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INTRODUCTION
"A poet all the way round"1 is what his critics 

and colleagues called W. H. Auden in 1937* In this 
century of extreme specialization he has demonstrated 
an artistic productivity and versatility far more char
acteristic of a previous age. He has written poetry 
of nearly every recognized form and type, from sonnet 
to ballad, verse letter to ode, from bucolics to lyrics, 
drama to satire. And beyond a large body of both light 
and serious verse, he has written imaginative prose 
sketches, scenarios for film and operetta, and countless 
critical essays.

There is, moreover, to his long artistic career, 
which is still of course in progress, a very remarkable 
consistency. Although this avant-guard Englishman did 
shock his friends mid-career by becoming almost with 
one stroke both an American citizen and an avowed Chris
tian, yet, as Stephen Spender points out,2 Auden's way of 
life and his purpose in life have changed not at all in 
his forty years of poetic production. He is today in 
his flat in New York City, as he was in the early 1920's

1 (The Editor^ , "The Reason for This," New Verse, 
Nos. 26-27 (November, 1937)* P* 1.

2See Stephen Spender, "W. H. Auden and His Poetry 
Atlantic Monthly, CXCII (July, 1953)* 7^-79*
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at Oxford, a solitary scholar-poet intent upon investi
gating the nature of man and man's role in society and 
history, one dedicated to expressing his findings in 
the exacting conventions of poetic art.

Furthermore, in a unique and noteworthy way, 
nearly all of Auden's social and Intellectual activity 
is very directly related to his central poetic concerns. 
Almost without exception he has tended to edit and criti
cize only the work of those poets and thinkers who have 
markedly influenced his own poetic Ideas.1 And often 
even his most occasional book reviews simply provide the 
opportunity for prose glosses on his very complex poetry. 
His travels have followed always the route of his artistic 
inspiration and desires: for example, his voyage in 1935 
to Iceland, the country of the saga literature that so 
stimulated his youthful poetic imagination. His pilgrim-

Vages to Spain in 1937 and to China in 1938; and ultimately 
his emigration to America In 1939* are other examples.
For all these later journeys reflect primarily his belief 
in the artist's responsibility toward and absolute depen
dence upon a truly free society. Even Auden's close 
friendships seem destined to result finally in artistic 
collaboration; and his marriage Is perhaps best under
stood as a kind of symbolization of his most fervent

1See the Bibliography for his essays on Skelton, 
Hopkins, Rilke, and Yeats, as well as for other examples 
of this practice.
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poetic beliefs.1 Therefore, whatever the avenue by 
which the student first approaches Auden, whether a 
detail of his biography or a paragraph of one of his 
critical essays, it will lead immediately to a study 
of the poet and his poetry. Auden always calls himself 
a "highbrow," which he defines as one who "sees the whole 
world in terms of his particular interests";1 2 and there 
is no question that the particular and consuming interest 
of his own life has always been his art.

Auden's poetry is, at the same time, a very valu
able guide to the understanding of twentieth-century 
intellectual and social history. For Auden is a poet 
acutely sensitive to the various cultural and political 
movements of his times. And just as he has been greatly 
influenced by the world outside him, so too has he exerted 
tremendous influence on the development not only of his 
own generation of writers and thinkers but of each succes
sive generation thereafter. Auden, in fact, first became 
known to the literary world of the 1930's as the leader 
and chief inspiration of the so-called "Auden group"-- 
a coterie of such distinguished young writers as Stephen

1Auden collaborated a great deal in the thirties. 
See the Bibliography for a listing of his joint literary 
ventures. His marriage is treated below on pp. 70-71.

2W. H. Auden, "Adventures in Air," Listener, XVII 
(December 2, 1936), xvii.
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Spender, Cecil Day-Lewis, Louis MacNeice, Christopher 
Isherwood, and Edward Upward, all of whom were Auden's 
close personal friends and the sharers of his artistic 
methods and beliefs. And what chiefly defined the group 
contribution of these writers was their concern as artists 
with the social and political problems of their times.
Auden once voiced the conviction: "Thou shalt believe in 
Milton, Dryden and Pope. Thou shalt not set up Wordsworth, 
Coleridge and S o u t h e y . A n d  with Auden and his "group" 
the student witnesses the final passing of the nineteenth- 
century poetic. Gone is the romantic's urge, which con
tinued even in Yeats and Eliot, to make poetry out of 
the subjective world of personal suffering, conflict, 
and aspiration. In its place is revived the classicist's 
interest in the objective world of social and ethical 
realities. Auden has been called the founder both of 
the "pylon" school of poetry and of "psychologese.
Either assertion is but another way of saying that he 
wrote his poetry out of the stuff of the material and

%. _H. Auden, "Pope, " From Anne to Victoria, ed. 
Bonamy Dobree (New York: Cassell, 1 9 3 7 ) pp. 97-93.
Auden is actually quoting and agreeing with Lord Byron.

OAs almost every critic of Auden's verse deals 
with these two original aspects of his work, it would 
be difficult to assign a first source for either asser
tion. "Pylon" poetics seeks to make prominent use of 
images from the modern industrial world; "psychologese," 
of concepts and images from psychology.
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intellectual world around him, and that countless others 
of his profession quickly followed his direction in this 
regard. To study Auden's poetry, therefore, is to gain 
insight not only into the work of Stephen Spender or 
Sigmund Freud, but into the sociological impact of World 
War I and the dynamics of Nazism and Communism.

However, if Auden is first and foremost a poet 
and one deeply concerned with the movement of twentieth- 
century civilization, it still remains to define the es
sential character of his poetic inspiration and intent. 
In 1956, Auden was made Professor of Poetry in Oxford

\

University, and at that time he delivered before the
University an inaugural lecture that remains his most
elaborate and personal comment upon his poetic art. In
it he makes the following statement:

Speaking for myself, the questions which interest 
me when reading a poem are two. The first is tech
nical: 'Here is a verbal contraption. How does it 
work?' The second is, in the broadest sense, moral. 
'What kind of guy inhabits this poem? What is his 
notion of the good life or the good place? His 
notion of the Evil One?'1

The statement is clearly significant and revealing of 
Auden's own poetic artistry. For as a poet Auden is 
himself essentially both a craftsman and a moralist.

1W. H. Auden, Making, Knowing and Judging: An 
Inaugural Lecture Delivered before the University oF~ 
Oxford on 11 June 195b (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956), 
P. 23.
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Indeed, he would he the first to admit of poets: "We 
write first and use the theory afterwards to justify the 
particular kind of poetry we like and the particular 
things about poetry in general which we think we like."1 
Yet, while critics have consistently recognized and 
praised the brilliant technical polish of Auden's work, 
they have been far more reluctant to take seriously or 
treat kindly his moral preoccupations and commitments.
The reasons for this reluctance are at least in part 
readily understandable.
N From the very beginning Auden assumed toward his

poetic audience the high tone of preacher and prophet.
He spoke deliberately and confidently In terms of "the 
Good Place," "the Truly Human," "the Supreme Adversary," 
and "the Just City. " He saw himself as the "tiny observer 
of enormous world" perched far above the distortions of 
everyday life, able to "consider this and in our time /

pAs the hawk sees it or the helmeted airman. And from

1Auden, "Pope," From Anne to Victoria, p. 9 6.
H. Auden, Poems (New York: Random House, 193^)j 

XVI ("It was Easter as I walked in the public gardens") 
and XXIX. Since the early volumes of Auden's work are 
scarce, whenever one of the poems cited in the text is 
Included In W. H. Auden, The Collected Poetry of W. H. 
Auden (New York: Random Housed 1945) and its inTtial line 
does not appear in the quoted matter in the text or as 
the title in the footnote, the first line is provided in 
parentheses in the footnote to enable the reader to locate 
the poem in Collected Poetry and read It in full.
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this high vantage point, with wide-sweeping judgments, 
he set out to review the course of modern history, to 
analyze the vast spiritual and material decadence of the 
post-World War I world, and to prophesy destruction and 
rebirth.

