in the spontaneous sources of life on which all healthy 

cultures depend. As s ociety grows further frorn these 

sources of life, a death wish appears , in the fonn of 

neurosis and physical disease , to kill off the old 

and make way for a new society. His myth fulfils two 

different functions; it provides ~ 3etting for entire 

1 poems and it provides imagery for poems which may 

2 be set quite differently. Some poems are really 

speeches , or soliloquies , set within the larger drama 

o f hostile gangs; the speaker may belong to either.3 

If sick, he fears the healthy whom he regards as 

destructive and frightening; he is not aware of their 

desire to cleanse and cure him. The neurotic speaker 

knows they are coming for him at the end of uo, what 

is that sound • • • "when he cries 

0 it ' s broken the lock and splintered 
the door 

0 it ' s the gate wh$re they ' re turning, 
turning, 

1 e . g. nlfuich Side Am I Supposed to be On?tt 
Collected Shorter Poems , pp. 147--150. 
"The secret Agent'' , ~· PP• 44--45. 

2e.g. "Birthday Poem" , Collec ted Shorter 
Poems , pp. 32--)5, "Let History be my 
Judge" , Ibid , p. 165. 

)Paid on Both Sides is the best example 
o:f this. 



Their boots are heavy on the floor 
And their eyes are burning.l 
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I£ well , the speaker often prescribes or may administer 

the cures 

See him take off his coat and get 
down with a spanner 

To each unhappy Joseph anti repressed ~iana. 

Say Bo to tho invalids and take away their2 rugs 

Poems like these may well be regarded as obscure if 

the reader is totally ignorant of the myth behind themJ 

the situation is made even more complicated by the 

existence of a third gang -- those who have crossed 

the frontier , but bocome ill again , and in horror 

watch their symptoms reappear. One of these is The 

Secret Agent. 3 Half attracted to the corrupt life , 

he , "the trained spy , " has been captured "seduced with 

the old tricks". He does not recognise his love of 

death, 

• • • he often had 
Reproached the night for a companion 
Dreamed of already • • • 

and does not see (as the reader does) that his 

colleagues show the same symptoms. 

1 Collected Shorter Poems& p. 252 

2 The Orators , p. ~0~' 

3col1ected Shorter Poems , pp. 44--45 
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But the poems will be dealt with as they arisea 

a general outline o~ the myth is all that is needed 

here . 

It is difficult to assess the meaning o:f the 

variety o:f landscape :features and incidental imagery 

in Auden ' s myth , for he us0s it only sporadically. 

The mythological implication and allegory exist~ at 

different levels. The "enemy" may be members of' tho 

sick culture , anthropomorphised ideas , or psychological 

threats to health within the individual himself'. All 

1 three may appear in a single poem. But once the 

reader has some understanding o:f the myth, the confusion 

is much reduced. As Justin Replogle points out 

Within an allegorical framework it makes 
little difference whether :figures are humans 
or personified ideas , and even less difference 
whether enemy traits are symbolic of' an 
individual ' s or a culture ' s psychological 
disturbances.2 

Apart from the use of' myth, what ideas did 

the young Auden have about the practice o:f his art , 

and who were the other poets who influenced him? He 

tells us himself' that his :first ' masters ' were Hardy 

and Edward Thomas , but by the time his work was 

1 e.g. "The Exiles" , Collected Shorter Poems , 
PP• 166--168. 

2 J ourna1 of' English a..'"ld German Philology , 
P• l1-87 • 
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beginning to be published, they had been temporarily 

forgotten in favour of ~liot. 1 He explains , in Letter 

to Lord Byron 

A raw provincial , my good taste was tardy1 
And Edward Thomas I as yet preferredj 

I was still listening to Thomas Hardy 
Putting divinity about a birdJ 
But Eliot spoke the still unspoken word; 

For gasworks and dried tubers I_forsook 2 The clock at Grantchester , the Lnglish rook. 

Isherwood, as usual , has something to say , 

Quotations and misquotations were allowed, 
together with bits of foreign languages , 
proper names and private jokes. Weston was 
peculiarly well equipped for playing The 
Waste Land game . For Eliot ' s Dante --­
quotations and classical learning he 
substituted oddments of scientific , 
medical and psychoanalytical jargon; 
his magpie brain was a hoard of curious 
and sue;gestive phrases from Jung, Rivers , 
Kretschmer and Freud. He peppered his 
work liberally with such terms as "eututic" , 
"sigmoid curve" , "Arch-monad" ••• 
seeking thereby to produce what he himself 
described as a "clinical effect . " To be 
"clinically minded" was , he said , the 
first duty of a poet. J · 

Stephen Spender , who has remained one of his friend ' s 

most sensitive critics , has several helpful things to 

say about Auden ' s early opinions . He lists s ome of 

1 eyril Connolly said "His {Elio t ' s) i n fluence on 
young writers is discon certing. Auden , I think , 
is one young poet to survive it. 1

' Enemies of 
Promise , (Penguin Modern Cla ssicsa 1938) , p . 52. 

2 Letters from Icelan~, p. 209 . 

3Lions and Shadows , P • 118. 



his characteristic pronouncements on poetry , made 

whi~e at Oxford , and near~y a~l reversed shortly 

after leaving. 

A poet must have no opinions , no decided 
views which he seeks to put across in his 
poetry. Above a~~ . poetry must be in no 
way concerned with po~itics. 

Politics are just lackeys and public servants 
whom we should ignore . 

The subject of a poem is on~y a peg on which 
to hang the poetry.~ 

A poet must be c~inical , dispassionate 
about ~ife . The poet feels much less strongly 
about things than do other people. Poems 
shou~d never have tit~es . Never use 2 
exc~amation marks and avoid abstractions. 

A g~ance at this ~ist is enough to show that 
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though Auden may have reversed most of these opinions 

soon after he had formu1ated them , he has returned t o 

some of them inhter stages of writing. 

At Oxford , a~most the most frequent word in 

his vocabu~ary was "syntptomatic" , a word used both 

as a term of praise or as diagnosis . For examp~e , 

he thought E~iot ' s poetry was exce~~ent because it 

was "symptomaticn but a hesitancy of speech was a~so 

symptomatic of some psychological repression. This 

1 For an elaboration of this point , see 
Spender ' s Wor~d Within 1ior~d , p • .51 

2t~ .i.l . Auden and his poetry" , A-tlantic 
Month~y , (July , 1953) , P• 74. 
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idea, o~ course, o£ symptoms and cure, is one that 

nm.s all through Auden • s work, :f'rom then until today a 

the pre-occupation is the srune from the early 

• • • look shining- at 
New styles o£ architecture, a change o£ heart1 

to the concluding lines of the Age of .~ety 

To elude Him, 
In our anguish t~e struggle 

to lie to Him yet His love 
observes 

2 
Its appalling promise • • • 

The symptoms must, Spender says, be diagnosed, 

named, broug-ht into the open, made to weep and 

con~ess, that they Inay be related to Auden •s central 

theme of' Love leading them to t he discipline which 

is their cure. Tho s~nptoms which prove that man 

needs to love and that 

The grossest of his dreams is 
No worse than our worship which for the most part 
1s so much galima'tias to get out o:f 
Knowing our neighbour,3 

have changed very little; it is .t'luden•s conception 

of the cure wluoh has changed from his early idea 

that love -· which meant both Eros and a vaguer and 

more exalted concept -- was the a.nsl~er. What the 

1 Foems 19JO• No . XXX. (Collected Shorter 
Po oms , tt .Pe ti ti.on n, ) p. 120. 

2The A§e of ~~1X1ety , PP• 125--126. 

'!.lli· 



change was can be seen later; at the time of his first 

book his concept of love was the beg~ing and end of 

it. So his early poems , as we shall see , reflect the 

amoral. , neutral posj.tion of the Oxford , clinical Auden. 

They express a complete detachment in lines of frigid 

clipped beauty; it is not so much art for art ' s sake, 

but art for science ' s sake; the poet creates poems 

out of his observations , emotions , private and public 

myth and literary influences as though he were working 

in a laboratory. 

Letter to Lord Byron is a fruitful source of 

Auden ' s early likes and dislikesa the country he 

admired , and the things in it --

Clearer than Scafe11 Pike , my heart has stamped on , 
The view from .Birmingham to \volverbampton , l 

and again --

Long, long ago , when I was only fourJ 
Going towards my L~andmother , the line 

Passed through a coal-field. From the 
corridor 

I watched it pass with envy , thought 
"Ho:,r fine J 

0 how I wish that situation mine 6H 
Tramlines and slagheaps , pieces of machinery} 
That was) and still is , my ideal scenery?-

while as a child he says 

1 "Letter tc Lord Byron" , Letters from 
Iceland, p . 51. 

2Ibid, P • 51. 



But better f'ar than any kings or queens 
I liked to see and know about machines # 
And f'rom my sixth until my sixteenth year 
I thought myself a mining engineer . l 

Aga~ , showing how school represented all aspects of' 

the world to him , he says 

J 
The Great War had beguna but masterS . scrutiny 
And fists of big ~oys were the war to us : 2 

for 

• • • what a prop school really puts across 
Is knowledge of' the world we ' ll soon be lost in: 
To-day it ' s more like Dickens than Jane Austen.J 

But here we begin to come back to the sources 

of Auden ' s private myth and it is necessary now to 
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consider the early poems in the light of' what has been 

outlined in the first chapters . 

1 "Letter to Lord Byron" , Letters from 
Iceland, P• 205. 

2
Ibid• P• 205. 

Jibid , F . 206 . 



CHAF'fER IV 

l''IRST PO.ENS AND PAID ON BOTH SIDES 

Stephen Spender ~olls us , "I spent the remaining 

part of the long vacation (1929) printing a little 

volume of the Poems of W. H. Auden , an edition of thirty 

1 
copies which is sought after to-day" . This search 

has not been entirely successful and all the copies 
Mr. 

have not so far been run to earth though R~-~~ 

B. C. Bloomfield , ~o has produced a comprehensive 

bibliogTaphy of Auden ' s writings ,
2 

gives a list of 

the volumes of this issue which he has traced , and 

a fUll description of the book itself. 3 Copy ow~ers 

include Cyril Connolly , Jack Samuels , John Johnson, 

George Rylands and Crhistonher Isherwood , and there is 

one in the library of the University of Cincinnati . 4 

~vorld Within World , P• 116 

The Earl Years 
University 

3 11 '\\ • .11 . Auden ' s First Booku. The Library' 
~uno 1962~ p . 152 . 

4Further notes on known copies may be found in 
"Commentary" in The Book Gollector (Sununer, 
1962fo pp . 156 -- 157. 
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Bloomfield says , quoting a letter £rom Spender , 

The printing was done on an Adana printing 
set , price £7 , for chemists ' labels and 
the copy was supplied by the Reverend 
A.S.T. ~~sher and , probably , Auden himself , 
although he has no recollection of it.l 

Before the work was finished , Spender broke the set , 

and the Holywell Press in Oxford finished and bound 

the edition , thus accounting for its professi.ona1 

appea.J:'ance. 
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Professor Munroe a . Spears in his book2 which 

Auden calls the "only authoritative work"J about him, 

cites twenty-six poems as being published in this first 

volume -- th~re appear to be actually twenty-eight , 

all of which are listed by Professor Spears himself in 

the invaluable index of first lines in which he gives 

the published sources of all the poems . It is the 

inevitable slim volume , and indeed, could hardly· have 

been anything else. Moot of the poems were written 

before Auden was twenty-one; this is a prolific number 

for such a short period and gives an early indication 

of the steady output of poetry Auden was to mahttain 

1
The Library,, P• 153• 

2The Poet 
Island. 
196J). 

of W.H . Auden. The Disenchanted 
New Yorka Oxford University Press , 

Jin a l.etter to the present writer , }\iay , 1965. 
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through the years. Thea~ earl.y poems have both the 

,.,eaknesses and the strength of' 'tTork which is uninhibited 

by the hindsight of' advancing years , and :it says much 

for their calibre that Auden retab1ed fifteen of them 

:1n the l9JO volume , which was the :first professionally 

published edition of' his work . Nine were kept as 

separate poems , and six were made an intrinsic part 

of Paid on Both Sides , which was publ.ished again in 

this volume after its initial appea~ance in T . S. El.iot ' s 

The Criterion of' January , 19JO. 

Professor Spear~ says that he asked Auden if 

these six poems were excerpts from a work already in 

existence and that Auden said that he had written 

them f'irst as separate poems , but that they had then 

seemed to be "part of something" , showing that even 

at this stage 11 the dif£e1•enco between a separate poem 

and an excerpt from a lont:, •- r work is cl.early not at 

l absolute one for Auden" . The first poem of the l.9J8 

volwne is itself divided into seven poems which appear 

quite unconnected , and Professor Spears hazards a 

guess that they may all be imitations of various styles. 

2 
This seems a possible anslier. Eliot , de la ~la.re and 

1 The poetry of' W.H . Auden. The Disenchanted 
Island. p. 20 . 

2 For ~lother and more recent theory , see 
Appendix A. 
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the Imagists are all recognisable , while the second 

reads almost like a parody of Hopkins: 

Bones wrenched , weak whimper , lids 
wrink.led , first dazzle lmown , 

World wonder hardened as bigness , years 
brought knowledge , you , 

Fresence a rich ~ould augured for roots 
urged , but gone , 

The soul is tetanous , b.oun.-barre1 
burnishing 

In summer grass , mind lien to tarnish • • • 

~ch imitation, as Spears says , incorporates 

a discordantly modern olement which redeems it from 

pure parody, though Auden himself , ~ a comparatively 

recent essay , has pointed out that unless a writer 

admires the work he is copying he will never write 

d d f •t 1 a goo paro y o 1 • But all the poems in the boolt 

become "part of" something" if they are considered in 

the 1ight of the myth outlined in the previous chapters. 

some or all of the elements of this myth are present 

in every one of the poerr , and it holda them together, 

illu.m:inates them , and greatly extends a••1.d deepens 

the:ir meaning. 

A good exampl.e to take is "Control of the 

passes" which \vas published in Collected Shorter Poems 

as "The Secret Agent" . It is on& of the four poems 

1 Empson ' s parody of Auden1 Just a Smack at 
Au d enJ is a good example of thisJ Chard 
Whitlow is another . 
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that have survived :from 1928 to appear in this first 

English collection of Auden • s verse published in 1950. 1 

Control of the passes was , he saw, 
the key 

To thi s new district , but who would 
get it? 

He , the trained spy, had walked into 
the trap 

For a bogus gu:i.dc • se:.:uced with the 
old tricks . 

At Grecnhearth was a £jne s~te for 
adam 

And easy power, had they pu3hed the rail 
Some stations nearer. They ignored 

his wires . 
The bridges were unbui.l t and trouble 

coming. 

The street music seemed gracious n ow 
to one 

For weeks up in the desert . Woken 
by water 

Rtmning aw-ay in the dark , he often had 
Reproached the night for a companion 
Dreamed of already. They wou1d shoot , 

of course 
2 Parting easily who were never joined. 

In its origina1 publication, this unrhymed 

Rilkean sonnet had no title , as Audcn did not believe 

poems should be given titles when he first began writing. 3 

But the title "The Secret Agen~" used in the Collected 

1The others are "The Love Letter" {c . s.F . , 
p . 6o); "Taller To-Day" (c . s .• P. , p . 122) 
and "The Watershed" (c.s .P. , p . 183} . 

2 Collected Shorte~- Poems , p . 44. 

)Perhaps he was right , when one considers 
sorue of the painfully facetious titles he 
used in the American Col.lec ted Fo ems of 
1 945 . 
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Sh<•rter Poems is both av:propriate and innocuous t and 

does help the reader , whether a c quainted or not with 

Auden ' s mythological imagery , to have sonie idea o.f 

what the poem is all about . Read as it stands , it is 

not particularly difficult to follow its meaning 

is superficially clear onou~1, but its significance 

veems limitedt one wonders why Audcn should haYe 

retained in the of:ficial canon of' his work a poem 

which appears so slight in its Lmplications . 

But a knowledge of the myth deepens these 

implications a &Teat deal. It i.e obvious that we have 

t he usual. ai tua tion of two opposing groups who are 

b o th trying to gain "contro.l of the passes" and so 

acquil.~e for their side a whole »new district" . Auden 

d oes not te.ll us in the poem what these sides represent , 

b u t with some backgr ound know.ledge it is a fair aasump-

tion that they show the u ·:nal dichotomyJ "We" on the 

one side representing health , youth, and in tho widest 

p ublic aspect of' the myt h , the working c.lass and the 

future; "They" , on the other representing nthe old 

gang" -- disease , ago , and again Ln the widest politic~ . . 
a spec t , the of'f'ete bourgeoisie and the past. 1 ~\nd if' 

l. It is convenient here to use the termi.nol.ogy of 
Randal.l. Jarrell ' s Fe/They dichotomy, which is 
sel..f explanatory. It is later discussed more 
fu.l.l.y on p . 81 o:f this e ssay. 
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we are not told all this directly , the hints are plain 

enough; the spy is "trained" i.e. he has crossed the 

nebul.ous disease frontier and (he thinks) become cured 

of the old society ' s ills -- he can go back now , to 

work , as spies do , against his old loyalties . These 

old affiliations prove to be still strong; he has b~en 

"seduced by the old tricks" of these same people 

despite his training, and been caught by then,. 

But it is never as simple as this in anything 

Auden wr~tes; even on this level the allegory spreads 

much wider. The spy has not only fallen a victim to 

the machinations of the other side. His side have 

let him down. They have failed to provide a dam for 

the water at GreenhearthJ to do this and to provide 

power would have been easy if they had only pa~d 

attention to his messages and taken the railhead 

:f'urthcr, for the passes 'vould then have been bridged 

and the district "ours". As it is , trouble is go:ing 

to catch these ineffectual workers as well as him -­

they appear to be victims of their own lassitude , or 

"Classic fatiguo 11
, as Auden puts it in another poem. 1 

At any rate , although they have fancied themselves 

"cured" of the old i~ls , the seeds of psychosomatic 

disease are still in ther;•. 

1 "Consider" , Collected Shorter Poems , p. 4Lt-. 



The thought o~ the undammed water has been 

tormenting the spy ~ying s~ecpless in the desert, 

listening to the precious stuff "running away in 

the dark". And here the irony begins to operate on 

another ~evel, for not on~y have the other members 

of his side ~allen a victim to their old illnessesf 

the seeds o~ sicknesa are still tdthin the spy him· 

eel~, although of course, as all the psychologists 

who .t'ascinated Auden at this time have made c lear , 

he would not be conscious o f them. But the symptoms 

o~ the death wish are plainJ lying in the dark, 

brooding over the failures o:f his companio11.., 

• • • he o:ft en had 
Reproached the night for a companion 
vreamed of' already • • • 

and by contrast w:i th these miserable nights tl~e 
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pleasures of the old civilisation such as its "Street 

music•• are still. attractive . ·rhus despite his apparent 

cure, the spy is caught in the trap of his own uncon-

acious desires, which are potent enemies in both 

cultures, the \ie and tho TheyJ the sick and the well. 

He races death phi.losophical.ly . It is "dreamed 

o:f already"; ~ike Keats , he is ha~f' in love with it. 

The last lines o:f the sestet summarise the whole in-

eluctability of' the situation that exists ttithin the 

half' pol.itical, ha~f' vsycholo6ical and personal wor~d 

of the myth. 



• • • ·..:.'l<.ey would shoot of course 
Parting easily '\vho were never joined. 
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i.e. it is simple to ake his life {and his affiliation) 

from someone who doesn ' t really want it. The last 

line ' s power derives, as does so much of the power 

of the whole poem, from the laconic force of the 
wo-rd., 

language; had Auden put in the missing ~~~ ~-

~ the ~ine would have been very much weakened. 

Randall Jarrell, who has written some excellent 

criticism of Auden, though he is inimical towards the 

1 
poetry of his later period , gives his interpretation 

of the world of the myth in rather different terms 

from the ones used here , though the meaning is much 
11.,-

the same. It f'urther deepens the meani.ng of "the Secret 

"' Agent if his view is sketched at this point, as it 

provides an excellent exwnple of everything Jarrell 

says. writing in The ;::)outuern Heview in 19412 (at a 

time when Auden ' s 11new" views and methods were becoming 

painfully apparent to h.ir.:t) he says that what Auden had 

done at the time his f'irst poems were published was to 

reject the established order and set up one of his own. 

1Heading Jarrell's poetry , it is plain that much 
o:f it is modelled on the early Audeu, for whom 
he must have had a :fierco admiration , 

2 n~hanges of ..;\.ttitude and Hhotoric in Auden • s 
l'oetry" , The Southern Heview \1Ilt (1941), 
PP• 326--349. 
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He gives six po~ts from which this "New Order" --

and it has some of the Fascist elements of its name 

deri.ves. Firstly from the \'IZ'i tings of Marx , secondly 

:f:rom those of' l!'"'reud and Groddeck , thirdly, he says , 

Auden ' s new order contains (as Hitler • o did) all the 

elements of classic~ myth such as the folk , blood, 

mysticism and fairy tales . Fourthly f'rom science, 

particularly biology, and f'if'thly from rocognisod 

schoolboy pastimes such as fly:l.n£, , climbing, :fighting, 

sports and spies. 

His sixth pcint is homosexualityJ Auden thought 

established sexual values to be as wrong as everything 

else in the established order, and in his new order 

of'f'ered homosexuality as a new nnd revolutionary 

sexu~ value. It must be stressed that this is offered 

as a symbol , usually devoid of' any emotional connota-

tion, and though Jarrell is right in saying that it is 

frequently alluded to and implied in the early poetry , 

it is not the only ~orm of sexual davi.ation encounteredJ 

auto-eroticism is frequently referred to ~ though this 

is usually nnequivocal.ly condemned as "vil.e" , or 

presented, as in The Orators , as a rault in the hero 

which must be overcome. At least one cornmentator1 

1J.G. Southworth. Bowing the S)ring, 
(Oxfo:!:"d: Daeil Bl.ackwell , 1940 • 
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has found the homosexual implications in Auden ' s work 

of sufficient interest to provide the subject n1atter 

for a long essay but this is grossly t o exaggerate 

its importance, certainly there is no space here to 

track it down under its various disguises . These 

include rhyming sl.ang , its own lingua franca, and more 

obvious references such as puns and physiological 

allusions. It has its accepted place in the myth, 

and it is sufficient comment if the reader is aware 

of' this; we do not consider the important thing about 

Astrophe1 ' s sonnets to Stella to be the evidence they 

afford of Sidney ' s heterosexual inclinations. And 

in Auden's poetry , the poet himself is seldom emotionally 

present in his poems; it is one of the faults of his 

comparatively few love poems -- perhaps because of 

their homosexual nature -- that the author is a .1ways 

outside the poem mora1ising its emotions in the same 

way as he (far more successfully) moral.ises landscape. 

lvhen homosexual. implications arise in the poems , it 

is in the same "mora1ised11 way. 

To return to Jarrell: he divides the two opposing 

groups of the myth into "lie 11 and "They" between whom, 

he says , Auden establishes as complete a dichotomy as 

possible . ''lie" are the new order , "They" represent the 

old effete gang l"lho must die . "We" are heal.thy, or at 



least trying to be , "They" arc sick. "\i e cr are the 

future , "Theyn are the past. Jarrell. says& 

When compared with the folkish Us , They are 
complicated, subtle Ln a barren Alexandrian­
encyclopaedia way . They are scholarly, 
~trospective observ~rs , We have the insight 
and natural certainty o.f the na.rve , _ of 
Christ ' s children , of fools , of the third 
sons in fairy stories. They are avidly 
commercial , financial. , distributive. We 
represent real production , tho soil. . They 
are bourgeois -- respectable or perverted. 
We are folk simple , or else consciously 
Bohemian • • • there is also a suggestion 
of the prodigal. son , of' beLng reborn through 
sin.l. 
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Above all. , "We" represent Love (or love) , "They" 

represent hate , so that however often the signs of 

sickness may re-appear in Us , We have tho onl.y possible 

means of cure on Our side . Death is a very important 

symbol. to Auden at this stage. They can only die , as 

animals dor We may use death to become martyrs or 

heroes. It is a ~bol of re-birth , a necessary step 

to purification and may come about through mere decay , 

both spiritual. and physical , or through outside agencies 

like ice (glaciers chiefly) or by water . Love must 

triumph, but to do this it needs death 

• • • death of the grain , our death 
Death of the old gang • • • 2 

1. The Southern Review V. VII , p . 330. 
2Collected Shorter Poems , p . 84. 
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-- it needs, in fact, both Our death and Theirs. 

If we now look again at The Secret Agent , it 

can be seen that when all this is packed into t he poem 

as well i t s s i gnificance becomes almost inexhaustible. 

Lven when the mythological implications are fully 

understood , all egory can be ~ound on still another 

level. Profes s or Spears says 

'rhe Spy in enemy country symbolises • • • 
the adolesc ent in the adult world, the 
intellec tual among philistines • • • 
the alienated o£ all sorts.l 

All this lies behind a simple sonnet; h ow muoh 

more can we expect the rami£ications o£ the myth to 

spread in a l ong poem? In fact, the finest exampl e s 

o~ its workings are ·to be found. in The vrators (19J4) 

and :in the charade, l'a:id on Both ::>ides , which incorporates , 

as h.as been said., six of' the poems published in 1928. 

It :l.s worth. takints a careful l.ook at the l.attcr :for 

thisreason, as well as :for several others. Au den 

himself obviously regards it as part o:f the canon of 

his writings; it has been included :in toto .in all 

collections {thou6h not of course selections) o :f his 

poetry except the American Collected Poems, where it 

i.s represented only by excerpts; and it is a :fascinating 

exampl.e o£ Primordial Au<len -- what Randal.l Jarrell has 

1The l'oetry o:f \~ • .rl. Auden, The Disenchanted 
.Isl.and, P • 26. 
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1 
has called the !!£- Auden. .C:ven Dr . Leavis , though 

reject:ing :i.t , he tells us , after "prolonged indecision" 

as a subject £or discussion in New Bearings , has 

thought it worth while to re-discuss as an example o£ 

"his ~uden ' s] talent at its most impressive. 2 

In 1931 \filliam Emp:Jon published "A Note on 

W . H. Auden 1 a Paid on Both Sides :i.n a Cambridge mag-azine. 3 

It is of partic~ar :i.nterost as a piece of criticism 
Ot"' 

rough2y contem~ory with the poem ruld it shows a 

sensitive understanding of' Auden ' s ideas and methods 

of' the ti.me. Here is his summary o f' the plot -- it 

is brief' (the uhole essay is onl.y two sides o£ a page) 

but very helpful. to an under a tanding of' the poem, for 

as he remarks 11 • • • it (the plof} is n ot obvious on 

one ' s f':lrst reading" . He goes on~ 

There is a blood f'eud , apparently in the North 
of' England, betl'leen two mill. o'\'ming f'amil.ies who 
are tribal. l.eaders of their workmenJ it is at the 
present day, but there are no cl.ass distinction s 
and no police. John , the hero of' the play, is 
born prematurely :from shock af'ter the death by 

1 "Freud to Paul: The Stages of' Auden •s Ideology". 
Partisan Review, 194.5; P • 437 . 

2scrutiny, v. III (1934/5) , p . 76. Leavis is 
surely mistaken here; it is an interesting 
piece of work because it contains so many of 
the seeds of' Auucn 1 s later development , as 
well as so much of' tho strength his poetry 
was later to loso , but it remains a piece of' 
juvenilia for all that. 

J~xper:i.ment No. VIIa Spring number. 



ambush of his father; so as to be peculiarly a 
child of the feud. As a young man he carries it 
on , though he encourages a brother who loses 
faith in it to emigrate. Then he falls in love 
with a daughter {apparently the heiress) of the 
enemy house; to marry her would involve ending 
the feuu, spoiling the plans of his friends , 
breaking away from th0 world his mother takes 
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f'or granted, and hurting her by refusing to 
revenge his £ather. Just before he decides about 
it , a spy , son of the enemy house {but apparently 
only her half-brother) is captured: it is the 
crisis of the playJ he orders him to be taken out 
and shot. He then marries Anne; she tries to 
make him emigrate , but he insists on accepting 
his responsibility and trying to stop the feud; 
and is shot on the wedding day , at another mother ' s 
instigation, by a brother of the spy. This much , 
though very compressed , and sometimes in obscure 
verse, is a straightfo~vard play. But at the 
crisis , when John has just ordered the spy to 
be shot , a sort of surrealist technique is used 
to convey his motives . They could only , I think , 
have been conveyed in this way, 1 and only when 
you have accepted them can the play be recognised 
as a sensible and properly motivated tragedy.2 

Empson calls it a ' play ' -- Auden calls it a 

charade , and it has the feeling that-this-is-a11-a-game 

peculiar to such entertainments; very probably dis-

guised somewhere in it is the word , though so £ar no 

critic appears to have extracted it . Though differing 

in some superficial features f'rom the pattern of the 

myth, both in its public and private aspects , it is 

1 Because , as Auden says in The Arts To-day , p.l 
" • • • surrealism has adopted a technique 

r esembling the procedure in the analyst ' s 
consulting room" , • 

2Experiment , No . VI1 , p . 60 . 
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solidly based on it , an<i because of' :i.ts length, the 

usual theme perndts some :i.nterest:i.ng variat:i.ons. 

From .1:!-mpsou ' s outl:i.ne of' the plot , :i. t is cl.ear 

that Auden :i.s using one o£ tho favour:i.te symbol-clusters 

of' the myth the liar-Border situation. But aga:i.n 

it :i.s never as simple as this; the mythologica~ 

meaning is , as usual , on more than one level . Auden 

is showing us here that war is man ' s natural condition; 

it :i.s symbolised from the start by his birth. The 

Chorus says : 

Can speak of trouble , pressure on men 
Born all the t:i.me , brought forward into 

For 1 
warm dark moan. 

light 

And the laconic , matter-of-fact discussion of violent 

death in ambush which follows carries this a stage 

fUrther. But though war is inevitable for man from 

the time he draws his first breath, i.t may be because 

it is preferable to the quasi "peace" of bourgeois 

society which covers such a mul.titude of conflicts 

within it; class war , economic war , the except:i..onals 

versus the others , the Outsiders versus the Insiders 

and so on; in fact we come back to the We-They dichotomy 

that exists both ~thin society as it actually is , and 

(in a dif'f'erent f'orm) in Auden • s new order of' society. 

1 co11ected Shorter Poems , p. 201 



This is the superficial conflict of' orcan.ised 

man -- b~neath that again are the ag~essive forces 

which threaten civilisation itself'. F'.W ~ Cook says . 

in a recent essay; 

The con£1ict between the individual and 
Authority and the struggle of the individual 
to change himself and/or Authority in order 
to resolve the conflict . are :fundamental to 
every phase of' Auden ' s thought. 1 

The "two opposing cultures of' the system are 
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both matriarchies who only live to prosecute the death 

:feud between them. This ~Teudian mother image is a 

popular conception of' Auden ' s; here she appears as 

the dominating factor in the Linzgarth and Nattrass 

:families. Joan says , just after John ' s birtht laying 

down the pattern of' her son ' s future lifer 

Unforgetting is not today ' s forgetting 
For yesterday , nor bedrid scouring, 
But a new begetting 2 
An unf'orgi ving morning. 

But in The Ascent of' F6 the mother is far more sinister; 

when Michael has finally conquered the peak she is 

waiting :for him at the summit promising him the same 

:fairy-tale version o:f life he thought to l1ave vanquished 

1 nPrimarlial Auden" , Essays in Criticism, 
(October 1962) , p. 4oJ , to which the present 
writer is indebted. 

2 Collected Shorter Poems , p. 201. 
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1 
with the mountain , while another published in 

Commonweal. begins {echoing Blake)• 

llicking his mother until she let go or2 h.i.s soul 

Auden ' s characters , Cook says , are like Orwell ' s 

in 1984, in that they appear to be renmants o:f the 

hwnan race after some catastrophe has struck, but 

Wllike the world of "\ofinston Smith , the world o f Jolm 

Nower is not urban but rural.; the people are mi.ll-

working families living a tribal adventure school. 

life in rustic surroundings made gloomil.y reminisc ent 

of past glories by rustine machinery and derelict manor 

houses. The Chorus sayst 

• • • But proudest into traps 
Have fallen. Th~"ie gears , which ran in 

oil. £or week 
By week , needing to look , now wi~l not work; 
Those m2Ulors mortgaged twice to pay for love 
Go to another· . 

0 how shall. man live 
Whose thought is bon •. , child of' one farcical. 

night , 
To find him old? J 

• • • 

The charade , like most of the early poems , 

presents the ambivalent attitude of the doomed bourgeoisie 

1The Ascent o:f F6 and On the Frontier 
(London: l•'aber Paper-covered edi. tions , 
19.58) , P• 96. 

2 "Mundus et infans" , 1942. Collected 
Shorter Poems , p. 89 . 

3Col.l.ected Shorter Poems , P• 208. 
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(of which the poet is a member) , driven subconsciously 

by the death '"'ish and a Narxist view of historical 

evolution to its own extinction. This predic:mten t 

is , of course , the kernel o£ the public myth to which 

Auden and his "~:;'"roup" subscribe; how could they justi.f'y 

their o-wn continuing membership of the middle cl.ass 

which had al~ the at·tributes of' "They" and none of 

11We"? If the future is with. the workers , with whom 

for various reasons the poet cannot altogether throw 

in his lot , then the only solution to his problem as 

presented in this poem \'iould. be the peaceful union of 

the two families representing the warring classes. 

But both ~ Auden ' s new plan for society, and in 

society as i. t was actua . .d.l consti. tuted in the 1 thirties , 

he sees this as an impossibility; the "antimonies of 

the will" , as Empson c~ls them, are too diametr~cally 

opposed for a conventional happy ending of this kind. 

The usu~ War/Border si tua.tion is compl.icated on 

purpose to show this impossibility, for there is no 

"right" side here for John to choose to join, and no 

ttwrong" side f'or him to abandon. Just before the 

play ' s crisis , John ' s soliloquy points the insolubility 

of man ' s predicament: 

Always the following wind of history 
Of others • \dsdom makes a buoyant air 
Ti~we come suddenly on pockets where 



Is nothing loud but us; where voices seem 
Ab~~t, untrained , competing with no lie 
Our fathers shouted once. They taUJ:;ht us war} 
To scamper after darlings, to climb hills1 
To emigrate from weakness, find ourselves 
The easy conquerors of empty bays: 
But never told u s this, loft each to lear.n1 
Hear something of that soon-arriving day 
When io gaze longer and delighted on 
A face or idea be impossible.l 
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It is now tha·c Father C.hristmas enters to begin 

the important pivotal episode of' the poem and by the 

2 
appropriate use of surrealist teclmique we are plWlged 

into the depths of' JolUt 1 S mind, (compare the modern 

use of' surrealism in such films as Sellar ' s "l.Jr . Strange-

l oven and " What ' s new, Pussycat?"). lie is abo,•t t,., 

decide to marry Anne, 3 a fate£ul decision whic h means 

breaking out of' his mother ' s \·TOrld ·where it is his 

duty to revenge his father. Dut the spy is Anne ' s 

half-brother. He must either put an end to t he feud 

1 0ollected Shorter Foems , pp. 207·-208. 

2.aut Auden was also a vict:i.m o:f the same tech­
nique. Julian Symons tells us "A glass witch 
ball arrived at a later (surrealist} exl~ibition. 
This had Juoustnches of various colours stuck 
around it. A paper £rill on top enclosed a 
pi& ' s trotter which held a cigarette. A 
newspaper cutting labelled it ' Auden receives 
Hoyal M.edal ' "• The Thirties, :P• 92. (Auden 
was awarded the Kint; ' s Gold J'ledal f'or poetry 
in 1937 1 and, to the disgust of' some o~ his 
f'riends, he accepted it). 

3.clnpson seems to be wrong when he implies that the 
audience could have had kno~ledge of t~ts bo~ore 
the episode bcgino. ~t is not mentioned ear1ier. 
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and marry Anne , or have her brother shot .- oont:!.11.ue 

the feud ru1d probably loso Anne . So ho relives the 

episode in his mind (the spy is already dead} through 

a series of ~oidents , whose strange castG includes 

Father Christmas , the Spy (who symbolises both himself 

and John) . the Doctor and his boy, and the mysterious 

Man• Woman who appears as a prisonor o£ war behirtd 

bar bod 'tr.i.rG, in the snow. Empson says t 

lhe reason for plunging below the rationa1 
world at this point is precisely that the 
decision to end the feud is a i'undamental. 
onet it involves so much roreknowledge of 
what he will feel under circumstances not 
yet realisabl.e that it has to be c:a.rr:led 
through on motives • • • whieh do not bel.ong 
to what is then the sensible world he l.ives 
in. For the point of the tra~edy is that 
he could not lo.1o'" his own rnind until too 
1atG, because it was just that process o£ 
m~g contact w±th rea1ity, necessary to 
him bef'ore he cou1d 1-.3lotl7 his own mind• which 
i.n the event destroyed him. l 

The issue. i.n ~act. is eo involved• that it can only 

be so1ved by a sort o~ inspired gues s work . 

This is one o£ the clearest indications that 

Auden's muoh criticised "changG of: heart" has been no 

r~~ change at all; if Auden has anticipated Onre11 

by twenty years ~n this poem• he has also anti~ipat0d 

the Auden of thirty years later. The crisis o£ the 

p1ay i.s the crucial and solve!J.t instant of' decision 

1 
Experime~t , No. VII, p . 60 
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to shoot the spy •- to try to make the ~~ght choice • • 

but for the reasons outlined above it must be virtually 

a bl~d cho~ce, or in the Existentialist te~ns used by 

Auden t-oday., a leap. lfe must . of course, expect ·the 

usual Audtm doul'lle (or in this case multiple) i rony 

to be operating to compli¢ate the issue. John Nower ' s 

choice was oondit:l.oned fGr disaster f'rom the b~ginningJ 

be could not know h:l.s own mind until it was too late, 

because the process of coming into contact with the 

real t..rorld ( which• as we have seen.,. he had to do 

bef'ore he coul.d choose) was what destroyed him. 

Kierkegaard tell.s us we must act bef'ore we can choose 

and by then the situation is different,. so we had better 

act con•ectl.y. John Nmq-er acted l'trongl.y and so plunged 

to destruction; a situation as fascinating to Auden 

in the ' s~xties as it was in the •thirt~es. 

· 1 
As well as the Norse Sagas , the whole play is 

of course reminiscent of Gr~elt tragedy in many respects 1 

but the surrealist episode is also very strongly 

analogous to mediae.val f'o~k drama. The Doctor., the 

Doctor ' s Boy and the Man ... Woman are all familiar figures 

~ See The Laxdae1a Sagat Trans. 1-I.A.C. Press. 
(London: Dent,. 1935. Temple Classics) .. 
'l'.he Sa of' Grettir the Stron , trans. 
C.A. Ei lliht , London: Everyma.11. ! l.9l.3). 
The Sto of' Burnt N a.l~ trans. Dasent , 

London: Everyma.l'l• 1911 J. 
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i.n early f'o1k pl.ays • On another level., the resemblance 

to the old mystery cycles is very markedt the poem 

presents a world in microcosm whose characters are 

preoccupied with the same eternal mysteries of creation, 

sin, redemption and danm.ation. But the hero 1 s fault 

is to try and have the best of both worlds J the spy 

is shot, but he tries to have peace and marriage as 

well . 

The rest of' the play shows the impossibility of 

this kind of compromiseJ the system wins and destroys 

him £or his e£f'orts to change it. The penul.ti.mate 

Chorus 1 just before J olm. t s death~ mal~es t:hi.s plain ~ 

The Spring will come 
Nor hesitate f'or 011.e e:utpl.oyer wbo 
Though a f'ine day and every pulley 

running 
Would qu:lck .lie down; nor save the 

wanted one 
That, wounded in escaping, swam the 

lake 
Safe to the reeds, collapsed in 

shal.low water. 
You have tasted ~ood ru~d wl~t is it? 

For you, 
Sick in the green plain, healed L~ 

the tundra, shall 
Turn westward back f'rom your alone 

succ-ess, 
Under a dw:i.ndJ.ing Alp to see your 

1 
Cut down the wheat 

f'r:i..ends 

and the final one conf'irr,ls it • though we havo a .hint 

1 
Co.l~ected Shorter Poems, pp. 219-220 



of redemption here through John's mistake -- his 

attempt may hel.p future generations to succeed where 

he appears to havG fail.ed. 

Though he believe it. no man is strong. 

He thinks to be cal.l.ed the fortunate 
To bring home a wife• to live l.ong. 

But he is defeatedt iet the son 
Sel.l. the farm J.est the mountain f'allJ 
His mother and her mother won. 

His fields are used up where the mol.es 
vis:.i.t • 

The contours worn flatt :l.:f there show 
Passage for water he wil.l. miss it• 

Gi.ve up his breath, his woman. his 
team 

No l.if'e to touch, though later there be 
Big fruit . eag~es above the strccuii. 1 

The styl.e of the oharacle is exactl.y rib'ht to 
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create the doom-laden atmosphere. The people in the 

poem live in a closed world; simple (terrifyingly so) 

rustic folk, they have no re~inements of lan6uage in 

which to communicate their more complex and deeper 

feelings and thoughts to .:ne another. For this kind 

of chara~ter. the ter se Anglo·Saxon e~lipsis is most 

appropriatcJ they live by action~ not speeeh• and like 

John, they too must act be:tore they can Jmo1 ·. This 

emphasis on uction is stressed by the high proportion 

of' verbs , gerunds and verbal adjec·tives , and concrete 

1 Co1J..e·cted Shorter Poems, pp. 222-223. 
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nouns in their language , which makes f'or a very strong 

or active* not reflective speech. 

Such an eccentric , but concrete and po~~r£u1 

variant of ordinary Eng1ish probably derives (as we~l 

as £rom the obvious influence of the Icelandie and 

Anglo-Saxon part of the myth) , from thQ extension of 

tendencies in Hopkins and J oyee. Randal~ J arrel.l) who 

points this out , has listed some twenty odd characteris­

tics of this language, mostly based on omission, and 

some of the things f"requ.ent~y left out include t articles , 

demonstrative adjectives• subjects (usually pronouns)J 

...,there" and similar introductory words; conjunctions , 

prepositions and relntive pronouns; auxiliary verbs. 

Other characteristics are frequent inversion and ehanges 

:in word-orderJ a mark~d tendency to under-punctuat$ton; 

constant parataxis , and much use of repetition, 

assonance and all.i teration. At best • says Jaz·rel.l• 

this l.anguage is magnificent and must be regard d as 

a creative extension o:f ordinary Englisht it is 

El.izabethau• original and constructive.2 Either o:f 

the choruses quoted above is enough to &how the truth 

o:f this and by the middle ' thirt~es Auden had shown a 

flexibility in the use o:f language that has devel.oped 

into the finely controlled rhetoric o:f today. 

1 
The Southern Review, V. VII. Pp. 337-·338. 



The resemblance to the old mystery cycles has 

already been observed. It is interesting to notice 

too the similarity between the language o~ Pai~ on 

Both Sides and the language o£ such plays; here is an 

excerpt :from J.s. Purvis ' translation of the York 

Cycle of Mystery playst 

Was ne ' er judge ~ this Jet~ 
of so jocund generation 

Nor of so joy:f'ul genealogy 
to gentry adjoinad 

As you, my duke doughty 
doomer of damnation 

To pr~ces and prelates that 
your precepts purleined. l. 

This speech o£ Pil.ate's wife to her husband 

shows most of the same characteristics as the language 

of' the charade J the sinrl.lari ty is startling and the 

studied use of a1l.iteration~ though found sometimes 

in the charade , is used afterwards more extensively 

by Auden in The .Age of' Anxiety. In h:is later work, 

as we shall see. Auden develops an elaborate rhetoric 

quite foreign to his earl.y l~iting, but his preoccupation 

with language remains constat .. &. 

1Quoted in Life magazine, Vol.. XL. No. 13 
(1966), P• 79• 



CHAPTER V 

THE ORATORS 

It is difficult at present to approach ~ 

Orators in a properly objective frame of mind. Si nce 

its publication in 1932 it has been on& o£ the 

literary puzzles of at least two generations of 

critics , and has remained a constant thorn in their 

sidef most of them , like Barbara Everett, simply 

dismiss it as nimpenetrably obscuren1 after try~g, 

with varying degrees of success. to hazard its meaning. 

The most successful attempt t o give it at least a 

framework of refarence has been made by Professor 

2 Munroe K. Spears , but even this is not sufficient 

to reduce the obscurity to manageable proportions . 

After a lapse of thirty•two years ( it was last re­

printed Ln 1934) it is about to be reprinted• and 

if Auden follows his usual practice on such occasions 

1Auden. Writers and Critic s Series. (Londona 
Oliver & Boyd , 1964), P• 27. 

2
The Poet£¥ of W.H . Auden. PP• 45--58. 
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there is a strong ~ikelihood that he will both have 

made some alterations in the text, and have prc:V'ided 

either a £oreword or notes which may elucidate its 

mysteries at last. On the other hand, considering 

that it is a puzzle sui generis, Auden may well pre£er 

to l.eave it that way. It seems to be an occupational. 

hazard :Ln this kind of essay -- particularl.y if' its 

subject is still. writing and re-editing as prolif'­

ical.ly as Auden is •• to have to risk being expos~d 

as at least a bad guesser. But bearing in mind that 

puzzles are set to be guessed at, and that the new 

edition has been on the publisher's list f'or more 

than six months without appearing, it seems better 

to continue the critical guessing game rather thru ~ 

to wait indefinitely for the horse to open his mouth, 

1. 
when he may decide not to do so. 

If we try to read The Orators as a functional 

e.xampl.e of the workings of' the mythical backgrou:.t'l:d 

drawn on by Auden, as we have done with The Secret 

Agent and Pa.i.d on Both Sides, we shall find it 

similarl.y rewarding. The private side of the myth 

is, o:f course , eonstantl.y ba:ff'l.ing; it is n .-,t only 

the broad outline that Auden dra·ws on here, but all 

1 see Appendix B. 



kinds of' personal. minutiae which no cl.ue can hope to 

unravel., though it is tantal.isi.ng to recognis~ 

1 
characters f'rom Mortmere, and even Auden himself', 

in the guise of' Uncle Whiz . 
2 

This is the side of' 
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The Orators intended to amuse his f'riendsJ unfortunately 

it cannot amuse anyone el.se, and the ordinary reader, 

left out ~ the col.d, can only mutter, Joke! rather 

mdrt~ess1y to himself' and read on -- an aspect of' 

the . 1rork which Auden probably intended, and which 

must have intensified the joke f'or the select handful. 

of' cognoscenti• . 

The Orators must then be regarded as having 

been del.iberatel.y encodedJ what other meaning can be 

pl.aced on the brief' dedication to Stephen Spender? 

.Private faces in public pl.aces 
Are wiser and nicer 
Than public f'aces in private places.3 

1 nBob and Miss Belmairs spooning in Spain, 
Where is the trained eye? lli1der the sof'a. 
Where is Moxon? Dreaming o:f nuns. n 

The Orators, P• 100. 

2
Ibiq, P• 63. 

3~, (unnumbered page). This is one of' the 
poems f'ound ~ an earl.y notebook of' Auden's, 
since acquired· by the Arts Council. vf' Great 
Britain. The references to it in this essay 
are draw·:n. :from an article by John Yhi teheadt 
"Audent. An Early Poetical N0 tebook tt. 
London Magazine, Vol. v. (May, 196.5), 
PP• 85 • 93. 
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In bi.s pref'ace to the Col.locted Shorter Poems of' 1950, 

AU<len41 speaking o:r the good i.deas wlrl.ch ~e spoilt 

by a poet • a incompetene• or J.mpatienc•, says. 

~Tho orators aeoms to mG such a case or the fai~ notion 

fatal.ly inJured•1 and though he does not specifY that 

esceasivo pr.ivate roforence io part of' this incom­

petence or impa.tience • 2 th0 bai".tl•d render ia at 

timea entitled to think J.t :l.eJ it ts hi• mia:fortune 

to be intruding hie publl-c and uncompr&honding face 

into the privato mysteries and rituale of uncle Vhiz 

and hi.a .f'r.tcnds. 3 But tbo real •J)ubli.e f'ace.s in 

private pl.aces,ct appear to bo the Orator& of the titlef 

achool.maet.-rs .. polit:i.c:tanse scientists, prieatst al.l. 

those vho support the EstablieluuCDt (or the Hol.l~oe , 

as Auden ref"ors to it in thi& work) and thus are the 

4 mouthpiece of' the dl.emy. 

1eo11e~'jet1 Sh-oz:ttr .Pooms,, P • 9 

2Jobn Ful.1er ~uggests that too •r.atal j,QJurytt woe 
that The O~tgr.s was a product or automatic 
wri. ting.. in which Auden and h1~ f'rionds wore 
intoreated at the time,. See •EarJ.y Audent An 
Al2o~orY o£ Loveu• The RovLew Nos. 11•12 (no 
date) PP• 83 - - 90 

'Another cii.fficul.ty, po.t.nted ou-t by RiChard Hoggart , 
t.s that remembering that Auden wrote The orators 
when ho vas onl.y tventy•f'iva. none. may bo sl.ightl.y 
chi.ll.ed by the cloverneaa•. Audenl An Xnt£9duC.tory 
&eax9 (Londmu Cha.tto & UindU&_. 1.9!b.) , P • ~:3. 

4-rbouch. f'rom another point of' v.1ow thoy are 
supporters or the Airmani s s cheme as well.. 
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The Dedication, then, has warned us w·hat to 

expeotJ it is rather as if' a "keep o:f:f the g~assn 

sign has been put up. We must realise that if' 

trespassers wi11 not exactly be prosecuted, it is 

nobody 1 s -- or at least not Auden ' s •• responsibi1ity 

if' they get ·lost. But the general plan is :fairly 

clear• The Orators is about England, about what the 

Americans call "the state of the nation". It was 

started, says Delmore Schwartz, in an essay written 

in 1939 

.• • • wi.th a good pl.ot in mind, that o:f a 
romantic, quasi-Fascist conspiracy to purge 
and reform England under the leadership of' 
an ai..rman and by means o:f subversive speeches 
throughout the cow1tryside, e~pecially to 
school children and especially against the 
parasitic habits and values of the low·ar 
midd~e class. But this substantial. plan 
never manages to get a progressive narration 
:for itself, and instead there is a suite 
of excerpts expressive of' the difficulties 
of' the conspirators, their intense devotion 
to their Le-ader, and their meager (sic) 
ideas of' the kind of conspiracy which they 
wish to create. This too ~ turn is left 
behind £or the journal o~ the Leader himse1f • • • 

On another level, as Pro:fessQr Spears says, it can be 

read as taking place in a public school or the kind 

Auden went to, the dramatis personae being comparable 

to boys. both ~ the classroom and engaged in boy 

scout and school. cadet corps manoeuvres; they are 

1 

1 "The Tl'lo Audens", Kenyon Revi.ew VI, (1939) • p. 40. 
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a1so the masters , some of whom represent authority 

an-~ some rctvol t against it. The school , in f'"lct ,, 

is presented as a microcosm of l.i:f'e in Engl.and "this 

1 
country of' ours where nobody is wel.ln. Spears 

continues• 

The point of' view of The Orators is partly 
that o!' the school.boy , the ad.o~escent with 
his profound runbiva1ence to authority and• 
his yearning :for heroism and sacrifice, and 
partl.y that of' the rad~oa1 schoo1master, the 
bourgeois rebel. who was :formed by the system 
and is part of' it , but rejects it, and is on 
the 'boy ' s side against it . 2 

It is interesting here to look at Auden's views 

on society as he expressed them in a serious essay 

written in 1941. Writing of' the differences between 

an open and a closed society, he stresses the super-

iority of the completely open society as the only 

kind of society in which democracy is able to function , 

and he goes on to say 

The fail.ure o:£ the human race to acquire the 
habits that an open society demands if it is 
to function properly, is teading an increasing 
number of' people to the concl.us:i.on that an 
open society is impossible , and that , there­
:fore, the only escape from economic and 
s piritual. disaster is to return as quickly as 
possible to a closed type o£ society. But 
soo:i.a.l evol.ution., :fortunately or wt:fortunately , 
is irreversible. A mechanised and di:ffArentiat~d 

l. The Orators., p.. 12 

2 The Poetry o:f' W .H. Auden, nThe Disenc.hantod 
Island. PP• 46--47. 



c1osed soc~ety is a sel~ contradiction. We 
have in fact no choice at all.; we have to 1 adapt ourselves to an open society or perish. 

By making the Airman and his f'ellow conspirators 

members o£ a elosed society. as were John Nower and 

the other characters in Paid on Both Sides, Auden is 

thus dooming them to failure ~rom the beginning. 

The Prologue which follows the Dedication 

contains no particular difficultiesJ it has been 

retained un~tered in the Collected Shorter Poems, 

under the title of "Adolescence". Here it only 

applies to adolescence in so ~ar as The Orators 

(which is sub-titled trAn English Study'") shows an 

England in which nobody, whatever ·their cb.ronol<.'gical 

age , is really grown up. Th:l.s is part of' what is 

wron~ with her and the Prologue lays down the theme 

which is the raison d '3tre of the book -- there can 

2 be no such thing as a secular saviour , if only 

1 neriticism in a Mass Society", The Intent of' 
th~ Critic, Ed. E. Stauf'fer. (Princeton 
University Pressf. 1941)., p .. 129. 

2A preoccupation Auden returns to in later essays • 
.In these h~ is probably i.nf'.luenced. by Char:.es 
Cochrane 1'1ho says it was an ''erroneous idea 
behind the AugustruL Empire • • • that it was 
possible to a ttain a goal. of permwlent security, 
peace and freedom through po~itical action• 
especi.a.l.ly through subm:i.ss.ion to the 'virtue 
and fo~tune t of a po1itica1 J.eadern. Christianity 
and Classical Cul.ture• p.6. Like the ear1y 
Christians, Auden continues to denounce this 
idea with vigour and consistency. 
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because the nature of' man, riddled as he is with the 

seeds of' psychosomatic disease , f'orbids it, To those 

of' us who are :.familiar w:tth tho myth• this co"les as 

no surprisG. 

The hero of the Prologue :is the victim of' an 

Oedipus compl.ex (lilte John Nowor and Michael Ransome) f 1 

thus condi t:Loned he :is the easy prey o:f' brass band 

music and hymn tune appealsa 

and 

Under the trees the summer bands 
were playing 

"Dear boy, be brave as these roots» 
he hea.rd them saying 

Among green pastures straying he 2 walks by still waters· 

Filled with sentiments of' patriotism and 

family pride, driven by his mother . he goes abroad 

to publ.icise his country's virtues to "a world of' 

danger" , but on returning f'L"'"lds everything changed. 

The band's rousing music has turned to abuse; his 

mother# changed into a gi~~tess~ c~ls him deceivera 

a prophet is indeed without honour in h:ls ot<Jn country. 

But the •'hero u has onl.y himsol.£ to bl.ame -· not 

1Heroes of' Paid on Both Sides and the Ascent 
o£ F6 respective1y. cf. a1so Isherlqood's 
Al.~ the Conspirators • (London a: .Jonathan 
Cape , 1928). 

2 The Orators, P• 7. 
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recognising his mother and tho park storators •• as the 

enemy because o:f his own psye)hosoma tie ill.ness , he 

deserves to fall a victim to their mach±nations. Or 

to take the Christian view point , man is a fallen 

creature, and howover much he struggles cannot return 

to the lost Paradise o£ hi.s chil.dhood - - in this world , 

at any rate. 

Proressor Spear ' s aocount o~ The Orators as 

an ana.J.ysis of' Engl.and via the miarocosm of' the public 

1 
school is very helpf'ulf it see~s possible though to 

narrow the pattern of' construct~on down further if' 

tre read part I of' Book I ( 'l'he hi tiates) carefull.y. 

Auden has provided a "map of' the country" as he says 

.later in the well·known sestina, 2 in the opening 

.;...peech of' hi.s f'irst orator , c al.led "Address :for a 

Prize Daylf·., It is a great mistake to dismiss this 

1There seems a poss1ble reason why Auden should 
have done this• it is a Freudian method of' 
analysis , going back into childhood for the 
source of' J!hg land 1 s ill.s . Thus the book can 
be Sflten as an attempt to aecount for the 
strange welcome the hero gets in the Pro1ogua 
by goi.ng back to sehool to seok the cause. and 
back f'rom there again to see why the boys at 
school wont wrong. Hence homosexuality• 
masturbation. kleptomania and al.l. the things 
wrong with the Airman are the reason the Giantess 
shouts "Deceiver! " The Airman says all along 
that i:f h:i.s peop+e lmcaw him as .n.e really was , 
they would rejeot him. 

2 The Orators . p. 44. 
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merely as a parody of a headmaster's address , ±ntended 

only to be f'unny . ::tt is f'unny , of' course , but under 

the burlesque guise Auden is giv~g serious adviceJ 

he is tryi.ng to answer the question "What do you 

think about England, this country of' ours where nobody 

1 is well? 1t as hones tl.y as he can. The answer is t-Tha t 

we mi.ght expec t , with a lmowledge of the mythJ what 

i s wrong 1-1.i th &1.gl.and i.s what is wrong w:t. th al.l of' 

us . It is a failure of' love. 

From th~s point , ~t seems that the clue as 

to how to read The Orators is put into our hands. 

The Speal<:er (whom '\'Te must take to be a visiting head-

master or public f'iguret he is certai~y an old boy 

of the schoo1)2 says "All of you must have found ~ut 

1hat a great hel.p it is , before starti ng on a job 

of' work* to have some sort of scheme or plan in your 

mind beforehand. 11 He then goes on to expl.ain that 

in Purgatory, Dante f'ound si.nners divided .into three 

main groups ; 

• •• those who have been guilty in their 
life of' excessive love towards themselves 
or their neighbours , thos e guilty of 
defective love towards God • and those 

1
The Orators , P • 14. 

2An.d one of' th~ orators of' the titlef ·the 
parody of' his unc tuous and h orribl.y spri tely 
delivery i.s beautifully done. 
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guilty of perverted 1ove. Now this 
afternoon I want , if I may, to take 
these three divisions ot: hi.s and app~y 
them to ourselves. In this way~ I hope , 
you will be able to understand better 
what I am driving at.2 

It seems as i:f this is axa~t1y hol~ Aud~n has 

bu.ilt up the rest of' the book. flAddress f'or a Prize 

Day" goos on to analyse these three types of love • 

:failure so that they can be recognised when encountered• 

the reader should then be able to do just that ~ the 

three sections which follow. and in the last two books 

as well. 

Thus Ar&Uinent which comes next , :is a kind o:f 

religious exposition. in which rites are celebrated 

by members of this closed society for the mysterious 

Him -.- the strange God who haunts the book• and who 

is al.so the leader of' the revo1ut.ion .,._ the Airman 

whom we meet l.ater. The scene is conjured up .in a 

solemn prose rhythm 

Speak the name GmlyJ with meaning onl.y 
f'or us , meaning Him., a c a11 to our clearing. 
Secret the meeting in time and place-. the 
time of the offshore wind• the place where 

1The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri; 
Translated by Charles E~iot Norton. 
(Chioagot Londont Toronto: Wi~l~am 
Benton. 1.952), P• 79. 

2 The Orators, p . ~2. 



~oyalty is divided .~ Meeting of seven, 
each with a ta1out . 
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These secret worshippers see thoir haro or d~tty with 

eyes o£ schoolboy sentimental worship as ~ •• • ~eJ 

who came to us in an extraordinary dream. oalming tho 

p.lunging dangerous horses , greeting our arrival on a 

windy shoret' " 
2 

But this strange idol. is made nonsense 

o~ in the long litany where not he but var~ous 
I 

~vCtiona1 detectives and public houses and finally an 

ambivalent Ge~rge,J are 1mplored to hear their prayer~ 

For all parasites and carrion feeders . for the 
doub~e rose and for domostioa~ed animals , 

0 Green l'-1an 1 hear. us. 

It seems logical. to assum~ that the orator here i.s a 

priest 'lvho se \~ords show the f'util.i ty of' trying to f.i.nd 

a secul.ar saviour, but as he is the servant of' this 

god-~ike creature, both he and putative saviour must 

:fal.l unde;;:- the disqualif'1cation of' excessive love 

towards themselves or their !1eighbours ; for they have 

failed rlth "th~ real. love• "that notabl.e f'orked onett 

who now 

riding away f'rom the f'arm 1 the i.1~ wind saidF 
~ought at the frozen dam, tr~sf'orms itself' 
to influenza and guilty rashes.5 

1~• Orators , p . 18. 

3Pub or King? 

5rbid, PP• 26 •• 27. 

2ill2,, P • .26 

4 The Orators , P• 25 
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Statement, the n ext section. 1s an assessment 

of' merit based pure:ly on a seeu1ar bas.is. The hope 

of' salvation is here placed in e c ienceJ the orator 

is the s c ientist (who else makes statements., in this 

categorical f'orm? ) but his solution is doomed to 

f'ail.ure :from the start because i t is def'.ic ient in 

love towards Cod. There is however, .an emphasis on 

man ' s biological. nature as giving some hope of' re ... 

birth and growth, Auden was very much i n:flu&nced by 

Blake and Lawrence at this time and is probably 

equating this• that is, man' s biological. nature , with 

the God-head in man. 

Sun i.s on right , moon on l.e.f't ,.. powers to earth. 
The a c tion of' light on dark is to cause i.t to 
.contract . That brings :forth. l 

Letter) to a Worm.d is clearly .. under its light 

and :frivolous mask• a plain exposition o~ the dangers 

of' perverted loVeJ it is a parody of' a l.ove•letter. 

almost intolerably sontilllQntal.ised. The 1aiter, who 

1The Ora tors , p . J2. Compare DJ.ake t s 1\o#i thout 
Contraries is no progression. At traction and 
Repul.si.on , Reason and Energy., Love. and Hate, 
are necessary to Human existence. 

From thes~ contraries spr:l.ng what the 
rel.igious call. Good and Evil.. Good is the 
passive that obeys Reason. Evi~ is the active 
springing f'rom Energy11 • ttThe N.arriage of' 
H•aven and HeliwJ Wiil.iam B~ak~, ed. I ­
Bronowski~ {London• Penguin Books• 1.958) . p . 94. 
Al.so "Joys Impregnate,. Sorro"\tS Bring Forth" , 
Ibid-. P• 97 
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has recently undergone an operation,1 is in love 

with his wolll'ldf this is the kind o:f death wi.sh which 

may bring about not only his Olm. death but the death 

o~ the whole class~ the "old gang" to which he bQJ.ongs. 

So the lover as an orator fails too~ because of the 

wrongness o£ his love, yet some good may eome out o:f 

it, as a man with a neurosis is often more :fortunate 

than he realises. Lionel Tr~lling makes this point 

;in "Art and Neurosis" referring particularly to this 

e ecti.on of' the Orators. Loving his wound is certa.J.nly 

perverted and wrong but such behaviour brings a gi:ft 

of' insight only neurosis can bestow. 2 

Thanks to you, I have come to see a profound 
significance in relations I never dreamt o:f 
consider~g be:forer an old lady's af:fection 
:for a s mall boy~ the Waterhouses and their 
retriever • • • the partners in the hardware 
shop on the :front.. .E,'ven the cl.ose ups OI.t 

the films no longer disgust or amuse me. 
On the contrary they sometimes make me cryt 
knolting you has made me Wtderstand.J 

Read in this way, the part's of' Book I seem to 

make .:;..s much sense as they are intended to, the 

1As Auden himself' did round about this tinw; 
cf. Ode I • verse 2, The Orators, P• 77. 

2The Liberal Ima.gi.nat:ion, (New Yorkt Viking 
Pres's , 1.951), P• :d5). Cf. "Letter to Lord 
Byron" , Letters :from ::Icel.and., P• 206 .. 

· )The Orators , p. )6. See too D.A. Traversi 
"Marxism and English Poetrytt Arena I (New 
Zealand) , pp. 208-·209, no date). 
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obsc~ty remaining can be regarded as germane to 

the intention of the work. It is part of its meaning 
o.tr~-ax to 

that it shoul.dAbe meaningl.ess 1 as Auden demonstrates 

very clearly in the long verbal eq~ation Ln Statement, 

by which he demolishes the scientists' claim to be 

able to save England~ ~ery disaster listed is balanced 

by a similar success until the idiot~c conc1usion is 

reaehod "Uave seen the red bicycl.e l.eani.ng on porches 

1 
and the cancell.ing out was compl.ete" .... in other 

words x = o. This is ·the equation most of' the book 

is ooncarne<l 1111 th proving., and it does so ·wi. th 

depressing f'inali·ty. 

Al..l sections comprising Book :I are in prose, 

but prose of a pecu1iarly rhythmical and ritualistic 

kind. Cyri.l Connolly says that when the book was 

f~~st published it created a great sensation as showing 

2 "imag.inativc pros~ coming to life againM and .later 

he says 

It is a .s if' (}ude:tl) worked under the 
in£l.uence of' some mysterious drug l'lh:i.ch 
presGnts hint with a private version. a 
mastery o:f f'orm and vocabulary~ •. 

~The Orators, P• 31 
2Enemies of Pro~ise, P• 84. 

3rbid• PP• 143--144. 
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It is ±nteresting to note that Auden has used a mixture 

of prose and poetry from the beg~nningt in The Sea and 

the Mirror. publ.ished in 1955 , he does so with a1most 

spectaeul.ar success. 

Journal. of' an Airman , '~hich is the next section 

o:f the book, .is in prose jottings with poems inc1uded 

l here and there. The Ai.rman, who is both hero and 

anti-hero , :follows too the pattern o'£ the :first speech, 

:for he contains el.emEm.ts of' all three kinds o:f wrong 

l.ove. Yet he is so very nearl.y a saviour! But if' we 

know the myth we know that we canno~ expect any such 

thingJ in the last analysil::! We ~They and viee versa. 

We can never have nothing but right on Our sidef They 

can never be who~ly bad. The :fai1urea of J.ove cannot 

be so sorted out and arranged that al.J. the good 

characters be1ong to one side and all the bad to the 

other. In an essay written in 1949, Stephen Spender 

quotes Auden as saying 

••• secretly the poet t s sympathies are 
al:ways ~<~i th the Enemy b~cause he so hates 
the ~dea o:f there being sides and propagruida, 
that he inevita bly must hate ~o~t o~ the siCe 
o£ which he hears and sees the most , namely 

2 h:ls own. 

1uerG ag-a..:Ln tve car.:. se~ the inf'J.uence of' BJ.ake , 
~articu1arly in Wfhe Marriage of' Heaven and He11n 
which has a similar f'o:nnat . The section "Proverbs 
of' Hell." 1 is very like Auden ' s prose aphorisms .in 
The Orators. 

2
"W . H. Auden at Ox.fordu liorl.d Review, (Augu..:..:; , 1949) , 
P• 48. 



Thus in his capaei ty as hero, the Airman is 

the bourgeois 1ntel.lectua1 who must l.ead the revolution 

and overthrow his· cl.ass; the lattor is the. Enemy ,. 

somet~mes re~erred to by the name o~ his headquarters, 

The Hollies . The Enemy is composed o~ many things., 

all o:f which ar.e obviously disagreeable to Auden, but 

he nonetheless represents Auden's own class.., trom 

which the po&t has never r~a11y seriously tried to 

escape, even in ms Marxist days. What&ver its draw• 

backs, the Enemy represents Authority, and Auden•s 

"authority" has al.1..rays been an ambival.en:t one. We 

m.ay revolt against a. oorrupt allthori ·ty 1 and :inde0d 

its destruction is admitted by Auden tJ.me and again 

to be essential to any kind o~ re-bir·th.- but we are 

l 
guil.ty al.l. the same if' we do. So the hero is in a 

cleft stic k -- he is damned if' he 1eads the revol.t 

and doub1e-damned if he dQesn•t. In such a11. unten~b1e 

situation no hero can existJ theref'ore, says Auden. 

returning to hi.s depressing equation• any sav:i.our 

who tries to oha.nge a given situation ~d~l. al.ways 

be conta1tlinated by his action. .And he points out 

that the eneu.ty's st:L~~i.gth lies .ir1 the peopl.ets 

1s~c •r1929 11 last verse. Col.l.ect$d Shorter 
Poems, p. 84., ill£, P• 83, Look Stranger 
IXJ penultimate verse. Selected Poenu3.., p.128. 
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disbel.ief' in his erlstenceJ if' they bel.ieved.- he woul.d 

be powerl.ess . 

The enomy, as we woul.d expect .f'rom the myth, 

uses psyehosoma·t;i.c il.ln~ss as one of' his most 

potent weapons; consequently , the issues o:f the 

actual war being f'requentl.y evaded• th0 real "tro.r 

is fought out within thtt Ai.rman h:i.rnse1£. The Blakean/ 

Law~entian idea of' the enemy as consc ious control of' 

man ' s natural. instincts
1 wars constantly with the 

Airman ' s sonse of' guilt a·t wha·tever is wrong ""ri th 

hil.nl nobody knows better than th:is would- be hero that 

he is really no hero at al.l. . Thus it is made clear 

al.1 al.ong that the polarities o£ pol.itical Right and 

Wrong simply do not exist , and it is this that almost 

drives the Airman mad. In the end he real.ises that 

he is par·t o:f the enemy af'ter all. J the three ldnds 

of love .failure a.re .f'oWl.d bot h at the Hol.l.ies , and 

in those swor~ to its destruction. "God just l.oves 

2 us al.l , but 1ne an s to be oteyed u :i.s the conundrum 

he is le.ft with . The :firs-t axiom is obviously the 

A:i.rma.:r .. t s own standpoint , the second. that of' the enemy. 

1 "He "t-rho desires but acts not • breeds 
pes i;i.ltu.tce !I • Wi~.liam Bl.a.ke , p. 96. 

2The Orators , P • 76 . 
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and the only moans of reconQiliation is surely •w must 

~ove one another or die~. But lov~g one another "w 

i-e· drawing a balance between def~cient and exc~ssive 

love •• is just what both sides have foWld to be 

~ossible• so once again x = o. 
It is interesting to see the seeds of Auden' s 

later development ~ this impasse. Randall Jarrell 

puts it neatlyt 

The hero • •• the revolutionary cult 
leader •• inadequately understood by his 
followers• entirely misunderstood by the 
rest of' the world ·- is a1most whol.l.y 
isolat$d. The hero of Tha Orators resorts 
to polit1cal aGtion of a fantastic sort• 
'Which necessarily £ails;. and he ends by 
"understanding" that a cou1plete submission 
to Authori·i;y iB the or.~.ly means of' reforming 
• - • It is no wonder tl~t the creator 
of the Orators ..... ends up "f'loatinc 
over 7o.ooo fathoms" in complete sub• 
mi.ss!.on to that; Au·t;lOri ty who means to 
be obeyed• the God of Kierkegaard and 
Bar-th. Laplac0 ' s calculator m:ight have 
predioteu most of Audents development 1 from the ~ast twu pages of Th~ Orators.~ 

At th beginnint, of' the Jour11al.t the readElr 

is confronted by several pseudo~seientific diagrams 

show.ing how the eno.~,ay can be :recoenised• and how man 

ohorud trace hi$ true ancestral line,. 'l'hese di.agrams 

"prove •r • rc.tl-:.or surpri.sing1y- (though this is rtear~y 

al.ways t!""~.e case in ·t;he Sagas , as it is in 

l. . R .! Part:~.se.n ev.L.ew, (194.5) . ., P• 446. 
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~ Deowul.:f ) that man ' s t•true ancestor ••• is his 

unc1e" 2 and to the non-scientist, at any rate, Auden •s 

diagrams are c1inically convincing, though he has an 

uneasy :feel~g that he is probably being gu1led by 

unknown private re:ferences. Jarrel.l. however, takes 

it more seriously. Auden , he says 

is gui1ty and partial.ly rejecting, revol.ting 
against authority. That part o:f us \thi.ch 
does not revolt, judged either by Reason or 
by our own conscious standards , is despicable 
in ita neurotic or diseased, bourgeois, corruptl.y 
passive gui1tJ but that part o:f us which revol.ts 
against the authority o:f the ~ather and the 
State is gui1ty by their standards , our own 
unconscious standards; so much so that it 
desperate1y seeks sanction in the mythical 
authority o:f that hastily invented :fiction, 
our "real .Ancestor" , the Uncl.e. It is as i:f 
the ~-rown and rock- bound l'rometheus has had 
to postulate a "real." ~eus and a 11 rca1" vulture , 
under whose authority he "rea1ly" was • .3 

The :first part o:f this bears out earl.ier remarks made 

here, but Jarrell is stretching things improbabl.y 

when he says the Uncle r~d to be invented as a kind 

of' counter- authority. It seems far more likely to 

carry some homosexual. impl.icatiou . probably as earlier 

1 see al.so Sir James Frazer : ibe Gol.den Bough , 
(Londoru t-tacmill.an & Co . Ltd. , Paper-back 
edition, 1963) , P• 503. 

2c£. Letters from Icel.and, P• 
the choice of' \·that is done • 
shadows of the noble dead" . 

• • 

J ·nartisan Review (1945), P• 443. 

ttYet though 
cries to the 



suggested, intended to amuse his friends . 

The ironic coupl.et 'Which :follows 'is the Ai.rma.n. 

speaking to h~ae~~~ 

You are a man, or haven ' t you heard 1 That you keep on trying to be a bird? 

But in 19.32 any Airman '\<tas sti~l sufficiently a 

novelty to command respect , parti.cularly i11. the school• 

boy world o£ The Oratorst high above ordinary people~ 

apart , remote ,. he was a natural. choice as leader by 

those whose £eet were still bound to earth by grav:J.ty. 

Then comes the sestina previously referred to , 

l'lhich i.s one o:f Auden ' s most distinguished poGma . 

It cont1nues th theme oC tho Journal , being, like 

the Prologu~, about an adolescent boy receiving 

instructions concerning h:i.s futu."".:"e from t.;hoever 

represents authority to him .. 
2 There i.s a serios o:f 

prose aphorisms ._ such as ar1il found pl.entif'ul.ly i.n 

Auden ' s ~ritical ~~itings today; th~ are scattered 

and d1sjointed. but a ll c1ear1y re1evant to the cent~al 

theme of' the Journal.. Auden ev&n goes so f'ar as to 

1The. Orators , P• 44. Also one o:C the poems 
jotted in tho notebook re:f'erred to in note ) , 
P• 99• 

2For an •~cell$nt anal.ye.is o£ this poem eeo 
Spoars t The Poetry of W .. H. Aud.en , The 
Disenchanted IsLand • p . 52. The poom is 
pub1isiled in Coll.eeted Shorter Po ms as 
" Have a Good T.imett , P • .16.3 . 
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identify himself' personally with the enemy, so as to 

show the pointl.essness of' trying to draw a sharp 

distinction between We and They . He says (among 

other descriptions of' the enenty) 1 

The enernyt s sense of' humour -- verbal 
~ymbolism . Private associations {rhyming 
slang). but note that he is serious. 
the assoc iations are constant. He 
means what !'!.! says ,.1 

So the enemy may even be said to have c~pt in·to Aud&n t s 

book by '\>lay of' Audon himself', and wrought the rtf'ata1 

injurytt previously referred to in the "know your 

enemy" series the poet himsel~ must not be f'orgotten , 

and is perhaps the most insidious Orator o? them a11! 

The A:i.rman"s .Alphabet which f'ol1ows , consists 

of' three-J.ined a1literative d.e:fin;i.t:i.ons . some o:f whic h 

are very trenchant~ The mec-hanic i s seen, as :is so 

much o~ The Orators . through the curious eye of' the 

schoolboyt 

MECHANIC -- Owner of' overa11s 

Again he says 

and ~terested in iron 2 and trusted ~th tools . 

Of ·the Enemy - His col.lar was spotless ; he talkE~d 
very wel.l 

lio spoke of' our ho.w.es and duty and :l 
1 .. re f'el.1. 

1 The Orators , p. 47 

3:rbid. p .. 52. 
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-- here ~s the same midd~e-olass political orator 

who seduced the adolescent of the Prologue or the 

Spealcer of' "Address £or a Prize Day" and the sestina 

shows the same aspect of' the enemy .... the "'l'hey" who 

harangue the yQung man in that poem are doing the 

same thing. They speak :for authority and, i.t must 

be re-stressed, in Auden~s view, are not necessarily 

The enemy is next do :fined in sets o:f three J 

three kinds of' enemy, three kinds of' enemy face ,. three 

kinds of' enemy walk, and so on; that disease is one 

o:f his most potent weapons is shown in »Three res~ts 

of' enemy victory .... impotence ... _ cancer ... paral.ys:is. o1 

These hin-ts culminate in the usua1 warni.ngt 1f'l'i.me 

f'or lunch. There isn1 t going to be very much lunch 

2 unless you a11 wake up". 

We do not know exactly what is '~ng with th& 

Airman, but it follows the psychosomatic pattern out-

l.ined in the myth. Like the hero of' "The Secret Agentu • 

the would-be hero of' The Ora to!'.!!. has within him the 

seGds and signs of the diseases with which the Enemy 

~ . . 
The Orators . p . 53. These are reminiscent 
of: th& ninth century "Triads of' :tre~and" , 
some o£ which . are quoted in Auden and 

Kronenberger ' s Vik;nB Book of Aphorisms, 
(1962)~ PP• 14. 68 ~d 126. 
2 The Orators , p. 54. 
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is riddled. There arc clear hints that ~t has to 

do with the behaviour o.:r -'.;he Airman's hands, and 

sometimes kleptomania• and sowetimes auto-eroticism 

seem indicated. The ~ol~owu1g para~~aph appears to 

indicate the la·l;ter .. :rather th:i.nly disguised. 

Dalg,n, lj, OOO ~eet . Shadows of struts ralling 
aeross the cookpi t . Per:fect calm. l:lght,,. 
streneth. Yesterday positively the last 

1 time. Hands to remembe-r , please. all'lays .. 

Again ., the Uncle seems to indi cate homo-

2 
sexuality• tho~~ here again, Auden • s attitude• as 

we have seen from the myth., is ambivalent t it is 

partly bad• but partly, aa a sign of emancipation 

£or c onventional morality• it is good and also sane-

t i f'i.ed by tho Uncle ' s pusi tion of autho:t'i·ty in th 

sagas. "'It w-asn • t till :r uas sixteen and a hal.f'" 

wri. tes the Airman 

tha·t he. (the Uncle) .invi.ted me to h:i.s 
£1at . We had ehrunpagne for dinner. 

1The Orators , P• 57 . See too P• 75 , when the 
Airman · says lfThe true s.i.gn:i:f'i.canc.e of' my 
hands. Do not ~magi.a-..e that you. no mox-e than 
any other conqueror • can escap~ the mark o:.f' 
grossnessn . 1Uoo "htlnds in p0rf'$ct ordern 

(p. 74) -- probnbly derived £rom Wilfred ~ien ts 
last letter, 11nerves in perfect order It.) 

2 Dut :for another point of vi~l~·'• see c. Day 
Lends . A Hope for Poetry,. (Londont Basil. 
Blae kw0ll , 1934}. PP• 3--5. Mr. Day Lewis 
sees it as u recocnit.ion o.t· anagnorisis. 



'ta'hen I ~eft i knqv who and what he wao -
my roal anoeet.or.l 

l2J. 

Dut this re~ationsbip remains· ambiguous t the Unc1-e i.e 

part~y 1over. partly Father• partly God. Tho 

:J.mpl.J.eatione in the f'ollou.:lng p.are.gra.ph eoem ondl.oss. 

Fourt-eenth arm.:Lvoaary o~ my uncl.e-•s 4eatb. 
F.ine.- Cl~d tbe. ~aun as \lftua-~.. Bu.t 
what have X done to avenge • to di.aprov& 
the boy... raked ~denoe at the inq.ueat ?" 
NO'I'HING. (n$VIU' ro~oClded s~& :lt 1taS 
f'ound d~harged by your untaated co:t:rec). 
Gi.ve mo t.ioe.. I PlroMZSEi~ 

another two poema. One swu.s up G"~ kind of -Gn.OlllJ" ..,. 

the pres$ barons .. vh~ are th loudest orators on tbo 

stde o~ the Establishment. 

Boethom.oer., Boethameor, bul.Ly 
of Bs-1. tain 

l:lith yOt.U' i"'ac• as t'at aa a 
:farmer• o bum • • • 

Suckl.:t.ng the sill.y 1'lroiC a 
8Qptic ~t 

Leac:lJ.bs tlle los-t with li.o-a to 3 de.f'ea.t. 

This is sohoo1boy ab't.lse wlU.ch like th £1.rst ad<treso. 

contd.ns scrtou$ ad'Y'i.CoJ don• t b6 takaJ1 in by the 

1•rhe Or tors, PP• SB-•.59 • 
2.Ib!,d.- P• 53.. This al.so tS.e-s up w:lth the oarl.ier 
appeals to Sher~ock H01mes , and other ~±oti~ 
detoot:Lve$. Auden bas written an essay on 
detect~v• fiction in HThe GQilty V~carase•. 
1'll;.e Bfer~,b Hand, pp . ., 146-·1.58 .. 

:l!Ji!G 9£a.top. P• 62. 
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Enemy in this guise. The second (publ.i.shed in the 

Col.lected Shorter Poetry as "The D&coys"), ~~ ~k 

P1fJ1JM. ~ expands fUrther on the theme of' not being 

taken in. 'We must believe i.n the reality o:f tho 

enemyts ex~stenoe , othe~se we shall. a1l. be "the 

real unlucky dove" who 

Must smarting f'al.l away f'rom 
brightness 

Its love from living.l 

As the Journal. proceeds to an accowtt of' the happenings 

after mobilisation of' the revol.utionaries has begun, 

ev~rything sno~\l'ba.l.ls :into pure :farce .. very like Sellars 

2 
and Yeatman. Eve.n to the ttpubl:i.c f'acett a .lot of' this 

i.s very i'wlny an<i of' course it points th~ moral.. Can 

England be saved by revol.uti.on? .Ask a sil.ly question 

and you get a silly answer. 

Finally the Airman takes ct~Go o£ this mad 

romp ar;ain ani! ·tells us tLfil same thing. 11:trzy- :i.ncredible 

blindness u he f:.ays "with al.l the facts staring me in 

the £ace• nDt to have reali5ed these el.ementary truths. 

1. The ~ower of' the enemy is a function of 
our resistance~ thore£ore 

1Th& Orators , p. 68. 

2 Or perhaps the Marx Brotherst one of 
the stage directions in The Ascent of 
F6 tells the actors to "behave r•like 
the Marx brothers~. 



2. The on1y efficient way to destroy it -­
sel.f destruction, the sacrifice of al.J. 
resistance~ reducing him to the state of 
a man trying to walk on a frictionless 
surface. 

J. Conquest can only proceed by absorption 1 of, i.e. infection by , the conquered.a 

It is no accident, to quote Jarrell. again, that tha 

Airman a 

winds up a coupl.e of mil.es of col.d air 
away from the nearest human being, about 

2 to oommi t suicide in an airplane • • • 

12) 

Once again , Auden has proved his frightening equationt 

x = o. Spl.it the atom, and you only find something 

even more difficult to split. 

The book is rounded of£ by six odes. all. of 

which carry on the themes o f the earliel." sections. 

The orator here can be seen as the Airman, or at J.east 

as somebody still. trying to anst'ler the question "How 

can England be saved?" and odes, as Professor Spears 

points out, are the traditional poetic form for 

public utterances. 

Ode I is published ~ Col.lected Shorter Poems 

under the title of' "1st January, 1931n,. with some minor 

1The Oratoz·s, Po 7:J 
~\\, 2

Partisan Review ~1945), P• 446 
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1. 
and rather puzzling changes . A saviour is still 

being sought , this time in a dream, for looking back 

over the past year shows only loss and sadness , from 

the death of' Lawrence down to the failure of even 

the search f'or individual sensation. Why is the world 

all wrong? For the usual reason -- love is wronga 

The pair walking out on the mole , 
getting ready to quarrel , 

The exile from superb Africa, 
employed in a laundryJ 

Desertors , mechanics ,. conjurers , 
delicate martyrs , 

2 Yes, self-regarders. 

When saviours do appear, it is with the usua.l resultJ 

there is no such thing. Tlte ones who o£f'er themselves 

are all fake hea1erst 

• • • granny in m:1. ttens,. the Mop , .) 