But while Auden's moral tone and stance were 
clear enough, the individual poems themselves were not-- 
and for several definite reasons. When Auden was still 
a student at Oxford he came under the powerful influence 
of T. S. Eliot's new poetic method. Thus, even his earli
est verse was characterized by the technique of indirect 
poetic statement communicated through associated images.
As his university tutor later explained Auden's view:
"To 'understand' a poem was not a logical process, but a 
receiving, as a unity, a pattern of co-ordinated images 
that had sprung from a free association of subconscious 
ideas, private to himself."1 Moreover, the imagery it
self was unfamiliar, even somewhat bizarre. If Auden 
was talking about the moral dilemma of modern man, he 
was expressing himself in terms of Norse mythology, dis
mantled washing-floors, infected sinuses, and enemy am
bushes. There was, in addition, the more puzzling problem 
that Auden often appeared to be holding two or more

1Nevill Coghill, "Sweeney Agonistes, " T. S. Eliot 
(London: Poetry, 1948), quoted by Richard Hoggart, Auden:
An Introductory Essay (London: Chatto & Windus, 1951)* P* 46.
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-incompatible intellectual positions at a single time. 
Thus he would portray the advent of the Marxist class 
revolution in the language of Freudian psychology or 
illustrate the Darwinian doctrine of human evolution 
by the Christian story of the fall of man.1 Perhaps 
most difficult to accept was Auden's almost habitual 
and extremely complex use of irony. Sophist-like, Auden 
could subject to its double edge even his most hallowed 
ideas and images. Here was a moralist who \-rould deliver 
a provocative sermon on love in the debunking manner of 
a bigoted fool or who would promote a wildly inhuman

Oprogram to solve serious human ills. Therefore, while 
Auden at every point seemed to be drawing the battle 
lines between good and evil, justice and injustice, 
he so constantly was undercutting his own distinctions 
with the vicious weapon of irony that all too often the 
reader was left with the uncomfortable query "Which Side 1 2

1See Poems, XXIX ("Consider this and in our time"), 
and W. H. Auden and Christopher Isherwood, Journey to a 
War (New York: Random House, 1939) * "In Time ot War7Tr 
Sonnet II. With the exception of his plays written with 
Christopher Isherwood, Auden's collaborations consist of 
his publishing his own work together with that of one of 
his friends. Whenever matter is quoted that is not clearly 
Auden's alone, it will be noted as such in the footnote.
"In Time of War" is reprinted in its entirety in Collected 
Poetry.

2See W. H. Auden, The Orators: An English Study 
(1932), "Address for a Prize-day," in Poems, pp. 93-93, 
and W. H. Auden, Another Time (London: Faber & Faber,
1940), "It's farewell to the" drawing-room's civilised cry."



9

Ara. I Supposed To Be On?""1- 2
The poetic result of these ambiguities in imagery,, 

thought, and tone was a degree of obscurity critics ten
ded to find incompatible with Auden's chosen role as 
moralist. As Joseph Warren Beach stated the case:

A prophet, if he is self-conscious enough to con
ceive of himself at all as performer, thinks solely 
of the powers at his command for communicating his 
spiritual message. He is simply a carrier of the 
truth that is in him.2

Thus, not only was Auden subjected to criticisms of ob
scure imagery and fallacious or naive reasoning. But, more 
serious, he was accused of the intentional use of ambiguity 
as a cover for intellectual inconsistency and contradic
tion and the prostitution of poetic matter to poetic man
ner for the cheap advantages of dazzling showmanship.
Beach finally calls into question Auden's very integrity 
as a poet and as a man.3

1Auden gave this title to one of his most subtle 
exercises in irony when he reprinted it in his Collected 
Poetry. The poem was the original Ode V from The Orators, 
in Poems, pp. 175-79-

2Joseph Warren Beach, The Making of the Auden 
Canon (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1957), 
p. 246.

3see ibid., Chapter 20, "W. H. Auden: The Question 
of Identity," pp. 244-54. For other severe criticism of 
Auden's intellectual and moral integrity, see particularly 
Karl Shapiro, "The Retreat of W. H. Auden," In Defense of 
Ignorance (New York: Random House, 1952), pp. 115-42, ancT 
Randall Jarrell, "Changes of Attitude and Rhetoric in Auden's 
Poetry," Southern Review, VII (Autumn, 1941), 326-49, and 
"From Freud to Paul: The Stages of Auden's Ideology, "
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The difficulty with this line of criticism is 
that it refuses to study Auden on his own terms. Just 
because Auden's poetry is so complex, it must be read 
from the inside, that is, in relation to the poet's own 
motives and ideals. Essential to such a reading, how
ever, are three areas of investigation. Auden's imagery 
must be penetrated thoroughly to the ideas that lie behind 
it. The relationship of these ideas within Auden's mind 
must be examined and the extent to which he personally 
accepts or rejects the various intellectual systems cir
culating about him clearly defined. Finally, his view \
of the moral nature of man, his concept of the moral po
tential of art, and thus his idea of his own responsi
bility as a moralist toward his poetic audience must be 
precisely understood. Only then can one hope to arrive 
at a definite and fair knowledge of Auden's immediate 
programs for improving mankind and of his philosophical 
concept of the moral good and evil underlying them. And 
only then can one hope to understand Auden's true inten
tions as a poet-moralist. In the end there is no question 
that one will have to say that Auden is an extremely dif
ferent kind of moralist from Johnson, or Addison, or Pope.

Partisan Review, XII (Fall, 19^5)* ^37-57- Monroe K. 
Spears comments: "Contemporary criticism has failed con
spicuously to deal adequately with Auden." And he gives 
a brief summary of this failure in "Late Auden: The 
Satirist as Lunatic Clergyman," Sewanee Review, LIX 
(Winter, 1951)* 50-51-
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And perhaps one will want to admit that his work is in
finitely less satisfying or reassuring than theirs. But 
it seems wholly unfair to attribute to Auden ideas he 
never held or to accuse him of failing to accomplish 
that which he never attempted.

It is the purpose of this paper, then, to study 
Auden as a twentieth-century poet-moralist, with the in
tention of defining his moral views and establishing 
firmly what has been too long left in doubt, his sincerity 
and high seriousness as a moral teacher. For of all the
aspects of Auden thus far mentioned, his devotion to his

\

art, his total involvement in the twentieth century, it 
is his desire to speak in terms of moral values that 
should perhaps most fascinate the modern student. The 
wonder is not, after all, that this century of ours, with 
its social fragmentation,' its amoral creeds of atheism, 
materialism, and scientism, its regard for the irrational, 
and its tendency toward despair, should have produced 
among its poets a unique and puzzling kind of moralist.
The wonder is rather that it should have produced a 
moralist at all. And the fact that a "twentieth-century 
poet-moralist" is unquestionably a rare phenomenon makes 
it the more urgent to study in these terms with care and 
absolute good faith the poetry of W. H. Auden.

It remains only to comment briefly on the limits,



12

organization, and critical method of this study. From 
the point of view of its moral content, Auden's poetry 
divides itself rather distinctly into two categories, 
that written before his conversion to Christianity and 
that written thereafter. The early poems are selected 
for treatment here because they are the more difficult 
to understand and reconcile and thus the more subject to 
adverse criticism.^ While the paper makes constant

-̂This paper will deal with the poetry from Auden's 
first volume of poems, which was published in 1930 and 
later reprinted in Poems, to his last non-Christian work, 
The Double Man (New York: Random House, 19^1). Of course, 
'Auden's conversion to Christianity is itself a major ir
ritant to his critics, as is his 19^5 volume of Collected 
Poetry. Although the issues raised by both properly lie 
outs'icfe the sphere of this paper, perhaps some brief 
statement should be made. Auden, in retreating from the 
party of the liberal opposition into the most traditional 
of all factions within Western society, the Christian 
Church, found himself subject to the same kind of dis
trust and suspicion which attended Cardinal Newman's 
conversion as a leading Protestant to Catholicism. But 
surely any man has not only the right but the moral ob
ligation to shift his opinions and beliefs according to 
the dictates of his mind and soul. The questions sur
rounding Auden's Collected Poetry are more numerous and 
complex, and they are raised in particular by The Making 
of the Auden Canon, a book in which Beach attempts to 
interpret nearly all of Auden's editorial practices and 
artistic revisions in republishing his poetry as dictated 
by a desire to weed out or obscure any non-Christian 
material. It must be admitted, first of all, that Beach 
damages his argument by overstatement. His interpretations of Auden's motives and intentions are often open 
to question and sometimes clearly contrary to fact.
Nothing is more absurd than Beach's occasional irritation 
with Auden for making changes which do not seem to fit his 
own thesis. Once again, however, one can only be sympa
thetic to the responsibility a moralist must feel to prevent his work from giving scandal to his own most
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reference to the poetry, it does not attempt at any 
point to assess the artistic merit or accomplishment 
of Auden's work. It is rather wholly directed toward 
explication and elucidation. The thesis is divided 
into two major chapters. The first, in tracing the 
dominant external influences on Auden's concept of the 
good life, seeks to interpret his imagery, to put into 
right relationship his contradictory intellectual ten
dencies as a rationalist and a romanticist, a Freudian 
and a Marxist, an atheist and a Christian, and to iden
tify his immediate political and social goals for mankind. 
The second, in defining his more general concept of the 
nature of man and art, seeks to find a philosophical 
basis for his political and social programs and for his 
ironic approach in preaching them. There is a brief, 
summary conclusion. Because Auden's life as a man is 
so much a piece with his life as a poet, critical use 
can be made of material from a number of different sour
ces. Thus details of Auden's biography, his personal 
statements in prose and poetry and those of his close 
friends, and the general effects of his times are here 
brought to bear on the interpretation of his moral

serious current beliefs. Beach so much as admits at one 
point (pp. 250-51) that his only legitimate criticism is 
with Auden's artistic successes or failures in revising 
his poetry. But oddly enough this admission does not 
prevent his simply turning his accusation of bad literary 
judgment into one of moral dishonesty.
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beliefs and intentions in his poetry. The critical 
approach is thus generally biographical and historical.