4 the white surgeon 
And loony Layard~ 

1p. 161, pen~timate line, 1st verse changed 
from "Wystan, Stephen• Christopher" • • • to 
ftsubjects , objects all of you~. 4th verse 
substitutes npretzel 1' for "Stephentt and 5th 
verse "Mav~riekH for "Christopher". 6th verse 
-- "all self' regardersu instead of' "yes , sel.f'­
regar-a6rs" , and 7th verse is changed from the 
original to 

• • • the Judge• the buccolic doctor 
And the suave archdeacon. 

2The Orators , P• 83 

3It is interesting to see the orthodox doctor 
l.umped with Layards another way of' stressing 
the similarity between We and They. 

4 'l'he Orators, p. 84. 
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When the dreamer wakes, he looks down to the 

courtyard below to find all the dream figures vanished 

and only a beggar left , who is ask~ hopefully i£ 

there is any news of the savioura 

lvon ' t you speak l.ouder? 
Have you heard of someone s'"ifter than 

Syrian horses? 
Has he thrown the bully of Corinth in 

the sanded circle? 
Has he crossed the Isthmus already? is he 

1 
seeking brilliant 

Athens and us? 

However critics may disagree about The Orators , 

the reward of finding poetry of this order at the end 

of it should have made their earlier difficulties 

worth while. 

The same theme is found ~ Ode II; this time 

the unlikely saviour is a success£ul. schoolboy rugby 

team whose triumphant return with the cup exorcises 

the general and collective neuroses of the whole 

school . The poem i.s a parody of Hopkins , o:ften very 

amusing , but there is serious Lntention under the mock-

heroic disguise. Auden is not , as usual , altogether 

despising the rugby players , most of whom are sLngled 

out individ~l.y :for praise. Salvation is where you 

find it; do not ignore it i:f it comes in this guise, 

fora 

1 The Orators , P• 84. 



• • • the cup brought home 
Not, as the desperate need to, do we 

clutch at arm 
Dark fearers, dreading December's harm 
Not now. Joy docked in every duct,. we 

~ to the right sleep come. 

Ode Ill shows a band of people arriving in 

a lonely spot; they hope to find salvation in a 
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sanatorium, but they find only themselves; inevitably 

in Auden's view this kind of cure worsens the disease, 

and they simply lose what little initia·tive they had. 

The exaggerated alliteration and heavy, steady rhythm 

makes an &mJtY kettle drum sound, the hopeless 

hopelessness of' the bourgeoisiea 

Here we shall live 
And somehow love 
Though we only master 
The sad posture.2 

They cannot even bother to complaint they are 

Saying Alas 
To less and less.3 

This poem, with three verses omdtted, is retained in 

the Col.lected Shorter Poems under the title of' uThe 

.Exi.les"a they are not only exiles from home. but are 

perhaps exi.led further from love than anyone else in 

the book. 

1The Orators, P• 88. The Hopkins parody shows 
cle~ly in the last line. 
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Ode IV finds the saviour in a newly-born 

1 child, Rex Warner's son, whom Auden prophesies wi11 

1ead England back to gr·3atness )for the politicians 

ean'tJ they are the ones who 

• • • went to sleep 2 On the burning heap. 

This and two other two-1ine verses are all that is 

preserved of this long -.&. ~ ~ poem in 

the Co11ected Shorter Poem$,3 

Youth can ' t hel.p eitherJ Auden says onl.y 

" ' Strewth" to youth, re£err~g to its representatives 

as Masters Wet , Dim, Drip and B1eak, some of whom are 

Mortmere figures . Onl.y John, son o~ Warner, wil.l 

put England to rights by the typical doubl.y ironic 

method (hence its success is questionab1e) of 

ensuring, by f orce if necessary , that 

All of the women and most of' 
the men 

Shall work wi. th thdeirthanthdinks, . 4 
an no agaLn. 

1He resemb1es the Christian Saviour in other 
ways tooJ he is the on1y one of the putative 
saviours cited in these odes f'or whom Auden 
ho1ds out any hope of' success , so the 
connection. with his later period is obvious. 

2 The Orators~ P• 96. 

3p. 1)4. 

4The Orators , P• 101. 



Then, with a sudden shift of tone, Auden 

shows England ae she mi.ght be when John Warner has 

wrought his miracle. It seems such a pity that 
t:: h. i..S Yr\, 

~-- poe~ ~k ~ shouJ.d not be preserved 

1 in the official canon of his poetry that the whole 

verse (preceding the Envoi2 ) is quoted herer 

This is the season of the change 
of heart, 

The final keeping of the ever• 
broken vow. 

The official re-marriage of the 
,,hole and part. 

The poor in employment and the 
country sound., 

OVer is the tension, over tho 
ala:1.--ms • 

The falling wage , and the flight 
from the pound, 

The privates are returning now to 
. the £arms , 

The silo is f'ull. , the marsh under 
plough 

The two worlds in each other•s arms. 
Falcon is poised over fell in the 

cool , 
Salmon draws 
Its lovely quarrons through the 

pool.. 

1Though with the republication of The Orators 
now {after tha completion o£ this chapter) 
this fall.s away. 

~28 

2 At the end of the Envoi, Auden has worked in 
!Lues from a poem quoted by John Whitehead in 
~ Al:lde:r\..~ 1l.h. Eo.:.T 1-y Poe-t~ t.o..1 N.o te.b o o k t~~, London 
M.at;a:.:..u ... e.., V o.l.. V, .No.2., ,t>. 9 3. .J onn Whitehead 
does not appear to have realised thisl the 
striking »darkmadsfl is used in each, whi1e the 
notebook poem ends 11~!ot:lons their own, but not 
the life they willtt and the Envoi ends "Motions 
their own, though not what they wil.lu. 
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A birthday, a birth 
On. English earth h.o..~:> 
Restores, restore w:i.ll.~restored 

<-l'o England • s story 1 The directed calm. the actual glory. 

The :i. tal.:i.cs are not Auden' s • but th:l.s Yeats:i.an 

line is worth stressing, £or it sums up the whole 

anel~rer. Love :i.e the answer; the tlro sides here are 

at last able to love one another , consequently 

England is alive again. Only in this poem does Auden 

hold out any hope that England's , and consequently 

man's , problems can really be solved. It is typi<!!a1 

that he should present it ~ the form of a prophecy 

and not as a fait accompli. 

Ode V {To my Pupils} is c a l l ed :i.n Collected 

Shorter Poems "Which Side Am I Supposed to Be On?" 

a title which might very well have b een applied to 

t h e wh ole book. It sums up the whole indissolubl.e 

ambivalence of' t h e human situation as presented all 

al.ong £n The Orators and re-stressed in this poem. 

There is no right side and wrong sidef the youngest 

drummer, newest recruit to thi.s particular side has 

been trained from childhood Ul t h e belief of his 

faction , and it is all as pointless as the 

indoctrination of the hero of' ·the Prologue. To we.ke 

his point even clearer, Aud en has sho'\'m. the interchange-

1 The Orators , p. 101 
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abi.li ty of' w·e and They by simp.ly reversing th m. We 

in this case is the Estab.lishment or Authority , and 

They the rebe.ls agaLnst it. The poem is too we11 

known to spend time on here, but it reiterates a~.l 

the themes of the ear.lier sections. Love is the on1y 

answer. but it is impossible for the two sides to 

come together. 

future , 

in the 

archaic 

Do you thir.L~ that because you have 
heard that on Christmas Eve 

In a quiet sector they wa.lked about 
on the sky1ine , 

Exchanged cigarettes, both 1earning 
the words :for 

••I .love you" 
In either lan~uagea 

You can strol1 across ~or a smoke 
and a chat any evening? 
Try it and see.l 

This only happens in a dream of som& 

such as under John warner in the last 

.last analysis x will always squa.l. o • 

Ode VI is a burlesque of a hynm, down 

inversions and syntactical muddles so 

:far 

ode; 

to the 

often 

found in hymns, as Pl~of'essor Spears says. Once agaLn 

Auden is adopting a convention~! fo~m to show up the 

2 ironic meru~ing of the poem. Again, the same themes 

are repeatedJ a ll these odes can be thoueht of as a 

coda to the original code. They illuminate the w-ork 

1The Orators, p. lOS . 

2 Compare upetition" . Co11ectad Shorter Poems, p.l20. 
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1n retrospect as the Prologue and Address did in anti-

cipation and ~ollowing their guidance and that o£ the 

myth, The Orators becomes perfectly understandable; 

the obscurity caused by the particular private references 

is not ~portant. This is not to say that the book 

might not take on new dimensions were they to be ex~ 

plainedt but in all probability only the humorous aspect 

would become clearer. In this instance, the hymn is 

one o£ the ~reapons used by the Establishment oratorsJ 

now the rebels are borro1ri.ng it , but their petition 

is not ~or victory, as one ruight expGct , but £or 

defeat. Like the Airmun ,. the "We" in this poem have 

realised that ttGod just loves us all but means to be 

obeyed". Under these circumstances victory f'or a 

particular side simply does not exist. So they ask 

l. 
Not. father, further d o prolong 
Our necessary de£eat2 

Peace is all that is required and even that is & great 

deal , too much in fact . to ask. 

The book concludes w:L th an l!.'pilogue • as it 

began with a PrologueJ this has ~equently been called 

l"l'h€· "£11 is capj_talised. in Collected Shorter 
PoemsJ in the orieinal the first two words of 
each ode are capitalised so one can only ~Jess 
Audents intention. t~·.l4~<>) 

2 
The Orators. p. J l O. 
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obscure. but read in the context o~ The Orators and 

with the background knowl.edge o:f the myth, i. t appears 

qui-te expl.icit. The :first l.ines 11 '0 where are you 

going? ' said reader to ridern are a memorable opening 

to one of Auden's most striking poems, and if the 

reader is the reader of' 7'he Orators, a pun may be 

intended on "rider"• the book havL11.g be-en in the 

nature o£ a puzzl.e. The line is analogous to a line 

in "The Cutty Wren111 {"'O where are you going?' says 

M:i.lder to Mal.der 11 ) though C'h:ri.stopher Ricks has poi.nted 

out a strong simil.a.ri.ty to C.'hristina Rossetti's ".Amor 

Mundi"2 right through both poems.3 The Ep:i.logue is 

set in the form of a dramatic riddle, surrom1ded with 

the doom-l.aden atmosphere o:f the Delphic oracle itself', 

:for the questions and answers set out here are not 

trivial.it:i.es, but the questi.ons with which the book 

has been ~oncez~ed all along. The Speakers can be seen 

as two opposj.ng sets of' orators 1 one set speaking t:'or 

each s1de. The £irst spe~(ers are reiterating the 

themes of the book. They are called reader. fearer 

and horror, and the simil.arity in th9 names of' the 

~New Verse. October l9J5. 

2I<"irst published 21st February, 1.895· 

'In Notes and gueri.es_. December, 1960. 1'0 lfuere 
are you Gt,:.ing'l lf .a. Auden and Christina Rossetti. u 

P• 472. 
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people they are addressing (rider, f'arer , and hearer) 

is more than a poetic device; it points the kinship 

and essential likeness between the two sides. ll~ a 

world where love has gone ~Tong, firstly~ nobody can 

escape death, and death is nasty 

1~at valley is f'atal wher0 
furnaces burn. 

Yonder•s the ~~dden whose 1 odc-urs u.ill. madden. 

Secondly• even s~ould man attempt to seek something 

better• he will. never find :it. "Do you imagine" says 

f'ear•r; thatJ 

Your diligent looking (wil~ uiscover 
the lackina 2 

Your footsteps feel from granite to grass? 

Thirdly• nameleos horrors await even those prepared 

t o listen, some of' the:l.r own mak:i.ug. in the shape 

o~ psychosomatic il~ess. 

Behind you swiftly the f'igm.."e 
comes sof'tl.y 

The spot on your skin is a 
shocking disease.3 

In answe:rin.g tl'lese qt1estions in the last verse , 

those addressed turn their own lq'O:l"ds b ack on tho warning 

riddlers• it is t ho schcolbcy retort o:f the schoolboy 

1 The Orators, p .• 112 

.3Ib id.. 

2~b·d 
~· 
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as we have seen, this is the constant preoccupation 

of' the work; what appl.i.es to one side applies ·to the 

other, and if' one side carmot :find something better. 

neither can the other. 

"Yours never l"lill."' repl.ies f'arer to :fearers 

and the J. .. ider is going "out of' this house " despite 

the r¢ader•s warning. As :for ·t:;he bird, and tho nshape 

in the twi.sted trees., :tt•s not I they "rant , says the 

~a.st mant 

They're looking for you, said hearer to horror 
As he left them there , as he lef't them thcrG. 

He is going on, as are a11 the J.is·ccuers • with hi.s 

journey, despite the 'l-rarnir..gs 1 wh:i.ch apply to the 

other side, not the:i.rs, (so they tldnk.) If' only, as 

always, the two sides could learn to love one another 

the arti£icial.l.y created di.:ff'erencos t created by the 

vocal leaders of' aach side ·Hho are -the orators of' the 

ti tl.e , would disappear. But Auclen CGln hol.d out no hopo 

:for this happem:Lng, certainly never ·through the medium 

o:f a secular savio1~. 

The orators has been d&alt with at some J.ength 

because i. t is a boo!.r usuaLly avoidod by cri ti.c*3, and 

it i.s hoped that .in this cha.pter somo of' its alleged 

obscurity 1~ight have been dispell~u. As a measuro o~ 

the va1ue o-f the book it15elf' , its republication now is 
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signi£icant. Much o£ the matter ~n it is still starkl.y 

r01ovant to the England of' today , sharpened and 

intensi.:fi.ed by the shado"tiT o:f nuclear uar. Th~re can 

be no sides nou even more obviously than in 1932. 

"lfe must 1ov6 one another or d:i.ett has acquired a new, 

and absolutely l.i tera1 , as 1-.rell as :ti terary signif'icanc e . 



CHAPTER VI 

CHANGING ATTITUDES 

WITHIN THE i.'fYTH 

'l'he Orators is not on1y one of' Auden t·s most 

tanta1i.sing poe~ , but of' a~1 his works it offers the 

most comp~ete picture of the poet working almost 

entire1y wi. thin the franu:),~ork of the myth.. w'"hi.le the 

signs of Auden•s :f'uture development are nowhere more 

plain. they are stil~ able to be contained within the 

existing patterns of the myth; they are a harmonious 

part of it and have not yet begun to war with it. 

Love is still love uncapital.i.sed;, m~s·t of' i.ts aspects. 

of course , remain the same even when the eapi. tal is 

imposed, but Auden has not yet begun to change the 

framework of' his attitudes, necessitating in turn 

such changes in his poetry as , f'or example , the last 

verse of' the Commentary to In 'l'i.r.1e of' War. 

Originally it readt 
,, 
Till they construct at last a 

humaD.-,f~tio!,-
The contribution of our star, 

wi thi.n the shado\IT 

- 136 -



0£ wP3ch uplifting, loving and 
g,ons""trainfiig ·-power 

Al)- other reasons may rejoiC:~ 
and operate. •• 
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But when reprinted in the Collected Shorter Poems of' 

1950 it readst 
,, 

'l'ill , as the contribution of' our star, _;__..:__ _________ ... 
we f'oll.ow 

The cl.e~_.instructions of' that Justice , 
in the shadow 

. Of' lv;.ose upl.:U'ting. loving and 
constraining power 

AJ.l human reasons do rejoice and operate. ~ 

In the first version,. Auden was still work~g within 

the limits of the early myth but it is contended here 

that his intention is exactly the same. Instead of 

relying simply on 11humantt justice. Auden, in the 

second version. now sees the situation as requir~g 

the help of' supernatural grace., but the desired result 

is very similar. We can only regret th~ passing o£ 

the original versj.on in that it is poeti.ca11y suporiorJ 

but this is a common resul. t of' t lie changes Auden makes 

in his poetry when they are made f'or theological reasons. 

When they are made simply to improve the poem qua poem, 

they are usually successful. 

The point to stress is that Auden•s intention 

does not change. Tak~g twenty-seven o£ the thirty-

. : ~ 

., 
...... ; .. 



four sonnets which , with the Commentary, go to make up 

In Time of' War ,. thGy :f'orm& 

an extended philosoph~cal essay on the political 
and spiritual condition of the world at the time 
of writi.ng, from the point of' viOliT of a man 
observing the local scene in China, but also 
:f'amil.iar with the his tory of' mankind f'rom the 
bGginning of life on the planet. We witness 
here the separation of man from lower animal 
l.i.:f'e through the development o:f his higher 
facul. tios. "Wo review tha phenomena of chivalry, 
the appearance of th~ d mocrat~c ideal , the 
sQarch for truth, the ria0 of prophets and 
poets . the progress of' civilisation i.n the 
form of finance , churches , monasticism, scientif'ic 
discovery, and spiritual disil.l.usionmont .. 
Many heroic leaders and deliver~rs had their 
turn, until the age ended and ~the last 
deliverer died. " ••• There are pictures of 
the misery and helpl.essness of the common 
people and the conwon soldior • • • But ~ 
spite o.:f al.l th:is , the poet persists in 
praising l.i.:fe i. tsel:f • • • he i.l1sists that 
men do have the power of' choice, they ca...11 
1abour in "the little 1iorkshop of' love" and 
th&:l1" destiny i.l :L.1'1 their own bands. 

1 
Thus the 1ate Pl .. of"ossor J .v . Beach. giv'.ng a 

surprisingl-y sensitive synopsis of' the sonn&·f; sequence. 

At thi.s point• hoWGver ,. wo must part com.pany with him, 

f'or he goes on to a.t .tribute the ohangod l.ast verse to 

a delibGrate intention on Audenrs part that the whole 

poem sha11 be read as though Auden bad written it as 

"a convinced adherent of' • • • strict Chr.istiarL dootrine 9 • 
2 

1The M~cinr, of the Auden Canon, pp. 4~•5· 
2I.bid, P• 8 . 
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Pro~essor Beach imp~ies that he does this with thu 

aim of' its redotmding to the grGator glory of' Audon 

and not (as is certainly meru1t ) to the greater glory 

of' God. We may or may not agree tdth the poetical. 

e t hic s of' suoh manoeuvering ., but i.t is pl.ain :from 

both versions that Auden ' s intention is to press f'or 

the establishment o:f lvhat ho cal.led then and no,; the 

"Just City"l only the means whereby he considers i t 

may come about are in question. So whil& there is 

eortainly a notabl.e alterat~on ~ tone, :for the rest 

tho change is negligible. 

Dut this emerges more plain1y later on; at 

thi.s stage- in tho chronological sequence of' hi.s work 

it is on.ly hinted at.., Af'ter T"ne Orators tho only 

works which can still be considered as exclusively 

conditioned by the bomtd~ies oZ the £iret myth are 

tho plays , written in collaboration 1ri..th Cb.ristot.>her 

Isherwood.. There are three of these s The DoG' B~neath 
4 

the Skin• pub1ished ±n 1935, The Ascent o£ F6 published 

in 1936. and On the Fron-tier , publi.shod in 19.38, 

imm.edia·t;ely a:f'ter the Group Theatre had been :founded 

by Rupert Doone and Robert Medley in colLaboration 

with Auden himself' .. f or the Group was formed with the 

a.VOl'lOd intention of' producing Auden" s uork. He 'tvas 

1uoky. Stephen Spender points out1 



'l'he l.esson of' the thirties J.S t h at above 
al.l. what tho young writer needs today is 
on the one hand .hi.s own indiv:iduali.ty and 
on the other -- to strengthen this -­
some sense of having col.leagues. Where 
we were parti.cularl.y fort1mate was in 
being young at a moment when :it was 
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posa:ibl.e to take up an attitude towards 
1 a human ~ause w·ithout l.os:ing our indi.v:ldual.ity. 

The Dance of' .Deatll is worth ref'erring to onl.y 

as one l.ong example of· the excJ.usi vol.y pol.i. tical. side 

2 of the myth; it preaches doctrinaire Marxism and 

f'ails , 3 as do some of' Auden 1s more recent worl~s , 

because of: t h e extent ·to which this didaotic.i.sm is 

carried• £or preaclrlng {as distinct , o~ course , £rom 

teaching} whether it b e :Mcu"'xist or Chrj.stian doctrine, 

is one of' the sur·est wa)'S to spoil. poetry. 

The Announcer t s introduction indicates the 

usual themet 

lve prese.nt to you this even ing a picture o£ 
the dee.line of' a class , of' how its members 
dream o£ a n e\.; life,, but secret~y desire 
the old• for there is death inside thsm. 

From then on, remarks a contemporary r&viewer "• 

1 ttit began a·t Oxford u New York Times Book 
Review, (March , 1955) , P• 5. 

• • 

2For an example o£ one of' the pi t:fa.l.ls into 
which · Auclen :f"el.l here , see Richard Hoggart ., 
The Uses o£ Literac~ {Londont Pelicw1• 1958) 
p. 5. quoted in Appendix c • 

.3 Auden has preserved noth ing whate-,rer £ rom 
i.t i n any collection of his work. 
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the theme • ,. • was developed wi.th a naiYet~ uhich 

might pass muster at a very earnest Communist summer 

]. 
school , but nowhere 0lse". Later in the same review, 

Mr. Cookman says , 

I£ poetry is to be re-~trodueed to the 
theatre , Mr. Auden•s use o£ verse, even 
~ this obviously immature and botched 
drama; may represent a useful st~p ~ 
evoluti.on. 2 

Some of the aphorisms printed in the programme for 

The Dance of' Death show what Aud en.., and the ~oup 

Theatre as a ·whole. were t~JL'I'lg to do. 

Drama began as the act of' a -vrhole community. 
Ideally there ttToul.d be no spectatol."s. In 
practice every member o~ the audience should 
feel like an understudy . 3 

Drama is essentially an art of the body. 
The basis of acting is acrobatics , dancing 
and all f'orms o£ phys:l.ca1 skill. 

Th~ mus:i.e hall , the Christmas pantomime 
and the country house charade are the 
most living drama of to- day. 

Drama should not be documentary, the programme. 

notos went on• f'or that is a province of the film. 

It should not ana1ys character~ that is the f'u.neti.on 

of the novol . Drama shouLd take ~or its aubjeets the 

1A. V . Cookman. "The Theatr& J The Dance of' 
Death by w . H . Auden. II London M&rcw:y. rm:u: 

(Novem·ber , 19.35) . p .. !)6. 
2

Ib:i.d. 

3cf. the same idea or the Anglican Churc h in 
i ts 1.,.ew Liturgy :for A:frica. 
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uni.veraal~y :f'am:iJ.iar stories o:f its o'Wf! soci.ety and 

generation. 11 'l'ne audience. like the child listening 

to the f'airy tal.e , ought to kno1g what is going to 

1 happon next". 

Unfortunately• thesa :ideas were bluepr1nts 

:for dramatic art in u society 'l'J'lllch did not exist. 

It shoul.d be remembered,. all tho same. that Auden 

and Isherwood wore the real modern pioneers in the 

ro-introduction o:f verse to tno mg1.ish theatre. 

As Ashley Dukes sayst 

Our new dramatic poetry in the Engl.ish theatre 
did not begin (as is of'ten suppossd) with the 
production of :.lUJ:'der in the Cathedral. at the 
CantGrbury and the M&rcury. It began with 
the occasional work of' the Group Theatre 
around 1930 under Ru.port Doone2 • • • .Eliot's 
only contribution to this part:i.cv.1ar movement 
was a permission to perform Sweeney Agonistea ~ 
which had been wcit'ten some time earl.ier . -' 

The t:taee plays in \IThich Auden and Ishe:r"t!food co1lab• 

orated carried what Swoene~ had. .suggested on the 

linguistic level over to th ~evels or action and 

theatrical ef':fect.s .. usinf; some r:i"l;artlingly n&\f and 

'1Quotcd by Jul.ian S:y"":nona. Tite ·Thir·ti.es . 
pp,. 79--80. 

2.1t'or a f'ascina·ting• il.lus·tra·ted acco'W'lt of' the 
activities of' the Group Theatre• see Symons• 
supra. PP• 78-~89. 

3 wr. S • Eliot .L"L the Theatre tt :from T • S • Eliot t 
a S .,;-lo&ium. od. R. March and Tambii;;.uttvr. 

London, 1948) . P• 11. 
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and iconoclastic metbods, quite dif~erent ~ron1 Dliot ' s 

approach in Sweeney. 

In an essay on these plays written in 196 2 , 1 

Donna Gerstenberger has some interesting co~nents to 

make, sho,dng how Auden and his collaborator are still 

e~early draw·ing heavily on the early nr.rth, particularly 

Ln its political aspect; the plays . she says1 

••• orten reveal mark s of immaturity 
or carelessness . reflected in an almost 
adolescent delight in viewing the modern 
world as it is exposed by contemporary 
psychology or in an extravagant handling 
of contemporary polLtical and social 
issues .. • • the world in quest:i.on is 
always -the same: a world in which there 
is no traditional• no satisfactory role 
:for the modern ind ividual• who stands i.n 
no-man • s land between the lve ' s and the 
They ' s , the Westlanders 'and the Ostnians. 
knowing the _one choice unsatisfactory. 
the other i~npossible. Th expression of' 
this complex dile~~a and its possible 
solutions led to wholesale experimentation 
in the verse drama• it led to the statement 
ot' uncom:fortably ntode r:n themes in vocabulary 
rutd i mages dra1G1 £rom contemporary science. 
chemical psychology, :Marxian economics, 
power po1itics ru1d mechanised warf'are. 2 

The f'irst of the plays i.n which they collaborated 

was The Dog Beneath th~ Skin, produced at the Group 

Theatre in 1935 . It :i& the most ~teresting as well. 

1 "Poe·try an~ Politics . The Versa Drama o£ 
Auti.en ana. Isherwood" . 1~1ouern Drama, ~J .• 
(1962) to w-hi.ch the present '\oJri ter i.s indebted 
£or some ideas in this chapter. 

2 Ibid p . 124. - · 
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The Ascent of' F6 and On the Frontier are technically 

more accomplished, but they have not the light-

heartedness and spontaneity of' The Dog Beneath the 

~ which charms as much ae anything else by its 

lack of' ambition. The Ascent of' F6 very nearly 

succeeds • does 1n fact succeed ~ the view of' several 

critics, notably E.M. Forster1- in being a tragic 

masterpiece. Tho Dog Beneath the Skin i.s certainly 

successful in its less exacting genre and is nota­

worthy poetically for magnificent chorusos~ 2 These 

were , of' course. written by Auden and aro nea.rl.y al.l. 

preserved as independent poems in the £2Jlected Shorter 

Poems. :In his autobiography.,. John Lehmann says that 

The Dog Beneath the Skin and The Ascent o~ F6 

• • • were genuine attempts to break entirely 
new ground• and began an experimental move• 
ment behind ~ndeh onG could feel the youth£u1 
pressure o f' new ideas and new notion~ o£ 
.f'orn1 • • .. (it was) original. to England a 
takLng an entirely dif£erent direction £rom 
either conti.nenta1.3 or .Ameri.can avant- garde 
theatre,, as much in its mixture of' "the sty~es 
of cabaret-sketch4 and cha:L~ade with elements 

1 see Review of' Ascent o:t' F6 in Two Cheers f'or 
Democracy . PP• 271-- 273. 

2 Soe ~~g Beneath The Skin, pp .. ll-12_, 
15.-lo , 26--27. 179 • 

.)Here John Lehmann is mistaken. It owed much 
to German expressionism .. 

4 Auder.t • s Ca.bar~t.sketch •. Alf'red was published 
by John Lehmann in Penffin New lvri. ting. 



of' Greek drama, as in its phil.osophical. 
content . Lts peculiarly Auden•esque message , 
part Marx, part Groddeck and Freud on the 
sickness of' civilisation. l 
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In The Dog Beneath the Skin• as in The Orators , 

Paid on Both Sides and The Danc a of Death, man is 

presented as at grips with a deadly enemy; the 

~ff'ete bourgeoisie which in the last analysis , as 

we hav& seen_. is Everyman. for the distinction 

between WG and They does not really exist. Here the 

onemy i.s cal.J.ed the "genteel. drab"'n" in the dedication 

(to Robort ~iedley) 

Boy with 1ancGt , speech or gun 
Among the dangerous ruins, .te~ 
From e ach devastated org-an 
The power. of the genteel dragon. 

The theme i :J t:hia time presented il'l the form of' 

a quest. Aurlen has used the quest before in singl.e 

2 poems , notably The Wan<lerer , and. is to use it agai.n 

1The \1l1.ispering Gallery, lJP• 303--304. 
It should be remembered that what Lehmann c alls 
a "peculiarly Auden-esque message" 1'1a.s only 
pecul.iar to Auden at that particular time ; the 
sickness of' the state {Hru..'1.1et) and vf' the body 
po~itic (Coriolanus in pnrt:icu~ar , inter alia) 
rr.i.ght he.ve been call.ed a "peculiarly Shakes ... 
pear:ian messag0" in Elizabethan ·(;:i.mez , drawn 
f'l ... om e.c. Rale:igh and Nashc , :instead of' 
Groddock and .Freud .. 

2 . 
Ca1~ed in PoeLls 19;2, "Chorus :from a PJ.aylt . 
':hi.ch p:tay is not spec:i.f':iedt and it r~sembles 
Paid on Both Sides strongly in its Icelandic form 
and atmosphere ~Ld t~onic language . It is 
~t~rest~g to see t hat th chorus on p . 81 
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i.n the f'utul .. e (the so1u1.at s!.!quonce of' "~;hat na.u:e and 

'l'he Age of· Anx:iet;y) ·but this :i.s his f'irs t; full use of' 

the Quest :image. It is quite d:ii'f'erent :fror.1 'l'he l-J'aste 

~ in that it is a di.:f1'eren t quest :from the courtly 1 

or ritual-to-romance ld.ntt. It has I.'ar more i n com.rnon 

. tl 0 d . f 1 .r • • •• J • • t 1 
HJ. 1 c 1.pus s earc.;.L .1. or J.l:LS own J.uen t;J. ·y , presenting 

th:is :famous mythical quest i.n mocern terms.- as a search 

:for the missing heir , Sir Francie Cre,ve. 

The quest of' the hero , Alan Norman, in t he 
company of' his faithful companion, the dog 
Francis , becomes a stl."uctura~ device :for 
trueing the p~aygoer through scenes of 
social commentary laid in Europe between 
'the wars . Norman encounters Grabstei:n , 
the international cc:.pitalist2, a."l.d corrupt 
journalists and oppressed wo~·.kmen l'iho 
s1.lf'f'er • • • executions by the king , 

of' The Dog .Beneath the Ski.n ends with an image 
identical t;o o!'.w in The ~!anderu.r "A bird stone­
haunting, an unquiet bird 11 " See t1 . ·w . Bloomf'ield 
"V.H. Audan and. Saw-les W'arde '' 1-iodern Langua&e 

Notoa, (December1 1948) f'or an account of' the 
m:Lddle Enbliflh ori13:i11 of this poem. 

1 cf. Emily Dicl~~son• 
Adventure mos-t unto itself' 

The Sou~ condemned to bc s 
Attended by a single Hound 

Its own Identi-ty. 

2'1'h:i.s symptom. of' a poosi.ble anti-semitism .... II ·r 

comp~ab~e wi.t;.l ~li.ot•s iu Geronti.on 11 anU. 
"Blaiste~n w·i. th a Ci.craxtt , '1' . S • ..C:liot, Collec ted 
EoeJi<s , 1902·19~5 .• p .. ~7 and p . 40 } comes odd.ly 
i~rmt~ a pro:fesse<i C:UJ. i:;:L ... .ra~ciot lih:a AadQu . Like 
his omi spy1 he may retain some seeds of an 
b'n""'·''.f aiseaso ; 0...1. t iw other hru"ld i '!; i~ di:f.fi .,. 
cul. t !.;0 t.~.dn: .. of' a better allegorical name :for 
an international financier , 



queen and priests of OstDia. The lunatic 
asylum o£ Westland provides pointed comments 
on the ~nsanity o£ fascism and the Paradise 
Park episode satirises various forms of 
ld thdrawa1 . 

After other adventures, Alan Norman 
fina1ly arrives home to find his village 
assemb~ed to cel.ebrate the :t".,nnation of 
a boys• brigade and tho marriage of Lady 
Fair to a munitions manufacturer. A 
suecessf'ul quester, he brings w-:l.th hi.i.l! 
Sir Francis Crewe , who has of course been 
hiding in the dog t s skin, having a dog's 
oyo view of' the d og beneath the skin of' 
the human race. 'there is a goneral 
denunciation bef'ore Francis , Alan and 
f'.i ve of' the villagers go o:f'f' t:hrough th~ 
audience to become "a lUl.it in the army of 
the other sideu. The villagers who remain 
on the stage don the masks of' various animals, 
and in a prefiguration o£ O~ll's ~~mal 
Farm. the General. as (". hulls rH~1: •1\:C c.n 
address to ther:J. as they r~ply approprl t.toly 
with barking, mewing, quackinG, gr~~ting 
and squeakinc.l 
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But no synopsi.s of the plot co .. n. so:;!!'ld. anything 

2 but absurd; like Paid on Both Si'.'.es , this play depends 

on its surrealistic method of' presentation and use of 

lanBUage to provoke its real response. :tt ·.~as a method 

already succesB:ful!.y used by the German expressionist 

playwrights, .3 and it gives Auden and Isherwo~.Hl a surrc• 

a..l.i.st:i.c :forrn :i.:n wh:l.ch to express their usual psycho ... 

1. 
C~rstenberger~ p . 126. 

2
Though Margaret yross makes it sound interesting. 
S~e Appendix D :from her un_puh:lished .:l . A. thesis 
(RAND• 1947), Pr• 119••120. 

~ 

..,.,Part:icul.arly Bertolt Brecht& see SpearsJ The 
Poetry of W .. n. Auder.. , r.:·he Dis~ncb.a11.ted ls~d, 
PP• 90-.... 92. 



148 

po1itica1 nightmare world of the myth. The rapid 

shifting f'rom scene to scene which gives a kaleidoscop:.le 

sequence of' scenes :fading into one another '\..ras some• 

thing ne'\v on the English stage , and if' the ef'f'ect is 

one of' chaos and genera1 disintegration, this is of' 

course an exact mirror of' the sick and corrupt 

civilisation which so perturbed the authors. 

Miss Gerstenberger complains that "• •• tho unevenness 

of' t he episodes of' the play tends to ,.,ork against a 

sense of Wlity 11 but this is exac-tly what was required 

:for a f'u.l1 mimesis of' life in 1935 as Au-len and 

Isherwood saw it; i:f they 'tve:r.e loo:~ing through a 

surrealistic telescope• so much the better. Hiss 

Gerstenberger hGrself goes on to point out~ 

Si.nce the Einsteinian theories had 
established the f'O.ct that t:i.me does not 
exist in traditional terms of' con·l:;inuity 
and that it must be v:ielved as a time­
space continuum only to be subjectively 
perceived• a correspondin g shift of' formal 
focus was to be expected in an art whj.c h 
concerned :itself' "t·lith the preservation 
of moden~ experience.~ 

The theme of' the :futility of' distinguishing 

between sides~ ,.,hich emerged so sharply in Paid on 

Both Sides ana 'l'he Ora tors 0 all.ied to :the :futility 

of' expectine; salvation through a human sav:1.our (who 

1Nod.orn Drama. Vol. v, P• 12.5~ 
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will be boUILd to become corrupted once he has authority) 

is reiterated here. In Ostnia, where Alan and two 

journalists arr~ve on Execution Day, th~ King says 

plaintively "Are we not all socialists nowadays? But 

as men of the world I am sure you will agree with me 

that order has to be maintained",]. while the Queen 

makes a speech of comfort to the w~ves of the men 

whom the Kine, has just ordered to be shot. Auden•s 

humanistic position is nowhere shoNn more plainly 

than in the impressive chorus ¥Thich describes the 

poorer part of this Unjust Cityj significantly he 

has not chosen to preserve this chorus in the Collected 

Shorter Poems• 

0 hw.1a.11. pity; gripped by tho crying o£ a 
captured bird.- wincing at s:i.g..'l.t of' surgeon t s l ance • 

Shudder inueedz that life on its narrow littoral 
so lucky 

Can match against eternity a time so cruel! 

The street ue enter with setts is pavedt ~;:racked and 
uneven as an Alpine glacier , 

Garbage chucked ~ the gutters has collected in 
the hollows in loathsowe poo.ls , 

Back to back houses on both sides stretcl11 a dead~ 

straight l.ine of' c.h .. mg .... coloured brick 
' ' retched o.nd dirty as a run :for ch:i.ckens.,2 

1
The Dog Beneath the Skin• p. 47• (cf. The Orators . 
"God just loves us all , but means to be obeyed•"• 

2
Notice the similarity in ione • l"lcrdB and 
rhythm o:f the line £rom ~ .. "Wr~tched and 
ugl.y as an embryo chicken" , Collected Shorter 
Poems, P• 79. 
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Full as a theatre is the foul t horoughfare& some 
sitting like sacks, some slac kly standing, 

Their faces g-rey in the glimn1oring gaslight a 
their eyeba~ls drugged like a dead rabbit's, 

From a window a child is looking• by want so 
fretted his face has assumec the features of 

a tortoise. 
A human forest• all by one infection cancelled.1 

The other choruses in this play are among Auden's 

best known workss they nearly all are of a lyrical 

beauty that is ~ sharp contrast to the vulgarity and 

ban~ity of some o£ the humorous verse and r emarks . 

One c annot suppose Auden and Isherwood to have been so 

imperceptive as not to have realised this, and we must 

assume it to be deliberate. In this play it is essential 

to the surrealist mixing of' every kind o:f ingredient, 

and it is a device still used by Auden and for which 

ho is sti~l criticised. In ~or t~e Time Being• :for 

:instance, St. J 'oseph says 

M.y shoes were shinudt m:v pants 't-rere 
cleaned and pressed 

And I was hurryin~ to 111eet 
My own true love.~ 

Taken f'rom its context it does indeed sound 

shrill and pointless J read ilt context it becomes an 

1
The Dog Benea·ch the Sklli1 p,.5.5. Note the prepon• 
dera.nce o:f animal imaees throv.ghout this play; 
rather unusual :in Au.den, but particularJ.y apposite 
in this context. The dexterous b.anuli.nb o:f the 
long lL'"les looks :forw·ard to his mature use of 
this :form :Ln poe~s like Irt Praise o=- Limestone 
aud .lv.ieltlorial :Lor the City. 

2
For the Time Being, P•77• 



151 

ingenious and essentially Evetic method of eruphasising 

Joseph ' s humanity in contrast ·to Gabriel's ar.~.geli.c 

immortality. 1 

As in Tho Orators , in which there was the long 

l.itany which appealed to detectives and pub~ic houses 

to "hear our prayer•' • so in this play there is a 

eocne in a hospital. 1orhieh shows an operation being 

performed like a relie;ious ceremony; this 1ooks back 

to 11Argumant u (r.rlle Orators) all.C::. forward to ror tr..e 

'l'ime Being. It must be stre~sod that by using the f'orm 

of the creed here , Auden is not intending merely a 

cheap gibe at the original . On the contrary , llc is 

usine; :i.ts absolute va1ues to debunk th.e values of man 

in general. and medicine in p a rt:..r::ular; it is part 

of' the malaise of' the body politic that can credit 

such god• like attributes to ,,1ere medical raystique . 

Surgeon r "I believe • • • " 

"In the pnysi.cal causation o:f all. 
phenomena, material or mentala and in 
the germ theory of' disea.se. Aud in 
Hippocrates , the father of' Medicine • 
Gal.leu Ambrose .Pare , Liston o:f the 
er1.orruous :1ands ., Sy .. >c • Lis t e r w:ho dis­
covered the use o£ antiseptics. Hunter 
and Sir l~ederick Treves. 

?\nd I believe in surgict.J.l treatm~nt 
:for duodenal ulcer , cer~bra1 abscess ., 
pyloric stenosis , aneuriE.ul cuiu. all i'orms 
of' endocrine disturbance". 

1 soc too Chapter I of· this eesay. 



Su:.:-geon t "Let not the patient react unf'avourabl.y 
to the anaoathetic". 

ill_ a "But save him f'rom pain". 

1.52 

Surgeon1 "Let there be no unf'orosoen complieationa". 

illl "Neither l.et sepsis have the advantage". 

Surgeona ~May my skil.l not desert me". 

!.!.!.• ttBut guide your hands" . 
1 

Beneath the beauty of' the choruses and the 

bril.liance of t he presentation• the puzzle setter 

of' The Orators still. l.urks. The Song o£ the Second 

Journalist, sung at the Nineveh Hotel. :l.s clearly 

2 rhyming slang. 

Oh, how I Cl."idtl ,.,hen Al:i.ce d.ieu 
The night we were to have ,.red! 
w·e never had our Roasted Duck 
And now she ' s a Loa£ of Breau. 

If' there ,,rere any doubt on the point , tho notebook 

ref'erred. to by Jol.u.:. Whitehead puts 2.r1 er..d to it; it 

contains a t!~ird an<.l. 'W'lpublished verse to tl...e song. 

At night I weep and cannot sleep 
Z..!oonlight to me recalls 
I never saw her wa·terf';ron t 
Nor she my water£alls . J 

-------------·-----------------------------------------------------1The Dog Hen~ath the SkiJ!.• PP• 104• .. 105. 

2 'l'houe:;h to the vresent writer• s knowledge, 
only Professor Spears has pointed ·l:::his out . 
Perhaps other critics regarded it as obvious. 

3J.-9ndon i-1at;aazinG • Vol. V , :No. II, P• 67. 
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Th:i.s was :fortunately considered too crude even f'or the 

surrealistic cookpotJ the authors had to consider the 

Lord Chancel~or , too. 