Auden has said that, while poems themselves are 
written for love, criticism is only written for money.1 
It must be confessed, however, that this paper has de
veloped only out of a longtime interest in and admira
tion for Auden's poetic work. Throughout its composi
tion I have been greatly indebted to the helpful criticism 
and advice of both Dr. Mary Ellen Herx and Rev. Roswell 
C. Williams, S.J., of the English Department of Creighton 
University.

^Auden makes this comment in his Foreword to 
W. H. Auden, The Dyer's Hand and Other Essays (New York: 
Random House, 1962'), p'p. xi-xii.



CHAPTER I

EXTERNAL INFLUENCES ON AUDEN'S IMAGES AND IDEAS

Introduction
Auden has said that what creates the inner life 

and excitement of great poetry is the poet's strong, 
sensitive reaction to his intellectual and material 
environment.1 Undoubtedly Auden is, as much as any
thing else, simply generalizing from his own experience. 
For he is par excellence Henry James's "person on whom 
nothing is lost."2 From the time he was a very small

\

boy until the present day, he has always been profoundly 
open and alert to the influences of the world outside 
him. "Energetic, inquisitive, critical, and intelligent," 
as his poetic colleagues have called him,3 he has molded 
from these influences, assimilated and transformed, the

%.  H. Auden, "The Public vs. the Late Mr.
William Butler Yeats," Partisan Review, VI (Spring,
1939), 49-50.

2Henry James, in his essay, "The Art of Fiction," 
counsels the aspiring writer: "Try to be one of the people 
on whom nothing is lost."

3 ¿The Editors], "The Reason for This," New Verse, 
Nos. 26-27, P. 1.
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distinctive inner "world of belief"1 which informs his 
poetry.

This inner world of belief is no very simple one; 
but it is definite and self-contained, and therefore it 
is open to critical analysis. It Is made up first of all 
of what Joseph Warren Beach would call "obsessive images," 
or what Auden himself has termed "sacred objects."1 2 To 
Auden a poet's sacred objects are simply those objects 
and images experienced In the outside x\rorld which exert 
so powerful a claim upon his poetic Imagination that they 
become almost irresistibly the dominant symbols through 
which he communicates his poetic message. In Auden's 
early poetry the sacred objects which transmit his moral 
teaching include, for example, his recurrent images from 
epic folklore, natural scenery, mechanical engineering, 
Marxism, and psychology. In order to read this poetry 
rightly, It is important first of all simply to understand

1The phrase Is Auden's own. It comes from the 
memorable song which begins:

"0 who can ever praise enough 
The world of his belief?"

This poem first appeared in W. H. Auden and Louis MacNeice 
Letters from Iceland (London: Faber & Faber, 1937)> in 
"Letter to S. M. Auden," p. 142.

2See Joseph Warren Beach, Obsessive Images: 
Symbolism in Poetry of the 1930 's and 19^0's (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, i960'), which' Is a study of 
the distinctive, recurrent imagistic patterns which char
acterize modern poetry. Auden develops his concept of 
"sacred objects" in Making, Knowing and Judging, pp. 27-33
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the meanings these images are intended to convey, the 
total use to which they have been put in the art of 
poetic communication. And beyond this understanding of 
isolated poetic images, it is important also to deter
mine to what extent the poetic use of such images implies 
a broad philosophical or intellectual approach to human 
life. That is, metaphorical references to class struggle 
and class revolution may or may not imply an orthodox 
Communist interpretation of man, just as images from fan
tasy and folklore may or may not reveal a confirmed ro
manticist. It is only by setting such metaphorical 
patterns critically against the complete background of 
Auden's artistic expression in the thirties that one can 
determine the correct limits to be placed on their sig
nificance. For the world of Auden's belief is made up 
of a number of different intellectual approaches, each 
carrying certain plans and programs for man's improvement. 
And the proper relationship between these intellectual 
approaches is key to a fair understanding of Auden's 
moral teaching in the thirties.

It is the purpose of this chapter, therefore, 
to consider the world of Auden's belief--both its sacred 
objects and the various intellectual commitments they 
imply--by tracing the origins of these images and ideas
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in the external influences exerted upon Auden by his 
life and times. Section 1 treats Auden's scientific 
rationalism in relation to his boyhood devotion to 
science and engineering; Section 2, his romanticism 
in the light of the wealth of folklore and fantasy in
herited by Auden from his family and his friends. Sec
tion 3 relates his interest in Marxism and Freudian 
psychology to the intellectual milieu of his times; and 
Section 4 traces his acute sense of sin to his early 
instruction in the Christian faith. Throughout the
chapter, in fact, constant attention is drawn to the

\

remarkable interchange between Auden's life and his po
etic art. For it is not only that Auden's poetic images 
and ideas have been shaped by the external influences of 
his life. Auden in turn has lived his poetic symbols 
and beliefs. He has dramatized his poetic heritage of 
Icelandic literature by traveling to Iceland, for example, 
or his belief in the cause of Communism by serving in the 
Spanish Civil War, or his romantic obsession with soldiers 
and schoolchildren by visiting China in 1938 and by teach
ing in the English public schools. The very organization 
and approach of the chapter are thus in a sense polemic. 
For while it is in reference to his life that the figures 
and intellectual approaches of his poetry can best be
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clarified, it is also by tracing the origin of these 
images and intellectual attitudes that the critical 
charges of insincerity or dishonesty can best be dis
credited. For if the world of Auden's belief is complex, 
it is no casual patchwork of unconscious intellectual 
inconsistency or clever deception. To the extent that 
any tension does exist between Auden's tendencies as 
a rationalist and a romanticist, for example, or between 
his Marxist and Freudian ideals, or between an atheistical 
faith in science and a religious belief in Christianity, 
such tension is rooted deeply in his past. And fundamen
tal to his serious understanding of the moral nature of 
man, it becomes one genuine and self-conscious source of 
his particular and unique brand of ironic preaching. The 
chapter intends, then, to begin the defense of Auden's 
seriousness as a moral teacher and the definition of his 
moral precepts in the 1 9 3 0's that are the primary tasks 
of this paper.

1. Science and Technology 
Wystan Hugh Auden was born in 1907 in York, 

England, to parents of the upper middle class. His 
father was a successful doctor, and he and his two older 
brothers grew up in an atmosphere of culture and material 
affluence. But although Auden describes the large family
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library that was his delight as a child, his earliest 
pursuits, like those of his father, were almost entirely 
scientific. Christopher Isherwood recalls, as his first 
impression of Auden in public school, a pompous little 
boy with a frightening repertoire of mispronounced 
scientific terms and an extremely advanced knowledge of 
anatomy.1 And, in fact, in complete contrast to the 
precocious literary backgrounds of so many of England's 
sensitive young poets, Auden's mind during most of his 
school years was wholly filled with scientific matter 
and, ideas. In particular, he was fascinated by mining 
and machinery. He read voraciously in scientific jour
nals, explored abandoned mines, drew sketches, and mem
orized endless terminology. Thus he recreates his own 
childhood in verse:

But better far than any kings and queens 
I liked to see and know about machines:
And from my sixth until my sixteenth year 
I thought myself a mining engineer. * 2

When he was sixteen Auden's interests underwent
a dramatic change. Again, he has recorded for posterity

^Unless otherwise noted, Christopher Isherwood's 
descriptions of Auden are drawn from his portrait of 
"Hugh Weston" in Lions and Shadows (Norfolk, Connecticut 
New Directions, 19WJ7 This highly entertaining book is 
a fictionalized autobiographical study of Isherwood's 
early relations with the "Auden group."

2Letters from Iceland, "Letter to Lord Byron,"
Pt. IV, p. 205.



21

the circumstances of his poetic conversion.
I shall recall a single incident
No more. I spoke of mining engineering 

As the career on which my mind was bent,
But for some time my fancies had been veering;

But indecision broke off with a clean-cut end 
One afternoon in March at half-past three 

When walking in a ploughed field with a friend;
Kicking a little stone, he turned to me 
And said, "Tell me, do you write poetry?"

I never had, and said so, but I knew 
That very moment what I wished to do.

But despite the fact that Auden has been since "that 
very moment" "a poet all the way round," he has never 
abandoned his scientific interest and attitude. In fact, 
Isherwood has commented: "Auden is essentially a scien
tist . . .  he has acquired the scientific outlook and 
technique of approach; and this is really all he needs 
for his writing. 1,2 It would be difficult to record 
fully the impact of modern science upon Auden's mind.
But notably it has, at least in part, dictated his im
agery and defined his general moral outlook on life.

There is no question that Auden considered 
science to be an important stimulant to poetic expres
sion. Indeed, he succeeded In doing for txventieth-century 1 2

1Ibid., p. 208.
2Christopher Isherwood, "Some Notes on Auden's 

Early Poetry," New Verse, Nos. 26-27 (November, 1937)* 
p. 4.
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poetry what the members of the Royal Society had sought 
to accomplish in the poetry of the seventeenth century.
He introduced into it the most advanced materials of 
modern science and from these fresh resources created a 
new and richly suggestive metaphorical language. There 
are numerous examples of Auden's scientific or quasi- 
scientific imagery, but perhaps three are both particu
larly characteristic of his early verse and particularly 
essential to its comprehension. Thus, to natural science 
Auden owes his images of the animal kingdom; to industrial 
science, his metaphorical use of machinery; and to psy- 
chology, his symbolic presentation of physical illness.

In his early poetry Auden makes frequent meta
phorical use of the creatures of nature. And his animal 
imagery is nearly always inspired by a knowledge of modern 
evolutionary theory. Auden, for instance, believes man
kind to be possessed of a dark, subconscious memory en
compassing the whole of man's biological past. He under
stands by this faculty something far more inclusive than 
Jung's racial consciousness, for man's memory comprehends 
all the past stages of life from its very beginnings in 
water through to its emergence on land and in the air.
With his sense of the imminent crises confronting modern 
man, Auden likes to depict him at a crossroads in the 
life process comparable to the various significant
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evolutionary "leaps" or turning points in the past.
Thus, contemporary man, unsure of his role in the future, 
is haunted by his memory of the fish's failure to evolve 
as a dominant land creature.

The poem from which these lines are quoted carries the 
refrain, repeated without variation:

Here am I, here are you:
But what does it mean? What are we going to do?

Presumably it is just such a question that is to be under-
\

stood as "The Hard Question" in the poem by that name.
In it Auden invokes this ancestral memory by a kind of
moving verbal and metaphorical incantation and seeks to
know its power and potential value to man in finding
answers to the decisive questions of his existence.

Shall memory restore 
The steps and the shore,
The face and the meeting place;
Shall the bird live,
Shall the fish dive,
And sheep obey 
In a sheep's way;Can love remember
The question and the answer,
For love recover

The title "‘The Hard Question" does not appear until W. H. 
Auden, Collected Shorter Poems, 1930-19^ (London: Faber & 
Faber, 1950).

In my veins there is a wish, 
And a memory of fish:When I lie « - « w H n f r  f h o  - P l n r . - p

It says,

What has been dark and rich and x̂ arm all over?1 2

1Poems, IX.
2Ibid., XXVII ("To ask the hard question is simple;")
/—n  t I V ' r i V - ' i T _ T  v i  /rN»  i  a h  ■ ^••1 /—\ v - i  ^  v \  /—n  4 -  o  v ' .  v \  /-\ •v> i  i  v ' .  4 -  T  T iT  *t_T
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Auden is concerned always, in fact, with defin
ing man's precise relationship to the lower stages of 
life that represent his past. He believes, for instance, 
that in the evolutionary process man's break with the 
lower animal kingdom is marked by the emergence of his 
self-consciousness. And because man's awareness of guilt 
and moral anxiety is attendant upon self-consciousness, 
according to Auden, he attributes to this complex mental 
activity not only the glory but most of the horror of 
human existence. Thus man's position vis-à-vis the
other natural creatures is somewhat ambiguous. At the

\

same time that he is capable of reasonable and moral be
havior, he is also liable to all the crooked ways in 
which guilt and fear multiply error and divide and de
stroy life. In the poem "Our hunting fathers told the 
story," Auden compares the vigorous evolutionary life 
force raging in "the lion's intolerant look" and "the 
quarry's dying glare" with its cowardly manifestation 
in the dishonest "gestures" of "human ligaments."-1- Thus, 
though anterior in development to man, the animals, by 
virtue of their uninsinuated strength and wholeness, 
stand in a kind of judgment over him. "They are,"
Auden writes, "our past and our future: the poles between

1W. H. Auden, On This Island (New York: Random 
House, 1937), III.
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which our desire unceasingly is discharged."1 For man 
is, according to Auden, the only animal whose evolution 
is still incomplete and the only animal who can control, 
in some measure, the direction of his development. And 
to man in his pursuit of progress Auden would recommend 
the lower creatures as a beneficial "guide to all reformers." 
In particular he asserts of them:

0 Pride so hostile to our Charity.
But what their pride has retained, we may by charity 

more generously recover.
Throughout his poetry, then, Auden makes frequent meta
phorical use of the creatures of nature, and nearly always 
they appear as an evolutionary touchstone for comparison 
in his primary task of defining the moral capabilities 
and liabilities of man.

Auden's industrial imagery is at once both more 
private and more public than his metaphors from the natu
ral world. That is, there is no need surely to identify 
machinery as one of Auden's "sacred objects." The poet 
has already done it himself.

Tramlines and slagheaps, pieces of machinery,
That was, and still is, my ideal scenery.2 1 2

1Another Time, "The Creatures." The quotations 
immediately below are from the same poem.

2Letters from Iceland, "Letter to Lord Byron," 
Pt. II, p. 51.
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But Auden's special knowledge and love of machinery com
bined with the economic reality of the 1920's to produce 
an original and startlingly literal metaphorical pattern. 
For in the years of severe economic depression following 
World War I, much of the machinery of England's industrial 
midlands lay in total disuse. Factories were shut down, 
mines abandoned, harbors closed. Auden has acknowledged 
the great influence upon him of this particular indus
trial terrain;1 and, as a symbol, machinery, rotting and 
abandoned, becomes Auden's most frequent and emotionally 
charged image for the decline of Western capitalism.
Thus, the land Auden calls his reader to survey is in
evitably one where "metals run / Burnished or rusty in 
the sun," where "dismantled washing-floors, / Snatches 
of tramline running to the wood" lie ramshackled--"an 
industry already comatose."2 Perhaps the most startling

■̂ Ibid., Auden writes of industrial England:
"But let me say before it has to go 
It's the most lovely country that I know;

Clearer than Scafell Pike, my heart has stamped on 
The view from Birmingham to Wolverhampton."

And Christopher Isherwood comments: "For urban scenery, 
[Auden] preferred The Industrial Midlands; particularly 
in districts where an industry is decaying. " "Some Notes 
on Auden's Early Poetry," New Verse, Nos. 26-27, p. 8.

2See Poems, XXV ("Who will endure") and XI 
("Who stands, the crux left of the watershed,").
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and vivid of these portraits of material decay is Auden's 
"Get there if you can and see the land you once were proud 
to own," a poem in which he extends this chosen image by 
highly rhetorical amplification.

Smokeless chimneys, damaged bridges, rotting wharves 
and choked canals,

Tramlines buckled, smashed trucks lying on their side 
across the rails;

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

Pylons fallen or subsiding, trailing dead high- 
tension wires.1
Moreover, Auden manages through these portraits 

to., convey not only the material ruin he sees but also the 
spiritual isolation, stagnation, and death that he inter
prets as both its consequence and cause. That is, Auden, 
as a student of anthropology, would insist that civiliza
tion thrives only upon technological advancement. Where 
the "signals all along are down," where "no one goes / 
Further than railhead or the end of piers, " "this land, 
cut off, will not communicate." "There is no change of 
place"; yet all "grow stranger and stranger."1 2 And Auden, 
as a student of intellectual history, xrould attribute the 
failure of capitalism to an underlying false system of 
values. To expose this fallacious system, in all its

1Ibid., XXII.
2See ibid., XI (Vh° stands, the crux left of the 

watershed,") and XXV ("Who will endure").
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manifestations,, is of course the burden of much of 
Auden's early verse. But in particular, in "Get there 
if you can and see the land you once were proud to own, " 
he traces the current financial difficulties of England 
to the philosophical errors he sees in Platonism and 
Christianity and to the economic distortions of luxury 
and waste.

The most significant aspect of Auden's machine 
imagery is unquestionably the use to which he puts it.
And it is precisely this aspect that is most apt to 
caq.se confusion. For machinery symbolizes to Auden 
neither some terrifying new source of pox'/er, as it did 
to the nineteenth century, nor the destructive mechani
zation of human life, as it did to the early twentieth 
century. Realistically enough, it is simply a sign of 
human progress and of social and economic well-being.
One of Auden's few metaphorical presentations of the 
happy and successful life is in terms of the "strict 
beauty of locomotive."1 It is only in disuse and decay 
that machinery becomes an augur of terror and destruction. 
And it then symbolizes both the material and moral break
down in society Auden finds characteristic of the contem
porary world.