'rhe play ends with a chorus (not preserved in 

the Collected Shorter Poems) 

Love , loath to enter 
The su:f:feru1g winter 
Still w·illing to rejoic e 
lvi th the unbroken voic e 
At the preeoc ious charm 
Bli the in t he dream 
A.f'raid to wake • a..t'l:aid 
To doubt one term 
O:f summer ' s pel" .feet f'r~ttd, 
Enter and suff'or 
lii thin the quarrel 
Be most at home • 
Among the sterile , o.cove 
Your vigours , lov~.l 

'l'his is 'the love oi' the first chorus. 
2 

the 

love t::.1at there guideC. the adol.escent through h.is 

ques·c , ou.l)• to ue cut off' f'ro'11 him a.t the ond of it; 

the quest~r i:ihe.n. recogilises • dioor;.chru1.te<1, t:t.at both 

he and his guide are 11:fini·tu". I :n. tllis fina~ poem, 

l.ove is urged to continue his guidance of' the nc't<J 

grown man, wh o must tear both :'limsel£ and love from 

the prison of' tho eternal sunm1or which they rea.;h.ed 

at the eu<l of' the i'irst quest . Its 11perf'ect fraud" 

1 
'l'he Do{~ Beneath -'~he S!-:.in , P • 179. 

2 Enter with him 
These J.ogends , J.ova . 

The Do~ Beneath the Skin, pp . 26 • • 27. 
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must be questioned by plunging into "the suf':fering 

winter 11 and the precocious charm of' the dream must 

be renounced. By joining the quarrel between summer 

and winter, love can demonstrate its power of' cure 

:for without love, there cru~ be no hope for uthe Sterile". 

Auden's lyrical power is s h own very strongly here J it 

sti11 shows itself', though seldom, in poems like 

"De:ftly, Admiral 11 •
1 

J:n the same way,. his idea of' the 

power o:f love to restore, :fi~~t and heal is demonstrated 

once again. 'l'his shows the early idea o :f ulove is god tt 
') 

that later was to give way to "G-od is 1ove'1 • •·· 

Apart i'ro!!l ·tha p1ays , this period :produced the 

two trave1 buol;.s 9 Lu-;;ters .f'ro.u1 Icel~ (l93G) in which 

Auden collaborated. with Louis ~·iacneice , and Journey 

to a War 9 a record of' the trip he and Isherwood made 

to tl.Lo Chinese :frontior in l9J8 , a..."'1.d w!1ich they wrota 

together . Tlley ure ru,lUsl:;.'lg z.._"'1.d iYJ.tcrestinc;, and both 

shm'l Auc.len still spo~king .fro!tl a li ~eral/hum;;;.nis t 

position. The :poorr. lion9 • Xol"J& 2nds 

••• of~•stage, a war 
Thuds like the slamming of' a dista.n.t doors 
We cannot postulate a General. will ') 
For tnlat we are , we have ourselves to blame.J 

l.N ·ones. P• 17. (called "Song-"). 

2cf'. The Four Loves , by C.S. Lewis . (Lond.on2 
Geoffrey Bles, 19•)0) • p. 1.5. 

JJourney to a .liar• P• 23. 



155 

while we have already seen the changes Auden had to 

mru~e to his sonnet sequance In time of War (£rom the 

same book) in order to make it conform to his changed 

l. 
ideas . The earlier book contains the long, partly 

autobiographical poem ffLetter to Lord Byron" , which 

is a tour de force of its kind, and the beauti£ul 

poem hJourney to Iceland t A Letter to Christopher 

Isherwood Esq. 112 The first .four verses show its 

quality 

And tho traveller hopes• "Let me be 
f'ar f'rom any 

Physician"; and the ports:lhave nam&s 
£or the sea, 

The citiless . 
,tA.nd tho North 
>!f"And the great 

the corroding, the sorrowJ 
means to all r ttRej ect "! ~ 
plains are ~or ever where 
the cold :fish is hunted, 

And everywhere a tho light birds .f~ieker 

Under the 
Of i Sl (t..vltl S 

Faintly, his 

and f'laun t; 
scolding .flag. the lover 6$ 
~may see at last, 

limited h opef and he nears 
the gl.itter 

1Thi.s so1met sequence is one of' Auden t s most 
.fascinating works , and it is a pity that 
there is no time to look at it fUrther in 
this essay. It would be ve17 interesting 
to compare it with Auden's later sonnet 
sequenc e , 11The Quest" (published in Now· 
Year LettGr) . ---

2 
Letters from Iceland, PP• 25••27• Preserved 
in Collected Shorter Poems with a minor 
alteration, PP• 23•-2§. · 

3Auden tells us he originally wrote ' poets• 
here, but when it was misprinted thus , he 
preferred it (LettGrs from Iceland, p . 27} 



0£ glaciers, the sterile immatur$ 
mountains ~tense 

In the abnormal day of this wor~d. 
and a river's 

Fan-~ike po~yp ():f sand. 

Then let the good citizen here :find 
natural. marvels~ 

The h orse-shoe ravine, the issue of' 
steam from a elif:f 

In the rock, and the rooks , and 
waterfalls brushu1g the 

Rocks 1 and among the rocks birds . ~ 
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Auden goes on to compa re Iceland with ~~opef 

it is an island and therefore "unreal." J 2 he makes play 

with the mystery and symbolism of the country itsolf 

as a place :for ttthe student of prose and conduct" to 

visit • 'to~here every scene i.s a possible setting f'or 

the working out o:f some elemental human passion. But 

in spite of' this, it has only ,.ita mendicant shadow 

to present to the wor1d" , and the poem conc~udesa 

Tears :fall in all the rivers. Again 
the driver 

Pulls on his gloves and in a blinding 
snowstorm starts 

Upon his deadly journey• and again tho 
writer 

Runs howling to his art.3 

Thus Auden shows that Europe and her problems 

cannot be escaped by running away to islands ~- they 

1
Letters :from Iceland, P• 25. 

2changod in Collected Shorter Poems to 
"a refuge''·· p. 24 

3Lettors :from Iceland, P• 27. 
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are •unreal' or 'a re£uge' and to do this is as useless 

as the driver repeatedly sotting off in a blinding 

snowstorm, or the writer making a perpetual refuge 

of' his art. 

In both these books , while Auden is still 

officially outside the church door, he is (particularly 

in the 1ater one) using some nel~ images and symbols 

as well as the ones drawn from the original myth. We 

see more of this city image (Co~leeted Shorter Poems,-

P • 41) and pay sage moral:1s~ (Coll.ected Shorter Poems, 

P• 63) and less of' the war•border•f'rontier situation, 

ru1d of diagnosis in terms of' psychosomatic illness. 

The titles of' the poems retained in Collected Shorter 

Poems are significant f 11The Voyage" • .,The Ship.,, 

"The 'l'ravel.ler"; these appee.r to indicate that Auden 

is beginning to move poetically f'rom the conf'ines of' 

tho mytht to shake its chains to earth like delv • as 

it were , though reversing Sholley•s intention,.. 1 
But. 

the great book of' this uncommitted period is ~. 

S__!;r~~!,~:! r)ublished in 19:36.
2 

Charles \¥illiams tells 

------------------------------------------------------------1 KThe ~Iask o.f Anarchy", The Compl.ete Poems of 
lteats and Shel.l.ey, (New York, Random House, 
(no date)• P• 373• 

2obviously poets are not all the ~ames Louis 
~lacne:tee wrote 1 

• • • this middl.e stretch 
Of' l.i.:fe is bad :f'or poetst a sombre view 
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us that it is essential for a poet to work out his 

conf~iets in his poetry, otherwise his work will be 

full of figures who are just there, but are not able 

to be accounted for . They will be "mysterious cyphers 

unable to convey the process by which they were trans• 

formed"1 and, he goes on to say "Poetry has to do all 

its own workJ ~return it has all its own authority". 2 

This theory may very woll account for the superiority 

of this volume and of' its successor, Another Time 

(published in 1941 but containing many poems printed 

earlier). Auden is still the seeker, the quester, in 

Look Stran~erl and its poems are the machinery l'lith 

whi.ch he is ·w·orking out his con.f'licts J the result is 

that they are among his most; compJ.e·te and finished 

ltorks. 3 In the early poems he seemed to have found 

tho answers in the ideas behind the myth, and in the 

'fhere n~i ther \~orks nor days look innocent 
And both seem now- too many, now too few. 

"Day of' Revival'' i n Ten .Bu.rr1t Offerings (Londont 
Faber & Faber , 1952)~ P • 65 

1 The English Poetic ~tlnd, (oxf'ordt Clarendon 
Fre!3s, 1932) , p.l66. It is a. pity such a useful 
book should have such a meaningless title. 

2 Ibid, P • 167. 

3e.g. 11 0u.r City'' (Collected Shorter Poems, p.41} 
"Paysage Moralis~u (!J2M, pp. 63·- 64) , "Perhapstt 
(~, P• 104), "A Summer Night" , (~. ~· 110) , 
"Throu~h the Looking Glass" (ibid, p . 126), 
"Birthday Poem" (~, p. 32}:---
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later poems he has aJ.l.egorised those ideas to conf'orm 

with his Christian bel.ief's , but in these two transitional 

vol.umes he is still. -w·orking out his problems, !!.2!,, as 

in the others , tell.ing us the answers. 

This accounts for the great superio~ity in tone 

of' the work of' this period; the poet is not l.ecturing 

and he is not preaching. For the first timo he is 

"present as a character"; he is not hovering above 

his poems l i ke the Airman, but speaking through thern 

in his own voice. Because the mask is of'f1 the poems 

are far l.ess satirical. in intention and far 1ess 

obscure in meatl.ing. John Lehmann says of' this 

period in Auden • s work 

In that £u11-f~owering moment , ~eeling. 
thought and teclmical. mastery were • • • 
in perfect balance; bef'a:e his pa.:;slon 
:for rhetorical personifications of' 
abstractions like ' gl.ory ',. ' desire•• 
' hunger •, • the wi~l ' began to devour 
his invention • •• Each. of' these 
astonishing poems was a new disc overy 
about the "mrld we lived in and seemed 
to illumin.at& whole stretches of' 
experience that had ~ain in a kind of' 
twil.ight confusion be:forea disturbing ~ • • 
to accepted ideas and habitual sentiments 
by t h.e unexpectedness of' its psychological. 
:insight • • • and the images brought to ... 
gether to act as symbo~s :for that insight • • • 

2 

1 Generally speakiiLg, that isJ Auden never makes 
himself compl.etely vulnerable by taking it 
right of'f' . 

2
The wnispering Ga11ery, PP• 254- -255 . 
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?-lost of' the contemporary critics f'elt the same 

way, if they expressed their views in loss florid 

language , and so did Auden ' s fellow poets, It was at 

this time t hat Geoffrey Grigson brought out the 

special Auden Double number of' !,\!w Verse. in lihi.ch 

poets as di:ff'erent as Dylan Thomas, Edwin Muir, George 

Barker and Louis t-!acneice all paid homage to his 

genius. Even th~ restrained Muir used this word,1 

Ezra Pound , f'or some reason• would have pref'$rred to 

honour e . e . cummings,. but it is Pound all the aa..rne 

'ho provides the answ·er to Dr. Leavi.s , exh.ibi·tillg hiii 

usual intransigence \<There Auden is concernod in a 

review in Scrutiny. 2 Pound advises "Pay no attention 

to the cri ticisrn of' men who have never themsolve;s 

written a notable work 11 ,3 and in anoti1er essay says 

.. 
.... " ••• such direct control of' l.ansuago and 
boldness oi' imae,iuatiou are g·i ven on1y to 
poets of genius " • New Verse 1 Auo.en Double 
:Pumber• p . 23 

2Vol . V (1930/1937) PP• 323••325. In this review 
it i.s hard not to :fee1 t~1a t so f'&.mous a c:L~i tic 
is t~ilty or personal prejudice , for its mani­
fest injustice should be apparent even to him. 
See Munroe K. Spears ' account of the Scrutiny 
"School.'s" sustained hostility towards Auden. 
in his introduction to Au..:;ent A ooll.ection ot: 
Critical EssaxsJ (Eagl.cwood•Cli£~s , N.J., 
Prentice•Ha11.1 Inc., 1964}. PP• 1-- 3. See 
also Appendix F. 

JFrom 'h Stray Document 11 • Literary Opinion in 
America, P• 170. 
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that, be:fore attempting· to cri ticiso ". • • d • abord 

1 il :faut 3tra un poete 11
• 

Leavis has selected only the 'rorst of the poems 

:for comment ~ his review, ~rom which a reader would 

never guess at the high standard of most of the work 

in this book. :rt is a very high standard indeed; the 

poems eeem to unroll be:fore the reader with something 

o~ their own lyrical ease, ru1d very ~el~o~ is he 

brought up short by any jarring of' his taste. 

J ohn Mander says that bOok Stranger! owes ite 

superior1ty to the :fact that here for the first time 

Auden h as a def'inite audience to speak to , and a 

common t heme to speak on. He says: 

• • • an artist must build. up a world 
o£ his own, a world not identical with 
reality as such, but rcco&~isable as 
one man ' s atteit.~}>t to analyse , penetrate , 
label and respond to it. And this world­
of-his-own, where the artist's subjectivity 
has mastered and not succumbed to the 
world. ' s objectivity is what we f':Lnd :in 
£liot • s work , or Yeats • and what we miss 
in Auden • s.2 

But :in this book Au den has overcom~ tr~s di~f'iculty. 

Re is speal(.:ing personally, urge11tl.y, u o t preaching 

and not p osing , and what ambj_~ui ties remain spring 

f'rom his position as a socialist :intellectual living a 

1 "Notes sur la Technique l:>o ~t:ique", Literary 
~c~nion in Americ a . P • 170. 

2The t.riter and Commitment, P• 38. 
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bourgeois l.i:f'e. Thist though, is conunon to his "g-rouptt 

and in this volume he is speaking mainly to his :f'riondsi 

in whose company his tone i.s easy and relaxed. "Eqt: .... l 

with col.leagues in a ring'' he is at his best. 

The central t hemo . as nearly as a book of 

occasional poems may be said to have a central theme , 

is social.ism, presented as the cure :for the ills which 

as usual are diagnosed in a cl.inical :fashion. But this 

cure is offered in an $Yen more ambivalent and runbiguous 

:form than usualt Auden is questioning his answer a11 the 

time and stressing that it is of' no va1ue without a 

reappraisal of' l.oveJ he has nevor sounded the warning 

a gainst a :failure of l.ove more terri.f'yingl.y than in 

this book. 

Love is not presentod here in the usual rather 

amorphous way ,that is 1 basic~lly as Eros plus something 

vaguel.y big·ger and better. Eros is more often shol-m as 

a destructive ~orce and the idea o~ love is abandoning 

it and moving: closer to the concept of' Agape • which 

2 .Auden was l.ater to describe as "Eros mutated by Grace" . · 

1
Roy Campbell ' s "1-facspaund~ •'· 

2 Reviewing de Rougemont t s Love :in the Western 
}iorl.d :in The Nation , 1941. In another es~;;ay he 
3ayst 

Agape requires that we love our enemies , 
do good to those that hate us and 
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Auden seems to be becoming aware in this volume that 

evoking both Marx and Freud as the twin father-figures 

in his early concept o f' love is ambivalent to the point 

of absurdity, for in effect t hey are mutually exclusive, 

Marxism tending to interpret b'reudian psychology and 

neurosis in general terms as a symptom of the decay of 

a class. His idea of love must changet or he will 

always bea 

Your wouldpbe lov-er who has never come 
In the great bed at midnight to your arms 
• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
Language of moderation c annot hides -
My sea is empty and its waves are roughJ 
Gone :from the map the shore '"here childhood 

played, 
Tight-fisted as a peasant , eating loveJ 
Lost in my wake the archipelago 
Isl.ands of' self through which I sail.ed all. 

day 
Planting a pirate's :flag, a generous boy 
And lost "the way to action and to you. 

Lost if I steer . Tampest and tidt:: may blow 
Sailor and s lrlp past the illus ive reef, 
And yet I land to c el.ebr ate with you 

1 The b irth of natural order and tr..1o lovea 

In .Alnerica Look Stranger! was publ.ished nnder 

the title of' On this Island, and it is the most strongly 

nationalistic of all Auden's booksJ the move to America 

]. 

:foraive those who injure t.u~ , ana. 
t h is· command is uncondi tiona! . 

"The Fal.len City l Some Rei'J_ections on Shakas• 
peare 's Henry IV", Encounter XIII, ( November, 
1.959), P• 28. 

Collecte d Shorter Poems , PP• 127--3.28. 
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lost t his aspect of h1m to h~s poetry and with it 

the feeling of addressing a specific audienc e . or at 

any rate, this specific audienc e • Auden wrote ~ 1956 

• • • every European poet~ I believe. 
still instinctively t h inks of himself 
as • • • a member of a professional 
brotherhood, with a certain social status 
irrespective o£ t he number of his readers 
(in his heart of hearts the au~enoe he 
desires and expects are those who govern 
the country) and taking his plaee in an 
unbroken histor~cal succession. In the 
States poets have never had, or imagined 
t hey had such a status and it is up to 
each individual poet to justify his 

1 existence by offering a unique product. 

G.s. Fraser suegests another aspect of the peculiar 

English•neso of Auden t s poetry at this tixne . He says 1 

'l'he facade o£ lklgli.sh Ltf'e is a very 
composed one, the fla,~s in the surfaee 
are di2£icult to detect, and one of t he 
things that made Auden before the war 
a poet o£ such extrema social significance 
was his ability to put a f inger on points 
of extreme, but hidden, stress . 2 

Fraser goes on to -co~'ltrast Auden ' s position in America 

with his position in Englru~d in a very interesting 

section of his essay. rrom ru1other poi nt o £ view, 

Edm~"'ld Wilson• co:nparinc t"le ' Zne;lisn' and the ' American ' 

Auden, says (0f the publication of Collected Poetry in 1945)a 

1
From the Preface ·t:o The Faber Book o:f Jl.lodorn 
Americ an Vers e , Ed. W.H. Auden . (Londona 
Faber & Faber , 1956), P• 17. 

2 "W .H. Auden tt , . Little Review·s Anthology, ed, 
uenis Val Baker . (Londona 1949) , P • 193. 



Hardly can we recognise here the young man 
just up from Oxford , who appeared, under 
Eliot ' s patronage , in company with a few 
select friends . The friends are no longer 
present ! The poems that seemed to herald 
the British revolution (including some 
very good ones) have been pitilessly scrapped. 
We find a volume • • • of over four hundred 
pages , in which the poems are all run 
together • • • and • • • have been given 
new titles of a colloquial, even folk~y 
kinda ••• One saw with surprise that 
Auden -- so far from being a rarity that 
could only be appreciated by a few --
was the old-fashioned kind of poet • • • 
who is at his best when printed and read 
in bulk. He amuses us , converses with 
us, does his best to give us good advice; 
he sings us comic songs , supplies us with 
brilliant elegies on the deaths of great 
contemporaries; he charms us , he lulls us 
to sleep; he lifts us to a moment of 
inspiration. In metrics , in archetonics , 
as well as in handling language he is , 
of course, the most accomplished poet in 
English since the great nineteenth century 

1 masters; ••• 

This shows a great ch ange from Wilson ' s attitude to 

the ' English ' Auden as exhibited in his essay 

"The Oxford Boys Becalmed", where he says that the 

mentality of the Auden ' group ' has remained that of 

2 the classroom and the boy scout. 

Auden ' s standpoint at this time is succintly 

put in the poem Our Hunting Fathers , which has been 

1w.H. Auden in America". w.H. Audena 
;;.;A~C·o-l---.l~e.-c_,t~i-.o-n--..-o-f~C-r-.-i.-t.-i .. c.a_l.._.-B .. s ... s_a-.yf...,;.e , ed. Spears , 
PP• 58--59. 

2The Shores of Light. (New Yorka Farrars , 
Strauss & Young , Inc. , 1952), P• 670. 
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very differently interpreted by different writers such 

as, £or example, Richard Hoggart ,l and F.C. Flint .
2 

It is short enough to quote in ful.l.a 

Our hunting fathers told the story 
Of the sadness o£ the creatures, 

Pitied the limits and the lack 
Set in their finished features; 

Saw in the lion ' s intolerant look , 
Behind the quarry ' s dying glare , 
Love r aging for the personal glory 

That reason ' s gift wou1d add, 
The liberal. appetite and power , 

The rightness o£ a god . 

Who , nurtured in that fine tradition, 
Predicted the result, 

Guessed l.ovo by nature suited to 
The intricate ways of guilt~ 

T'1.at human ligaments cou1d so 
His $ outhern gestures modify 
And make it his mature ambition 

To think no thought but ours, 
To hunger, work illegally, 

3 and be anonymous? 

Acting on the principle that the most obvious 

meaning is probably what the poet intended, the 

fo.llowing is offered here: 

Our ancestors , noble savages or country squires , 

thought themselves superior to the animals which they 

hunted; man had the gift o£ reason which his quarry 

lacked. Both hunters and hunted are shown in the first 

1 Audena An Introductory ~ssay , pp. .101-10~. 

2The Explicator. Vol. II, No . 1 (Octobera 
1943), PP• 1-- 2. 

3Co.l1ected Shorter Poems , p. 109. 
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verse as possessors of' "love •• , but in the humans it is 

transmuted by reason into 

The liberal appetite and power> 
The rightness of' a god. 

But the warning is plain; this is only in the hunter ' s 

own viewpoint. It is he who is telling the story , and 

it is he who sees the inferior "love" behind the quarry ' s 

dying glare; he is only a god to himself' , and "personal 

glory't has a perjorative implication -- man 'is misusing 

reason ' s gift f'or this purpose. 

So the question embodied in the second verse 

is largely satirical. Who , asks Auden, would have 

guessed that man , "nurtured in that fine tradition" , 

with his liberal appetite and power , his god- like 

attributes; this amasser of' personal glory, could have 

so changed love, adapting it to follow the path of' 

man ' s "intricate ways of' guilt? 111 This descendant of' 

our hunting fathers must now be considered to have 

reached maturity in his species , and what has become 

of' loveJ what has become of' his gif't of' reason? He 

(this must be taken to be both man , and "love") has 

so modified his (and love ' s) "southern gestures" - -

the "liberal appetite and power" in all its romantic 

1To which the answer must be Auden himself' • he at least has not been deceived. 
--
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expansiveness - - that he has become, and so has love, 

like the animals he once pitied. Hungry and anonymous , 

with no personal glory remaining, he is doomed to 

"work illegally." This last has a double meaningJ 

collectively, love may , in fact should , inspire man to 

work in revolutionary societies , and he will then come 

up against the laws of his country. Individually, the 

reference is probably to love which offends the mores of 

society , such as homosexual love, which may even be 

liable to legal prosecution. That the last two lines 

are , in fact, a direct quotation from Lenin, adds great 

subtlety to the various shades of meaning for as Richard 

Hoggart saysa 

the condition of the beasts heightens by contrast 
a specific moral conflict, a conflict which ••• 
the bourgeois intellectual must face and resolve 
when he becomes a Marxist.l 

Thus the word is still love, but like the ' love ' 

of this poem, Auden is beginning to modify its connotations. 

Eros , and the vaguer, larger conception of the earlier 

poems will no longer do, and the break with this aspect 

o:f the early myth is becoming apparent. Many of' Love ' s 

features are, like those of the animals in the poem 

' :finished ' and they remain an integral part of Auden ' s 

specifically Christian period , but love as a whole is to 

undergo a crucial change. 

1 
Audena An Introductory Essay, P• 102. 



CHAPTER VII 

FROM MY'l'H TO ALLEGORY 

"Reason is not the essential ruler of man , he 

is directed by other forces" , says Georg Groddeok1 

and Auden has been trying to diagnose these other 

forces since he began writing poetry. As a result , 

he has negotiated in his poetry much the same Odyssey 

as Kierkegaard, of whom Paul Holmes writes& 

From ~~ther/Or through The Postscript a 
transition is effected, from an aesthetic 
view of life which is hedonistic and largely 
a quest for immediate satisfactions , through 
an ethical view which ie dutiful and describes 
existence as a responsible and obliged sojourn, 
into the religious view.2 

1Exploring the Unconscious (c.w. Daniela 
1933) p. 26. Edward Upward made a similar 
point in Journey to the Border (London• 
Hogarth Press , 1938), pp. 144- 145. "When 
the disease of reason will have run its 
course • • • you will sink into a final 
coma". cf. Collected Shorter Poems , 
• consider•, pp. 43--44. 

2Introduction to EdifYing Discourses by 
Kierkegaard. Trans. D. and L. Swensen. 
(London• Fontana Books, 1958), p. 10. 
This scheme of the three categories is 
subsequently made use of by Auden as a 
framework for New Year Letter, The Sea 
and the ~1irror and The Age of' Anxiety. 
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~£ this essay has so far tried to unravel the po~itical 

and psychological aspects o£ the myth as they appear in 

the earlier poems, it is hoped IiOl<l to show that taken 

in totality they are only aspects o£ the \'hole; a 

religious philosophy which has shown itsel£ in Auden • s 

work in these ways (psychosomatic ways, i£ you like) 

£rom 1928 to 1966. When considering the poet ' s inten-

tion this point is all-important, and Auden ' s intGntion 

should al.ways be borne in mind. :Margaret Cross says 

that this religious attitude 

arises £rom an inquisitive desire to see 
everything· , £oul and fair , and f'rom a 
search £or val.ues wldch would not be 

1 .satist'ied by anything- short of an ultimate . 

~or Auden has tried many ans~crs and remained unsatisfied 

by them al.lJ he has , says Nath~~ Scott , 

faced the whole repertoire of belief's and 
philosophies , of programs (sic) and ideol­
ogies , that the modern world has conceived: 
though a pi.lgrixn, he has , at tho oamc time, 
been an explorer who has covered the entire 
terrain that is accessible to the men o:f 
his age.2 

The contemptus mundi attitude which inevitably arose 

lef't him, at one stae;e, despisinc; his own humanity and 

unable to answer ' what is love? • 

1 I.n her unpublished H . A. thesis , P• 15l>. 

211'l'he Poetry of' Auden" , Chicago Review 'Writers; 
\ J,:157) , p. 58. 



Alone, a1one , about a dreadfUl wood 
Of conscious evil rune a lost mankind • • • 
• • • The Pi1grim Way has led t o the Abyss 
Was it to meet such grinning evidence 
We left our richly odoured ignorance? 
Was the triumphant answer to be this?1 The Pi1grim 1fay has 1ed to the Abyss. 
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But as we have seen, through all tlrls pi1grimage , Auden 

has been fo1lowing , like Ariadne ' s thread , the know-

ledge that the •word is love • . In all the early poems 

he never once presented the reader with a clear idea 

of that 1ovea it was always a vague , larger- than- 1ife 

concept which left a great deal to his reader ' s own 

imaginative ~ngenuity in responding to it . 2 

1 For the Time Being, PP • 55-- 56 . Cf. Blake ' s 
description of the Abyss in "The .Harriage of 
Heaven and Hel1wa 

2 

•By degrees we beheld the infinite 
Abyss , fiery as the smoke of a 
burni ng cityJ beneath us , at an 
immense distance , was the sun, black 
but shining; round it were fiery tracts 
on which revolv ' d vast spiders , 
craw1ing after their prey , which flew , 
or rather s wam , in the infinite deep , 
in the most terrific shapes of animals 
sprung from corruption • •• • 

William Blake, p. 103. 

Certainly it means something more than F . \f. ·Bateson 
estimates when he ~-ritest 

' Love •, the supre~e value for Auden, 
is social 1ove , not sexual 1ove. It 
is nearer to the friendship of Pope 
than to the egocentric ' love ' of the 
Renaissance poets or the Romantics. 

English Poetry (Londont Longmans Green & Co. Ltd. , 
1950), P • 171 . 
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It cannot be stressed too often that poetically this 

is perfectly acceptable. It is even pre~erable in 

some ways. Allowing tho reader to envisage ' love ' 

more or less as he likes makes for just that poetic 

' magic ' which Auden now so mistrusts; it also makes 

for a far superior tone than do the over- confident 

assertions of the man who knows all the answers. 

Unfortunately, Auden could not be expected to 

remain floundering in the Abyss in order to improve 

the tone of his poetry, and his new idea of Love1 

begins to emerge clearly at the beginning of the new 

decade. It is patchworked together out of his reading, 2 

as was the early myth; this time it is compounded of a 

mixture of Kierkegaard, de Rougemont, Charles Coclurane, 

Charles 1-lil.liams, Pau.l Ti.llich, Rei nho.ld Ni ebuhr and 

a ho~t of other philosophers and theologians.3 Brought 

1 It is difficu.lt to know when to impose the 
capital on ' love • . Auden always does from 
roughly 1941 onward. He has done eo too in 
a.ll revised and collected editions such as 
Col.lected Shorter Poems , as a kind of hind­
sight. In this essay the word is written , 
as far as possible ; as Auden wrote it in the 
original versions . 

2see Appendix E. 

3e.g. The Attack upon Christendom by Soren 
Kierkegaard (oxford University Press , 1914); 
Denis de Rougemont Love in the ~estern World 
(New YorkJ Pantheon Books , 1956, originally 
published 1940)J Charles Williams The Descent 
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up as an Anglican , these ideas are all enclosed in a 

working framework of' Anglican Orthodoxy , and while it 

is decidedly an Anglo- Catholic framework, his ideas 

are strongly Protestant; that is to say his commitment 

is not to a system but to a candid and continually 

renewed encounter with reality . This attitude to life 

and religion is an essentially Protestant one , as 

1 
Professor W.B. Martin has shown, committed , yet 

open , intelligent but not intellectual , evangelical 

rathe~ than sacramentarianJ for Auden agTees with 

Paul Tillich, who maintains thatt 

• • • religion is not a special fUnction of 
man ' s spiritual life, but it is the dimension 
of' depth in all of its f'unctions.2 

Denis de Rougemont gives a definition of' the 

rnyth of Eros , which is perhaps the nearest approximation 

to the fllove" of' Auden ' s earlier poems.. He says , 

of' the Dove (New Yorks Meridian Books , 1956); 
~barle$ Cochrane Christianity and Classical 
Cul.t~.1re ( Oxf'ord 1 Clarendon Press , 1940) J 
Paul Tillich, The Shaking of' the b'oundations , 
{London& Penguin BoQks , 1.949) J Reinhold Niebuhr, 
Christianity and Power Polit:i.cs (New Yorka 
Charles Scribner ' s Sons, 1940). 

111Significant Hodern Writers". The l!.'xposi tory 
Times, (Vol. ~~ 1959) , PP• 36•-37• 

2 Quoted by Pr~~~ssor Martin. The Exposito£1 
Times , (Vol. LXXI: 19;9), P• 37. 



Eros is complete desire , luminous Aspiration , 
the pr~mitive rel.igious soaring carried to its 
l.oftiest pitch, to the extreme exigency of 
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purity which is also the extreme exigency of 
unity. But absol.ute unity must be the negation 
of the present human being in his suf:fering 
mul.tipl.icity. The supreme soaring o:f desire ends 
in non-desire. The erotic process introduces 
into l.i:fe an element :foreign to the diastole 
and systole o:f sexual. attraction - a desire that 
never relapses , that nothing can satisfy, that 
even rejects and fl.eea the temptation to obtain 
its ful.fil.ment in the world, because its desire 
is to embrace no less than the All. It is 
in£inite transcendence, man ' s rise into his 
God. And this rise is without return.l 
(de Rougemont ' s ita1ics). 

From this it can be seen that this view o:f l.ove, 

though not necessaril.y an un-Christian one , :fal.ls into 

the category o:f ~1anichean or Al.bigensian heresy , 

embracing as it dooe their :fundamental. premise that 

the soul. is divine or angelic and imprisoned in created 

2 :forme or terrestrial matter , which correspond to Night. 

1 Love in the Western worl.d, transl.ated Montgomery 
Bel.gion. (New Yorka Pantheon, 1956), pp. 61--62. 
(Orig inal.l.y published in 1940). 

2
c:r. Bl.ake who writes 11All. Bibles or sacred 
codes have been the causes o:f the :foll.ow~ing 
errorsc 

(1) That Man has two real existing 
principles , viz; a Body and a Soul; 

(2) That Energy , cal.l. 1 d ~vil. , is alone 
:from the BodyJ and that Reason , cal.l ' d 
Good, is alone :from the Soula 

(J) That God will. torment Man in Eternity 
:for following his energies". 

From "the Marriage o:f Heaven and Hel.l.lf. 
~il.l.iam Bl.ake , p. 94. 
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This erotic love could not solve the world ' s problems , 

symbolised by t~ar and disease , as Auden diagnosed them 

in his poetry , because it oould offer only death as 

a cure; only by death can the soul escape its prison 

and be re-united with God. So this kind of love can 

do noth~ for the world of matter and rorm , and its 

failure to do so is precisely what Auden complains of 

time and again in the earlier poems; for it was this 

kind of love , as we have seen, which 

Needs death, death of the grain 
Our death ••• 

Auden used Freudian terms like "death wish" to 

diagnose this failure of love in the early poems , as 

he used l'iarxiet ones to diagnose the sociological and 

political situation "love" was required to cure, so 

that generally speaking Freud can be equated with the 

myth of Erotic love and f..Iarx with the "classical culture" 

idea of salvation by political or secular means. But 

the idea that love was the only hope :for man has never 

fa1tered; only the nature of tho love he advocates has 

n ow become spec!fic. Abandoning as a failure the erotic 

and Manichean version , which is as near as ve can get 

to de:fining the early "love" , he now replaces it with 

the Christian concep-t of· Love as Agapo. Denis de 

Rougemont sums up the two ideas in these wordsa 



The incarnation of the Word in the World ~-
and of Light in Darkness -- is the astounding 
event whereby we are delivered from the woe of 
being alive. And this event , in being the 
centre of the whole of Christianity , is the 
Focus of that Christian love which in Scripture 
is called Agape . 

The event is unique and not to be believed 
"naturally 11 ! That the Incarnation occurred 
is the radical negation of every kind of 
r eligion - the ultimate offence, not only to 
our reason, which is unable to countenance 
the absurd running together of the infinite 
and the finite , but also and especially to 
any natural. religious disposition. Every 
known religion tends to sublimate man, and 
culminates in condemning his ' finite • life. 
Our desires are intensified and sublimated 
by the god .i!.'ros through being embraced in a 
single Desire whereby they are abolished. 
The final goal of the process is to attain 
what is not lire - the death of the body. 
Night and Day being incomparable , and men 
being deemed creatures of Night , men can only 
achieve salvation by ceasing to be, by being 
' lost • in the bosom of the divine. But in 
Christianity thanks to its dogma of the 
incarnation of the Christ in Jesus , this 
process is completely inverted. lJeath, :from 
being the last ~. is become the first 
condition. 1fuat the Gospel calls dying to 
self is the beBinning of a new ~ already 
here below - not the soul ' s flight out of 
the world , but its retun1 in force into the 
midst of the world. It is an inunediate re­
creation, a reassertion of life - not of 
course the old lifo, and not of an ideal 
li:fe , but of our present life repossessed 
by the Spirit • • • 

Thereupa.."l to love is no longer to flee and 
persistently to r eject the act of love . Love 
now s ·till begins beyond death but from that 
beyond it returns to l.i~e. And in being thus 
converted lovo bring s forth our neighbour.l 
{all ital~cs de Rougemont ' s). 

~Love in the Wes tern World, PP• 67--68. 



There are many aspects of the £rotic myth in 

' Auden ' s early use of ' love • . In 1935 he writes in 

"Birthday Poem" to Christopher Isherwoods 

• • • the word is love 
Surely one fearless kj;s would cure 
The million fevers.l 

and a short lyric, Poem XIII of Poems, 1933, ends 

Rise with the wind, my great big serpentJ 
Silence the birds and ~ darken the air; 
Change me with terror, alive in a momentf 
Strike for the heart and have me there.2 

while the fact that the true follower of Eros will 

reject fulfilment in this world appears when Auden 
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describes himself' to the protagonist of "Through the 

Looking Glass" as 

Your would·be lover 'ltfho has never come 
3 In the great bed at midnight to your arms. 

Most of the poems in Another TiuH .. 'liere collected 

before Auden ' s final commitment to Chris·tianit-y, and 

show clearly his transitional ideas about ~ove . Ilis 

gods o f the time are humanistic gods , 4 and there are 

1 Collected Shorter Poems , P• J4 

2 6" Ibid, P• 2 8. For Freud ' s own version of ~ros , 
see-outline of Psychoanalysis (New Yorka 1949), 
PP• 20--24. 

3Collected Shorter Po~ 1~, p. 127. 

4 It must be stressed that Auden • s later complete 
commitment to Christianity is not in conflict 
with these humanistic ideals, but merely 
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poems to Yeats, Freud, Vol.taire, ArnoJ_d, Lear, Pascal, 

Melvill.e and James. Pure ~ros is no longer good enough, 

and its conflict with Agape shows clearly. "In Memory 

of Sigmund Freud" still shows love as Eros, understand-

ably perhaps, while "Early .Date·= .:;hows a mixture of 

attitudes a 

Love has no position 
Love 1 s a way of living 
One kind of relation 

Po ssible between 
Any things or persons 
Given one condition 
The one sine qua non 

Being mutual need • • • 
I believed for years that 
Love was the conjunction 
Of two oppositions 

That was al.l untrue • • • 
1 

"Herman ~1elville 11 shows the Bros/Agape conflict clearly, 

and ends 

And all the stars above him sang as in 
his childhood 

1 A~l, all is vanity ' • but it was not 
the same; 

For now the words descended like the 
calm of mountains -

compJ.ements them. As R.l) . Blackmur points out 

••• Humanism cannot substitute for the 
religious imagination ••• Humanism without 
rel:f.gion is sterile but • • • the rel.igious 
imagination of our worl.d • • • is not 1ikely 
to survive without the aid of an enriched 
humanism. 

From "Humanism and Symbol.ic Uel.a tion", The Lion 
and the Honeycomb (Londona Methuen & Co. Ltd. , 
1956) , P • 152. 

1~11ected Shorter Poems , pp. 117--llB. 



- Nathaniel had been shy bocau~e hie 
love was selfish -

But now he cried in exultation and 
surrender 

' The Godhead is broken like bread. 
1 We are the pieces • • • 
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When we come on to the 1 ., t er poems • from about 

1941 onwards -- the victory is clearly to Agape, and 

in "Christmas 194011 he writes (though this poem was 

only published in 1945 and probably the title does not 

indicate that Audon wrote it in 1940) 

1ve are reduced to our true nakednees: 
Either 1.;e serve the Unconditional, 
Or some Hitlerian monster ~nll supply 
An iron convention to do evil by.2 

For the Time Being depends extensively on these 

symbols of Bros and Agape and s~ows Auden ' s mature use 

of them. The title means to live in the presenta the 

time being 1~hich must be redeemed fro111 insignificance , 

and Auden goes on to shm~ that Bros , denying Agape , 

caused tho :r""'all. The metaphysical signif'icance of the 

Incarnation is summed up by Simeon: 

Because :Ln. Him the Word is united to the Flesh 
without loss of perfection, Reason is redeemed 
:from incestuoue :fixation in her own Logic , :for 
the One and the t-1any are simultaneously revealed 
as real so that we may no longer,. with the 
.Ba:rbaricms , deny the Unity , asserting that there 
are as many gods as there are creatures, nor 
w:i th the philosophers , d•"ny the Hul tiplici ty • 
asserting that God is One who has no need of' 

1 Collected Shorter Poems , pp.ll7 .. -118. 
2~. P• 132. 
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friends and is indif'f'erent to a 1·lorl.d of' Time 
and Quantity and Horror which he ~id not 
create , nor , with Israel., may we l.imit the 
co-inherence o f' the One and the 1-iany to a 

l. special. case • • • 

It is unfortunate (though perhaps symptomatic) 

that Auden ' s writing should in . uch of his l.ater work 

break out in such an ugly rash of capital letters. 

They only succeed in making abstractions out of' too 

many things , and so they destroy the concrete impact 

of what he is sayingJ this over-indul.gence in 

abstraction is another reason for the f'ail.ure in 

tone previously re£erred to. They do however, serve 

a useful purpose in that they make incontrovertibly 

clear that what Auden is doing is simply to all.egorise 

the symbols he used bef'c,rc , drawn from the earlier 

myth. The symbols themselves, as we shal.l see later, 

remain very much the same , but by devices such as the 

imposing of' the capital, they serve now ~ all.egorica1, 

rather than a mythical purpose . John Bl.air says that 

Auden ' s intention is that 

• • • the allecrory must first lead the reader 
to assent to the truth of' a widely applicabl.e 
insight into human existence. 'rhon , hopefully, 
he will go on to apply the general truth to 
himsel:~: • • • Auden asks that his readers move 
.from the particulars of the poem through its 
sel.f' examination. Such co, .plex indirection is 

1 For the T~e Being, p. 110. 



necessitated by the poet ' s desire to avoid self 
assertion. To !!!! the reader what to th~ 
directly and specifically would be to preach 
at him ••• 1 

The consistent use of the symbol of love by 

Auden shou.J.d by now be clear and in turn this shows 

the clear relationship between his ideas in both 

periodsJ the imposition of the capital and the way 

in which he uses the word give it its allegorical 

significance in the later poems. Although we have 
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soon that in the period of the myth Auden tentatively 

offers socialistic and psychological cures for the 

malaise of the times , he was not only aware of the 

breakdown of' the socir>l and economic machinery , but 

he was already aware of the deeper sources and symptoms 

2 of ·the crisis. He never at any stage accepted in toto 

the diagnosis of the orthodox left 'v.ing group of the 

' thirties , who could so precisely locate the cause of 

the trouble in the social-economic structure , but 

1The Poetic Art of W.H. Auden , (Princeton# 
Princeton University Press , 1965) , pp.76-- 77• 

e.c:;. "Conslder11 where he '-r.ri tes: 

Long ago , Supreme Antagonist 
More powerful than tho g-reat northern whale 
Ancient ~.u sorry at life ' s limit~g defect, 
In Cornwall. , Hcndip , ol' tho Pennines moor 
Your co!llmonts on the high- born mining captains, 
Li'ound thoy no answer , made them wish to die -
Lie since in barrows out of harm. 