1Ibid., XVI ("It was Easter as I walked in the 
public gardens").
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Auden uses his images of physical illness in 
much the same way as those of industrial decay. But in 
this case the basis for his presentation lies in a rather 
obscure psychological notion. Auden became for a time a 
disciple of the psychologist Homer Lane, who taught that 
physical illness is merely an expression or sign of some 
more fundamental psychical disorder. Lane’s theory is 
essentially an expansion of Groddeck's idea that the 
creative urge frustrated will express itself in grotesque 
physical distortions. Throughout his early poetry Auden
makes frequent metaphorical use of Lane’s and Groddeck's

\

psychological ideas. His cruel but powerful little bal
lad "Miss Gee" is, for example, devoted entirely to 
dramatizing this relationship between physical and spir
itual illness. It tells of a frustrated, lonely spinster 
who develops and finally dies of a stomach cancer. The 
doctor is allowed to pronounce the blatant moral in his 
reflections on the nature of the disease:

'Childless women get it,
And men when they retire;

It's as if there had to be some outlet 
For their foiled creative fire. ' 1

And presumably it is again Groddeck's notion of "foiled
creative fire" which explains Auden's bizarre reference

1Another Time, "Miss Gee" ("Let me tell you a 
little story").
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to "the powerful forces latent . . .  In the infected 
sinus. " 1 Auden's most subtle and sympathetic poem built 
around this central metaphor of the perfect correspon
dence between physical and psychical disease is the 
famous "Petition." Cast in the form of a prayer, the 
opening lines address God as "Sir," in the manner of 
John Donne's sermons.

Sir, no man's enemy, forgiving all
But will his negative inversion, be prodigal:
Send to us power and light, a sovereign touch 
Curing the intolerable neural itch,
The exhaustion of weaning, the liar's quinsy,
And the distortions of ingrown virginity.
Prohibit sharply the rehearsed response 
And gradually correct the coward's stance. 1 2

Each of the images out of which the poem develops - the 
liar's quinsy, the coward's crippled stance, the intol
erable itch of neurosis - is a tightly compressed symbol of 
psychosomatic physical decay; and the poet's petition for 
a cure to this catalogue of sickness and disease is the 
spiritual plea for "a change of heart."

Disease of the body, therefore, like damage to 
machinery, represents for Auden something evil in itself. 
But, more important, it becomes also a violent and striking 
manifestation of the destructive distortions of the will

1 Poems, XXIX ("Consider this and in our time").
2Ibid., XXX. The title "Petition" appears first in Collected Poetry.
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that are his more fundamental concern as a moralist.
And taken together these two imagistic patterns from 
modern industrial technology and from psychology are 
the key figures in Auden's poetic dramatization of the 
total moral collapse of modern civilization.

It is necessary finally to comment that behind 
Auden's metaphorical use of scientific material there 
exists his conviction in the power of science., in the 
largest sense of that term. Prom a Christian point of 
view, Auden's heresy in these early years was akin to
the Gnostic error of believing that what salvation there

\

was open to man was to be achieved through knowledge.
In a prose comparison of the medieval, romantic, and 
modern world viextfs, Auden identifies the most pernicious 
sinner in the last instance to be "the deliberate ir- 
rationalist. For he felt that modern scientific theo
ries and technological advances had provided man with the 
critical knowledge necessary for attaining the good life. 
It is impossible to overestimate the importance of this 
belief. In depicting the vast wasteland of modern 
existence, Auden was wholly within the literary tradition 
he Inherited— his most immediate and influential predeces
sors being T. S. Eliot and D. H. Lawrence. But Auden's

%. H. Auden, "Art and Psychology To-day, " The 
Arts To-day, ed. G. Grigson (London: Bodley Head, 1935), 
pT T 5.
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solutions, in his early verse, do not involve a wholesale 
denial of modern history since the industrial revolution 
and the ascendancy of scientific reasoning. Auden is not 
afraid of science. He does not wish his reader into the 
traditional medievalism of Eliot, or into the free roman
ticism of Lawrence. He believes that the poet must have 
a "knowledge of and sympathetic attitude towards the 
most progressive thought of his t i m e , a n d  he attempts 
to create out of that thought a new and contemporary 
ethics. He believes that out of man's scientific know
ledge of external nature will come his increasing free- 
dom from natural hazards and disasters, and out of his 
scientific knowledge of his own nature will come new 
and better values for the future. To this extent, then, 
Auden can accurately be called a scientific rationalist.
He believes that a great portion of the evil in human 
existence is not essential to it, but can be eradicated 
by the power of human reason operating through the dis
covery and application of scientific knowledge. He 
believes thus in the idea of material and spiritual 
progress--in a brighter future for mankind. With the 
eighteenth-century philosophes Auden would say, therefore, 
that because of man's capacity for reason, human existence, 1

1Auden, "The Public vs_. the Late Mr. William 
Butler Yeats," Partisan Review, VI, 46.
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and human nature itself, are perfectible. And most im
portant, to Auden, the scientific tools already exist.
Man has only to be educated and encouraged in their use.

2. Folklore and Fantasy
Introduction

If Auden owes to his father and to the particular 
Intellectual atmosphere of his home the early develop
ment of his lasting interest in science, he owes both to 
this same source and to a coterie of literary friends 
the wealth of romantic fantasy and folklore that has so 
colored his poetic expression. For Auden's early poems 
are filled with such familiar trappings of romantic fic
tion as grandiose natural scenery, epic heroes and wan
derers, and imaginary deeds and deities. It is to a 
discussion of the two sourqes of this characteristic 
romanticism of Auden's that the following section is 
devoted. The intention once again is to explicate 
Auden's romantic metaphors and to define the limits of 
the intellectual appeal of romanticism to Auden as a 
governing Intellectual approach to human life.
Heroic literature

Wystan Auden is a pure Icelandic name. From his 
father Auden of course received not only his name but 
the physical characteristics of this Norse ancestry:
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In fact I am the great big white barbarian.
The Nordic type, the too too truly Aryan.1

Far more important, he was exposed early in childhood to
the whole heritage of Icelandic saga literature.

With northern myths my little brain was laden,
With deeds of Thor and Loki and such scenes.

And his devotion to the sagas has remained constant 
throughout his lifetime. It is almost impossible to 
define the impact of this Norse literature on Auden's 
poetry, for it has influenced it from almost every di
rection. Critics have pointed out at length Auden's 
frequent imitation of the techniques of archaic verse, 
the alliterations, the kennings, the ironic understate
ments. But, in a more subtle and complicated way, the 
entire dramatic complex of the saga world pervades the 
framework of his early poetry.

In the first place, Auden's scenery is predom
inantly northern. When he is not writing specifically 
of England's industrial midlands, the land he envisages 
is one of rugged mountainous passes, of "scars where 
kestrels hover," where "glaciers calving" render "the 
fells impassable," where only sparsely scattered Inns

^Letters from Iceland, "Letter to Lord Byron,
Pt. IV, p. 201.

2Ibid., p. 205.

fl
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interrupt the barren, "stormy fens. 1'1 There is, in 
fact, a great deal of natural scenery in Auden's early 
verse. And in order to understand the true significance 
of his northern landscape it is necessary, first of all, 
to determine generally Auden's intention in introducing 
scenes from nature into his poetic art.

Auden has declared forcefully and repeatedly 
that he is not a nature poet. In fact, one of the start
ing points for his imitation of Don Juan in his Letters 
from Iceland is his admitted concurrence in Byron's distaste 
for Wordsworth.

To me Art's subject is the human clay.
And landscape but a background to a torso.

However, in one of his reviews Auden makes a particularly
illuminating comment upon his natural scenery:

One of the constant problems of the poet is how to 
express abstract ideas in concrete terms. . . . Rilke 
is almost the first poet since the seventeenth cen
tury to find a fresh solution . . . fhe3 thinks of 
the human in terms of the non-human, . . . one of 
(his] most characteristic devices is the expression

^See Poems, XXIV ("From scars where kestrels 
hover,"), XXIII ("Look thereJ The sunk road winding"), 
XI ("Who stands, the crux left of the watershed,"), and 
XXIX ("Consider this and in our time").

^Letters from Iceland, "Letter to Lord Byron," 
Pt. Ill, p. 103. Or again Auden writes ibid., "Letter 
to Kristian Andreirsson, Esq.," p. 214.

"Biography
Is better than Geography,
Geography's about maps.
Biography's about chaps."
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of human life in terms of landscape. . . .  It is 
this kind of imagery which is already beginning to 
appear in English poetry.

The final sentence quoted above is undoubtedly personal. 
That is, Auden, in his reference to "English poetry, " 
would clearly intend to include his own. But if Auden 
originally took this "device" from Rilke, he has per
fected and, in fact, named it himself— in naming one of 
his most brilliant poetic exercises in this manner,
"Paysage Moralise." In this long and most beautiful poem 
Auden dramatizes complicated and conflicting moral atti
tudes toward life simply by exploring symbolically five 
repeated images from landscape scenery. Thus the poem 
begins:

Hearing of harvests rotting in the valleys,
Seeing at end of street the barren mountains,
Round corners coming suddenly on water,
Knowing them shipwrecked who were launched for islands, 
We honour founders of these starving cities.

And it ends:
It is our sorroitf. Shall it melt? Ah, water 
Would gush, flush, green these mountains and 

these valleys,
And we rebuild our cities, not dream of islands.

It is, as Auden indicates, a moralized countryside that 
he describes, a background representing figuratively

■’•W. H. Auden, "Rilke in English, " New Republic, 
LXXXXX Co] (September, 1939), 135. ~

20n This Island, VII. Auden gave the poem its title 
"Paysage MoralisS" in reprinting it in Collected Poetry.
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the alternatives in action open to the free will of man.
Throughout Auden's poetry, then, the reader will 

most often find the recurrent geographical references to 
be translations of spiritual or moral states of mind.
There are such phrases as "upon the mountains of our fear 
I climb," or "as we run down the slope of Hate with glad
ness. " 1 Particularly characteristic is the opening stanza 
of Auden's descriptive poem on Herman Melville:

Towards the end he sailed into an extraordinary mildness, 
And anchored in his home and reached his wife 
And rode within the harbour of her hand,
And went across each morning to an office 
As though his occupation were another island.

And particularly well known is Auden's quiet presenta
tion of the death of ¥. B. Yeats:

The provinces of his body revolted,
The squares of his mind were empty,
Silence invaded the suburbs.-^

Furthermore, as Joseph Warren Beach demonstrates so
brilliantly in his long analysis of "Paysage Moralise,
Auden has surrounded the symbolic islands, mountains. 1 2

10n This Island, XX ("Fleeing the short-haired 
mad executives,"), and Journey to a War, Dedication "To 
E. M. Forster" ("Here, though the bombs are real and 
dangerous,").

2Another Time, "Herman Melville."
3ibid., "In Memory of W. B. Yeats" ("He dis

appeared in the dead of winter:").
^See Beach, Obsessive Images, pp. 104-207 passim.
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valleys, and cities which appear so frequently in his 
poetry with definite and consistent patterns of reference 
to the human state. Thus, for example, his mountains are 
almost always associated with fear; his islands, with iso
lationism or the escapism of daydreams. And his cities 
represent Europe in all its aspects, the contemporary 
state of Western civilization.

On a somewhat broader scale, then, Auden's north- 
land becomes spiritually symbolic of the kind of life he 
associates with it, or of the kind of life, one should 
say, that is associated with it in saga literature. For 
Auden recreates frequently in his poems the two most sig
nificant dramatic situations of the heroic epic. First, 
his poems are filled with the circumstances of war. He 
tells of heroic bands of fighters, trained, disciplined, 
courageous, "the horns of the dark squadron / Converging 
to attack," and especially of epic leaders, "the tall 
unwounded leader / O f  doomed companions. " 1 On such men—  
and Auden's Airman is a key example— there falls the 
exceptional task and burden:

But leaders must migrate:
'Leave for Cape Wrath to-night.

1 Poems, XXIII (’Look thereJ The sunk road winding") 
and XXIV ("From scars where kestrels hover, ").

PFor treatment of Auden's favorite figure of the 
Airman, see below, pp.42 and 48-58. The quotation is 
from Poems, XXIV ("From scars where kestrels hover,").
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And beyond performing the superior feats of battle, the 
exceptional man is also presented, like his epic counter
part, as suddenly called upon to undergo the wanderings 
of a homeless exile, to suffer the perils of a mysterious 
quest.

Doom is dark and deeper than any sea-dingle.
Upon what man it fall
In spring, day-wishing flowers appearing,
Avalanche sliding, white snow from rock face,
That he should leave his house,
No cloud-soft hand can hold him, restraint by women;
But ever that man goes
Through place-keepers, through forest trees,
A stranger to strangers over undried sea. 1

It is a narrow, uncharted course this man must discover,
\

"following a line with left and right / An altered gradient
at another rate." And against the myriad "horrors" that
arise to tempt him to turn back, he can set only his inner
determination "to throw away the key" to his "old life"1 2
and his heroic courage to ride on.

'0 where are you going?' said reader to rider,
'That valley is fatal when furnaces burn,
Yonder's the midden whose odours will madden,
That gap is the grave where the tall return.'
'0 do you Imagine,' said fearer to farer,
"That dusk will delay on your path to the pass,
Your diligent looking discover the lacking 
Your footsteps feel from granite to grass?'

1Ibid., II.
2These quotations are taken from the chorus "To 

throw away the key and walk away" of ¥. H. Auden, Paid 
on Both Sides (1928), in Poems, pp. 7 6-7 7 .
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*0 what was that bird,' said horror to hearer,
'Did you see that shape in the twisted trees?
Behind you swiftly the figure comes softly,
The spot on your skin is a shocking disease?'
'Out of this house'--said rider to reader 
'Yours never will'--said farer to fearer 
'They're looking for you'— said hearer to horror 
As he left them there, as he left them there.1

If, however, Auden's northern scenery is meant 
to recall and reinforce the epic patterns of heroic com
bat and quest that appear in his poems, the most pressing 
question is what these patterns are themselves meant 
symbolically to convey. Cleanth Brooks gives a signifi
cant clue in his discussion of Auden's archaic imagery \
in Modern Poetry and the Tradition.

Auden's surest triumphs represent a recovery of 
the archaic imagery--fells, scarps overhung by kes
trels, the beaks with their pot-holes left by the 
receding glaciers of the age of ice. His dominant 
contrast is the contrast between this scene and the 
modern age of ice: foundries with their fires cold, 
flooded coal- mines, silted harbors, the debris of 
the new ice age.2

But it would seem that Mr. Brooks has perhaps mistaken 
the direction of Auden's comparison. For surely the poet 
intends, in all his archaic figures, to set the mechanical 
failures, the physical and spiritual cowardice, of the 
modern scene against the heroic framework of the epic * 2

-̂The Orators, "Epilogue, " in Poems, p. l8l.
2Cleanth Brooks, "Frost, MacLeish, and Auden," 

Modern Poetry and the Tradition (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Pressé 1939 ), P. 126.
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tradition. One of the most significant statements that 
Auden makes about his northland is precisely that there 
"Europe is absent."-'- Given his own particular background 
in Norse mythology, Auden offers a very individual varia
tion of the so-called "mythical method" as practiced by 
T. S. Eliot and James Joyce. Just as in "Sweeney Among 
the Nightingales," for instance, the total dissoluteness 
of Sweeney's existence becomes more apparent by Eliot's 
setting it against the ethical patterns of classical 
mythology, so too, in Auden's verse, the decadent middle
class fails all the more dramatically when viewed in re-

\

lation to the heroic figures and accomplishments of epic 
legend. Thus, Auden, by his artistic management of this 
imagery, means to condemn his own society before its 
heroic past. And he means, therefore, quite literally 
to "contrast," not identify, an old and new age of ice.

However, there is a great deal more that underlies 
Auden's fascination for the drama of the saga world. Two 
comments he makes in his editor's introduction to The 
Portable Greek Reader are highly illuminating. He points 
out, first of all, that the epic assumption, "which is so 
strange to us, is that war is the normal condition of 
mankind." And he then describes the life of the epic

-'-Letters from Iceland, "Journey to Iceland: A 
Letter to Christopher Isherw'ood, Esq. " ("And the traveller 
hopes: 'Let me be far from any"), p. 26.
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hero by comparing it to that of his "closest modern 
equivalent, " the Airman, or "ace fighter pilot." For 
each, he writes, life is "so full of risks and hairbreath 
escapes, so almost certain to end in death," that "the 
sense of having good days when he is protected and bad 
days when he is being worked against and the conviction 
that he will die when Fate decrees but not before become 
almost necessary attitudes to life."-1'

The significance of these comments stems from 
the fact that Auden and his fellow poets, in view of
the terrible violence of their times, came to believe

\

more and more strongly that life in the twentieth century 
could be conceived of only in terms of war and the perils 
war involves. The frontiers of course were numerous.
There was the war between classes in a society, and the 
competitive warfare between nations. On a higher plane, 
there was the war between conflicting ideologies, or 
there was the constant struggle to be waged against ty
ranny and injustice. And just as Auden and his friends 
saw conflict on every side, so too they came to think of 
themselves as exiles from a society and a nation with 
which they could no longer find sympathy. By 1929, Auden,

Hi. H. Auden (ed.), The Portable Greek Reader 
(New York: Viking, 1948), p. 187



43

Spender, Isherwood, and Edward Upward had all left England 
for the Continent, in the hope of serving there the causes 
of political freedom and social equality which they found 
lifeless at home. Thus, the heroic patterns of war and 
exile which had so entertained the young Auden became for 
the serious poet of the thirties a remarkable dramatiza
tion of the realities of the contemporary scene. And 
his preoccupation with the Norse sagas in his early verse 
must be understood in part, therefore, as indicative of 
his poetic response to the actual political and social 
upheavals of his times.