Collected Shorter Poems , p. 4:3. (Poem XXIX of 
Poems 19:30.) 
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turned f'rom the beginning to thQ ineecuri ty of' the 

indiYidual and his iaolation from bapp~eaa. In 1929 

he wrote 

So insecure, he love a and l.ove 
Xa insecure, givea Leos than he expects. 
He lmowa not if' 1 t be aeod i.n time to 

display 
Luxuriantly 1n a wonder~ ~ruotification 
Or whether it be but a degeneratG remnant 
Of' a omethJ.ng irumenae in the paet but now 
Surviving only ae the ~eotiouaneaa of 

diaeaae • 1 
• • 

Nathan So ott, who point a al.l thi.s out in hie 

2 essay referred to earlier, atreaaes tho consistence 

between the ideaa of the n.ytll and thoae of ita later 

a1.l e gor .:..a at ion. He wri tee , 

rt may of oourae be maintained that thoro 
waa not~~ inclinatorily ~~iat~ in this 
attentiveness to disorder in society and to 
the internal diatreao ot' th modern indl.­
vidual that unifies Mr. Auo en•a earlior 
work - a~ce • • • we have here only th 
evidence of' his tut•l.asc under Marx, on 
the one hand and f~eud, on tho other. 
But surely thia is too aimplo, for the 
cona:l.atency with which he portrayed • •• 
in &11 the work o£ tho decade • • • the 
human indJ.vidual aa livinG at a point of' 
nexua between both the public world of -aociety and the inner wor~d of tho psych•• 
repreaented aomething rather di£f'erent 
from either of theeo major option• or 
modern aecu1ar thol}6ht for comprehending 
the human problem.) (scott•• italioa). 

1Co1lected Shorter Po ~!• PP• 82--8). 
2~The Poetry of Auden", Chicago Review Writers (1957) 

)Ibid, P• 60. -
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Mr. Scott goes on to say that secular sociologism 

has tended to regard the inner life of the psyche as 

merely an epiphenomenon dependent upon forces and 

structures that are of an essentially social nature, 

whereas the r.sychologiee descending from Freud have 

tended to minimise if not to ignore the social deter-

mination of personality -- in other words , as we pointed 

out in the last chapter , Marx and Freud tend to be 

mutually exclusive. So that while Auden drew heavily 

on both their ideas as he formulated them in the early 

myth, we can see even at that stage that he had reserved 

a point of vie''~ entirely his own. This , while absorbing 

both their perspective~ . still clearly looked forward 

to the Christian emphasis upon man ' s creatnrely 

involvement LL the concrete stu££ of social history 

~1d upon the essential inward-looking aspect of man ' s 

existence, which makes it impossible to reduce him to 

a mer e cypher in collective socialism. This is the 

double focus of which we are always aware in Auden ' s 

poetry; i. t is this that sho,is the need ~ for new 

styles of' arcld tocture an<.l .:for a change of' heart J it 

is this that made him 1o1rite in Sept . 1 , 1939 

There is no such thin.g as the State 
And no one exists alone , 
lhmger allo,Js no choice 
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To the citizen or the police 
1 We must love one another or die. 

The same poem shows how constant is this preoccupation, 

the problems which arose from the mechanics of social 

living were, to use his favourite word, only symptomatic 

of their source, what Mr. Scott ca1ls "the crookedness 

and illiberality of' the human heart 11 ,
2 

What mad Nijinsky wrote 
About Diaghilev 

Is true of the normal heart1 
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.3 

and while the Just can still exchange their messabes , 

it is i.dle to forget that, as 1-iichael Ransome :found 

out, 

1As we have seen, this verse is no longer 
included in the poem by Auden . Nowadays 
he calls it "claptrap which he is ashamed 
to have written" but we can only guess at 
his reasons :for doing SOJ perhaps he con­
sidered it too partisan. In his latest 
volume of' Collected Shorter Poems, 1927--
19571 (London& Faber, 1967), which came 
out after this essay was written, he has 
omitted, as well as the whole of Sept. 1 
~. such well known poems as "Petition", 
"Paid on Both Sides" and "Spain 1937 11 • 

Fortunately all these have been anthologised 
too frequently to be uraeed from the record 
at this stage. 

2 Chicago Review Writers {1957), p. 60. 

3Co1lected Shorter Poems, p. 76. 



• • • Love finally is great 
Greater than allt but large the hate 1 :r"'ar larger than man can ever estimate. 

But as Auden found, if love is not ereat enough to 

conquer hate, then love in this form has failed and 
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must change ·.Prom its mythical or erotic form , to the 

Christian allegorical concept of love as Agape , used 

as a symbol by- Auden today in the ways outlined 

above. 

Auden ' s position is chiefly that of an 

Existentialist, a follower of Kierkegaard. In an 

essay written in 1951, Professor Spears quotes some 

of Auden ' s remarks when reviewing a translation of' 

Kierkegaard. Auden says t 

In contrast to those philosophers who begin 
by considering the objects of' human knowledge , 
essences ru~d relations , the existential 
philosopher begin~ with man ' s immediate 
experience as a subject, i.e. as a being in 
need, an interested being whose existence 
is at stake • • • the basic human problem 
is man ' s anxiety in times e.g. his present 
anxiety over himself in relation to his past 
and his parents (Freud} , his present anxiety 
over himself in relation to his future and 
his neighbours (:t-tarx) , his present anxiety 
over himself in relation to eternity and 
God (Kierkegaard). 2 

Spears goes on to say that the anxiety viewed 

1The Ascent of' F6, p. 96. 

2 "Late Audena The Satirist as Lunatic Clergyman" , 
Sewanee Review (bound volume for 1951) , p . 58. 
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by Freud (or Homer Lane) as a disease consequent on 

maladjustment , is n ow seen as purposive , a concom-

itant o~ the choice con~ronting man, who is so 

frighteningly free to choose. brom this point of view 

Auden ' s present position may be clearly seen to 

transcend without denying his earlier Marx-Freud 

standpoint. Despite the vituperative attacks of some 

critics such as Jarrell and Beach , his religious 

convictions have produced no violent changes in his 

political attitude , though th~y nave given him a new 

approacha like Reuu~old Niebuhr he finds no difficulty 

in reconcilLng Christian existentialism with political 

liberalism• and indeed why should he? They need no~, 

like the doctrines of Marx and Freud, be mutually 

exclusive. But the right political attitudes alone 

cannot produce a ' love ' that will ansuer al.l problems; 

liberal capitalist democracy has failed entirely to 

do this , says Auden in another essay, 1 resulting only 

in a feeling of individual isola tion ~rom everyone else , 
I 

and being relat~vistic , it provides no basis ~or 

stability except force , and so has no real de~ence 

against ,t.'ascism. 

111The Public vs. the late Mr. W.B. Yeats 11 • 

Partisan Review, Vol . VI (Spring& 1939) 
PP• 46--53 .• 
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So, says Auden, t~e must, thoubh perhaps regret-

ful.l.y ~eoause, as we have seen, he is full.y aware of' 

the inherent danger of' rornanitas)
1 

bow to absol.ute 

and rel.igious sanctions. As we have shown, the true 

Christian acts in the presentt he redeems the tLme, 

and is not. l.i.ke a f'ol.l.ower of Eros, always reaching 

forward to try and possess something he lacks, but 

strivLng f'or a reciprocal. relation with God in answer 

to His reaching out for Man. El.i.ot gives this as a 

considered view in The Pry ~alvages: 

Fare forward , you who think that you are voyagmg J 
You. are not those who saw the harbour 
Receding, or those who wi11 disembark. 
Here between the hither and the farther shore 
Whil.e time is withdrawn, consider the future 
And the past with an equal ~ ind. 
At the moment which is not of action or inaction 
You can receive thisr "on whatevor sphere of being 
The mind of' a man may be intent 
At the time of death" - that is the one action 
(And the time o~ d@ath is eve1~ moment) 

2 Which shall fructify in the l.ives of others. 

In describing Auden ' s ne''~ a11egorical. use of the 

old myth, or the backgTound :from which he now draWS 

hie ' metaphors f'or poetry ' as Yeats did from the ideas 

of' A Vision, there is not, having establ.ished that he 

now speaks as an Angl.ican existentialist with a new 

1In Chapter I of this essay, P• 21.. 

2
Four Quartets t (London• Faber paperbac k 
edition, 1959) , PP• 41--42 . 
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idea of love, a gTeat deal to change. His attitude 

of roreboding, so strong in the early poems, was 

formerly based upon the Marxist idea of the death of 

a social order• 

Seekers after happiness, a11 who follow 
The convolutions of your simple wish, 
It is later than you thLnk; nearer the day 
Far other than that distant afternoon 
Amid ruetle of :f'rocks and stamping feet 
They gave the prizes to the ruined boys. 
You cannot be away , then , no 
Not though you pack to leave within an hour, 
Escape humming down arterial roads1 
The date was yoursJ the prey to fugues 
Irregular breathing and al~ernate ascendancies 
After some haunted, migratory years 
To disintegrate on an instant in the 

explosion of mania 1 Or lapse forever ~to a c lassic fatigue. 

It is now based on the r eligious fears of man 

when confronted by God and Death. !ola1in says in 

The .Age of' Anxiety, that man, in search of 

his own 
Absconded self 

is afraid of' finding it 

As he bumbles by f'rom birth to dea·bh 
Menaced by madnessJ whose mode of' being 
Bashful or braggart, is to be at once 
Outside and inside his own demand 
For personal pattern • • • 
• • • All that exists 
Matters to man J2 he minds what happens 

1 Co1lected Shorter Poems, p. 44 
2 cf. Auden •s essay in I Believe, (Londonc Allen 
and Unwin, 1940), which he heads with Bl~~e • s 
"For everything that lives is holy". 



And feel.s he is at fault, ••• 
• • •J this guil.t his insol.uble 
Final fact , infUsing his private 
Nexus of needs , his noted aims with 
Uncomprehcnsible comprehensive dread 
At not being what he knows that before 1 This worl.d was he was willed to become. 

189 

Simil.arly the War/Border situation that was s o 

fundamental an Lmage in the first myth has simply 

been transposed from the pol.itical. to the religious 

realm or from the mythical. to the allegorical.. The 

trapped spy we saw in The Secret Agent was unable to 

escape his class and ao cross ·the sociological. 

frontier , for he was riddled with symptoms of 

psychosomatic disease5 in the same way the narrator 

of 11As I walked Out" cannot escape his time and so 

cross the chronological frontier for 

•• • all the cl.ocks in the city 
Began to whirr and chime; 

0 let not time deceive you 
You cannot conquer time • • • 

In headaches and in worry 
Vaguely life leaks away , 

And time will. have his fancy 
To-morrow or to-day. 

Into many a green valley 
Drifts the appalling snow 

Time breaks the threaded dances 
2 And the diver ' s brilliant bow. 

1
Age of Anxiety, PP• 22 · - 28 . 

2 
Collected Shorter Poems , PP• 227-·228. 
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In the allegorised version of the myth this 

bourgeois intellectual is simply ~veryman , confronting 

a choice no longer based on biology or politics , but 

1 the ultimate religious choice between Eros and Agape. 

Writing in memory of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Auden says 

He told ue we were free to choose 
But, children as we were, we thought -
' Paternal love will only use 

Force in the last resort 

On those too bumptious to repent • -
Accustomed to religious dread 
It never crossed our mind~ He meant 

~xactly what He saiu. 

In another essay. 3 Professor Spears has made 

a study of' Auden •s six major clusters of symbols, and 

it ia interesting to see that they were all prominent 

features of' the first myth and have simply been 

a llegorisod to suit a specifically Christian view-

po~t. Nothing shows more plainly that their 

sources are indissolubly welded together than Auden ' s 

continued use of' those symbols. They are listed as 

1Auden uses Kierkegaard 's image of a 11 leap" 
to represent this choice. Soe Collected. 
Shorter Poems, p. 13(>. 

211 lt'riday ' s Child11
, Homage to Clio 1 P• 77. 

3The Dominant Symbols of' Au<'en • s Poetry", 
Sewanee Review, Vol. LIX, 1951, t o which 
the author is lttuch indebted f'or the basis 
of this chapter. 



(l ) \"/ar 

(3) Paysage Jvloralis~. 

(5) Eros/Agape/Logos. 
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(2) The Quest. 

(4) Psychosomatic disease. 

( 6 ) The City. 

The Bros/Agape symbol has been sufficiently 

dealt with here already; it is the thread that binds 

all Auden ' s poetry into a consietent oeuvre and the 

resolution of its difficulties we have seen to have 

been the object of his search from the beginning. If 

we trace Auden ' s use o:f the other five groups of' 

symbols and see how he has aujusted t hem from one 

group of belief's to the next we find a similar 

consistency. All the symbols, Spears says , have 

three principal functions. Firstly: 

the technical function of' providing a concrete 
dramatic situation and a unifying principle of' 
organisation for the imagery; second the 
satirical function of extending satire into 
the cosmic dimensiono and sometimes of implying 
a satiric norm; third , the didactic function of 
embodying concretely and dramatically concepts 
of' varying degrees of' abstraction.! 

We have seen how Auden continues to use the 

border situation, which is an extension of the war 

symbolJ in the same way he continues freely to use 

the war situation, still reearding it, as he used to, 

as man ' s natural condition. But instead of' the vaguely 

1 .. R . t::ie't·1anee evJ..ew, LIX, PP • 393--39). 



cle~ined protagonists we saw i n The Orators , these are 

now sharpened into explicit adversaries; Love vs. 

love, or more broadly, Eros vs. Agape; the original 

l. mythica1 figures are now allegorical c ontenders. 

But a.l.l. wars are the same :for him in that they are 

simply an intensification of man's perennial situation 

of insecurity and danger, and that they make us aware 

of the hwnan predicament. The difference is that 

though the situation is the same, now he is aware of 
. 

the reason for it. tf Memorial :for the Vi ty" shows a 

full treatment o:f the war symbol. and offers an answer 

to its apparent :futilitya 

On the right a village is burning, in a 
JH<.:..rket -town to the left 

'I'he soldiers f'ire , the mayor· bursts into tears; 
The captives are led away, while far in the 

distance 
A tanker sir~s into a dedolant sea. 
I'hat is tbe way things happen; for ever and ever 
:Plum blossom :falls on the dead) · · · 
• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
The crime of life is not time. Even now, in 

this night 
.Among the ruins of' the Post-Virgilian City 
Where our past is a chaos o:f graves and the 

barbed-wire stretches ahead 
Into our :future till it is lost to sight, 
Our grief· is not Greek; as we bury our dead 
We kilo\~ without kno\'ling there is reason :for 

what we bear, 

1 Thus in this respect, Auden is :forced at last 
to t~~e sides: he ~1ows at last which side he 
is supposed to be on, which is not a lwayG a ood 
:for his p oetry. This is a very signi.ficant 
difference between the myth and the allegory. 



That our hurt is a desertion, that we 
are to pity 

Neither ourselves nor our city; 
whoever the searchlights catch, whatever 

the loudspeakers blare; 
We are not to despair.l 

Thus though the war in the early poems was 

l'larxist class war as well as international war, it 
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was never specific but always generalised and abstract 

with the ultimate reference psychological and internal . 

~ven in the speci~ically described and entitled 

Spain 1937 , this remains true, 

On that arid square, that fragment ripped off 
from hot 

Africa, soldered so crudely to inventive Europe, 
On that table land scored by rivers 

2 Our fevers ' menacing shapes are precise and alive. 

New Year Letter cives a searching treatment 

of the war symbol in terms of both myth and allegory 

for in this poem Auden interprets the ~ wars of our 

time as psychological deficiencies. Stephen Spender 

puts his finger neatly on Auden ' s central idea here, 

when he says 

His true_thome, running throug-h his poetry, 
has been the development of' a psychological 
symbolism, redeemed from specialism by poetry, 
which on ·tlle one hand depicts hwnan behaviour, 
and on the other hand interprets it through 

1Nones • " .. ·iemorial for the City", pp. J4--J 5. 
2 Collected ~ll.orter l)oems , "Spain 1937" 1 

P• 191. 



the psychology, tie politics and the 
theology of love. 

So the cause of the wars is always the same -· a 

failure of Love, love ·deficient , as was pointed out 
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as early as The Orators . towards both God and man. and 

~n or lose. it comes to the same thing unless we are 

fighting for spiritual absolutear 

So victory can d o no more 
Than make us as we were before, 
Beasts with a Rousseauistio charm 
Unconscious we wera doing harm. 2 

The Quest symbol in H ·..,;.:. ... ::.:a appears to be a 

development £rom the Border symbol; instead of group 

skirmishing across the frontier , an individual is 

singled out to undertake a quest of some kind , usually 

rather mysterious . Somet;imes it is a rather ritual-

to-romance quest , while Sir Francis Crewe ' s search 

for his own identity was an example of another sort 

of' ques·t:;. 
Y" 

"The Wanderexk" , one of' Auden ' s most beaut-

iful poems , which was first published in New Si&latures 

in 1932, is an excellent example of the former type , 

£or its protagonist is not engaged on any specific 

task, but seems to have been beckoned by spiritual 

wanderlust into a mysterious follow-the-gleam journey 

111 Greatness of Aimtt, Times Literr::z Supplement , 
(August 6th, 1954), (:front page~ 

2 New Year Letter, pp . 37.-- JB. 
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with no particular aim in mind. But he is imp elled 

by strange £orceaJ 

No cloud-so£t hand can ho~d him, restra~t 
by women, 

But ever that man goes 
Through place- keepers , through £oreat trees, 
A stranger to strangers over undried s e a , 
Houses for £ishes , suffocating water , 
Or ~onel.y a s fell on chat, 
By pot-holed becks 
A bird stone-haunting , an unquiet bird. 1 

The success prayed for in this quest is the 

wanderer ' s safe returnJ most o£ the early quest poems 

try lr.lthout result to find out what success i s . When 

Au den u s e s t h i s symbol. in l a t er p oems the di££erenc e 

is tha t n ow ther e is an answer £ or the quester 

success i s e qua t ed with Christian Lov e , though in 

Auden ' s fulles t use o f this symbo l • t he s onnet sequence 

called The Quest , he appears as almo3t , but still n ot 

enti r ely , c oiiUnitted to the Christian viewpoint. 2 

The o ther l ong poem which uses the Quest s ymbo l is 

The Age o f An.xietx r here the an:n.;er is more cxp~ici t 

in that what t he qu est ers \~ere seeking was with them 

al.l t he timo . Rosetta says 

• • • for t he j ourney h ome 
Arriv ing by r oads one already knows 
At sites and s ounds one has sensed before 

1. 
Co~~ected Shorte r Po ems , p . 5 0 . 

2 Compare Elio t ' s position in The Ho l l.ow Men. 



The knowledge needed is not special , 
The sole essential a sad unrest 
Which no life can lack • • • 1 

This at J.east impl.ies that there is an answer, 

but it is to be found where we a1-0; the quest need 

only be undertaken spiritually, not physically. 

Simeon says 

• • • our redemption is no longer a 
question of' pursuit but of surrender 
to Him who is always and everywhere 
pres ;.:mt.2 

Writing in 1939 , 3 Auden says 

• , • one of Rilke ' s more characteristic 
devices is the expression of human life in 
terms of J.andscape 

and it is one of' Auden ' s too , probably derived f'rom 

Rilke. 4 It is diff'icul t to thinl.:. of a single poem 

by Auden wh:i.ch can be ca.J.led a "Nature" poem, of' 

the kind wr:i.tte.~.~ . f'or :instance , by '\tiordsworthJ5 

even the Buccolics in The Shield of' Achilles with 

the:i.r specif:i.cally ' natural • t:i.tles , are moralised , 

1The Age of' ~\.nxi. e ty , p • 54. 
2For the Time Bein~, P • 111 . 

3In The New RepubJ.ic , P• 135. 

4 See Enright , D. G. "A Note on Auden and 
Ril.ke", qsays in Critic ism, Vol. II, (19.52) . 

5Aud en , J.ike Byron, was no admirer of 
Wordsworth. 
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as are all his landscape £eatures in both the early 

and the later poems . We have seen how he uses 

rusting machinery and abandoned workings to suggest 

the decay of capitalism in poems like "Get there if 

you can •• • "J in poems like "The Witnesses , " says 

Pro£easor Spears , he marshalls the landsc ape features 

to suggest psychological dread as well c 

We were the whirlpool • we were the reef 
We were the formal nightmare, grief 

And the unlucky Rose• • • 

The sky is darkening like a stain 
Something i• going to fall. like rain 

And it won ' t b e flowers. 

When the green field comes off like a lid 
Revealing what was much better hid -

Unpleasantt 

And look , behind you without a sound 
The woods have come up and are standing round 

In deadly crescent.l 

2 The well- iu:lown sestina of Look Stranger shows 

his fullest use of this symbol; called "Paysagc 

Mora1is~" it begins 

Hearing of harvests rotting in the volleys 
Seeing a.t end of' street the barren mountains , 
Round corners coming suddenly on water , 
Knowing them shipwrecked who were launched for 

islands , 
We honour founders ?f these starving cities 
Whose honour is the image of our sorrow, 

l. Collected Shorter Poems , PP• 195- ·196. 
2 

P• 22 . (Collected Shorter Poems , PP• 63--64). 



and it ends 

So many , doubtfUl , perished in the mountains 
Climbing up crags t o get a view o£ islands , 
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So many, f'earf'ul, took with them t heir sorrow 
Which stayed them when they reached unhappy cities , 
So many , careless , dived and nrow.ned in water. 
So many, wretched , would not Leave their valleys. 

It i s our sorrow. Shall it melt? Ah , water 
Wo~d gush, flush, green these mountains and 

these valleys 
And we rebuild our cities , . not dream o£ islands . 

Scrappy quotation like this can of course give n o 

idea of the intricate working out of' idea and language 

in this poem, but it is enough to show how Auden ' s use 

1 of landscape is purely symbolic of its relation to man. 

The only difference in the use of' thi s particular symbo l 

in the later poe try ("Paysage Hora1is~ 11 was written in 

1936) is that wherea s the imagery of' the early poems 

was drawn f rom the early myth and is thus partly 

psychologic al ru..:.-·. partly political , now this aspect 

is dropped and the reference is entirely spiritual , 

t hough couched in psycholot;;ical imagery . In Praise of' 

Limestone is a good example , ••• 

That is why , I suppose 2 The beet and the worst never stayed here long, 
but sought 

Immoderate soils where t he beauty was not so 
external 

1 e . g . In this poem, city = societ y , 
mounta.in = action , ialand c e s cape, 
water = belief, valley = innocence. 

2 i .• e. in Limestone Country. 



The light less public and the meaning of life 
Something more than a mad camp • • • 
But the really reckless were fetched 
By an older , colder voice , the oceanic whisperr 
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' I am the solitude that asks and promises nothing, 
That is how I shall set you free. There is no love 
There are only the various euvies , all of them sad.' 

and Auden concludes 

••• when I try to imagine a ~~~ltless love 
Or the life to come, what I hear is the murmur 
Of underground streams , what I see is a limestone 1 

landscape. 

As l a te as 1942, Auden wrote, 

• • • the true significance o£ a disease is 
teleol~gical • • • a neurosis is a guardian 
angel , 

and '\..rhile , as Spears says , he has rejected "loony 

La.1yard 11
1 he still believes that organic disease 

may have a psychic origin.J He still retains that 

ballad of questionable taste , "N.iss Gee" , in collections 

o£ his work; heJ.:' .frustrations turn inward to form a 

monstrous carcinoma, and the doctor in the poem says 

Cancer • s a funny thing • • • 
Childless women get it 

And men when they retire 
Its as if there were no ou~~~t 4 For their foiled creative fire . 

1 Nones , pp.ll- lJ. 2 New Republic , 1941 , p.l86. 

Jsee "A Change of .Air" , About the House , pp.51-52. 

4 col.lected Shorter Poems , pp.241-242. Georg 
Groddeck says r 

My experience with cases o£ tumour has 
convLnced me that • • • a symbolism of 
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He brinbs these abstractions to life far more 

vividly and poetically in his' early prayer "Petition" 

whic h was Poem XXX in his first published volume: 

Sir , no man ' s enemy , f'orgiviJ:.:;.: all 
But will its negative inversion, be prodigala 
Send to us power 001d light , a sovereign touch 
Curing the intolerable neural itch 
The exhaustion of' weaning, the ~iar ' s quinsy. 

Here then , there has been no change; Auden still 

regards poetry as "essentially therapeutic and • • • 

the poet as t,;,le spiri tua1 diagnostician". 1 1-luch the 

same applies to the City s y .nbol. Charles Cochrane 

wrote , summing up some remarks made by Sallust , 

In these words , the author proclaims his 
conviction that , despite contemporary 
degeneracy , Rome provides the best model 
for the reconstruction of Ro;ile. 2 

We have seen Auden ' s opinion of' what Cochrane calls 

romani tas in Ch<-.:.' ter I of' this essay , and we can draw 

our own conclusions too from his frequent use of the 

City as a symbol in all his work. It is based on Rome 

the Eternal City , although of' course it becomes 

pregnancy is involved and I have used 
this line of' approach in treating cases 
with some success. 

Exploring the Unconscious , P• 80. 

1 Munroe K. Spears , Sewanee Review , Vol. LIX, 
P. 403 . 

2
Civilisation and Classical Culture , p . 95 . 
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1 
m:iversalised in its symbolic form , but Auden uses 

it extensively both in the earlier poetry, where it 

is of particular force in predicting the collapse of 

2 society as Rome collapsed ; and in the later poetry , 

where it becomes more a symbol of hope in the idea of 

building the "Just City" of St. AU{.'U.stine , regarded as 

rather a forlorn concept in, for example , "Spain 1937"• 

Both Roman and contemporary culture made the mistake of' 

rejecting in the name of reason what they considered 

the "unreason" of Christianity. In Auden ' s later view 

it is Christianity alone that can bive reason to both 

1 The City ••• is a state of mind and 
a way of organising moral experience 
and has geographical existence only on 
the map o£ the emotions • • • 

llichard :r.: . Ohmann , "Auden •s Sacred Awe" 
From Audens A Collection of Critical Essays. 
ed. Spears . P• 176. 

2
And im'ccd as Lewis Mumford says , may be a 
contributing :factor to this collapsec 

Living thul!l , year in and year out , at 
second hand, remote from the nature that 
is outside them and no less remote from 
the nature within , handicapped as lovers 
and as parents by the confine of the metro­
polis and by the constant: specter (sic) of 
insecurity and death that hovers over its 
bold towers and shadO'l.fed streets , living 
thus, the mass of inhabitants remain in a 
state bordering on the pathological . They 
become the victims of' phantasms , fears , 
obsessions , which bind them to ancestral 
patterns of behaviour. 

The Culture of Cities , (London& Seeker and 
Warburg , 1938) , P• 258. 
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history and individual lifef we have seen time and 

again his rejection o£ any idea of a s ecular saviour. 

So the city o f the early myth has provided an excellent 

model £or the reconstruction o £ the new allegorical 

CitYJ like the Phoenix one arises -- and like the 

~hoenix in the same f orm •• £rom the ashes of the 

other. Auden asks in "Spain 1937" 

••• What ' s your proposal? 
To build the Just City? 
I will.! 

but that was a oity to be built for political reasons, 

though intended to replace 

• •• the city state o£ the sponge 
• • • the vast mili~ary empire of' the shark 
And the tiger • • • 

The building o£ the spiritually conceived Just 

City is fully outlined in 11:Hemoria.l f'or the City" , 

with its list ~£ t~e £alee cities to which man has 

devoted his life through the ages ; wo must come to 

realise that 

Th±s is the flesh wo are 
The ~leah we die , but it 
This is Adam waiting for 

but would never believe , 
is death t:; .i..Ji t.t 
his Ci ty.J 

) 

and Auden lets us t h ink that on these terms Adam may 

find it . 

1 Collected Shorter Poems , p.190. 

3Nones ~ PP• 37--38. 



Louis Hacneice s ays that Auden is a poet who 

has atten1pted a synthesis and 

considering his range of material and 
considering h ow many writers have dropped 
all euggestion of synthesis , t.irla is an 

1 attempt for which we should all be grateful. 
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If not quite the cla ssic Hegelian pattern of thesis, 

antithesis , synthesis , 2 it is something closely akin 

to it , and in Auden •s case it represents a tremendous 

spiritual qtr,:; s t. He is like Macneice •s Didymus in 

his search f'or truth: 

Liar? No t Thomas; he had too muc h doubt 3 

and that he has :finally arrived at a standpoint 

which satisf'ies him may be attributed largely to 

heeding the advice of Kierkegaaru : 

Vo n o t check your soul ' s flight , do 
n o t ,_.,...ieve the better promptings within 
you , do :aot dull your spirit with half 
wishes and half' thoughts , ask 
y ourself and contrive t o ask until you 
find the ans1~er f f'or one may have known 
a thing many t imes and acknowl edged :i. t; 
one may have willed a thing many times 
and attempted it , and yet it is ·~~~ 
·~~~~ Oll.ly 

111Traveller ' s Return" , Horizon (.14th February , 
1941) , P• llG. 

2~'or an interesting modern working-ou t 
of this pattern, see Rebecca 1iest • s 
The Birds Fall Down . (Londonr Macmillan , 
1966) , pp. 300-~309 in particular. 

)"lJidymus" Ten Burnt Offerings , P • 42. 



by the deep inward movements , only by 
the i.nciescribable emotions of' the heart , 
that for the first time you are convinced 
that what you have known belongs to yLu, 
that no power can take it from you; for 
only the truth which edifies is the 
truth for you.l 
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1~ither/Or , Vol . II, translated Walter Lourie , 
{ Ox:f'or·d University 1-ress: 1944) , p. 294. 



CHAPTER VIII 

LONG POEMS 

l 
\·J e have already referred to Another Time , the 

next book in the chronological sequence of' Auden ' s 

work , for it is the volume that bridges both the 

g-eographical gap between the iliglish and the Amer ican 

poet and t he spiritual ~ap between the uncommitted 

and the committed 0hristian. t1uch of' Auden ' s best 

2 poetry is in this book , for, apart f'rom the :fact that , 

as w·e have seen, a transitional period of' be.lief' tends 

to show its wor tdnc. out in the poetry , to its great 

advan tae;;e , 1.•.: i ·- often at his best '"hen \<lri ting· 

occa sional. verse , and \not her Time is remarkable for 

the preponderance of this kind of poetry. Auden was 

writing about Yeats but might as well have been 

writi ng· about hi1nsel.f when he said 

lPage 2 of' this essay. 

2n.ev ie\'ling it , Randall Jarrell says that the 
best poems in it 

' are very peculiarly good , nearly the most 
interesting poems o£ our time ' . 

Poetry in a .Jry Season" , The Partisan Reader. 
(Ne"; Yorl:: .uial .l:·ress , l.94u ), p. bJJ • 
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He transformed a certain kind of poem, 
the occasional poem, from bein~ eitner 
an of'i'icial perf'onuance of' i mpersonal 
virtuosity or a trivial vers de soci~t~ , 
into a serious reflective poem of' at 
once personal and public interest . l 
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Apart from the many poems about great men already 

re.ferred to, who may be r t..·garded as Auden ' s humanistic 

t;5·ods or the periocl, there are poems like "Oxford , " 

"::,choolchildren", 11 .1.1anse :·Jacabre", "rhe Novelist" , 

11 ;.\1us ~e dos rleau.x Arts", 11 vover", 1'Gare du Nidi 11 2 

the:c() is the f'amous moralised love- poem "Lay your 

slecpin£; heao , my love 112 and. the equally well known 

"As l walkea out one evenint;"J, both suf'ficiently 

t.,oo<l examples of Auden ' s great lyrical power to make 

one wish 110 exerted it more oi'ten; there are sonnets 

L~ 
and o des and songs, there are ballads like "Victor" 

1 

2 

nyea ts as ru1 .wxamplc 11
, .h.enyon Heview X, 

(~prin&: 1948), P• 193 . 

Possibly the idea for this came f'rom Byron ' s 
description oi' Juan asleep in Haid~e ' s arms 
"There lies the thing we love with all its 
errors." J.)on Juan, 0an to l:.t, Yo] • CX.GVII , 
Byron ' s !Joe tical .o~, ( Lon~on : Oxford 
University Press: 1935), P• u71 . 

3.Anyone who has heard the recordinB of .uylan 
Thomas reading this poem will have had a 
memorable experience. 

4Audert ' s predilection for the latter is possibly 
explained w.Llen he writes "Songs are o:f all kinds 
of' poetry the least personal and the most verbal . 11 

"l·'oreword to 1dlliam .. ;ickey". O:f the .cestivity , 
O'~ew J.taVt:il: 19.59) , p. xi. 
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an~ 11James Honeyman''. It is a cross section of his work , 

showing bot.i1 his skill as a "contraptor" of every kind of 

poem. and the range and diversity of his thought; Prospero 

and Ariel are fairly balanced here. 

After the move to America, Auden turned his 

attention to the long poem as a new kind of • contraption ' 

to contain his n ow more specific ideas. His only previous 

experimentation with that form was in "Letter to Lord 

Byron" which he had handled very successfully, though of 

course written under the satiric mask of Byron. it was 

possible for his treatment to be very lieht and even 

frivolous. Auden is a great adr.lircr o:f Uyron and both 

poets boar the murk of "the double man" - G. l~ilson 

l~ight , quotin~ from Teresa Guiccioli ' s book Lord Byron 

jug~ par lea 1'~moins de sa Vie , tells us how she reports 

it being said of' .13yron that "he checked himself' in 

conversation at the approach o .f any sublime thought" 

and liked to hide "the noble sentiments that filled his 

soul"• being· always ready "to turn them :into ridicule 11 •
1 

It must always be remembored that o r reat deal of Auden ' s 

best work :is written f'ro;n behind a satirist ' s mask of 

one kind or another - this is what sometimes 5:ives away 

1 Lord Christian Virtues. (Oxford University 
Press , New York: 1953 , p. 3. The quotation 
is fro1n Bk.li , Chapter VI , pp. 101-102 of' 
reresa Guiccioli ' s book. 



his serious moralistic intention , with a consequent 

:failure in tone. But in "Letterf to Lord Byron" he 

establishe5 t hrough the maek 

• • • a :form that ' s large enough t .o swim in 
And talk on any subject that I choose , 
Fro m natural scenery to men and women ,

1 Myself , the arts, the European news a 
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and he adds to .this the cultural condi tiona that conf'ront 

him. Through all this , he is really seeking, as c . w·allace-

Crabbe says in a recent essay " • • • not only a f'orm , but 

2 a poetic voice" and though the form may be similar to 

the f'orm used by Dyron :for Don Juan , the voice is clearly 

the voice of' Auden. 

\~allace-Crabbe points out that it is interesting· 

f'or Auden to have chosen this particular :form, and to 

have ignored the precedents for long poems set in his 

own age . Instead, he has chosen to write a genre poem 

which depends :for its success on the survival of' modes 

of' response established in a previous age to the poetry 

of' '!IY'i ters like liryden and Pope . The trend- setters for 

longer poems in contemporary poetry are of course Pound 

and Bliot; "Hugh Sehwyn Nauberley" , The h'a.ste Land and 

1 Letters from Iceland L p . 21 . 

2 "Auden • s New Year Letter and the fate of long 
poems " , 1·~elbourne Critical Review , No. V, (1962) , 
P• lJO. 
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: ·our quartets are three of the few successful examples 

of long poems from the more recent generation of poetsJ 

Yeats ' 11!-iedi tation in Time of Civil War" and Stevens ' 

"Sunday Morning" are not really long enough to serve 

succ essfully as a yardstick by which to measure Auden ' s 

long poems . Auden has ignored the example of these 

modern metaphysical poets and gone right back, in "Letter 

to Lord Byron u, to follow Byron ' s example in writing 

runtinative , discursive , jocular comment on the times 

he was living in, though his poem is poetic ally more 

slender than its Cv..ln.terpart , '' .Jon Juan", in that it 

"lacks Byron ' s profitable clash of sympathies between 

the ironic persona he speaks through and the romantic 

1 hero whose exploits he is celebrating". l'he time 

Auden was living in was 1937 , when the threat f'rom 

Germany had become overwhelming and he might have 

exclaimed w·i t.h Yeats: 

ThintiS fall apart; the centre cannot hold 
1\-iere anarchy is loosed upon the world . 2 

Many o£ his poems at this time and earlier echo Yeats ' 

words , but "Letter to Lord Dyron11 .1.s 1·ur more escapist 

in character; one f'eell!l that Auden might have dictated 

1 ·wallace- Crabbc , P• lJO. 

2 11 '.rhe &econd Coming" , ::>elected Foetry , (Londons 
}iacmillan & Co. Ltd. a 1962) , p. 99. 
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it ~hile lying at ease on a psychiatrist ' s couch. Its 

conversationa~ and unhurried manner tends to make the 

reader less aware of the difficulties in its construction) 

for it is written in a modified rime royal divided into 

five parts averaging thirty- five verses each , a feat 

of which Randall Jarrell remarks that Pope himself might 

have said "l'ell enough for such an age ! "1 

Thua as Wallace- Crabbc says 

"Letter to Lord Byron" • • • promises well f or 
more ambitious poetry. Auden P~s made his first 
steps do1ro a promising path o f informal med­
itative verse& the •man , god or hero ' that he 
celebrateR is ··' . .r · ly hirnsolf' as a recording 
consciousness anu as a representative case 
history o£ the educated middle class . Tho 
centre of' the poem is 1; .H. Auden dramatised 
as an epistolatory rambler. 

This , he goes on to say 

is the mode he (Auden) seeks to develop at a 
more serious level in ~ew Year Letter , 
attempting in fluent tetrru1eters to su~tain 
a spea"d.r~'- voice which is ur'banel.y questioning, 
rather than f'lipparJ. t and ctmula ti ve. This 
later poem depends , not on a quick-fire 
succession of' porceptions , ideas and joll:.e~ , 

but on the achievement o:f a ' discursive ' mode 
••• a staple of' argumentative verse sustained 
by a constant flexible awareness of' tone and 
rhythn:. 2 

~allace -~rabbe does not thL~k Auden bas altogether 

achieved this aim in New Year Letter. .foerhaps he has not; 

l In a revie-. · of' "New Year Letter" • The Nation, 
Vol . 0LI~ , (1941) , P• 44~. 

2
Malbourne Critical Review, V , p. 132. 
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perhaps it does lack a necessary finality of present ation. 

It is a little removed, which dilutes the urgency and 

finality of what he has to say , and there are , as so 

often. uncertainties of tone. Maintenance of tone seems 

to be a generic problem in a poem of this length -

1,707 lines of rhyming couplets - and we may find the 

same difficulty in Pope ' s "Essay on Criticism" or Dryden ' s 

1 "The Hind and the Panther" , to which latter work Auden •s 

poem is markedly similar. But it is a carping critic 

who will allow a few such infelicities to spoil his 

response to such C:L · ~-J or piece of' work , a~d Pope and 

llryden seem to have survived through the years in spite 

of them. The poem is very reminiscent of Butler ' s 

"Hudibras" as well, which is also a political satire 

with a wider scope than party political polemics. 

Aucien might have written , as Butler did of tho 

Presbyterians -

A sect, whose chief devotion lies 
In odd perverse AntipathiesJ 
In fallin{!; out ld th that or this 2 And finding somewhat still amiss . 

1~.g. speaking of the Church of Bngland, Dryden saysa 
"If, as our dreaming Platonista report 
There could be spirits of a middle sort , 
Too black for heav •n and yet too white for hell 
who just dropt half-way down, nor lower fell ." 

Oxford Book of Seventeenth Cent Verse , Ed. 
Grierson and Bullough, Oxf'orda Clarendon Press , 
19.34), P• 862. 

2 . . 
~· p· 5IJI· 
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Edward Callan who has made a special study of 

Auden 1 s po e tic •architecture 1 ,
1 ha~ some valuable ideas 

to offer on the construction of the poem. 

New Year Letter is a simple constructiona it 
is a three p art poem in which the parts correspond 
to Kierkegaard 1 s ·triad of Aes thetic, Ethical 
and Religious spheres . The subject matter 
of the poem is the problem of orde r in a ach 
of these spheres and therefore might be said 
to resemble ~ante ' s Divine Comedy in its 
structure as well as its theme, which ultimately 
transcends local and temporal order and 
includes the restoration of Divine Order . 

He goes on to say 

The choice of Kierkegaard 1 s scheme of categories 
as a unif'ying lJ.c:'_w.:iple served Auden in two 
ways, for this choice provided t he necessary 
bounds for an imaginative construction and at 
the same time , paradoxically, all owed the 
i magination free play over "all that is", 
since Kierke gaard ' s triad is not a restrictive , 
but an all embraci ng n o t ional scheme. The 
poet is not chained by a set of philosophic 
formulae , because the esse.t:tce of Kierkegaard ' s 
thought o~~cses both formula and system. 
His o~~ thought is not set forth in systematic 
treatises, but in such literary forms ae the 
journal , the diary , the s ymposium or the 
character sketch, ,.,hich keeps the existent 
individual always in view. Auden •s choice 
of a personal letter as the genre of New 
Year Letter is therefore consi s t ent wrt:h 
the. whole scheme of the poem • • • The poem 
attempts to represent the dialectic ~l 

relationship of Freedom and Necessity in 

1 Farticularly in his unpublished D. Litt. 
thesisa "A Study. of the Relationsh ip of 
Structure ~.nd mc:-.:m·ing in \. . H. #,;uden ' s major 
poems , l9~C-195S • Unive r sity o f South Africa , 
1958. The thesis also contains an annotated 
checklist of Auden ' s published wri t ing·, 
1924- 1957. 



its structure as well as in its manner , so 
that the question of the formality or 
informality o f its structure is not resolved 
by an ' either/or •, but is encompassed by 
' both/and ' • 1 
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New Year Letter ie perhaps the central example 

of Auden ' a art J it looks backward and forward and right 

around his beliefs from 1928 to the present day , 

exhibiting his ideas as in constant flux throughout 

that period. And the mechanics of this presentation 

are very nearly flawless. In spite of the obvious 

triumph of' Paul over Freud in the poem, a development 

to which he usually s_.ows marked hostility • Randall 

Jarrell saysa 

Auden has accomplished the entirely unexpected 
feat of making a successful long poem out of 
a reasonable , objective and comprehensive 
discussion. It :is kept concrete or arresting 
by many devicesa wit , rhetoric , all sorts of 
images (drawn from the sciences , ofton); 
surprising quotation~, allusions , technical 
terms , points of view, shift~ of tonef he 
treats ideas in terms of their famous 
advocates, expresses situations in li·ttle 
analogous conceits; and he specialises in 
unexpected co-ordinates, the exquisitely 
ridiculous term - he is remarkably s ensitive 
to the levels and interactions of words • • • 
it is a valuable , surprising poem. •· 

1 New Year Letter. A New Style of Architecture . In 
Auden1 A collection of Critical Essa sa ed. Spears. 
(~aglewood Cliffs , N.J.a l9b ) , pp. 15J and 158. 