Finally, and perhaps most important, essential 
to an understanding of Auden's heroic images is the in
herent idealism in his way of viewing life, at least as 
a poet. Just as he can believe that the psychologically 
well-adjusted are immune to physical illness, just as he 
can see human isolation in an abandoned washing-floor, 
so too what Auden values in the physical bravery, animal 
preparedness, and mental simplicity of his saga heroes 
are the corresponding moral virtues of courage, self- 
discipline, and uninsinuated honesty which he attributes 
to them. By his Norse warriors and exiles Auden means to 
prefigure spiritual armament, strength, and perseverence. 
Indeed, around them inevitably circulate all the later
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images of the Christian soldier putting on the armor of 
the Lord and the medieval knight in quest of the Holy 
Grail. When Isherwood comments of Auden: "His romantic 
travel-wish was always towards the North. He could 
never understand how anybody could long for the sun, 
the blue sky, the palm-trees of the South, 1,1 one in
stinctively understands that Auden's preference is less 
aesthetic than moral. The South, for Auden, always sug
gests a luxury and self-indulgence that he finds morally 
abhorrent. Critics have tended always to identify Auden's
particular brand of ethics as "militant m o r a l i s m . A n d

\

admittedly the phrase appears almost irresistible in the 
light of Auden's constant presentation of moral righteous
ness in terms of military discipline and success.

It is totally mistaken, therefore, to suppose 
that Auden's heroic images have to do primarily with the 
physical, material world. There is no question that 
Auden admired physical courage and heroic accomplishment 
greatly. And of course he belonged to an entire genera
tion of writers sharply awakened to the significance of 
the physical life, and to its decline in Western civili-

-LIsherwood, "Some Notes on Auden's Early Poetry," 
New Verse, Nos. 26-27, p. 8.

^see particularly Dilys Powell, "Advance Guard," 
Descent from Parnassus (London: Cresset Press, 1934),
pp. 165-221.



45

zation, by D. H. Lawrence. But then Auden will never 
permit the inevitable comparison that comes to mind be
tween his interest in "our hunting fathers" and that, 
say, of Ernest Hemingway. For no one is more contemptuous 
of Hemingway's blind celebration of physical prowess than 
Auden himself.1 To Auden, the Truly Strong Man is the 
man whose inner and outer lives are perfectly harmonized 
and attuned to the accomplishments of both physical and 
spiritual heroism, the man who acts bravely upon his con
victions and contemplates carefully his accomplishments. 
And the North is the legendary land of the Truly Strong.
By way of conclusion, then, the Truly Strong saga figures 
stand essentially for Auden as symbols of a moral ideal. 
And he uses them vis-à-vis the contemporary scene he ana
lyzes in two ways. To the extent that he finds parallels, 
in the common experiences of war and exile, he dramatizes 
present reality by reference to heroic legend. And to 
the extent that he finds differences, in the modern pic
ture of cowardice and moral weakness, he condemns that 
present reality before the legendary grandeur and vitality 
of the past.

1See W. H. Auden, "The First Lord Melchett, " 
Scrutiny, II (December, 1933), 307-10, for his contemptu
ous comments on Hemingway's concept of "the admirable 
hLiman being" as simply "a big strong man."
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Coterie fancies
Beyond his family heritage of the romantic folk

lore of saga literature,, Auden's romanticism was further 
stimulated by his personal literary friends. And the 
relationship of their romantic fancies to his own is the 
key to an understanding of much of the bizarre fiction 
of Auden's early verse. In attempting to define this 
relationship the following discussion intends, there
fore, to clarify further Auden's romantic metaphorical 
patterns.

In 1925, when still at Oxford, Auden was intro-
\

duced by a mutual friend to Christopher Isherwood. Ac
tually, the meeting was a reunion of sorts, as they had 
known each other, although distantly, in public school. 
Auden quickly made Isherwood his poetic mentor, "a 
literary older brother," in Isherwood's terms. And with 
this friendship the foundation of the "Auden group" was 
cast. Auden and Isherwood collaborated frequently in 
the thirties, and undoubtedly the influences each exerted 
on the other's work were both great and various. However, 
one literary debt is significant beyond the others. For 
far more than to the sagas alone, Auden owes to Isherwood 
his romantic preoccupation with war— with spys, enemy 
agents, ambushes, and attacks. And to understand that
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preoccupation it is necessary to take account of Isher- 
wood's description of the development of his own imagis- 
tic patterns in his autobiographical Lions and Shadows. 1

While still in school and later at Cambridge, 
Isherwood and his friend Edward Upward built up between 
them a surrealistic make-believe world into which they 
projected and dramatized their own lives. They conceived 
of themselves as secretly at war with the entire world 
around them, the world of the comfortable upper middle 
class— the British "poshocracy" as they called it, their
sporting chums, the university dons, and, of course, the

\

clergy. Everywhere they envisaged enemy agents plotting 
to seduce them with a smile, a handshake, an invitation 
to tea. And as defense they sought communion with imagined 
protectors--for instance, their literary "ancestors" (those 
they admired, such as Wilfred Owen, Blake, or D. H. 
Lawrence), or "the Watcher in Spanish," a kind of sinis
ter third party always watching their activities, always 
quick to reprove any slackness in their revolutionary 
commitments. And, indeed, in the midst of Cambridge they 
projected another entire town called Mortmere as a refuge 
where a host of crazy, free behavior patterns completely 
subverted the established conventions and prohibitions

^The whole world of Mortmere described below is 
treated particularly by Isherwood In Lions and Shadows, 
pp. 49-74 passim.
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of society.
All this is schoolboy fantasy enough. What is 

curious is that all these revolutionary fancies continued 
to survive in the adult literature of Upward and Isher- 
wood, and, through them,.in that of W. H. Auden. For 
throughout his early verse, in poem after poem, Auden 
recreates and explores the militaristic terms and trap
pings of Upward's Journey to the Border. Thus, the 
opening poem of Auden's first volume presents a challenge 
to the English intellectual vis-a-vis his society. "Will
you," asks the poet, "interrogate their poises / In their

\

rich houses;"
Yet wear no ruffian badge 
Nor lie behind the hedge 
Waiting with bombs of conspiracy 
In arm-pit secrecy.1

Again, Poem XII of the same volume presents the young
revolutionaries preparing for action:

We made all possible preparations,
Drew up a list of firms,
Constantly revised our calculations 
And allotted the farms.

Poem XV dramatizes one who has relinquished the cause:
Control of the passes was, he saw, the key 
To this new district, but who would get it?
He, the trained spy, had walked into the trap 
For a bogus guide, seduced with the old tricks.

1Poems, I ("Will you turn a deaf ear"). Poems 
XII and XV quoted below are from this same volume.
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In the "Journal of an Airman," Book II of Auden's 
next work, The Orators, there are all kinds of private 
military jottings--plans for counterattack, analyses of 
the enemy position, and so forth. And here particularly 
the fantastic nature of the Airman's campaigns, and the 
assumptions which underlie them, are brilliantly remi
niscent of Mortmere. The following three excerpts are 
representative:

Friday--See M about the gin to be introduced 
into the lemonade at the missionary whist-drive.

Three counter attacks--complete mastery of 
the air--ancestor worship-practical jokes.

\

Practical jokes consist in upsetting [Enemy] 
associations. They are in every sense contradic
tory and public, e.g., my bogus lecture to the 
London Truss Club. Derek's seduction of Mrs.
Solomon by pretending to have been blessed by 
the Pope.1

Finally, Joseph Warren Beach has clearly under
stood such ominous figures as the "Lords of Limit" in 
Auden's "Not All the Candidates Pass," the "Two" in 
"The Witnesses," and the mysterious "Him" in The Orators 
as "secret Watchers planted by the enemy or their own 
party to check up on them," who, he thinks, add "a 
philip of danger" to the "intellectual pioneering of 
heroes and exiles. " 2 But he has not evidently recognized

!The Orators, "Journal of an Airman," in Poems, 
pp. 131 and 124’.

pBeach, Auden Canon, p. 16.
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these figures as simply Audenesque versions of the Watcher 
in Spanish. In fact, Auden, with his own great gift for 
mythmaking and perhaps somewhat in need of a god in his 
early verse, tended to deify this particular figure.
One has only to note the verbal and symbolic associations 
which attend the "Him" of The Orators, in such passages 
as the following:

Speak the name only with meaning only for us, 
meaning Him, a call to our clearing.

Would hide Him wounded in a cave, kneeling all 
night by His bed of bracken, bringing hourly an 
infusion of bitter herbs; wearing His cloak re
ceive the mistaken stab, deliver His message, fall 

x at His feet.
Because of the Watcher's demand for absolute truth and 
resolute action he came to possess metaphorically for 
Auden the power of a leader and vanquisher, the personi
fication of some kind of ethical principle operative in 
the universe. Undoubtedly his most haunting and moving 
appearance is in one of the choruses of Paid on Both 
Sides, where Auden addresses him in prayer:

0 watcher in the dark, you wake 
Our dream of waking, we feel
Your finger on the flesh that has been skinned,
By your bright day
See clear what we were doing, that we were vile.Your sudden hand 
Shall humble great

■̂ The Orators, "Argument, " in Poems, pp. 99 and 101.
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Pride, break it, wear down to stumps old systems 
which await ]_

The last transgression of the sea.
The significance of all this revolutionary im

agery, given its connections with Mortmere, is straight
forward enough. These fancies, no matter how flamboyant, 
expressed the realization of this young group of writers 
that they were caught in an enemy camp. Richard Hoggart, 
in his excellent study of Auden, provides a very pene
trating analysis of the group solidarity these writers 
found in the shared imagery of revolutionary conspiracy:

They wanted to challenge many of their society's 
guiding assumptions, but thought themselves in an 
important respect cut off. Their occasional 
perversity sometimes arose from the tension be
tween these two poles of their thinking; their 
realization of the vast indifference of society 
to the creative artist, and their great desire 
to change that society.