2The Nation , V. CLII , p. 440. Compare ~~ . Jarrell ' s 
warmth in receiving this poem, many o:f who~e ideas 
are in conflict with his own, with the open bias 
still maintained by Scrutiny in the review by 
R.u.c. Winkler "hr. Auden ' s Weltayt:3chaUJt.ung", 
Scrutiny, Vol. X, (1941/42), pp . 206-•10. 
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For our purpose of sho,~ing that Auden ' s ideas of' 

the thirties are not necessarily in conflict with those 

of 1941 onwards, we could have no better example than 

New Y~ar Letter , or , as the American edition i s called, 

The Double r>1an. This title , which Auden himself prefers , 

at once gives an idea of what the poem is about. 

1 
Believ~g with Montaigne that man is "double in himself , " 

Auden here sets himself' the task of' attempting to 

reconcile his humanistic beliefs with his belief' in 

Protestant existentialismJ to ·try and show that man ' s 

responsibili tics i n tl1.l~~ , aB a product of historical 

2 evolution, can be reconciled uith hi~ spiritual beliefs 

and duties , and to give us his views on the separate 

worlds of life and art. We have already shown3 that 

in his view art is not life , presenting as it does 

"already- l.i ved experience" - w·e can now read forward 

:from there and see how this ties in with his 

1 Williarn .i. Grace explains this as meaning (for the 
purposes o:f this poem) that "• •• the poet , like 
the philosopher , must learn the art of detachment 
from the accidentals of' his enviru-"·lent if' he 
wishes to see the truth , but at the same t~o it 
suegests that such detachment is an impossibility" • 
.t''rom "The ~ssent.i.a.l Stone in the Bourgeois World 11 , 

The ComrnonttJoal , July 11, 1941 , p. 279 . 

2 c£. Georg~ Steiner, Language & Silence . (Londonz 
l''aber, 19 b7) , p. lLi- . 

3m Chapter I of this essay. 
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Kierkegaardian belief in the sharp dichotomy between 

the • aesthetic ' and the ' ethical ' view 

Through a convention that creates 
Autonomous completed states. 
Though their particulars are those 
That each particul~r artist knows , 
Unique events that once took place 
'~i thin a unique time and space , 
In the new fields they occupy 
The unique serves to typi:f'y 
Becomes , though still particular 
An algebraic formula, 
An abstract model of events 
Derived from dead experiments 
And each life must itself decide 
To what and how it be applied.! 

Nathan Scott jnr. explains the existential 

application cloarlyt 

The difference (between the aesthetic , ethical 
and religious life) Kierkegaard ~elieved is 
prof'ound, for the aesthetic mind. , is , in his 
concept oi' it , primarily characterised by 
an openness to experience, and by the lack 
of' any :impulse to judge the experiences 
which the human adv enture brings our way. 
And this is why , he would say, it lacks the 
serioueness of' the ethical mind and th'e 
religious mind , for, though receptive to all 
experiences , it does not, in the name of' a 
particular experience, ruake any attack upon 
reality. It refuses to "get out of' the · 
poetical and i11.to the existential"; it :.finds 
the human drama enormously interes_ting, but 
it is not le•u by its contempl.atio.LJ. of' it to 
make any decisive choices , or to embrace any 
radical. imperatives. Art seeks to render 
the fullness of' experience and to make it 
concrete before the ~aze of' the ruind; and 
though the poet may impose an order upon 
l.if'e , it is an ordor "which leaYes it stil.l 

1. New. Year Letter, p. 20. 



the chaos and confusion which it really 
is • • • In poetry - in the greatest poetry -
experience as it is may be possessed."l Or , 
as Mr. Auden eaye , art 

presents 
Already lived experience • • • 
And each life must itself decide 
To what and how it be applied. 

Poetry may, in other words , assist us in 
feeling experience, with all its concrete 
r i chness and plenitude , but it does not 
anable the will to mrute decisions as to 
h ow and why -it should apply o r adjust itself 
to the problematic circumstances of life. 
That is why art is not serioust it is not 
serious because it lies outside the realm of 
the exi$tentia1 , which is the realm of 
choosing. And the great danger , therefore , 
in supposing that poetry will save us • • • 
is that we sh~~~ be led to order our lives 
as though. they might be lived in tho manner 
of an aesthetic exercise.2 
~cott ' s italics]. 

216 

Audon tells us what he considers the major role 

of the artist to be in one of the several poetic high-

lights of the workc 

Great masters who have shown mankind 
An order it has y et to find ••• 
Now large, magnificent and cal.m 
Your changeless presences disarm 

l.Archibald l-1acLeish ttThe Language o:f Poetry 11
, 

The Unity o:f .l{no,V'l.edg·e • ed • . Le,,-i ~ Leary (Garden 
Citya Doubleday & Co.: 1955) , p. ~JO. 
(~~cLeish ' s italics). 

2 Chicago Review Writers, (1957) , pp. 6) ... - 64. The 
present writer is much indebted to l•1r. ;:;cott .for 
his help in sorting out Auden • s ideas in this 
poem and the nex~ seven pages are :freely adapted 
from his essay. 



The sullen generations , still 
The £right and the fidget of the will 
And to the growing and the weak 

1 
Your final transformations speak; 
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In this way, poetry may yet make something happen £or 

like this the aesthetic view may b e brought to serve 

the r e ligious view. 

Auden calls on the great masters by name to 

judge his casea Dante 

By Amor Rationa1is led 
Through the three Kingdoms of the dead2 

and Blake who 

• • • heara i i"LSide each mortal ·thinb' 
Its h oly emanation sing3 

• Rimbaud , Dryden "The master of tho middle style" -

Catullus , Tennyson , Baudelaire, Hardy 

And Rilke , whom Die Dinge bles~ 
The Santa Claus of loneli ness . 4 

To this great tribunal the p o et must bog for leniency 

towards his of'f'ences; chief among Auden ' s , as wo have 

seen -

Time and again have slubbered through 
With slip and slapdash what I do , 
Adopted what I would diso\m 
The preacher ' s loose , i mmodest tone.5 

1New Year _Letter , pp . 20--21. 

2~, P • 

4
Ibid• P• 

22 

24 

Jibid , P • 2J . 
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From this point Auden moves at once into his main 

discussion. 1 Using detective fiction imagery, he 

declares 

The situation ot' our time­
Surrounds us like a baffling crime2 

and like any good detective he begins by investigating 

all the circum~tances which have led up to this eituation. 

They are, signit'icantly , nearly all occasions which have 

... oved him to write poems before, more nearly contemporary 

with their occurrence . Who , he asks , looking back over 

the last ten years 

Does not hear howling in his ears 
The Asiatic cry of paint 4 The sllots of executing ..... painJ • • • 
The <.lazed uncomprehendin£:, stare 
Of the vanubian despair/ 
The Jew wrecked in the Germ~ cell> 
Flat 1-'oland frozen into hell1 7 The silent dumps of unemployed 
\~hose d..r.ett. has been destroyed) 

Auden goes on to ana lyse the reasons for the failure of 

111The ~ssay on Criticism" now gives place to 
11The ~ssay on Nan ". 

2 New Year Letter , p. 24. 

3 11 Hong Kong", Journey to a War, p. 23. 
4 "Spain, 1937" , Collected Shorter Poems , p.l89. 

5 nrn Hemory of .trnst Toller" , Another Time , · p.lll. 

011Sept . J. , 1939", Collected Shorter l>oems , p.74 

7 11 Get there if you can" , Po('?ms 1930, No. XXII . 
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the immediate pastJ why have even 11les hommes de bonne 

volont~" f'ailed? Why has even a . liberal- humanist-

democrat position been unable to maintain itself' against 

Fascist threats? Where has Communism, once the chief' 

hope o:f such 1· eople , gone wrong? 

Whichever way ''~e turn, we see 
l>1an captured by his liberty. 
The measurable tru~ing charge 
Of' him who measures , set at large 
By his own actions ••• 1 

These men of' goodwill are at a complete loss , £or they 

had believed implicitly that 

the human mind could ultimately arbitrate all 
competing interests and el.iminate all. conf'lict 

and that 

there is a simple path to universal justice and 
') 

harmony.~ 

They were mistaken. 

Using a long metaphorical presentation of the 

IJevil - not unlike l!oleridge • s l - as a peg on ,.;hich to 

hang his ideas, Auden relates , comments on and dissects 

the past :for us in an attempt to answer these questions. 

We must have f.lephistopheles; he is tho archetype o:f 

necessary evil -

1 
New Yoar Lotter, p . ul . 

2Heinhold Niebuhr , Chris tianity and Power Politics , 
(New York: Charles Scribner ' s ~ons , 1940) , p • .54. 

3-lh~ ?<>e.VV\6 ~f- $o.Mve..\ \o..>tlo\ Cc\u-; &~~ · ( ko\1\.d~ ·· Ox~<L 
tL,..;\Ie,c~ 1'f Pre.ss 1 I q '30, ? p. 3.1 q - 3.;L3 · 



For h ow could we get on without you 
Who give the savoi.r- :faire to doubt you 
And keep you in your proper place

1 Which is , to push us into grace? 
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Although the ~i.beral mind, devastated by the failure 

of its institutions, is 

• •• tempted to surrender to2 The grand apocalyptic dream ' 

~ ).(t must on no account do so , ~or this is what the 

Devil has been wor!dn~ for. It is exactly what he wants , 

that 
Repenting of our last infraction

3 We seek ato11ement in reaction-, 

and it is exactly \<t Lat happened to words11:orth who 

• • • a~ded as the .evil knew 
An earnest Engli shn1a.n.;. would do • • • 
Supporting the .Lstablishcd Church , 
The Congress o~ Vi enna, and 4 The squire ' s paternalistic hand . 

and as a result 

0 h ow the devil \'iho controls 
The mora l assymetric souls 1 
The either- ors , t he mongrel halves 
Who ~ind truth in a mirror , laughs. 
Yet time and memory are s till 
Limiting factors on his will; 
He cannot always :fool uc thrice , 
.F'or he may never tell us lies,. 
But half-truths we can synthcsi~~ : 

so , hiddcn in h is hocus-pocus, 
There lies the gif't of duuble f'ocue 1 
That ma g i c lamp wh:lch looks so dull 
And utterly .impractical) 

~ew Year Letter, ~ · 31. 
J ~. P• 44. 

2~, P • 26. 
4~. P• 39. 



Yet , if Aladdin use it riyh~ 
Can be a sesame to light. 

In Part III of the poem Auden says 

There are two atlasest the one 
The public apace where acts are done J 
In theory common to us all/ • • • 2 

and he has defined this outer space in terms of 

contemporary experience in Parts I and II. The 

third section is concerned with the prov~ce of 

the eecond atlas 

• • • the inner space 
Of private ownership , the place 
That each of us is forced to own 
Like his ow1. 1i.fe from which its g-ro1m / 
The landscape of his will and need 
Where he is sovereign indeed ; J 
The state created by his acts • • • 

Auuen believes now , as he believed earlier (though 
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his symbolic expression of the belief was different) 

and as ~~. Scott re-iterates , t h at i f there is order 

in t he individual mind there ·will not be disorder in 

4 the City , and that the source of' our collective 

l Ne w Year Lette r , pp. 44--45. 
2 Ibi.d , PP• 52- -SJ. 

Jlbid, P• .53. 
4 Though the City itself can claim no credit , as 

Lewis ~mmf'ord remarks n ~•hen one examines the 
state of the metropolis , one discovers a curious 
hallucination: the notion that its size , power , 
mechanical equipment and riches have effected a 
corresponding improvement in the lif'e of' its 
inhabitants." The Culture of Cities , p. 2.55. 



distress can be pinpointed now as it could then, in 

the desire £or what man cannot have 

• 1 1 not universal love 
But to be loved alone. 1 

This is still "the error bred in the bone"; that is 

why , as we have noticed • in all his work Auden s e es 

h ope onl y in a change of' heart and why he s o o:ften 
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breaks out int o pra)ers and petit ions , :from his appeals 

2 to an unepec i:fied Sir or to the Uncle in The Or ators , 

t o his present day appeals to a conventional God . 

For Auden, says ~~. Scott 

•• • the ultimate drama is enacted by tne 
wi ll as it wrestles ld th i·tsel:f in the moment 
o:f moral choice. Here again ••• is an 
elemen·t o£ Protestantism that may be seen as 
complicating and deepening (his) Anglo­
Catholic position.3 

He goes on to compare the early part o:f Part III 

with a passage :from The ~Y Salvages: 

111lst Sept. 1939" , Collected Shorter Poems , p . 76 

211Petition" • Collected Shorter Poems , p. 120. 
Barbara Hardy compares this poem with the 
"Hopkins prayer-sonnet ' 'l'hou art indeed just , 
Lord, if I contend/l:ith theeJ but sir , so 
what I plead :f.s just • to which it way perhaps 
owe the i dea of God not being an enemy as 
well as the feudal-religious 5ir11 • F-rom her 
essay on Audon in The Review, No &. 11-12, p . 56. 
l:i'o r the Hopkins sonnet , see ~.xerard Hanley Hopkins • 
ed . w . 11 . Gardner (Pcn~uin Books , Londona 1953) , 
p. 67. 

)Chicago Review writers (1957) Manley , P• 68. 



For most of us, there is only the unattended 
Moment, the moment in and out of time , 
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The distraction :fit , lost i ·· :.:r sha:ft o:f sunlight , 
The wild thyme unseen, or the winter l~ghtning 
Or the waterfall , or music heard so deeply 
That it is not heard at all, but you are the 

music 
\fuile the music lasts. These are only hints and 

flints :followed by guesses; and the 
Is prayer , observance, discipline , 

guesses 
rest 
thought and 

action. 1 

These moments o:f gr .... nted clarity that Eliot refers to 

are only odd mon .. ~nts , when we may stumble by accident 

into what Eliot calls the Garden , and Auden the Field 

o:f Being, or the Good Place. Auden is saying the same 

thing when he says: 

0 but it happens every day 
To someone . Suddenly the way 
Leads straight into their native landsJ 
The Temenos • small wicket stands 
~ide open , shining at the centre 
The well o:f life and they may enter • • • 
Out of his organ~sed distress 
An accidental happiness > 
Catching man o:f:f his guard , will blow him 
Out o:f his life in time to show him 
The Field o:f Be~ng 1 ••• . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
But perfect Being has ordained 
It must be lost to be regained 
And in its orchards t,--rows the tree 
And fruit of human destiny , 
And men must eat it and depart 
At once with gay and grateful heart, 
Obedient, rebon~ , re-aware: 
For , if' he stop an instant there , . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

1 Four uartets , by '1'. 8. .l!.liot. 
back. London a 1959) , P• 44. 

i<'aber paper 
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The sky grows crimson with a curse ••• 
He hears behind hie back the wi cK(; t 
Padlock i tseli' , from t;.~..Le dark thicket 
The chuckle with n o hea lthy cause , 
And helpl ess , sees the crooked claws 
~erging i nto view and groping 
l•'or llandhoi.ds on the low, round c oping). 

But this place , or garden, or field , whic h may be 

1 
• • 

regarded as the place of undisrupted relationship with 

God , is not where we lives we keep falling back onto 

"the same old mountain- side" f o r we are creatures of 

history and live in time . We cannot , to use Auden ' s 

abstractions ,
2 

withdraw from the world of Becoming to 

the Garden of Bein&• This is to begin to be 

• • • the lie 
That we become i£ we deny 
Tht; .laws of consciousness and claim 
Becomin5 and Being are the same • • • 

So because man is a creature of history , and cannot 

e.scape :from his inexorable creator, man had better 

take a good look at himself by studying the history 

which produced him. 

1 New Year Letter , pp. 47--48. 
2In his review of New Year Letter in 
The Nation , Vol. CLII , Randall Jarrell says 
"The poetry, strained through so many 
abstractions , is occasionally a little 
pale, but it is poetry". This is one 

of the sometimes w1f o.ctunate results of 
Auden • s method of allegorising the early 
myth. P• 440. 

3New Year Letter, p. 48. 
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Auden does this for him.
1 

Showine in the 

process his o1m strong nationa.J_ _~eeling for .1!.-'ngland , 

and unable to conceal his contempt :for much that is 

American , he concluc1es that 

A d <:,.y is drawing to a close • • • 
jyhe:ri} all the special tasks begun 

2 By the Renaissance have been done . 

"The grapevine rumour" prophesying doom that arose 

from the mutterings of prophets like Blake and 

luerkegaard and Baudelaire has come true. Kierkegaard 

he calls 

• • • a Voice 
Compelling all to make their choice, 
A theologian who denies 
what more than tw·enty centuries 
Of' ..... urope havo assumed to be

3 The basis of civility ••• 1 

So 11'uropean man is a :failure , but 

All failures have one good result ; 
They prove the fT0od is di:f:ficul t • • • 

4 

and man , having realised that aloneness is his real 

condition, learns the one truth that Auden has dis-

covered for him out o:f this welter of' analysis , 

reference and cross-reference 

1 compare l.Jonald Stauffer , 11 \vhich Side am I 
supposed to be on?" Virginia Quarterly Review, 
Vol. XXIl , (194u), PP• 575--577• 

2 New Year Letter , P• 58. 

3~. P• 52 

4ill2,, P• 60. 



• • • true democracy begins 
With £ree con~ession of our sins ••• 
And all real uni-ty co;,~.-. ~nces 

In consciousness of dif~erences1 4• 8 
We neod to love all since we are 

- ~ch a unique particular 
That is no ~,_,iant , god or dwF£; 
But one odd h uman isomorph. 

' 
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Here we l~ve the answer we expect from Auden1 

' universal love is the o1· ;ty way. But this time he 

goes on to specify the Christian nature of' that 

Love; we must remember 

• • • the powers 2 That we create with are not ours , 

and the poem concludes with a prayer , very rem~isoent 

of ~liot , as has been pointed out earlier. No "magic 

charm" wiLL h elp us to find the answer , here symbolised 

as the "unicorn among the cedars" - only love lofi11 do 

this, and Auden neatly conveys both the spiritual and 

the humanistic nature of that love in the :final quintet , 

for surely the second line sums up what the Incarnation 

is about , and surely it is about precisely the dual 

nature of that Love . 

0 eyery 'day in sleep and labour 
Our life and death are with our neighbour 
And love illuminates again 
The City and the lion ' s don 
The world ' s great rage , the travel of young men.J 

1 New Year Letter , pp. 72--73. 
2~, P • 73. 
3Ibid, P• 75. (Italics not Auden •s). 
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Perhaps the best measure o f the success of 

this poem can be seen in Auden ' o o'Wll words. In a 

comparative~y recent essay he te~ls us what he finds 

to- day to be his bitigest prob~em in writing poetry• 

In s o much •serious ' poetry, poetry, that :l.s 
to say , which is neither pure p~ay£u~ song nor 
c omic , I £Lnd an e~ement o£ ' theatre •, of 
exaggerated gesture and fuss, of indifference 
to the naked truth, which as I get older , 
:l.ncreasing~y revolts me. This element is 
mercifully absent from what is conventional~y 
cal~ed good prose. In reading the latter, one 
is on~y conscious of the truth of what is 
being said, and it is this consc iousness which 
I wo~d like what I write to arouse ~ a 
reader first. Before he is aware o£ any other 
qualities it may have , I want his reaction to 
bet ' That ' s true ' or , better still , ' That ' s 
trueJ now, why didn ' t I think o£ it for 
royse~£? ' To secure this effect I am prepared 
to sacri1ice a great mru1y poetic pleasures 
and excitements.! 

1~on.e critics consider this sacrifice has been 
too great , notably Randal~ Jarrell and 
G. ;:;. J:.'"raser. Jarrell. says "Auden has been 
successful in m~<ing his poetry more accessible 
but the success has been entirely too e xpensive . 
Realising that the best poetry of the ' 20 ' s 
was too ll~accessible, we can will our poetry 
into accessibility , but how much-poetry w.ill 
be left when we finish?" "C:h.anges of .At titude 
and illie tori c in Auden ' s Poe try" , The Southern 
Heview, Vol. II , p. )48. Fraser says bluntly 
11\J e can allow no peace to Auden ' s greatness. 
He will not be satisfied until he has written 
sotaothing which is utterly movint;·, persuading, 
convincing to everybody , anu , o.f course, he will 
never do this. 11'\oi . H •. s.u<.len :• 1 Little Tieviews 
Antholo~ 1 ~d. Danis Val Baker , (Londona 1949) , 
p. 199. Audcn himself would probably agree with 
Homer Lane that this search f'or the impossible 
is because 11 ••• all of us have , deeply submerged , 
a dynamic wish for perfection11 • Talks to Parents 
and Teachers. (Londona Allen & Un~in:l928) ,p . ll8. 
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At the same time, I want what I write to be 
poetry as Robert .Frost defines it, nalJ.>.J..i.Y , 
w1translatable speech. Nor ... ·\lly , when we 
read prose, we are not consciously aware 
of' how it is saying what it says , of' either 
the rhythmical value of the syllables or 
of' each word as a unique entity with unique 
overtones: in poetry - this is its greatest 
glory - we are continually aware of' theeta• 
The ideal at which I aim is a style which 
shall combine the drab , sober truthfulness 
of' prose with a poetic uniqueness of' 
expression so that if' a reader should 
try to translat.:: a passage into French, 
say , or Italian or German , he liill find 
that this cannot be done without loss 
of' rhythmical values and precise shades 
of' meaning.! (Auden ' s italics). 

In New Year Letter , he seems to have solved 

this problem with extraordinary skill and dexterity. 

Auden continued to experiment in this genre, 

publishine For the Time Being in 1944. This consists 

of' the title poem, subtitled "A Christmas Oratorio" 

and The Sea and the Hirror , A CoJTmlentary on Shakes• 

peare • s 11The Tempest ." The latter poem is perhaps 

more useful for the purpo ses of' this essay; although 

parts of it have been made use of already in clarifying 

certain points , it must be considered as a whole , for 

it is undoubtedly one of Auden • s rncst important works , 

and as Professor Spears s ays 

111A Symposium on \v.H. Auden ' s "A Change of Air" . 
With l';ssays by George P . Elliott , Karl Shapiro , 
Stephen Spender and '~ . H. Auden . Kenxon Review, 
Vol. XXVI {W:lnter, 1964), P• 207. 



In terms of Auden ' s career, it is :~ 

definitive renunciatioJJ 0f' art as 
magic , a clear distinction between 
the roles of man and poet, and an 
extensive definition of the boundaries 
between life and art.l 
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Specifically Christian ideas are contained in a pagan 

framework, whereas For the Time Being embodies in 

oratorio form2 the ideas of the Christian myth, 

contained in a specifically Christian framework. 

Chapter VI o f this essay discusses Auden •s views on 

those ideas fairly extensively, and it would be 

tiresomely reiterative to analyse tho thought 

behind this work too closely, as has been attempted 

with New Year Letter . 

Before separating the tw·o works, 1 t should 

be noted that they are not published together only 

for convenience . Taken together , as mystery and 

masque, they represent the alpha and omega of the 

theatrical cycle, and unlike the earl:J.er two long 

poems, these two are presented in dramatic form . 

Although they are , o~ course ' long ~oems' Auden has 

completely tun~ed his back on the rwninative , dis• 

1 The Poetry of \v .H • . '\.uden . The Disenchanted 
l.sland. p. 230. 

2 \vhich it follows exactly, though musical 
setting is not essential to the work. An 
abridged form has been set to music by 
Melvin Levy. 



cursive poem with himself at the centre w~llch he 

established so success~1y in Letter to Lord ByrOn 

and in New Yoar Letter. The personality ou1t • as 

it were, which was part of' the origina1 myth; has now 

given way entirel.y t o the de-personalised abstraotions 

of al.l.egory. Putting The Sea and the Mirror rirst 

in the vol.ume is appropriate. as Harry Levin points 

out in a review written at the time of' publication 

••• for Shakespeare ' s ending is far 
too happy to be conclusive, it suggests 
disparities between literature and life 
which neither Proapero • s magic nor the 
audience ' s make- bel.ieve can altogether 
reconcil.e.l 

Cal.iban is taw f ulcrum here , for 

If he is nature , art is his mirror ; and 
Ariel. is ••• the spirit of' re£lection. 
If' ,,\riel. is the ideal.ised image of' Cal.iban• 
Caliban is the gToss echo o f' J~iel , and 
metaphysical reality l.ies behind the 
proscenium ... on tho other sido of' the 
mirror. The oratorio picks up the whimsical. 
theme of' the conunentary ••• the perplexities 
and strivings of' the intellec·tual• tho man 
with (..}1~ rnirrol' ; arc profoundly grasped and 
i mpressively orchestrated ••• Auden • • • 
affirms a positive faith >/ a k ind of' double 
negation , a donial. of' doubt • a questioning 
of' skepticism (sic).2 

Here we are back to 11the r;ift of' double focus" , 

Auden • s bel.ief' :in the essential dichotomy in tho nature 

1Tho New Republic , (Sept. 18th, 1944j , P• 348. 

2!E!!!· 

.. 
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o£ man , which gives the l.ong poems their special viel·l 

point, just as it did to the lJ'.) , . ~s written previously. 

It is appropriate that Auden 1 5 work can be so natural.ly 

divided into the 'old ' and the ' new', £or this con-

sciousness of' the · dual. nature o£ man , this ' double man ', 

is once again the key to a proper read~g of this 

doub1e vo1ume. It is essential. that the creative 

artist , aware o f the divided nature o£ man, should do 

a1l :l.n his power to understand , not to feel. partisan 

p r eference . It is the cry of The Orators, o£ Paid on 

B~thJ?JS~~ . of all the longer works and many of the 

shorter; it is the banis o £ m~derstanding to a ll 

Auden ' s wor: .. • early and late. As R . J.P . Bl.ackmur 

poi nts out, and as Auden il.lustrated so clearly in 

The Orators 

• • • the rule of universal love becomes 
intelligible policy on the probability that 
God loves our enemies as much as ourselves 
and sometimes more.l 

Auden shol4'S the divisions , but never takes sides , a 

z 
strong contributing factor to .his ' obscurity ' ; and 

it is this dislike of tru~ing sides '~ch causes him 

1 14"rom "Towards a :t>iodus Vivendi" , The Lion and 
the Honeyco<nb, (Lon.1on: )1ethucn d: Co. Lt:-:-;-
1956) , P• 4. 

2when the poems are road in tho liBht of this 
underatandin[, , much of' the obscurity is 
dissipated. 

--
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to strj.ke out the partisan pieces when revising his 

poetry. John Blair carries this point a step fUrther, 

looking at it more in terms of polarities than as a 

sin>l;l.:) dichotomy. He says 

( Auden ' s) habitual attack on a subject is to 
dist~guish two equal but opposite extremes 
that are relevant, and, employing his pungent 
wit, to describe them in their most extreme 
forms. In religious terms he may isolate 
tw·o basic l"teresies, monism and dualismf 
in relation to the audience f'or poetry the 
opposites may be the highbrow and the low­
brow, in political theory , he may deliberate 
the competing claims of freedom of action 
versus equality of' treatment ••• once he 
has abstracted the opposites, Auden ' s point 
:is nearly always that neither extreme is 
satisfactory • • • the value of' • • • 
is o l~ting o.nd then rejecting- both extremes 
i.&S t..nat Auden can make his comment on the 
subject wh:l.le leaving t o his reader t he 
precise formulation of the reconciliation 
o£ the oxtrcmcs.l 

Or , as Richard Ohmann says , more concisely "• •• (Auden) 

is a celebrant vl.~ thing s , not a partisan. n
2 

To look at some of the mo :.:.t. int eresting :features 

of the oratorio , there is firstly its construction, 

which follows a rather intricate f'orm . The separate 

episodes are Advent , the Annunciation , the Temptation 

of ~t. Joseph, The Summons , The Vision o f the Shepherds, 

1 The ~oetic Art o f W.H . Auden , PP • 70--71. 
211Auden ' s Sacred Awe" , from Audena A collection 

of' Cr itical ~ssays , ed. Spe~, P• 178. 
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At the Manger, The Meditation of Simeon, The Massacre 

of the Innocents, and The Flight into Egypt . Each is 

presented differently, varying, as B.J . Brooks wrote 

• • • between the hieratic encounter of Gabriel 
and Mary , the scene between the wise men and 
the shepherds which reminds one of those piano 
pieces where one man plays Tipperary and the 
other The Lost Chord , the sacred f'arce of' 
Joseph , who, set by the Holy Ghost in one of' 
the stock coJ.....;dy situations, has to pay in 
his own humiliation f'or all the l4rongs men 
have ever done to women , and finally the 
liturgical. drama of "The Meditation of' Simeon" 
and the Shavian comedy of' Herod ' s monologue , 
w.lth its parody of Marcus Aurelius.l 

The opening chorus depicts man ' s spiritua1 

decay in lines as impressive as any Auden has written • 

.1.1oy declare the disintegration of' man ' s personal.ity , 

the classic sparagmosa 

~arkness and Snow descend; 
The cloc . on the mantelpiece 
Has nothing to recommend , 
Nor does the f'ace in the gl.. .... ss 
Appear nobler than our own 
As darkness and sno~ descend 
On all personality, 

Only an act of' faith can eliminate the self' , which 

poisons personality. This is a rooted conviction , 

which owes nothing to 11conversion". It shows itself' 

1 "The l 'oetry of' w .H. Auden" , '.Lwentieth 
Century , (1947), P• 37 • 

2 For the Time Being , P• 61 . 
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in all Auden • s work and is particularly emphasised in 

The Orators . As early as 19.35 he called evil •anything 

that is sel:f'-centred • • 1 'l'he whole poem is concerned 

~th man ' s desperate need £or belief' in a Primal Cause , 

bu t as usual the situation is paradoxical , :f'o r man , 

if' he is t o accept the Incarnation now being celebrated, 

mu st a c cept the Absurd which lies at the heart of' 

existence , and his belief in logic , £act and reason 

(which Auden thinks better suited t o sub-human 

cre atures and inanimate things) only pointsthe absurdity 

o f' t he Incarnation. As the Chorus asks st. J o seph 

J o seph, have y ou heard 
What Mary says o ccurred; 
Yes , it may be so . 2 Is it likely? No . 

"The Annunciation" shows the sparagmos completed , and 

man ' s personality neatly classified into the £our 

faculties of intuition, :f'eeling. sensation and thoughtJ 

dispersed by the Fall , they are now to be re-united 

by Lov e, symbolised by Gabriel ' s 111eeting with Mary. 

Ordinary love , on the other hand , is shown to be full 

of' pi t:f'alls - again, the pattern is the b'ros/ Agape 

111The Good Li:f'e" • Christianity and the Social 
Revolution , Ed. John Lewis , Karl .Polauyi , 
Donald Ki.tch:i.n. (Londona Gollanz , 19.35) , p • .)4. 

2 For the T~e Being, P• 77. 

L 
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conf'lict, or rather , choice, Thought :finds that 

reason and lo"ic are limited :forcest 

• • • Hhere I was , 
The haUl~ting ghosts were :figures with no ground , 
Areas of wide omission • • • 
• • • an embarrassed sum 
Stuck on the stutter o:f a decimal 
And points almost coincident already 
Approached so slowly they could never meet. 
There was nothing could be stated or constructed ) 
To Be was an archaic nuisance , ! 

"We have al.ready referred to the "Temptation of 

St . Joseph" and shown the reasons :for its presentation, 

as it were, ~ modern dress. Taunted by the chorus , 

he implores Gabriel just :for one 

Import ant and elegant proof 
That what my love had done 
lias real.ly at your wi.ll 2 And that your ldll is Love 

but is reproved by the Narrator 

To choose what is di:f:ficult 
all one ' s days 

As if it \tere eaey, that is faith. 
Jooeph, praise.3 

Brook6 aaysa 

"The Swnmone 11 is the most powerful section o£ 
the poem, with its development of' the 
implications o:f the star, chrulging the direction 
of mankind :from the well-planned and reliably 
intellectual conception~ the unexpected , lonely 
and chaklenging attitude . o:f Christ and o:f li:fe 
itself'. 

1For the Time Being, P• 72 

2~. P• 79 3!J?.!2., P• 81 
4Twentieth Century (1947), p.38. 



Beware. All who .follow me are l.ed 
Onto that Glassy Mountain. where are no 
Footholds for logic, to that Bridge o.f Dread 
Where knowledge but ~oreaeea vertigo• 
Thoae who puraue me tako a triati.ng l.ane 
To £1nd themaelvea immediat•ly alGne 
With aavaae water, or un£eeling atone, 
In labyrintha whe~"e they IDWJt entertain 1 
Conruaion~ cripples, tigors, thunder, pain. 

Thie aeotion makea an interest~ oompariaon wi~ 

~liot•a MJour.ney o.f the Magi•, Auden treating the 

eubJect aa another mnni£eatation o.f the Abaurd which 

man must accept • a aort of Lnte~lectual abaorption 

of the comic .. Eliot moro broadly, depictina the dotaile 

of the journey v1th a materialiatic realiem but ahowing 

the wiae men • • i.ntui tive acceptance of the Jll)'stery they 

the akull. beneath the akin, While t o Auden the aware-

neae ia a.lwaya of the Uog. The whole poem ia f'ull of 

El.iot likeneaaos • particularly in parts of the Narrato r 's 

apeech and of the r•citative which forma part of the 

t"Sr•t movement • aa Ri.chard Hoggart point a out 

• • • Auden uaea the aamo kind o£ ·• po~ting' 
aa ~iot to de•cribe the moment when the 
Horror etrikea, when ve see the Abyee beneath -
Ln Eliot there is the w~~in« room at the 
country Junction• the moment of' ai.~onoe in 
the tube train, and Char lea U1 The Family 
Reunion who a ometimoa taela "Ae if the earth f('2 ehould open as I was about to oro•• Pall }UUl. 

1I"or tho 'l'i.me Bo!y, P• 84. 
2 Audena An Introductory Eeaay, P• 183 • 



237 

Again• in the fourth section, Au d en makes frequent 

use of the garden and desert symbols which occur so 

often in Eliot. 

The garden is unchanged , tho silonce is unbroken 
For she is still walking in the sleep of her 

childhood: 
Many before 
Have wandered in , like her , then wandered out 
Unconscious of' their visit and unaltered , 
The garden unchanged , the silence unbroken: 
None may wake there ••• 1 

The fugal chorus to Caesar is one of the 

high~ights of' the work. Caesar is given satiric 

praise f or his conquest of seven kingdoms J what he 

actua1~y has destroyed is man ' s true nature , making 

it a ~11ing tool of the secular saviour , a phenomenon 

whom we know Auden will never admit to exist. The 

Christmas message is made part of the life of' modern 

man through a description of' the horrors of' ' modern ' 

civilisation in 4 B.C. A contemporary broadcast shows 

the fatuity of' belief in progressive world conditions• 

• • • Mankind is on the march. 
The 1ongeet aqueduct in the world is already 
Under constructionJ the Committees on Fen Drainage 
And Soil Conservation will issue very shortly 
Their Joint Report; even the problcffi$of Trade 

Cycles 
And Spiralling Prices are regarded by the experts 
As practically solved; and the recent restrictions 
Upon aliens and. free-thinking Jew::. are begirm~g 
To have a salutory effect upon public morale. ::. 

1 
I<' or the Time Be!nta • p. 7 2. 

2
!lli_, P• 90. 
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"The Vision of the Shepherds" shows man 

patiently waiting for the Good News t:rom Bethlehem 

to cast a refulgent light on the bad news of modern 

civilisation, while Herod, the very pattern of a 

modern liberal, as Harry Levin says, is "out-heroded 

by Simeon, prototype of the convert". 1 Herod, a 

theorist of the rational life, weeps as he orders the 

massacre of the innocents. The human raoe will never 

be able to fit the knowledge of the birth of God into 

its present pattern; anarchy will undoubtedly ensue 

if the child is allowed to liver Herod must do his duty 

and have the babies slaughtered, which he does, crying 

out 

I object. I ' m a liberal. I want eveiTone to be 
happy. I wish I had never been born.2 

Simeon, on tho othe r hand, in his meditation 

on the Fall, recites all the conditione which were 

necessary before the Incarnation could occurJ he i.e 

like a well-schooled candidate for ordination, and 

none the lese absurd for the incontestable theological 

correctness of what he s ays. But his absurdi. ty i s part 

of the Absurd man must learn to accept; it is for this 

that he has been reduced to lris present stage of t:rag• 

mentation. 

1Tho Now Republic, P• .)48. 

2 For the Time Be ing, p. 117. 



239 

The Word could not be made Flesh until men 
had reached a stage of absolute contradiction 
between clarity and despair in which they 
would have no choice but either to accept 
absolutely or to reject absolutely , yet in 
their choice there should bo no element of 
luck, for they would be fully conscious 1 of what they were accepting or rejecting . 

After the "Flight into Egypt" where the 

duologue between Joseph and Mary is conducted in 

rather staccato couplets, reminiscent of Blake, 

the Narrator brings us back to the present human 

situation. Christmas is over. All the decorations 

must be put away and the tree dismantled. Once again 

••• Euclid ' s geometry 
And Newton's mechanics would account 

for our experience, 2 

although we have lived for a time in the presence of 

marvels, "t~e are now back in the Time Being, "the most 

trying· time of all . 11 But if we have absorbed the 

Christian message , we have absorbed also the conscious-

ness of guil. t • and for this guilt "tre can only atone 

by an act that invol.ves suffering. It is not necessary 

to pray for temptation and evil to come our way so that 

we may make this act , for 

~bey will come , all right , don ' t worryJ 
probably in a form 

That we do not expect, and certainly 
with a force 

2~, P• 123. 



Hore dreadful than we can imagine. 
In the meantime 

There are ~ills to be paid, machines 
to keep in repair 

Irregular verbs to learn, the Time Being 
to redeem 

From insignificance. The happy morning 
is over

1 1 The night o:f agony still t o come. 
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It is thus perfectly clear £rom both New Year 

Letter and :from For the Time Being that these poems 

represent the ful:fil.ment . n o t the negation . o:f Auden ' s 

earlier belief's. His method• in spite o:f the new :form 

o:f the poems, remains exactly the same; the clinical 

analysis of' what ails man, the diagnosis , which 

remains a :failure o:f Love; the -cure - Love. It is 

-.!if'f'icul t to see how a poet coul.d have remained more 

coneistent to his ideals than Auden has . and t o 

criticise him :for failing to do so shows a great want 

o:f perception. ro criticise his work for a falling 

off in poetic force is another matter . Here Auden is 

vulnerable and his detractors are on firmer ground• 

but once again a knowledge of the allegorical back-

ground to his beliefs helps the reader to overcome the 

disappoin·t;ment he is bound to feel w.l. th some of the 

later poetry. This point will be more fully discussed 

in the next chapter. 

1For the Time Deing, p. 1.24. 



CHAPTER IX 

MORE LONG POE,~S AND LATER BOOKS 

Auden • s consistent view o~ the separation 

between li£e ~1d art £ound early expression in one 

o£ his most striking metaphors when he wrote 

Tears £all in all the rivers. Again the 
driver 

Pul.ls on his gloves and in a blinding snowstorm 
s tarts 

Upon his deadly journey; and again the writer 
Runs howling to Ids art. 1 

It is quite mi~taken to think that in 1936 Auden was 

reconhilending tho artist to take re£uge .t'rom real li£e 

in his artJ he was warnine him against such a practice. 

,,:e have seen how time and again he continues to sound 

this warning, and the fUllest expression o£ his views 

on the Lnherent dichotomy between li£e and art is 

contained in The Sea and the 1·lirror 1 which is perhaps 

his most success£ul and interesting work. Richard 

Haggart says 

The poem ' s considerable success is due to the 
£indi.ng o£ a structure which would carry hi.s 
themes and give scope £or detailed allusive 
comment around them and £or a £ree use o£ 

1Letters from Iceland• P• 27. 
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dramatic symbols. It a1so allows him to 1 exhibit •• • his abWldant technical skill . 

For the purposes of this study, there could be 

no better example than The Sea and the Hirror of Auden' s 

interest in and fUndamental dependence on a mythologica1 

framework within which to deploy his ideas. The mytholo• 

gical background to The Tempest suits the plan of this 

poem ideally. As Bent SWlesen says in an interesting 

essay a 

The reason why a definite literary source :fbr 
The Tempest has never been ~ound would seem 
to be a good one ~ a sense that it is itself' 
the source of' most literature , intrinsically 
f'o~loristic , mythicial as it is, £ull of' t he 
typical themes of' f'airy~tale and lesend, the 
magic of' music , the purifying storm, the 
reconciliation through young love , the test 
of chara cter, the omnipoten~ familiar spirit . 
It actually even includes what Robert Graves 
has taught us to reco gnise as ~ myth- motif': 
the camouflaged a c count o f' the supprossion of' 
the matrilinear goddess - cult (.3ycorax) by the 
conquering patriarchal worshippers of' Apollo , 
lioden or s ome such oracular god of' magic 
(Prospero) . 2 

As Sunesen po~ts out , the dominant feature of 

thie mythical background is tho tempest of' the title, 

the purgatorial storm at sea. 3 Dut Auden ' s interest 

1Auden: An Introductorx Essay , pp. 180- -181. 

211All We Are No t Stares Back A t What We Are" , 
Ena;J.ish Studies , Vol . XL, (1959) , P• 443. 

Jcf. Auden ' a comments on G. Wilson- Knight ' s 
Th~e. Shakespearean Tempest in The Enchaf~d 
!l'~ood, P • 22 . 
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here is not to define and ana1yse the archetypal 

symbolism behind The Tempest mythology, but to make 

use of' it within the context of his own poem, which 

begins at the point at which Shakespeare ' s play ends. 

The purification and reconciliation on the stage, or 

as far as art is concerned, is ovorf Auden's task is 

to show, as Sunesen saysa 

••• that their work is only hal£ donef now 
the illusion has to :t'ind a £oothold in the 
real world beyond the proscenium. Thus the 
universal drama o£ reconciliation between the 
sinner and his victim is made to comprise 
also the universal drama of reconciliation bet­
ween the cnaos of life and t he order of' art. 
And the link between the two dramas is the 
paradox of' I>rospero t though his magi c is all 
powerful , it has no power to protect his heart 
£rom being \fOunded by. the treachery o:f Antonio 
or Caliban and though the maSic of Prospero­
t>hakespeare is overwhel ming , the harmony of 
forgiveness it creates will remain a tinselly 
drama unless we spectators accept it ae a 
l.i.ving real.ity, which is actually made more 
difficult for us by our aesthetic pleasure in 
the magic.l 

Thus the danger to both artist and his readel." or 

audience is that the pleasure given by the work of 

art will be so intense t h at we may expect to carry it 

over into the real. world just as it is , in its art-

magic form. 

1 .tmglish Studies , Vol. XL . 
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Auden ' s poem begins at this crisis point .. 

the end of the i1lueion o f art and the beginning of 

the difficulty of' the audience wh o have to reconcile 

their memories of' this illusion with the rea1 wor1d 

to which they have now to return. The Tempest story 

is perfect1y suited to Auden • s intention here, for 

the h uman characters of the p1ay are in exactly the 

same position - they are leaving the magic is1and 

and returning to t heir real wor1d , leaving behind 

them, 1ike t he audience , the stage i sland, the mirror 

of art• On this stage remains Prospero , making the 

request to which Auden • s Caliban later rep1ies . 1 

Now my charms are a11 o ' cr thrown; 
And what strength I have • s mine o'\m ; 
i;hich is most faint ~ • • • 

Now I want 
Spirits to en:force , art to enchant; 
And my ending is despai~ 
Unless l be relieved by prayer1 
\1/hicb pierces so, that it assaults 
l-lercy itself, and frees al.l f'aul ts , 
As you from c rimes would pardoned be ) 
Let your indulgence set me ~ree . 2 

1 "How can "'ve grant the indulgence for which 
in his epilogue your personified type of the 
creative so lru11ely , t amely pleaded? Imprisoned, 
by you, in the mood doubtful , loaded , by you, 
wi. th distressing embarrassments '~e are , we 
submit, in no position to set anyone :free 11 • 

"The Sea and the Nirror", Por the Time Being, 
P • Jl . 

1!-~~. 
~~~~~~~ 
u.-..~~-

~ · ~ Tne le.:rn~~~;;;t:.", Epdcjve 
1 
hn~!) i - J.O · ~h.o..kt$pet;(:5 

Cem\)lt-re.. Wc\11!> . tLon.dch.;Ckf'crd- v~,\1/~.{-~lry Pr{~ I\'\~~), p -;}5". 
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It .is at t h.is point that Au d en ' s Stage !-tanager 

appears to begin The Sea and The M.irror; accustomed t o 

presenting the illusions of art on the stage, he is 

n o t himself dec eived .into thinking that they are any-

1 
thing more. Children in the audience recognise make• 

believe for what it is , for they 

• • • laugh 
When the drums roll , and the lovely 
Lady is sawn in half.2 

but older people know that £ear and death are real 

enough.J they 

• • • catch their breath 
l<'or the nonchalant couple go 
waltzing- a cross the tightrope 
As if there ''~ere no deat h 
Or h opo of' falling dOl'ln. 3 

No matter how art :way 11puq,.e" us , it d o es n o t help 

us when in real lif'e we moot 

The Li on ' s mouth whose
4
hunger 

~o metaphors can fill , 

1 cf'. the similar open~g scene of Go ethe ' s 
F'aust which also stresses t he impor tanc e 
o f the world- stage metaphor . 

2
"Thc Sea and the :l>.drror" , 
Being, P• 7• 

For the Time 

J~. 
here , 

4~. 

Notice the deliberate use of: ' 'hope ' 
instead of' t he expected ' :fear ' . 

P • 8 . 



and Auden and Shakespeare are both well aware 

That this world or fact we love 
Is tnaubetanti~ atuffa 
All. the rest 1e a:llenco 
On the other aide ot the wal.lt 
~d the ailence ripenaes 
And the riponese all..l 
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Here Shak•apoare • • imaaoa are re-combined is« ~ 

~ ~ • ~ ---~to aucgoat very ol•vorl.y 

tho idea or Shakoepoar•an oontintdtyJ bie art i.s boing 

eubtly carried past the curtain tnto roal l1Lo by thie 

meana. 

tho construction of The Soa and tho h1rror is 

o~ areat intero&t • it ia •~ imaginntivel.y conceived 

and tautly executed as to eliminate a1most co~pl.etely 

tho uncortaintiee o£ t ono permitt d by the looser and 

more ramb~ing construction of New Year Letter. Aa 

Bdward Callnn observes, it is coneeivod of both aa 

• • • a cr:lticism o.f literature pnving the 
way .for the reli61oua thcmoe of tho 
~a~maa Oratorio • ~ • and (ae) a work 
of' t:t.rt in whi.cb the ab,traotiona of' 
theo~~tical critie~sm take .fleah and 
prance on tho stage like the charn.otera 
in morality playa. 

'lhe work, he goea on to say 

•• • ~· arrangod like a triptych with 
aeparato panels £or the artiat. tho work 
of' art and tho aucll.onoo. l)o.rt I. • Froapero 
to Arie~' is a dramatic ~ono1ogue in three 
movomente marked by interpolated 1yricsJ 

~"The sea end Tho ~Jirror" , For the 1'~• lleins, p.S. 



Part II ' The Supporting Cast, sotto voce• 
~a a cyc~e of lyrica~ monologues broken 
in upon by the voice of Antonio, who 
stands a~one ; Part III 1 Galiban to the 
Audience 1 is an artful prose symposium 
in which Ca~iban, speaking for the 
audienct• echoes their various attitudes 
to art ·. 
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The work is undoubtedly Auden ' s most ambitious, 

perhaps an attempt to fu1fil what he ca1le the poet ' s 

2 
'anti-mytho1ogica~ myth ' • The process of digesting 

his early myth is by now complete, and the a~legorical 

figures of The Sea and the Mirror are as fu1ly three-

dimension a1 as allegorical figures can bo• Just as 

Dante always uses personified images of real people 

instead of personified abstractions , Auden has 

allegor~sed the mythological figures of' The Tempest 

into personified images of' themselves 1 reflected in 

his artiet •s mirror• This makes for much more forceful 

writing than do , for example , the personified abstractions 

of 11The Proof"• 

When stinking Chaos lifts the latch • 
And Form and Colour part ; 

What swarming hatreds then will hatch 
Out of' Love ' s riven heart.3 

• • 

111Auden*s Ironic Masquerade• Criticism as 
l-1orality Play" • University of Toronto Ql:.Glrtcrlt• 
Vol. XXXV, No. 2~ {Jan. 1966 ) , pp.133-~134. · 
The present writer has borrowed freely from 
Prof. Callan ' s article in parts of this chapter. 

2 "In praise of L~mestonc", Nones , p. 13. 

JThe Shield of Achilles , P• 4J. 
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In his poem "At the Grave of Henry James"• 

f~rst pub~~shed in the Partisan Review for July and 

August. 1941, or some four years before the publ~cat~on 

of The Sea and the Mirror, Audon hints that what his 

art needs is a structur~ly exacting task which may 

satis~ his need for order and relevance. The 

implication is that the earlier published New Year 

Letter has f~led to do this , and he calls upon 

James ' spirit to 

SuggestJ so may I segregate my disorder 
In~o districts of prospective v~uea approVOJ 

Lightly, lightly th'1n , may I dance 
Over the frontiers of the obvious and 

f'umble no more 
In the old limp pocket of the mirror exhibition, 

Nor riot with irrelevance.l 

Part I opens with Prospero resuming his 

conversation with Arie~ , whom Shakespeare ' s Prospero 

has just dismissed to procure for the travellers 

••• ca1m seas , auspicious gales 
And sail so expeditious , that shal.l catch 
Your royal fleet far of'f' • • • 
• • • a then to the elements 
Be :free ••• 2 

Auden ' s Prospera continues 

Stay with me, Ariel , while I pack, and 
with your first free act 

Delight my leavingJ share my resigning 
thoughte 

~Collected Shorter Poems , p. ~41. 
2 nThe Tempest" , Bhakespeare •s Comedies , p. 58. 



As you have served my revall~g wishes: 
than, brave spirit 

Ages to you of' song and daring, and to me 
Briefly, Milan , then earth ••• 1 

The verse rhythm of' this speech is not 
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determined by foot measurementss it depends, as Professor 

2 
Hoggart has shown , on the stresses and pauses of' 

ordinary speech. This makes f'or blank verse of great 

rhythmic :fluidity and adaptability. One of the most 

interesting features o:f this poem is the variety o:f 

verse :forms wldch Auden uses • each character has 

his own, and Prospero's flowing blank verse is 

interspersed with three lively lyrics which divide 

IUs monologue into three movements . Auden • s early 

working notes and sketches £or this poem have been 

given by him to lihat is now the State Univcrsi ty o:f 

New York at Bu:f:falo , and they show clearly how· care .. 

fully its construction was planned and the extent o:f 

his preoccupation with the technicalities o:f rhyme 

schemes , stanza forms and syllable counting.J ~'ven 

111The Sea and the Nirror" , For the Time Being·, 
P • 9 • 

2 Auden t An Introductory .:)seay , p. 172. 

3c:r. what Auden writes much later of Dag 
Hammarskjol.d n • • • in the last three years 
of his life he took to writing poems ••• 
proof to me that he had at last acquired a 
serenity of mind :for which he had l.ong prayed. 
When a man can occupy himsel.:f with counting 
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at that stage he had decided to use the sonnet form 

:for Ferd:i.nand , the vil.lanelle for Miranda, and the 

sestina for Sebastian, while Stephano ' s ballade 

remains unchanged. These earl.y notes on t he cha• 

racters show his all.egorising hand at work , building 

personified types out of The Tempest mythology. 

There ie a list of the play ' s characters with a 

parallei, list o:f other Shakespearean characters , 

e.g. Prospero/Ham1et , Antonio/Iago 1 and then a l.ater 

list iu the same notes shows an expansion of the 

idea: Antonio-Iago-the DemonicJ Sebastian-the redeemed 

by failure; Stephano-Falstaff- Lymphatic-.flight from 

anxiety into unconscious. Edward Callan, who tabulates 

these personifications , points out that what Auden •s 

later list does is to adjust the first Shakespearean 

parallels and add mediaeval psychological. types or 

humours . This has the expected result in Auden ' s 

later period - he successfully allegorises the Shakes-

pearean mythical characters to provide livil'lg, concrete 

symbols for his own poem.
1 

syllables, either he has not yet attempt.;...: <."'...."'~:,­

spiritual climb , or he is over the hump. 11 

Introduction to Markings , P• 22 

1 Though as Julian Symons shows, this treatment is 
also Shakespearean conwent, for the characters 
"are almost all shown in a way that bodies out 
Shakespeare ' s sketch o:f their characters and 
lends meaning to their parts in the play". 

"The Double J.lan" , Focus II , ed. Rajan & Pearse. 
(LondontDennis Dobson Ltd.tl946), p.l29 (footnote). 
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From these same early notes , Professor Spears 

reproduces a di~gram Auden drew which is , he says 

"an interesting indication of the polarities in terms 

o f which he (Auden) was thinld.ng."1 

SEA (NATt}l{E) 

~~~ 
MIRROR (ART) 

£j 

~ PROSPERO ~ EGO) 
~ 

/a ~ ~ 
CALI BAN (FLESH) ARIEL (SPIRIT) 

Prospero , who is shown as the quintessence of our 

c ommon humanity~ goes on to sketch his future without 

Ariel , that is to say without magic which again is to 

~ 
~ 
H 
~ 
H 
r.ll 
Cll 
0 
Pt 

say without art. He will not be "interesting any more" ... 

he has loolccd into Ariel ' s mirror where "all we are not 

stares back at what we are" and has been forced to 

realise that in his old age he must accept lif'e w1 th aJ.l 

i t entails; ,.,ith the loss of' his magic immortality he 

must prepare himself' f'or death. 

• • ... through the ages I had dreamed 
About some tremendous journey I was taking ~ • • 
And now, in my old age~ I wake . and this journey 

rea11y exists 
And I have actuall.y to take it t inch by inc h • • • 
Through a universe whare time is not foreeho rt; !!,!-. .. 

No animal.s talk , and there is neither f'loatinb nor 
p.laying. 1 

111The Sea and the Hirror"~ For the Time Being, 
P. 14. 
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Correspondingly Ariel , as art , must be free from 

demands by Prospero - each must pursue his own course 

in a kind o£ aesthetic apartheid. 

Prospero is resigned to lds fate, for he lmows 

he must undertake his quest and is awed and excited 

at the prospect. He will be, he says , in an EJ.iotic 

passage 

•• • an old man 
Just like other old men, with eyes that water 

Easily in the wind, ru1d a head that nods in the 
sunshine 

1 
~orgetfUl , maladroit , a little grubby. 

But, however he may appear to others , he will really 

be "sailing alone , out over seventy thousand fathoms" 

and he must undertake this 1C:i.erkegaardian journey 

without comment. There is real poignancy when he 

asks 

• • • Can I learn to suffer 
lfithout s~ying some~hing ironic or fUnny 
On suffer~g? , , • 

for this is Auden himself speaking - this is what he 

h . s always done , and while he sometunes deliberately 

allows this habit to spoil his poetry, in general his 

readers must be forgiven for hoping that this is a 

lesson he '~ill be unable to learn. 

J. "The Sea end the ~Mirror 11 , For the Time Being, 
P • 15 • 

2~. 
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Prospero c loses with t he third o£ h is ~yrica 

SiJ....b , Ariel. , sing 1 Sweetl.y, dangerous~y 

As Profesaor Cal~an says 

••• ' sweetly ', because art represents the 
possibi~ity of a perf'ect harmony , ' dangerously ' 
because its ideal order may bocome , f'or some , 
a refuge from the necessary oxistcntia~ 
struggle • • • and for others a temptation 
to impose on society the arbitrary order , 
which the artist has power to impose on his 
material.s . 2 

He goes on to suggest that the hum&~ characters 

(excluding Prospero) in Auden ' s meticulously constructed 

p oem, each of whom has , as we have see~a specially 

appropriate verse f orm, are , in Miranda ' s phrase 

••• linked as children in a circle dancingt 3 

This circl.e, which may be seen as the macrocosm, 

represents the ideal order of' art as well as an 

ideally orde red real life existence. ~rom this only 

Antonio stands apart in his own circle, representing 

the microcosm. Antonio is shown here as the symbol 

of ~os , whose end, as we have seen, is negation and 

death. He is a 1self'-regarder•, poisoned .by the will, 

1 11The Sea and the Mirror" , For the Time Being, p.l5. 

2 University of Toronto Quarterly, Vol.XXXV, 
No . 2 , P• 136. 

J"The Sea and the Mirror" , For the Time Being, p.29. 
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whereas the membera of the harmonioua circle from 

wbich he i.a ezcluded baYe t'a.i "th in the world of •he 

riP• Ae the early aketohes and no tea indicate, 

Auden conceived o~ Antonio aa the demonic, or negative 

re~igioua hero, always aearching £or .faith and never 

.fi.nd:.f.n it b cauao o£ hie depondence on hi.mael:f al.one. 

When Miranda conoludoa her villanelle 

So, to rcmDD!~ar our changi.Dg garden • we 
Aro l.i.nkod ruJ cMl.dren in a circle danoinga 
My Dear ono is mine ae mirrors ax-. lonely 
And the high green lU.l.l ei ta alWGya by tho aea. 1 

Antc.Uo repl.i•• 

Ono link ia misainlt, Proepero 
1 

M.y magic ia -.y own 
Happy f.1iramda dooa not know 
The f'16UI'e !:~1at Antonio 
The Oruy One• Creation•a 02 

Dan~•• for death alone. ) 

Ant-onio announooe hi.e indopendence i'rom the 

reconciled cLrcle and hia reru.al to co-operate in 

Proapero •a pl.ana in the £irat poem of Chapter :r:r. 

1 "The Sea and. the 1-Iirror" • to'or the Time ih.ins, p.29. 

2The imase in thia lmo carriea many subtle over• 
tonoa 1 Creatior.t • 0 reprea•nta AntonJ.o ; a own 
mi.orocoami.c cirolu oppoaed to M.iranda1a • it 
alao Lmp1iea hie nosati~ o~feot on and att~tudo 
to humanity or creation, for it ia a aero as 
ve11 aa a oircle. It may be regarded too , a• 
the voodon oirc1e of the Cl.ba'betban atage' 
notice the negativo ~o-it•rat1ve er£oct o£ the 
~e capital O'•• 

'"The Sen anc1 the Mirror" , For !h• Teo B!tne, p . JO. 
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which he speaks in terza rima. As long as he refuses 

to con£orm, Prospero's dream o£ happiness in human 

existence ~11 be spoiled. 

As X exist so you shall be denied 
Forced to remain our melancholy mentor 
The grown up man, the adult in his pride 

Never have time to curl up at the centre 
Time turns on when completely reconciled 
Never become and therefore never enter 
The green occluded pasture ao a child 

Your all is partial , Prospero 

1-iy will i.s all my own : 

Your need to love shall never lmow 

Me r I am I , Antonio 
1 By choice myself alone . 

Ferdinand takes up the theme next in an 

~rregular Petrarchian sonnet , opposing to Antonio ' s 

self love his love of Miranda, but ~ calling her 

"Dear Other" the implication is broadened beyond 

merely personal love . In the last ana1ysis it is 

once again a conflict between Agape and Eros , between 

Life and Death. Ferdinand perceives 

• • • another tenderness 
That neither without either could or would possess. 2 

1The Sea and the Mirror1
' , For the Time Being, p.J.8. 

Antonio ' s ripostesaro pr~ted in italic s cript 
to emphasise his separation from the rest of 
the characters. It is not repeated here , as the 
underlining becomes tiresome to the eye . 

2
:rbid, P• 19. 



256 

whereas Antonio ' s erotic flame "burns in the dar~, 

alone. " 

The alle~~ry is strengthened in t his work in 

that Auden always works from the general to the partie~ 

ular, so that his personifications are firmly rooted 

if not in real life , at l east in The Tempest mythology. 

This gives them a convincli~g reality; the next speaker, 

who is Sebastian and drunk as usual , ~ a neat ballade 

turns his habitual drunkenness into an allegorical 

search for the womb. TI1e ballade refrain>"A lost 

thing looks f'or a lost name ? contrasts sharply with 

Antonio ' s comment that ~ nature is his own. 

~1 this time the audience is in imagination 

•till f'ollo~ng Shakespeare ' s characters beyond the 

bounds of Shakespeare ' s play; Au den has so constructed 

The .;ea and the Mirror that h:i.s work is literally as 

well as figuratively attempting to bridge the gap 

between art and life. Gonzalo who speaks next , 

continues the illusion 

.i!.'vening, grave , immenso and clear 
Overlooks our ship, whose w·ake 
Lingers undistorted on 
Sea and silences I look back 
~'or the last time as the sun 
Sets behind the island where 

1 All our loves vere altered ••• 

1 "The Sea and the Mirror" , For the Time Be~g, 
P • 20. 



The Shakespearian continuity is strengthened by an 

analogy with PoloniusJ Gonzalo describes himsel~ ae 

hav:lng been 

• • • the councillor 
In whose booming eloquence 
Honesty became t.Uttruo . 1 

Looking :forward to For the Time Being, he says his 

:fault was that he should have 

• • • trusted the absurd 
And straight~orward note by note 
Sung exactly what I heard 1 

and had he dono so he 'ti'ould not have stood 

• • • convicted o:f 2 
~ubt and ~au:f:ficient love. 

Antonio makes a cynical reply to Gonzalo ' s pious 

platitudes 

Decayed Gonzalo does not lo~ow 
The shadol~ that Antoni.o 
Talks to , at noon , alone3 
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The desperation o:f Antonio ' s position is emphasised 

by the implication that this shadow is non- oxistent; 

a noon ... time shadol'! must be an imagin.ary one, so that 

here he is plainly evad~g both aesthetic and natural 

laws. 

111The Sea and the Mirrortt • For the 'l'ime Being, 
P • 21. 

2lli£. 

3ill£, P• 22. 
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There is a brief' couplet :from Adrian and 

Frances co - the tone and terms of' homosexual reference 

that they use seem to show that this does not debar 

them :from being a harmonious part of the li:fe c ircle , 

though thoy do not la.loti 

The drruna that Antonio 1 
P~ays in his head alone. 

A2onzo , the central :figure of the circle, now 

addresses his son in an original verse form , reminiscent 

or an Horatian epistle . G. S . Fraser suggests that he 

has , :for this poem , which he calls 11Auden ' s most 

perfect poem to date" borrowed syllabic metre :from 

Marianne Moore . gach line , he says , 

• •• has exactly nine syllables , the stanzas 
have an elaborate and difficult rhyme scheme , 
but sinGe stressed can rhyme with unstressed 
syllables , the nuznber of possible full. rhymes 
in Engl.ish is greatly extended; the general 
ef'fect of the metre , in Auden ' s use of it , is 
to give an effect of careful. but successful. 
concentration, 1ike a military s lol'l march 
wl.th the s o l.diers counting their steps • • • 
His use o:f the metre is qui·f:;o unlike ~!iss 
Moore ' s who al.ways has the air ••• of 
d oing somethincs surprising, difficult . 
a c robatic ••• indul.ging as she does , in 
lines of varying length and slyly concealed 
rhyme patterns. Auden • s use of the metre 
is more straightforward, his ef:fect s .nooth, 
grave and majestic • • • It would be a 
mistake , o:f course , to read "Alonzo to 
li'erd.inand" 11ithout any stresses at nl.1; 
what the reader 1Yil.l find himself' stressing 
is what the French c a ll 0 The mobile a ccent" 

1 
The ~ea and the ~lirror, For the Time Being, p.22. 



• • • or thoae vorda on vhieh f'~~ the acmtte 
pat-tern (ot the individual line, not o~ the 
aenteneo or paJ"a&X"aph) there i~ a n..'ll.'tuntl. 
rhetor.ioal. etreaa. That etreaa, however, 
wil~ be a ~ated one, ao aa not to rack 
~e alow and grave •yllabic pattern.1 

2.59 

AJ.on•o 'a apeeoh ie built around tvo ~, 

~o•e o£ the sea and of the 4eaert. Alwaya ravourite 

aymbol.a o£ Audcm • • • ho u .. • them here to &bow 

de•oJ.ation. Bu.t .11' hi• .on baa the good fortune to 

bo purt;ed by sut.f'oring1 acquiring wiadom the hard 

way , he ~11 £ind renewal b•cause of dssolation. 

He will be able to ateo;;;· a course 

Dotween the watery vagueneas and 
'l'hta triviality ot the eand,2 

r-.. tcmbori.nc that 

• • • the :fire and the ico' 
aro never more than one etcp nway • • • 

1 The Lt!tlo ~oviov•a ~tbology 1 (1949), 
PP• 19 -193. 

2 • '1bo Sea and the MU-ror", l•'ot thg Tim! Botns, 
P• 24. 

)o.f'. "Some aay the world 1:1111 ond :1n f'irf) 
£0Qe eay :Ln ice. 
From what I 've taatod ot dea~re 
I hold wi. 'Ul thoee who f"avour f'ire. 

Dut if' it had to per.:f.ah twice 
I think I know unough of hato 
1'o say that for doatruotion ico 
Io n.J.so great 
Ano would auf£ice . ~ 

Robert Froat. Come in and other Peeme. 
(Jonathan <;ape, LOndon a' 1941~), P• 143. 



But should you fail. t o keep your kingdom 
And like your father before you , come 
Where thought accuses and feeling mocks , 
Believe your pains praise the scorching rocks 
For their dessication of' your lust , 
Thank the bitter treatment of' the tide 
F o r its di8sol.ution of' your pride, 
That the whirlwind may arrange your wil.l. 
And the deluge release it to find 
The spring in the desert t the f'rui tf'ul. 
Island :i.n the see. , where :flesh and mind 
Are del.ivered from mistrust. 1 

It is interesting to compare this with the 

first section of' The Enchaf~d Fl.ood , where Auden 
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expands and expl.ains his use of' these symbol.s by com-

paring and contrasting them . }fr . E , 1·1 ~ Forster has 

anal.ysed this by saying that they are alike in that 

both are wil.dernesses , and attract quest heroes as 

well. as providing a refuge for t hose outside the lawJ 

and they are l.ike in that their desolation contains 

the ea1thly paradises of the Happy Isl.and and the 

Oasis . But whi1e the desert is totall.y dead upnrt 

f'rom its oasis , the whole wilderness of the sea breeds 

life, and constitutes a threat to man ' s cities in that 

though it provides , as ..\uden says in an early poem 

"houses f'or fishes" • it may overwhelm man and his 

ci t:l.es with nsuff'ocating \-later" . 2 

111The Sea and the Hi.rror" • For the Time Be:Lng, 
PP • 24- -25. 

211The Wanderer" , Collected Bhortor Poems , p . ,5o 

[ 



Mr. Forster concludes: 

The Enchafed ~lood ••• is itself a poem. 
Though its tone is criticnl , it is not 
constructed like a lecturo course or 
thesis . Brooding in it is the ruined or 
unbuilt city, and we must e ither buiuL it 
or die . We cannot escape any more to the 
sands or t he waves and pretGnd they are our 
destiny. ife have annihilated time and 
space , we have furrowed the desert ~~d 
spanned the sea, only to find at the end 
of evary vista our own unattractive features . 
What remains for us , whither shall we turn? 
To the city which w·e have not yet buil. t , to 
the unborn polity, to the new heroism. l 
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These aro exactly the same conclusions which 

Auden 1 s CaJ.iban :f'inall.y draws after his l.ong prose 

exposition o:f' the aesthetic impa.Gse . l-Jr. Forster ' s 

comment on Auden ' s book contains the same advice 

which Alonzo gives to 1.-'erdinand in the body of his 

fine speech. He decides that it is art which has awakened 

him to the reality o f ordered existence in a world after 

death, and if ~erdu~d takes his advice and creates 

harmony an<.. order in his earthl.y kingdom, it w:i.11 be 

a Platonic reflection o:f this "heavenl.y harmony" in 

whi.ch art w:i.ll have played an important part. ~\ntonio 

scof'fe at this; he and his world are determined to 

conv~ce themselves that they are entirel.y sel£-

suf'fic:i.ent. 

111The .l!..'ncha:f~ti Flood" , 1'110 Chcors f'or Democracy , 
P• 276. 
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One crown is lackLng, Prospera 
My empire is my own 

Dying Alonzo does not know 
The diadem Antonio 1 Wears in his world alone . 

Alonzo ' s speech also looks f orward to Caliban 's later 

demolition of the theory that art ' s ideal order can 

be successfully imposed on life without destroying it. 

After an amusing and lively song from the 

Haster and tu0 ....:oatswain emphasising the transitoriness 

and impersonality of life , ~\ntonio for the first time 

shows a trace of wistfulness at his exclusion from 

the circle 

Nostalgic sailors do not know 
The waters where Antonio 2 Sails on and on alone . 

the sea image being a true desolation for him. Next 

Sebastian draws attention to the fact that he is one 

of the reconciled , althought 

J I am Sebastian, wicked still • • • 

He muses on his island experi~nce , which has, as 

Mr. Callan saystbrought home to h~ the relationship 

between dream and reali .. :·· Auuen is an expert in the 

sestina form , and this one is impeccably contrived to 

suggest a melancholy . dream- like soliloquy. 

111The Sea and the Mirror" , For the Time Being, p.2.5 

2Ibid, P• 26 

3Ibid, P • 28 . -



He concludes 

In dream al.1 sins are easy, but by day 
It io defeat gives proof we are alivej 

1 The eword we suffer is the guarded crown. 

Trincu1o, using brisk qua trains of iambic 

tetrameters, reiterates the difficulty of "getting 

out of the poetical and into the existential 11 , and 

this section is concluded by ¥dranda 1 s beautifully 

measured villanelle. The controversial line "~1y Dear 

One is mine as mirrors are lonely" is made to yield 

somo impressive symbolism by G.s. Fraser, '~ho says 

• • • the sadness and the beauty of the 
l~e come partly • • • from the fact that 
mirrors are eo obviously a symbol both 
of lUlderstanding ru1d separation; I am 
reflected completely in the mirror but 
I ~so, my real self, remain completely 
outside the mirror; or, in love tdth 
you, I ref·lect you cmr.pletely, but you 
are f'ree, as a person, to move away, 
't>Thile I possess - for a little time -
your image. And if' both you and I are 
lil~e mirrors, we only know each other as 
reflected :in each other, and being in 
.love is important as a way of' possessing 
oncso.lf'. But this possession is illusory, 
for the surface never melts at-tay , never 
quite dissolves even in love, and we can 
never, J.ike Alice , enter the looking­
glass kingdom, ru~d wander together there, 
hand in hand. 2 

~"The Sea and the .Mirror" • For the Time Being• 
P• 28 . 

2Litt~e I<.evievs .Antho~ogy, (~949), P• ~9ci. 
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The Black ~fan , the Witch and the Ancient she 

mentions carry many meanings too - ordLnary figures in 

fairy- tale mythology , they are also reminiscent of 

S t ruwel Pieter , and represent as well her childhood 

impressions of Caliban t Sycorax and Prospero . The 

last verse , as w·e have seen , explains the formation 

of the harmonious circle , while Antonio ' s last reply 

makes plain hoc: e,rreat his removal is from this happy 

circ le and how impossible is his reconciliation to it . 

The formally correct presentation of this 

section as a carefully arranged masque makes it move 

like a stately and elaborately decorated dance - a 

dance which is formal , controlled and kept within very 

close constructional limits . It is reminiscent of 

Sir John Davies ' description of how the £ormal order 

of a dance was imposed on the elements themselves& 

The fire , air, e a rth and water, did agree 
By Love ' s persuasion, nature ' s mighty king, 
To leave their first disordered combating 
And in a dance such measure to observe 

A• all the world their motion shou1d preserve . 

Since when they still are carried in a round 
And changing come one in another ' s place; 
Yet do they neither mingle nor conf'o1md, 
But everyone doth keep the bounde d space 

1 Wherein the dance doth bid it turn or trace . 

1 "Orchestra". The Oxford Book of' Sixteenth 
Century Verse . Clarendon Press . (oxforda 
1932) . P• 743 . 
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This tight control is suddenly lifted in the third 

section, which , liberatod like Ariel from the "cloven 

pine" , explodes into Caliban ' s torrent of prose . It 

is as if the poem, as Sunescn says "• • • suddenly 

gathers its strength and makes a desperate leap across 

the very gap Caliban mentions"1 in the following passage 

••• he (the dedicated dramatist) must 
strengthen your delusion that an awareness 
of the gnr is in itself a bridge , your 
interest in your imprisonment a release , 
s o that far from your being led by him to 
c ontrition and surrender , the regarding of 
your defects in his mirror , your dialogue , 
using his words , with yourself about your-
self, becomes the one activity wluch never, 
l~e devouring or collecting or spending, 
lets you down , the one game which can be 
guaranteed, whatever the company , to catch 
on , a madness of which you can only be 
cured by some shock quite outside his 
control , an unpredictable misting over of 2 his glass or an absurd misprint in his text. 

Referring back to this passage , Sunesen makes 

an interesting point when he says 

This passage • • • shows how not only the 
general structure but also the surface 
texture is made to serve the multiple , 
pervasive symbolism of sea and mirror . 
For the saving ' misting over of his 
glass ' ( ! ) can be te 1~.en to refer to the 
the astonishing fact that in The Tempest 
Antonio and what he stands for remain 
unregenerate for all we know and for all 
he is forgiven by Prospero. So it also 

1~nglish Studies , Vol . XL, p . 446. 
2 "The Sea and the Mirror" , For the Time Being, 

P • 56 . 



points back to Antonio ' s own words 
t o Prospero in Ch. II . Art come s 
alive in us precisely because the 
struggle for reconciliation must go 
on and ie never wonJl 

• • • ao long as I choose 
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To wear my fashion , whatever you wear 
Is a magic robe; while I stand outside 
Your circle, the will to charm is still there . 2 

He goes on 

This is just one example of a close network 
of cross - .::e.I'crences bearine, on the various 
allied meanings of the mirror and often 
intercross~b with other patterns , 3 as 
e.g. when Caliban defines Ariel as "the 
spirit of reflection" - in the context 
evidently in a double sense : the reflec tion 
of the mirror that art holds up to nature 
pl.us the pale cast oi' thought of the isolated 
artist. :r'or that lights up a passage in 
Chapter I where Prospero , the artist­
magician addresses ArieL as his familiar 
spirit , his imaginative power: 

We have only to believe you , then you 
dare not lie 

To ask for nothing, and at once from 
your calm eyes 

With their lucid proof of apprehension 
and disorder 

All we are not stares back at what4 we are • • • 

whic :i. t:.aturally leads him on to the artist ' s 
disillusioned view on the main theme again 

1 -mgl.ieh Studies , Vol. XL, P • 446. 

211The Sea and the Mirror 11 , lo'or the Time Being, p . 18 . 

3cf. G. S • .t<"'raser • s remarks on l-iiranda • s mirror 
image , supra , p . 263. 

411 'lb.e Sea and the Mirror" , For the Time Being, p . lo . 



Cou1d he but once see nature as 
In truth she is ~or ever 

wnat oncer wou1d not fa11 in love? 
Hold up your mirror , boy , to do 

Your vu1gar :friends this favour. 
One peep, though, will be quite enough 

To those who are not true, 
A statue with no f'ig- 1oaf' has 

A pornographic ~1avour. 1 

Ca1iban, "the begged question" of' The Tempest , 

using the bri11iant , circumlocutory prose o~ Henry 

James , puts forward a variety of' view points , ae we 

'\vould expect from Auden . He speaks to and for 

Shakespeare, he speaks for Auden , he speaKs for God 

and he speaks for humanity deprived of Arie1 , the 

artistic inspiration without which man cannot ~reate 

a work of art. The unbiased nature of such a verbal 

symposium, particu1ar1y when all views are de1ivered 

in the Master ' s pontifical accents , makes for a 

convincing1y objective tone - there is no need to say 

"yes , but ..... , Cor Caliban/Auden anticipates each 

point of' view. The Prospero - iJie1 symbols in c~iticism 

that Auden uses so freely to - day are ~11y e1aborated 

here , and as usual the a~chotomy allows for great 

~1exibili ty :l.u such criticism. Addressing his f'el.low 

artists , Caliban/Shakespeare/Auden says 

1 "The Sea and the Mirror" , For the Time Being, 
P• 11. Quoted by Sunesen, p. 446. 



• • • you have decided on the conjurer ' s 
pro~ession. Somewhere , in the middle o~ 
a sa1t marsh or at the bottom of a kitchen 
garden or on top of a bus, you heard 
imprisoned Arie1 ca11 for he1p , and it 
is now a ~iberator 1 s face that 
congratu1ates you from your shav~g mirror 
every morning. 1 
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Liberated Arie1 thus becomes his liberator ' s obedient 

s1ave , and the 1iberator becomes the artist - the 

"conjurer" - and becomes as we11 a man of' sensitive 

understanding and know1edge. 

No perception, however petite , no no •·ion 
however subtle , escapes your attention or 
baf'f1es your understanding • • • a five minute 
chat about the weather or the coming elections 
is all you require to diagnose any distemper , 
however se~f' assured , for then your eya has 
a1ready spotted the tremor of' the lips in 
that ~finitesimal moment while the lie was 
getting it~ balance , your ear already picked 
up the heart ' s ~ow whimper which the capering 
~ega were determined to etif'1e , your nose 
detected on love ' s breath the trace of ennui 
which forete11s his ear1y death, or the des ­
pair just starting to smoulder at the base 
of the scholar ' s brain which years hence wi11 
suddenly blow it up with one appalling laugh • • • 

The partnership , snys Caliban, is a bri11iant success 

2 

until one day which you cruA never either at the time 
or l~ter identify exactly , your strange fever 
reach~s its crisis and from now on begins , ever 
so slowly , maybe to s u.ilside.3 

Annoyed , the artist tells Ariel to go. He does not. 

FUrious , you (the artist} 

1
nThe Sea and the Mirror" , For the Time Being, p . 43 

2~. 3!£!!!. 
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• • • g~are into His unblinking eyos and 
stop dead , transfixed with horror at seeing 
ref~ected there , not what you had always 
expected to see, a conqueror smiling at a 
conqueror, both promising mountains and 
marvels , but ••• the only subject that 
you have , who is not a dream amenab~e to 
magic but the all too solid ~leah you must 
acknowledge as your oW11; at last you have 
come face to face with me , and are app~~ed 
to learn h ow ~ar I am from beine, in any 
sense , your dish; how complete~y lacking 
in that poise and ca~m all forgiving 
because all understanding good nature which 
to the critical eye is so wonderfully and 
domesticaLly present on every page o~ your 
pub~ished inventions.~ 

In other words , looking into Ariel ' s mirror 

the artist comes face to face with himsel~2 - Caliban, 

the unsolved problem, common man himsel~ 1 who ) while he 

works through Ariel finds he can detach himsel~ 

sufficiently from life to create as an artist. After 

a time the limitations of this detachment prevent his 

achieving a proper mimesis of life in his work , and s o 

he is dissatisfied and gi.ves up his "magic" . Auden • s 

double focus technique is employed here with great skill . 

1 
-The Sea and the Hirror 11 , For the Time Being, p . 44. 
2while this is a shock , it is a lesson that 
every artist must learn : i . e. that man himself' 
is the reason foz· life . cf'. Traherne in 11News 11 t 

But little did the infant dream 
That a~l the treasurers of tho world were bya 

And that himself was so the cream 
And crown o f all which round about did lie 

Yet thus it was ••• 

Oxford Book of ~g~ish Verse , p. 475. 
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When the artistic impasse has been fully discussed ~rom 

all sides and a tentative diagnosis arrived at by an 

allegorical examination o~ the symptoms , it is shown 

to be useless, as we saw in The Orators and in For the 

Time Being to attempt to solve such a problem by a 

mathematical equation. Thus if' the answer is not to 

be :found in "magic" it is also not to be ~ound in 

logic and reasoning, and although Ariel represents 

God in this section we are , as Edward Callan points 

out, made aware through ironic overtones of the word 

made Flesh, the theme of the Christmas Oratorio which 

:fol.~ows. ae goes on to show that Auden • s ironic 

intention becomes plain i:f we compare in The Sea and 

the Mirror the discomfort o:f the audience at the 

intrusion of the real. world in the person o:f Caliban 

upon their aesthetic occasion, with the despair of 

Herod in For the Time Being when God incarnate intrudes 

upon his rational , liberal world. 

While art and li~e are separate worlds , the 

poet , says CalibfuL, must attempt to reconcile them 

into a harmonious partnership . It is wrong both to 

try and identify the two , or to try and impose the 

ideal order o:f art upon the chaos o:f li:fe. 1 What then 

1 c:r. "The Poet and the City" The Dyer ' s Hand, 
P • 85 , where Auden writes~ 

A society which was really like a good 
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is t he artist , or to take Caliban ' ~ last instance , 

the "dedicated dramatist" to do? In showing t o the 

audienc e , as Caliban/ Auden has just shown all of us , 

man ' s condition of estrangement from the truth, he 

has shown that man is "doomed to fail the more he 

succeeds , for the m~re truthfully ho paints the 

condition , the ~ess clearly can he indicate the 

1 truth from which it is estrru~ged . " But as we saw 

earlier, now that we are aware of this gap , this 

awareness is itself a bridge , for , concludes Caliban 

• • • at this very mo;·ent when we do at 
last see ourselves as we are • • • swaying 
out on the ultimate wind-whipped cor.ni~o 
which overhangs the unabiding void - wo 
have never stood anywhere else - when our 
reasons are silenced by the heavy , huge 
derision. There is nothing to say. 
There never has been - and ottr wills chuck 
~ their hands - 111ere is no way out . 
There never was -, it is at this moment 
that for the first time in our lives we 
hear • • • the real Word which is our 
only raison d ' Atre •• • it is just here , 

poem embodying the aesthetic virtues 
of beauty. order , economy and subord~ation 
of detail to the whole would be a night­
mare of horror , for , given the .historical 
reality of actual man , such a society could 
only come into being through selective 
breedint, , extermination of' the physically 
and mentally unfit , absolute obedience to 
its virector , and a large slave class kept 
out of' sight in cellars . 

1 "The Sea and the 1-iirror" , For the Time Being, 
P• 55 . 



among the ruins and bones • that we may 
rejoice in the perfected Work which is 
not ours.l 
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And of course, after Ariel ' s final song, it is just 

here that Auden begins his aRristmas Oratorio with 

the same message - ~om the ~ns of reason arises 

faith in the Absurd , which is God made man. 

Atter the Sea and the Mirror, Auden ' s other 

'long' poem is the Age of Anxiety published in 1948. 

In thie work, he has , as Professor Beach puts ·it 

• • • given an. Lmpressive rendering of 
the average sensual man adrift in a tragic 
world with nought to guide him but his 
wavering appetites or velleities of' sen­
timent and the vul.gar slogans of a hand 
to mouth ethics. Hia mankind has ceased 
to have faith in hie slogans and appetitest 
has learned to distrust his rationalisations , 
associates his pleasures with his organs 
of excretionJ and on~y half- heartedly 
seeks to return to the mother-~ostered 
innocence of childhood. The conversations 
of' Rosetta, Quant , Emble and Malin build 
up a formidable sense oi' the human soul 
irresoluteJ disheartened. and suffering 
from a general anxiety malaise and 
queasiness of spirit. 2 

It is unfortunately beyond the scope of this 

essay to attempt to.deal adequately with this intere~ting 

1 ,.The ~oa and the Mi.rror" 1 For the Time Beins;, 
P• .58. Cf. Shakespeare ' s s:i.milar point in 
Prospero •s speech quote on p. 244. 

2 "The Poems of' Auden and the Prose Diathesis" • 
Virginia Qqarterly Review. (Vol. xxv. 1949) 
P• 379 • 



p~ece and to analyse ~ detail Auden •s ideas on 

contending, in Langland ' s phrase. with "the wasters 

and wicked who l.ou1d us destroy". 1 Audon • s whole 

2 poem is reminiscent of Piers Plowruun , with its 

adaptat~on of Uu1g~and 1 e alliterative method and 

of the poem ' s basic structure; 

When in wanhope I wandered away and alone 
How brag were the birds , how buxom the sky 
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But sad were the sallows and slow were the brooks 
And how diomnl that day when I danced with my dear.) 

As with Piers Plowman , the reac..tcr of The Age 

of Anxiety must travel through many desert wastes 

before a sudden dazzle of poetry is his reward , f or 

Auden in this poem ie :f'ollow!J?-g Langland and Mil ton 

in trying to "justif'y the ways of God to man 11 , and, 

as his predecessors found out, this task is too great 

for a single poem, no matter what its length. When 

it is the thread running through a poet ' s entire 

oeuvre , as we have tried to show is the case with Auden, 

1 Piers the P1ougl1man. Tr. Goodridge . (London• 
Penguin, 1959) , P • 126. 

2 For an excellent and amusing account of 
Auden•s use of Old English as a model for 
the modern Bnglish of this poem, see "Notes 
on the Metro of Auden ' s "llle Age of Anxiety" , 
by Christine Brooke- Rose . &sa~e in 
Criticism, Vol. XIII, (July, 19 3) , pp.253- 264. 

)Tho Age of Anxiety , p. 104. 
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it becomes a very dif£erent matter and is at the very 

least, a perfect justification of tho ways of the 

poet to his reader , irritating though some of t hese 

ways may appear when considered out of this major 

synthesising concept . Auden , who is a great devotee 

and excollent critic of opera, might perhaps agree 

that The Age of Anxiety suffers from too few arias 

and too much recitative, but if the poem is considered 

as one aspect of this ovor- all poetic intention, its 

place in his work is as interesting as that of the 

poetica~ly far more successful The Sea and The Vdrror. 

The poem is , of course , based on a Quest construction, 

and most questers do have to negctiatn a dreary 

journey, whether physically or spiritually. And as 

Auden wrote recently of poets 

••• We ' re not musicians : to st~ of Poetry 
Is unbecoming, and never 1 To be dull shows a lack o£ taste. 

It has been Auden •s last long poem so far , 

and his success in this genre encourages one to hope 

t hat he may return to it at a later stage . For a 

poet to whom ideas arc all important , it is an ideal 

method of expanding and explaining them , giving a 

view of them in the round , instead of the tantalising 

1 "'lb.e Cave of ~faking" , About the Iiouse , p . 21 
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g1impses a~~orded by short. s~g1e poems. And ideas 

are what have interested Auden in a11 phases of his 

career • as Graham Hough wrote as reoent1y as 1967 -

His 1ive1iest response is to ideas . and 
the response is to mytho1ogise them. 
Marx, ~~cud, Groddeok , Iaerkegaard, a 
miaoe11any o~ anthropo1ogists and historians 
have provided the ideas . Auden has re­
combined them into a ka1eidoscopic series 
of images • • • each serving as a mora1 
f1ash1ight, a momentari1y- i11uminated 
metaphysica1 signpost.1 

111Macneice & Auden" , Critica1 Quarter1y, 
Vo1 . IX (spring, 1967), P• 15. 



CHAPTER X 

LATEST FOEMS: CONCLUSION 

Poss~bly the trouble with some of the shorter 

poemo published subsequently to The Age of Anx~etx may 

be that Auden has tempo·rarily lost interest in n&li 

ideas. These poeme are in four volumes , namely , 

Nones (1952), The Shield o f Achilles (1955) , Homage 

to Clio (1960) , and About the House (1966). There 

are fine poems to be found in all these volumes , but, 

generally speaking, they are the work of' a man who 

has ended his quest and whose conflicts are resolved. 

Ariel has been dismissed , and the magician , left all 

too human, remains to give thanks in what is mostly 

slight, conversational , ruminative verse. 1 

Of' its kind, it is , as always , interesting, 

dexterously composedJ sometimes marred by a slightly 

1see the review of About the House in T±me 
(Aug. 13th, 1965),p·bS· ----

"The old bourgeois baiter composes a 
contented ode to his new kitchen and 
a hymn to hot baths , a worried in• 
cantation against insomnia and some 
earnest lines on the higher significance 
of regularity". 
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gl.ib f'acilityr 

Some thirty ~ches from my n o se 
The frontier of' my Person goes , 
And all the unfilled air between 
Is private pggus or demesne . 

Stranger, unl.ess with bedroom eyes 
I beckon you to fraternise , 
Beware of rudely crossing it 1 I have no gun but I can spit . 
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This is a fair sample of his most recent book • 

light , amueing, contented; 11The c~ .. vo of' :t-taking" shows 

aff'ectionate nostalgia for Louis Macneice, and 11 El.egy 

for J . F . K. " is an interesting short poel.. . Although 

these two poems are about peopl~ ~ have died, there 

is a lack of' feeling of real grief at their loss. 2 

~ Th.ough it might have improved them poetic ally ,t.h.ia 

is , of course , foreign to the belief of conv entional 

Christianity out of which Audeu • s r·ost recent po etry 

is written. These poems are , in Lawrence ' s phrase , 

the songs of' "a man who has come through" - but while 

Lawrence ' s work continued to shol'i the tensions and 

conflic ts of a wan who might have come through one 

phase but was still contending vigorously with life 

itself', Auden •s most recent p oetry d o es not . It has 

1 Postscript to "The Birth of Architecture" , 
About the House , p . 1.4. 

2
A comparison ~th the elegies written on 
Sigmund Freud and W. B. Yeats will point the 
difference at once . 
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lost the apr~g and ~orce of the quester and shows a 

tac~t acceptance • wry-fac ed , certainly - of the status 

quo. Chester Duncan makes a good point when he says 

that ~ ~s later poetry , Auden expands his feelLngs 

ont 

• • • the disreearded , the neglected , 
the shy humiliations and frailties of 
the weak and the unpopular, Christians 
with the most unlikely crosses , unsuspected 
heroes. With a charming lightness of 
touch and a humanity that is quite 
mature , Auden is thus demonstrating 
hi.s "a££inning £lame" in a way that the 
militant ef'f'ectiveness of' some o~ his

1 early poems did n ot seem to promise. 

Auden •s acceptance o~ li:f'e is wry- f'aced in that ,.,hile 

he no longer fights it , he continues to point out and 

analyse its mistakes as he always has done . He remains 

a poet of' serious intention concealed bohind a :f'ool's 

mask - although his moralistic attitude shews f'ar 

more clearly in his later poems , even i~ only because 

the mask is o:ften no longer £unny , but merely £acetious .• 

In a recent essay, F . W. Cook compares Auden •s 

own poetic practice with what he wrote about Lear and 

the Fool. in Tho Dyer• s Hand. The Fool represents the 

poet . who , realising that Lear is doa£ to ordinary 

communication , speaks to him in rhymed adages aimed 

1 "The Compassion of \i . H. Auden" , The Canadian 
Forum, Vol. XXXIV , (April , 1954) , P• lJ . 



280 

at the audience. "In this", says Mr. Cook, "I see 

a vivid eymbol o£ the poet ' s position in modern 

l. society" . Aude:n , he says , nm'l col.lect.ively lumps 

the modern Enemy together under tlh~ ti t.le o£ 'Ib.e 

Management , and addresses his poems to a certain few 

among the managed, using them chiefly to remind the 

Management , as the Foo.l reminds Lear• o£ a reality 

which they dislike and reject. 

While , as we have said, the newest poems show 

a reconciled i£ not acquiescent mood, the old viow 

o£ man as diseased and guilty remains, onl.y now instead 

of bas~g this view on modern psychology• it is 

accounted for al.legorical.ly by Original sin and the 

Fall. of Man. As he says in "Hemorial for the Ci ty•• t -

This is the f'lesh we are, but ~:r.aver woul.d 
believe

2
., 

The f'lesh we die , but it is death to pity 

The Management can on.ly exist because today• s average 

man3 supports it , so that Auden today reserves his 

ch.ie:f' scorn for what he cal.ls 11 ~1iddleto'Wl1 }Ian" . 4 

1 "The 1</ise Fool. 11 • Twentieth Centurx , Vol. CLXV 
{1960} , p. 221. 

2 
Nones , PP• 37--38. 

3cf. New Year Letter , p.6), where he 
"The average of' the average man 
Becomes the dread Leviathan" • 

4 
Nones , p.59. 

says a 
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In his capacity as Fool poet , he reminds him o£ his 

weakness , though, as he points out in Memorial. f'or 

the City, these weakneasos o.re , parado:>dcally , humanity' s 

one ground of' hope , representing as they do the basis 

1 1 
o:f hu.mil.ity. But the Manager.! .. : backs are n o t bowed 

~ humdlityJ they are; 

• • • bent over ~ome report 
On every quarter, 

For ever like a god or a disease 
There on earth the reason 

In al.l. its aspec·ts why they are tired, 
the weal.-: 

The inattentive seeking 
Someone to bl.ame • • • 2 

Nan may still exhaust the Management with his humanityJ 

more , he may even be seen 

Outwitting hell 
With human obviouauess3 

but as usual. with Auden there is no right or wrong 

side in humanity ' s struggle . The Managers themselves 

are trapped in the Hanagcmont , arui&~ctiagnoses 

f'amiliar polarities :ln Under \fuich Lyre • :Man must 

f'ol.low either Hermes or Apollo , but the conflict will 

never be resolved - there is l.ittle to choose between 

1Here Auden is re- iterating Cal.iban • s f'inal. 
speech in "'l"he Sea. and the :tr1irror 11 • 

2
"The Managers" , Nones . P• .32 . 

3"Cattivo Tempo•' Ibid p . 44 • . - · 
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"precocious Hermes" and ttpompous Apo~~o" , though they 

may appear to be diametrica~~y opposed. 

Re~ated by antithesis 
A compromise between us is 

Impoesib~eJ 
Respect perhaps , but ~iendship never 
Fa~ata~£ the £oo~ confr~nts forever 

T.he prig Prince Ha~ . 

The ~ast two ~ines can be read as a symbo~ of the 

Poet-Foo~, always confronting the average man with 

his conformity to the Management. The Poet , Mr. Cook 

says , shou1d remain on the stage as ~ong as possib~e , 

t:or there is always a chance of ch anging the Manage-

ment - indee d , on~y a Fool wi1~ r email'l w1.th the peop~e 

to suffer the c onsequences of t he po~itician ' s fo~ly. 

As Shakespeare ' s Foo~ s i ngs to the mad kingJ 

That sir which serves and seeks :for gain 
And f o l l.ows but f or f orm 
wi1~ pack when it beg~s t o r ain 
And ~eave t hee in t he a torm2 

It i s tempting to continue to use p o ems from 

Nones to i~lustrate Auden ' s later poetry, fo r as we~~ 

as poems ~ike 11Under Whi ch Lyr e" , "Memorial f or the 

City'' and "The Mana gers" , it a l s o contains one o f his 

£ines t poems J 11 In !Jrai se of Limestone11 • 

~ones , P • 59 . 
2Shakespeare ' s Complet e Works ._ (London : Ox ford 

Uni.v ersi t y I-ress • 1935) , "~,' L~o..r '' Ad JI:. ~c..t"e_ff 
7 S- 9>::h , p · tots · ' ' 
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But this poem was ten years old when Professor Hoggart 

drew attention to its qualities in 1951, and while 

representing the ' new• Auden at his best, it is not 

a fair sample of his work during the following decade . 

For this we mus t go back to his latest book, About the 

House. 

Perhaps the most interesting poem in the book 

i.s "A Change of Air" - particularly interesting :from 

the point of view of this essay as it lends itself very 

well to comparison with some o~ the earlier poetry. 

Corns , 1 heartburn, sinus headaches , such minor 
ail.ments 

Tell of estrangeLent between your name and you ) 
Advise a change of airt heed them, but let 
The modesty of their discomfort WRrn vou 
Aga.ins t the f'l.ashy errands of' your dreams • 

To grow a sailor ' s beard, don monkish garb 
Or trade in an agglutinative tongue 
With a stone.age c~ture, would be mollycoddlinga 
To go elsewhere is to withdraw from movement , 
A side step , a short one , will convey you thither. 

lwhen reproved by a critic :for the "whimsicality" 
of' this word , Auden replied "There is one , only 
one , autobiographical detail in the poem, and 
I couldn ' t help smiling at Mr. Ell.iott • s 
objection to it. Evidently he has never had 
the misfortune to su:ff'er, as I do , :from corns . 
(I have never had heartburn or a sinus head­
ache in my li:fe). If' he had, he would know 
:firstl.y, that , :for their victims , they are 
anything but ' whimsical •, and secondly, he 
woul.d be o~y too :familiar with their psycho­
somatic whims 11 • 

The Kenyon Review, Vol. XXVI , P• 206. 
"A Symposium on W . H. Auden 1 s 1A Change of' Air ' ". 



A~though ita chaf~inches, maybe have learned 
The dia~ect of another river basin, 
A :fault transformed the loc~ building stone 
It has a priest, a postmistress, an usher, 
Its chil.dren lmow they are not to beg f'rom 

strangers. 

Within its average elsewhereishnesa 
Your name is as a lldrror answers, yourself/ 
How you behave in shops, the tips you givea 
It sides with nei~her, being outside both, 
But welcomes both with heal.ing disregard. 

Nor, when you both return here (for you will) 
Where l.uck and instinct original~y brought you, 
Will. it salute your reconcil.iation 
With farewel.l. rites, or populate your absence 
With reverent and irreverent anecdote. 

No study of your public reappearance 
Will show, as judgement on a cure demands,· 
A au~d~n change in love, ideas, or dietc 
Your sojourn Elsewhere w1l.l remain a wordless 
Hiatus in your voluble biography. 

Fanatic scho~arship at most may prove 
That you resigned from some Committee, unearth 
A letter f'rom the Grand Duke to his cousin, 
Remarking, among more important gossip, 1 That you seem less amusing than you were. 
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Stephen Spender, after pointing out the influence of 

Robert Graves in this poem, is emphatic about its 

kinship to other earlier works. "A Change of Air" 

he says, expresses one of Auden 's earl.iest preoccupations. 

Subject, theme and treatment of these make this 
poem almost a paraphrase of the early Audene 
the idea expressed in a good many of these 
early poems is that it is not wise to be drawn 
into the drama of opposite extreme positions, 
but to make cool intellectual decisions undel.uded 

1 About the House, PP• 51--52. 



by the neurotic tug of self- dramatising 
alternatives. It is remarkable how 
frequently ~ these early poems the 
preposition 'between ' occurs. For examples 

"• •• poised between shocking falls 
on razor edge 

Has taught himself this balancing 
subterfuge." 

"Between attention and attention 
The first and last decision 

Is mortal distraction 
Of earth and air." 

"Upon this lino between adventure 
Prolong the meeting out of good nature 
Obvious in each agreeable feature." 

And where 'between • is not stated, there are 
nevertheless choices stated as between 
•£ear* and •reserve'• •no• and •ye•*• ' love• 
and ' hate • . The point repeatedly made ia 
that although there are real choices in life, 
the dramatic acting out of choices is 
neurotic and dangerous. It means becoming 
one o£ the alternatives of feeling offered, 
being drawn on to a circumference when you 
ought to stay calm1y at the centre of' your 
own being. You ought to make choices but 
you ought not to become the emotionally 
coloured extremes in which they disguise 
themselves.! 
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We do not have to look fUrther than the first 

line to encounter one of' the earliest preoccupations 

to which Spender refers. The list of' "minor ailments" 

which "Tell of estrangement between your name and you" 

may specify a different variety of those ailments, less 
2 poetic perhaps than "the liar's q~y" • but with the 

1The Kenyon Review, Vol. XXVI, p. 200. 

2"Petition"• Collected Shorter Poems, P• 120. 



286 

same significance. They are the psychosomatic symptoms 

of an inner malaise, Ln this case of a personality at 

war with itself, and they must be taken seriously. 

But the cure does not ~ie in corn plasters , bi­

carbonate of soda or aspirin - still less , if y ou attempt 

to get at the r oot of the trouble , does it lie in a 

£urther retreat from reality. To indulge in far- fetched 

dramatic "changes of air" would be "moll.ycoddling" -

as in earlier poems the cure was not to "Escape humming 

down arteria1 roads"1 or even to "dream of islands" , 2 

here it is not to join the navy, enter a monastery or 

travel to Greenland on business . You are not , in 

fact , obliged to make any dramatic changes in your 

ordinary life. A short side step is enough to get 

you out of the moving world of time , where another 

world, very like the real one, will keep y ou a 

prisoner of stasis while you take a long, cool look 

at yourself. 

Who is "you"? The differing views of some 

critics on this point indicate that Auden ' s "obscurity" 

still baffles them, though in this oase it seems to 

be of their own making. George P. Elliott suggests 

111Consider" , Col~ected Shorter Poems , p. 44. 
2

"Paysag e Moral.is'" • Ibid, P • 64. 
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that it must be "an important government o:f:ficial. ••• 

a prime minister or a secretary o:f state, someone o:f 

that sort ••• "1 This seems an unnecessary and 

quite unwarranted complication. Karl Shap:lro , in 

the same discussion, suggests that "you" is a poet 

and that 'hame" in the poem should really read ":fame". 

This is certainly one aspect, but not the chief one. 

It seema cl.ear on a careful. reading o:f the poem that 

"you" is exactly what is says - "you- the reader" , 

and that f'or tho time that Auden was writing this 

poem • and :for that t~e onl.y - it was he , the writer 

as wel.l. Auden con:firms ·that this was his intention 

in his "Reply", though he is careful to point out 

I am not suro that I lol.ow what an author 
is supposed to do when he •replies • to 
his critics. If' he agrees with what they 
have written; he has nothing to say except 
• thtulk you • t if' be disagrees, he cannot, 
except on some point o:f historical or 
technical. :fact, refute them, :for as any 
reader reads a poem so , :for him, the poem 2 is. 

Once within this al.most - but not quite -

looking- glass worl.d, the reconciliation between "your 

name and you" begins. It is no more :foreign in concept 

than another country - say France; the usual. professions 

1The Kenxon Review, Vol. XXVI , p . 198. 
2Ib:id, P• 200. 



are there and the usua1 rules of civilised conduct 

apply , for it is simply a withdrawal into one ' s own 

"inner life" , a withdrawal from the circumstances 

which govern and complicate the outer life. 

"Elsewhere" , as Auden calls it , (and which seems 
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another baffling word to the critics of "A Symposium"r 

Stephen Spender even taking several paragraphs to 

complain that its use like this is ungrannnatical) , 

will effect a cure simply by its "healing disregard" 

of both the warring elements in the personality. It 

will reconcile what Auden call "the inner and outer 

1 biographies" to each other, and it ~11 do so without 

comment . The same lack of comment will greet the 

integrated personality on his return to the real 

world. Somo slight evidence that he has boen away 

n~y emerge, but nobody will be able to relate it to 

his sojourn "elsewhere". This preserves his anonymity 

from would- be biographers in the way Auden has always 

felt to be necessary, and, in this case , regards as 

essential to a successful •cure • . 

Auden ' s account of how the poem came to be 

written is interesting and illuminative. He says 

As is the case with most poems, the germ of 
"A Change of Air" was a real historical 

1The Kenyon Review, Vo. XXVI, p. 205 . 



event. I had been reading Goethe's 
Italienische Reise and was fascinated 
by the circ~tances under which it began -
how, without telling his friends, Goethe 
suddenly bolted from Carlsbad to Italy 
Wtder an assumed name• his Weimar persona, 
his epistolatory love affairs with 
Charlotta von Stein, etc., had become 
intolerable to him. For some time I 
had considered writing a poem specifically 
about Goethe, but decided against it for 
two reasons. I had in the past written 
a number of poems about historical 
characters, and wanted to do something 
different this timet then, Goethe's actual 
flight into "elsewhere" was much too 
dramatic to suit the basic theme for my 
intended poem, the contrast between a 
person's inner and outer biography. It 
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is surely, a general experience that those 
events in a person's life which to other 
people seem decisive • • • are never the 
same as those moments which he himself • • • 
knows to have been the crucial one&J the 
inner life is undramatic and unmanifestable 
in realistic terms. 

I set out, therefore , to try and write 
a poem in which it would be impossible :for 
a reader to be distracted from its personal 
relevance to himself' by thinking of Goethe , 
or, even more mistakenly, o:f me. One 
relic of the never- written poem remains , 
the Grand Duke in the last stanza. There 
exists a letter written by the Grand Duke 
o:f 'Weimar • • • in which he complains 
that since his return :from Italy, Goethe 
has become, not less amusing, but more 
aloof, the old intimacy has gone. I 
debated removing him but came to the 
conclusion that, since not one reader of 
mine was likely to know a Grand Duke 
personally, he would do as a parabolic 
figure, standing :for Society, Literary 
Critics, etc.l 

1TUo Kenyon Review, Vol. XXVI , P• 205. 
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~ his contribution to the sympo8ium, 

George P . ~11iott makes the comparison with Auden ' s 

ear~y poetry specific - he takes a we~~-know.n ear1y 

poem, "Consider", and contrasts it point by point with 

"A Change of Air". In doing so, he refers to the 

1ater poen1s "total superiority" over the earlier 

1 
one, a view with 'tihich the present writer is 

tota11y unab~e to agree. Neither does Mr. E~liott•s 

interpretation of "Consider" seem to show much 

critical judgement , but there are points of interest 

arising :from the comparison which are usefu~ . The 

most interesting (not pointed out by Mr. Elliott) 

lie in the :far more poetic use of psychosomatic 

imagery which characterise the earlier poem. Instead 

o:f "corns , heartburn, sinus headaches" we have 

"soils that make the :farmer brutaln, the ttin.f'ected 

sinus", the "explosion of' mania" and the much quoted 

oonc1uding line "or lapse forever into a c~assic 

2 
:fatigue". Such symbols would, of' course , be totally 

unsuited to this poem - "the average elsewhereishnees" 

of' the place demands symptoms of' a hwndrum kind if' it 

is to ef'f'ect a cure by its very ordinariness . But , by 

1The Kenyon Review, Vol . XXVI , P• 193. 

211 Consider" , Co~~ectcd Shorter Poems , pp. 4J--44. 
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the same t oken, it is a far more ordinary poem. 

It is aJL~ one a11 the same , and there are 
e.~\:.{, "';9 

not many of its cal.ibre in About the Huuso . In both 

this book and its two predecessors , the reader has to 

set himsel.f the rather melanchol.y task of separating 

the gold £rom the dross , for there ~ gold , as well 

as much that is painfully facetious , or made tiresome 

by too many capital letters . But even these critics 

who are most appreciative of Auden •s work up to this 

point noli' seem to lose heart. We have already notic ed 

how some of the more perceptive, such as Randall 

Jarrell , showed their dismay at Auden ' s changed 

attitude to h:is work after his "convoroion". Jarrel.l. , 

in f'act , in essays like "Froud to Paul" , lost no 

opportunity to sneer at the openly avoued Christian 

beliefs now expressed by the ex- humanist. 

There is one real name for Auden •s latest 
period, ~; but it is hard to resist 
Grace AboundingJ The Tel.eological 
Suspension of EthicsJ Waitina for the 
:;park from Heaven t o Fall.! 

Yet despite his dislike of Auden •s use of poetry as 

a proselytising vehicl.o , Jarrel~as we have seen, was 

honest enough to give New Year Letter the praise he 

thought it deserved. 

1The Partisan Review (Fall , 1945) , P • 440. 



A. A1varez, review~g Homage to Clio, writes 
I 

• • • something has gone peculiarl.y 
wrong. It is as though a vagueness 
had settl.ed over his work, a vagueness 
which is not so much a cl.oud of 
unknowing as a cl.oud of not caring ••• 

• • • one of the beat of the longer 
poems, "T. the Great", ends with a 
turn of pure academic wit 1 
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Though ~ cannot win Cl.io 's cup again 
From time to time the name crops up again 
E.g. as in a crossword anagram 

says 

II down • A NUBILE TRAM. 

It is ~1 very amus~ until. you remember that 
this is by the man who wrote The Orators and 
'lb.e Sea and the Mirror .1 

Professor J.w. Beach, writing as earl.y as 1949, 

We must a11ow for (Auden's)dasire, in a 
sophisticated age, to shiel.d his serious 
:f'eel.ing w:i th mask and domino . In a sense, 
Auden is al.ways "dramatising" in that he is 
always ventril.oquising. He is a good deal. 
of a mimic. And this wil.l. account f'or many 
of the odd n otes in his elo~~tion. But then 
we have t o consider t hat Ogden Nash has ~ 
ironic intentions, that he too is al.ways 
clowning. .And his deliberately baggy rhythms 
and l~e-lengths might pass for a reductio ad 
absurdum of the less exaggerated performances 
of Auden. Again , we might say that Auden is, 
l.ike Joyce in prose, a great master of the 
Lntellectual wisecrack, and that the 
intellectual. wisecrack may be an exhilarating 
form of' wit , and have its hindsight to throw 
on the spiritual. landscape of our time.. But 
then again , we cannot :forget that Groucho 
Marx is an equally distinguished master of 

~"The Slimmest Volumew• The Observer, 
July 10, 1960. 



t he ~te11ectua1 wisecrack, and that even 
so , we have a certa~ re1uctanco to see the 
Marx Bro thers take over the fie1d of 
Imaginative art . 1 

We can safely i~~ore tho fUlminations o£ 
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Scrutiny which long since put itself out o£ this 

particular c ourt by its obvious bias in regard to 

Auden . 2 Thus the strictures o£ R. Mayhead , reviewing 

Nones as "a spectacle o£ dissolution" may be treated 

with the mistrust such exaggerated prejudic e earns 

for itsel£J as we have seen, Nones contains some o£ 

Auden • s best work. But the other critics cannot be 

so lightly dismissed; their complaint stems £rom a 

regard £or Auden •s poetry , n o t from a personal dis-

like of' its author and his "Group" . They represent 

only a section of' several li&ll- known critics who are 

concerned. lti. th tho direction Auden • s latest work is 

taking• to the present writer ' s knowledge , no critic 
'f'Y\.c:t. i,,..J::a,A.n e. cL 

hasAor could maintain seriously that Homage to Clio , 

f'or example , is a better book than say, Look Stranger: 

The inferiority of' the latest poems must be 

admitted as common cause , but whi1e it cannot bo 

denied, it can be explained• and explainad) as a1ways , 

Lvira inia quarterly Review, Vol. XXV, P• 369. 
2 see Appendix ~--. 
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in the light of Auden ' s intention. If we take Beach 

and Alvarez - tho specific substance of their com-

pla:int appears to be that Auden is guilty of a lack 

of seriousness - or worse , of real frivolity. A 

similar charge is levelled by Bernard Bergonzi, this 

time directed at Auden ' s prose writings in general 

and poetic theory in particular, as shown in ~ 

Dyer ' s Hand. Mr. Bergonzi says t 

Playf'u1ness and sincerity are not , indeed, 
~lities that necessarily go togetherJ and 
one can argue that in poetry this isn ' t so 
important , since the "sincerity" of a poem 
need not be the same as the sincerity of 
ordinary discourse •• • but a literaxy 
essay ia not a poem.l 

Now a g lance back at Chapter I of this essay 

will remind us that Auden ' s conception of art as a 

whole , and in his own case including both poetry and 

prose , is as something essentially frivolous . From 

his point of view, this is vital, or the artist will 

be in grave danger • and so may his reader - of making 

a religion o.:f his art. The w-riter is , as we saw, 

reproved f'or "running howling to his art" (a :form of' 

magical refUge} as early as 1936, and the reader is 

referred on this point to the quotations f'rom -luden ' s 

esaay "'Ihe Frivolous and the Earnest" on pp. 18--19 

1 "Homo Ludens" , Spectator (May 17th, J.96J) , 
P• 640. 
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o£ Chapter I. Auden regards it as generally accepted 

in a Christian society (as opposed to a polytheist 

society where "the artists!!:.!.. its theologians")
1 

thatt 

• • • an artist can no longer put on sacred 
airs • • • (but) has gained his personal 
artistic liberty instead. So long as an 
activity is regarded as being o£ sacred 
importance , it is controlled by notions o£ 
orthodoxy. When an art is sacred, not only 
are there orthodox subjects which every 
artist i.s expected to treat and unorthodox 
~~bjects which no artist may treat , but 
also orthodox styles o£ treatment which must 
not be violated. But once t.~rt becomes a 
secular activity, every artist is free to 
treat whatever subject excites his imagination, 
and in any stylistic manner which he £eels 
appropriate . 2 

And there can be no doubt that Auden now £eels it 

appropriate that his poetry should be written only 

within specifically Christian limits • 

.1."or roetry is magic - bon'l in sin, you 
May read it to exorcise the Gentile in you.3 

And you may write it only with the same intention. 

It is, o£ course , the purpose of this essay 

to consider Auden •s wol."k to date as a whole , and 

with specific reference to the artist ' s intention. 

And i£ it is his intention to make man recognise 

himse1£ for what he is - neurotic , unhappy, guilty, 

111 Christianity and Art", The j)yer 1 s Hand, p.456. 

2
Ibid, P• 460. 

3Homage to Clio , P• 53. 



unable to live without love, or without God - if, 

like Milton, he is attempting to "justify the ways 

o£ God to man"
1 

how can a charge of' frivolity 

possibly be brought against him? 

Critics are free to consider, as A1varez 

d o es , that Homage to Clio is greatly inferior to 

The Sea and The ~arror , • it would be a poor critic 

who thought differently. But if' it is regarded as 

a staue on "the road to Ms depth11 and in the light 

of' the p oet ' s intention as we hav~ tried to show it , 

it simpl.y is not true to say, as Al.varez says , that 

the inferior poetry is the result of' "not caring" 

or as Beach says , from being "a mimi.c". It is the 

result , if you 11ke , of' caring too mucht the result , 

poetically unhappy, of refUsing to allow the entice-

ment of' striking metaphor and arresting phrase to 

obscure the real point of his intention. If' a true 

Christian must be constantly on his guard against 

making a religion of' his art , or aga~st falling a 

spiritual victim to poetic 11mag:i.c 11 and if in his 

writing he must protect his readers from falling into 

the same trap , then Audon is doing exactly what he set 

out to do , and, as we have tried to show, set out to 

l. 
But not, as wae pointed out earlier, in a 
single poem - it is the overall. intention 
of all his poetry when considered as a whole . 
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do from the beginning. It is after all a short step -

n o further than "elsewhere" - f'rom "Love is God" to 

"God is Love" . 

Those of us who have been guilty, from Auden ' s 

point of' view • of' putting a highor value on his best 

poetry than we do on the propagation of' the Christian 

ethic, and are nostalgically trying to make the same 

sort of' response to it as we did to poems like 

"T'.1 ~" 1·Tanderer" , "Birthday Poem" , "In Praise of 

Limestone" or "The Sea and tho ·rirror" are , as 

Professor c . s . Lewis has shown in his Experiment in 

Criticiam, 1 guilty of' a common fault in some readers 

of poetry, that is , of looking for a stock AUden 

response by trying to use his more recent poetry to 

rocapturo a familiar thrill . Poetry cannot be used -

but it can use the reader , as Auden is well aware . If, 

as Professor Hoggart says , "li e ' ve all got to come to 

2 terms with the later Auden" it can only be on Auden ' s 

terms , and he has proved himself a sufficiently signif-

icant poet to be able to dictate them. As Ted Hughes 

wrote on the occasion of Auden ' s sixtieth birthday 

1 cambridge University Pross , 1961. 

2 See Introduction~ p . 1 . 



We who • as Tobias 
Found in the great :f:l.sh, :found 
Saturn and Mercury joined 
In you, to you 

~ G:l. ve thanks , give thanks • 

The Sunday Times , (London, 19th February , 
1.967) , P • 28 . Other poets who wrote poems 
to celebrate this occasion were Stephen 
Spender , Christopher Logue , ~Iaurice Uiggin 
and John Botjeman. 



APPENDIX A 

From "Ear~y Auden. An A~legory o:f Love". 

The Review, XI - XII , PP• 87-- 88. Undated. By 

John Fuller. 

(the parentheses re:fer to the letters by which each 

part o:f Poer1 I was labelled) • 

tt, • • i. t seems :fairly clear that they :form a 

perfectly intelligible sequence despite particular 

obscurities, I would say that they are a kind o:f 

:farewell to the homoerotic romanticism o:f school , 

the 

" • • ~ dazzling cities o:f the plain 
where lust 

Threatened a sinister rod" (:r) 

One o:f the poems (d) , i.:f we can trust Isherwood ' s 

accuracy here , was in existence at Christmas , 1925, 

(Lions and Shadows) , P• 187, and might therefore 

have been written while Auden was still at school• 

or just a:fter. The :first poem sets the scene, 

'lhe spr:Lnkler in the lawn 
Weaves a cool vertigo, and stumps are drawn; 
'£he last boy vanishes , 
A blazer hal£•on 1 through the rigid trees . 
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It is a sequence ce~ebrating ca1m a~ter intoxication, 

a ca1m which is nonetheless evasive, ~or these 

emotions will X.ft/lJJKII..)t()l} T~C..Lq- : . 

This peace can last n o longer than the storm 
Which started it. (d) 

and 

••• i~, though we 
Have ligatured the ends o~ a ~arewell 
Sporadic heartburn show in evidence 
Of love uneconomically slain • • • (~) 

The suggestions o~ a particular relationship here 

are borne out by (c) and (e), the ar~air symbolised 

(curiously) by a buzzard t 

We saw in Spring 
The frozen buzzard 
Flipped down the weir and carried 

out to sea (c) 

Earlier , the romantic moment invo~ved buzzards; 

"Buzzards" I heard you say 
And both o~ us stood still 
As they swept down the sky 

Behind the hill 
I , though a watcher too , 
Saw little where they sped , 
Who could have dreamed that you 

Would turn your head. (e) 

But the mind and the body are divorced f'rom birth (b), 

love cannot be entered ~reely though the sexual 

pressures are cyclical: 

~noeba in the running water 
Live afresh i.n son and daughter 
"The sword above the val.ley" 
Said the Worm to the ~enny. (g) 



'lb.e phallic life (Worm} has only thie rather 

extraneous power over the social life (Penny) . 

)01 

The result , as one grows older is the sentimentalism 

or shrivelled pedantry of' (f') 

An evening like a coloured photograph t 
A music stultified across the water. 

Notions of duty obstruct the loved one ' s yielding ; 

Ought passes through 

Seen yes or no . Too 

points fair plotted 
and you conform 

just for weeping 
argument . (b) . 

This ia a very crude indication o f what 

meaning can be f'ound.• " 

• 



APPENDIX B 

Auden ' s f'oreword to The Orators, 1966 edition. 

"As a rule• when I re- read something I wrote 

when I was younger, I can think myself' back into the 

f'rame of' minu in which I wrote it. The Orators, 

though• defeats me . My name on the title page seems 

a pseudonym f'or s omeone else, who might well, in a 

year or two , become a Nazi . 

The literary influences I do remember more 

or less . The sections entitled "Argument" and 

"Statement" contain• as Eliot pointed out to me in 

a lett er 11Wldig·ested lumps of' St.-John Perse" • I 

had recently read his translation of Anabase. The 

stimulus f'or wri ti.ng "Journal o.f an Airmru1" c ame f'rom 

tuo sources • Baudelaire ' s Intimate Journals ; which 

had just been translated by auristopher Isherwood, 

and a very dotty semi•autobiographical book by 

Genoral Ludendorf'f' t the title of which I have f'orgotten. 

And over the whole work looms the shadow of that 

dangerous figure , I; . H. Lawrence the Ideol.ogue , author 
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of Phantaeia on the Unconscious and those sinister 

novels Kangaroo and The Plumed Serpent. 

.)0.) 

The central theme of The Orators seems to be 

Hero-worship ; and we all know what that can lead to 

politically. My guess to-day is that my unconscious 

motive in writL""1.g it was therapeutic, to exorcise 

certain tendencies in myself by allowing them to run 

riot in phantasy. If to-day I find "Auden with 

play- ground 1'lhistle" as l-Tyndham- Lewis called him , a 

bit shy-making, I realise that it is precisely the 

schoolboy atmosphere and diction which act ae a 

moral criticism of the rather ugly emotions and 

ideas they are employed to express . By making the 

latter juvenile , they m~ce it impossible to take them 

seriously. In one of the odes I express all the 

sentiments with which his followers hailed the advent 

of Hitler , but these are rendered, I hope , innocuous 

by the fact that the Fuhrer so hailed is a new-born 

baby and the son of a friend. 



APPENDIX C. 

From ~e Usee of Literacy by Richard Hoggart . 

(London t Penguin Books , 1958) , P• 5 

" • . .. there ie a vast amount of' important and 

inspiring material about working- class social and 

political aspirations . But it is easy for a reader 

to be led into at least a half- assumption that 

these aro histories of the working•classes rather 

than , primarily, histories of the activities • and 

the valuable consequences for almost every member 

of tho working classes - of a minority. Probably 

the authors would specifically claim no more for 

them , and these aims are important enough. But 

from such bool<:s I do oometimee bring away an 

impression that their authors overate the place of 

political activity in worku1e-class li£e , that 

they do not always have an adequate ~ense of the 

grass~roots of that life." 
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APPENDIX D. 

From "An Aspect of the Poetry of W. H. Auden" 
by Margaret Cross. Unpublished M. A. Thesis. 

(RAND 1947) , PP• 119•-120. 

"The play ~ght be described as the Quest for 

the Heir, an allegory of life • • • The play is a 

}iorali ty, with a Mora..li ty ' e :t'u.n and a Morality ' s 

serious purpose, The writers are not intending to 

write a modern "character play" • all the personae 

are humorous. ·The hero is not a Peer Gynt type , but 

the "Idiot" . He seeks the hero at various false 

addresses until he finds that he has been beside him 

tho whole timeJ then they g o on together to seek the 

Good Place • • • The vicar once had the dog, but the 

Vicar became clouded over wi. th a smokescreen of the 

Church of .lmgland mixture and lost the Dog. The 

General had him, but when the General became the genteel 

dragon, he too lost his "George" . 'lhe Colonel 

wouldn ' t know - "stone-deaf' , thank GodJ " The Dog 

likes his spirit neat . The only photograph of him 

~nat there is , was taken when he was six months old, 

and even if' he ' s a Love , he looks just like the 

.Barman ' s baby. He is sick as aoon as he tries to 

show ot·""; the two worlds are in each others arms 

occasionally when they are drunk." 
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APfENDIX E. 

We are a.lwaye aware of thia in Audon. Behind 

hi.a work i.a a vide-apread back«round o-r books later 

mythol.ogiaed or allogortaed for hi a own purpo•••. 

Compare wba t George steiner wri. tea :1n l..aniU!&e and 

Si.~.nco. (London& ~~ber 4 Faber• 1967), PP• 28--29. 

•What I have been a~ at, throughout, i.a 

the not1.on of humane literacy. In that great cti.a­

courae ~th the ~vina dead which we call reading, 

our rol.e ia not • paaaive one. ~hero it is more 

than reyerie or an indifferent appetite sprung of 

boredom, reading ia a modo of' aot.ion. _,e enpge tho 

preaonce, the Yoice o£ the book. We allow it entry, 

though not unsuardod, into our i.nmoat. A srent 

poem, a olaaaio novel, preaa in upon uaJ they aaaa11 

and occupy the • trong pl.acn of our conaciouaneaa • 

'lb.oy exeroiae upon our ima&'inat:Lon and doairea, upon 

our ambi. tiona and moat covert dreacs a e tran€e, 

bru.:L.aing maatery. Men who burn booka know what they 

are dl')in&• 'Ihe artiat 1.a th• uncontrollable torcea 
no weatern oyo , oinoe Van Gosh, looka on a. cypreaa 

without obaerving in it the Start of .llame. " 
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APPENDIX F . 

There has been a curious love- hate relationship 

between Auden and Scrutiny - which is to say between 

Auden and Dr. Leavis - since Auden first began 

publishing poetry. It is described by Kenneth Trodd 

in an article called "Scrutiny in the Thirties 1
' • 

pub~ished in The Review, No. XI- XII (no date given) . 

Mr . Trodd says& 

"There was , from the beg~ing, an important 

bas~e ~f sympathy between Scrutiny and the Public 

School inte11ec tuale - a sympathy practically 

demon5trated in the publication of several reviews 

by Auden during the first four years of' the journal. 

The grounds f'or sympathy are implied in Lea vis • 
1This Poetical Renaissance • (VQl . XI, p. G5) of' 

19)3, where the .familiar claim is made that the 

time fails to provide conditions congenial. to the 

development of' poetic talent . 

"Favourable reviews and reputation are no 

substitute for the conditions represented by the 

existence of' an intelligent publ.ic - the givo and 

take that is necessary f'or sel..i..'- realisation, the 

pressure that • • , determines direction, the 

intercourse that is collaboration , • • in the 

absence of these conditions it is natural to make 

the most of' the Group •• • and it is very 

difficult to see how a start can be made in any 

other way • • • 
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"Scrut~y itself was , of course , a Group , 

responding in a similar way to the identical 

situation, and the spirit of its treatment of 

Auden ' a • Group • in those early days implies 

clearly enough the hopa that collaboration 

between a critica1 and a creative ~1ite might 

and should be possible (because so obviously 

deairab1e ) .J.. 

But , says Mr. Trodd , it did not work out 

that way , and the Scrutiny group and the Auden 

ttgroup" by 19.35 had ceased to be on good terms . 

The Scrutiny; review of the Ascent of F6 was 

.308 

"almost the last time that Auden and those who stood 

with him in Scrut1ny eyes , received anything like 
2 charitable quarter •• • 11 

19.35 was also the year in which Auden ' s last 

reviews for Scrut~y were published. They appeared 

in Scrutiny IV (Sept. 19.35) , p. 200--202, and were 

review~ of Grow~~ Opulions edited by Alru1 Campbell 

Johnson , I was a Prisoner by V: . Holt , ~feans Test Han 

by w. Brierly , and Caliban Shrieks by Jack Hilton. 

(Qne would have liked to read his review of Lord 

Baden-Eowel~ ' s Lessons from the • varsitX of Life , 

which appeared in Scrutiny II ( March , 19.34) , pp . 405--
409] . But after 19.35 there were no more reviews , and 

Scrutiny' s own reviews of Auden •s books began to show 

the hostile bias that 1nade them untrustworthy criticism 

from then ono 

1 
PP• 1.3--14. 

2 
P • 14. 
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