Prom Auden's point of view, moreover, the terms and as
sumptions of Mortmere merged perfectly with his own 
epic preoccupation with warfare and his revolutionary 
sense of himself as a heroic exile from his society.
For the revolutionary cause was, after all, a heroic 
one, set against the weakness and failure of the 1 2

1Paid on Both Sides, Chorus ( "Can speak of trouble, 
pressure on men11), in Poems, p. 6l. For a discussion of 
Auden's dieties in the thirties, see below, pp. 95-98.

2Hoggart, Auden, p. 21.
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established bourgeois state. Presumably, of course, 
this imagery is indeed figurative. Auden and his assoc
iates, like Blake a century earlier, were engaged in 
"mental strife" or "intellectual pioneering" in their 
efforts to build a "new Jerusalem." In fact, quite 
specifically, Stephen Spender interprets Auden's Airman 
as the poet and The Orators as a study of the artist's 
responsibility toward revolutionizing the confining 
conventions of his society.1 However, in the face of 
the Spanish Civil War, the international Communist con
spiracy, the Fascist movement toward World War II, the 
imagery inevitably took on a blatantly literal signifi
cance. Nor was the poet unaware of this tendency. In
deed, it is one of the great distinctions of Auden's 
verse that his most wildly imaginative fictions have 
the quality always of being just on the edge of fact; 
and it is this quality undoubtedly which accounts for 
much of the undisputed force of his early poetry.

However, there are still further elements of 
significance in Auden's use of the apparatus of warfare, 
and these again have their origins in his own life and 
his relations with Christopher Isherwooa. Isherwood, in

!see Stephen Spender, "The Airman, Politics and 
Psychoanalysis," The Destructive Element (Philadelphia: 
Albert Saifer, 1953) ̂ pp. 257-?1'.
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Lions and Shadows, explains that he (and Auden) belonged
to a school generation too young to serve in World War I,
but too old to escape its powerful influences.

We young writers of the middle 'twenties were all 
suffering, more or less subconsciously, from a feel
ing of shame that we hadn't been old enough to take 
part in the European war. . . . Like most of my 
generation, I was obsessed by a complex of terrors 
and longings connected with the idea "War." "War," 
in this purely neurotic sense, meant The Test. The 
test of your courage, of your maturity, . . . "Are 
you really a Man?". . . I longed to be subjected to 
this test, but . . .  I dreaded failure so much . . .
I pretended indifference. The War, I said, was 
obscene.

By a series of mental maneuvers--"because 'war,' which
could never under any circumstances be allowed to appear
in its own shape, needed a symbol"--Isherwood transferred
the battleground for the test to the English public school.

It was no good, of course, pretending that my own 
school career had been in any sense romantic, heroic, 
dangerous, epic. . . ..1 built up the daydream of an 
heroic school career, in which the central figure, 
the dream I, was an austere young prefect, called 
upon unexpectedly to captain a "bad" house, sur
rounded by sneering critics and open enemies, 
fighting slackness, moral rottenness, . . . and 
finally triumphing over all his obstacles passing 
the test, emerging--a Man.* 2

Just as in the case of the imagery of Mortmere, 
this notion of "the Test" seemed to coalesce easily 
with Auden's tendency to view the contemporary scene

•̂ -Isherwood, Lions and Shadows, pp. 7^-76.
2Ibid., pp. 77-78.
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and modern warfare in heroic terms. Isherwood, in fact, 
quickly identified Auden's "feelings about the heroic 
Norse literature" as a "personal variety of 'War'- 
fixation. " 1 And thus by suggesting his own war image 
he provided for Auden the last dramatic element in the 
complex militaristic school-saga world which informs so 
many of Auden's early poems. For with an artistic sleight 
of hand one believes only Auden could manage, his revo
lutionary epic heroes are often simultaneously English 
schoolchildren. Thus, for example, in Paid on Both Sides, 
the dialogue moves back and forth easily between haunting 
archaic declarations and the casual chat of the privileged 
young. As Isherwood comments on the schoolboy and saga 
worlds of the play: "The two . . . are so inextricably 
confused that it is impossible to say whether the charac
ters are really epic heroes or only members of a school 
0 [fficerj T jraining] C [orps] . "1 2 And public school life is 
the very organizing principle of The Orators, with its 
sprawling consideration of the state of English society. 
Book I,. "The Initiates," opens with a brilliant parody 
of a typical schoolmaster's "Address for a Prize-day."
In Book II, "Journal of an Airman," the social world

1Ibid., p. 1 9 2.
2Isherwood, "Some Notes on Auden's Early Poetry," 

New Verse, Nos. 26-27, p. 6 .
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within which the Airman carries out his fantastic revo
lutionary programs is simply that of the university or 
English public school. And the "Six Odes" of the final 
Book III in one way or another all celebrate and commemo
rate the English young. Ode V "To My Pupils" is perhaps 
the key example here, with its OTC once again engaged in 
serious and dramatic warfare.

Though aware of our rank and alert to obey orders,
Watching with binoculars the movement of the grass 

for an ambush,
The pistol cocked, the code-word committed to memory;

The youngest drummer ,
Knows all the peace-time stories like the oldest soldier.

x Without doing violence to the subtle connections 
in Auden's metaphorical world, the link between Isherwood's 
schoolboys and his own legendary heroes seems clear. In 
the first place, children are morally identifiable with 
the ancient Norsemen by virtue of both their mental di
rectness and simplicity and their physical vigor. In 
relation to the latter point, Ode II of The Orators Is 
simply a spirited celebration of a school rugby game.
Children share with the saga heroes, therefore, the same 
infinite capacity for life and action. On the other hand, 
for schoolboys, rigid discipline, and even a military OTC, 
do exist quite literally as an educational, moral prepar
ation for life. Auden is also of course simply expressing

-̂ The Orators, Ode V, In Poems, p. 175-
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in these poems the age-old feeling that the young possess 
the future and are its brightest hope, that it is upon 
their emergence to manhood and maturity and their cour
age that the future of man depends. It must be remembered 
that he was himself an English master at a boys school in 
the years from 1930 to 1936, first at Helensburg, in 
Scotland, and later at Malvern, in England. And much 
of what goes into these poems is unmistakably personal, 
as in this brief prayer to the "Lords of Limit."

At the end of my corridor are boys who dream 
Of a new bicycle or winning team;
On their behalf guard all the more 
This late-maturing Northern shore,
Who to their serious season must shortly come. 1

Indeed, David Daiches believes that Auden's interest in 
schoolchildren gave him what so many writers of this per
iod lacked, a sense of himself in relation to a definite 
audience. As a schoolmaster he would address an idealized 
English schoolboy, past and present. 1 2

Playing around Auden's symbolic presentation of 
heroic legend there are, then, the revolutionary fancies 
of Mortmere and the romantic school imagery which he 
inherited from his coterie of friends. Thus beyond all

10n This Island, X ("Now from my window-sill I 
watch the night'. "75

2See David Daiches, "Poetry in the 1930's. II:
W. H. Auden and Stephen Spender," Poetry and the Modern 
World (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 194073
pp.' 220-3 0.
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its other implications Auden's great symbol of war comes 
often to mean revolutionary commitment. His epic leaders 
are those "who sheer off from old like gull from granite," 
who know that love needs death, "death of the old gang.nl 
And, taken in conjunction with school, war suggests fur
ther the test for the initiate, the preparation and prov
ing ground for the Truly Strong. Thus to Auden school- 
children are also epic figures. Furthermore, the poet 
vis-à-vis civilization is, in the world of Auden's be
lief, both an Airman engaged in revolutionizing society 
from his high vantage point of objective vision and a 
schoolmaster devoted to the protection and instruction of 
mankind. There is no question that this revolutionary 
school-saga symbolism of Auden's is complex. The symbol
ic meanings vary from poem to poem; the metaphorical con
nections come and go. Thus Hoggart observes:

And what ["is"] the ordinary reader to make of the 
full parade of private references and group para
phernalia?— the boys' school and guerilla warfare 
props (sudden raids, frontiers, ambushes and treason, 
fortified farms and first elevens); the privately 
weighted symbols and the general air of a Boy Scout 
patrol. These were characteristic of all members 
of the group: in Auden himself they appeared in 
special form, and particularly in 'Paid on Both 
Sides' and 'The Orators'; there the group afflatus was from the leader himself, the head prefect, the 
cock of the patrol. * 2

-'-See Poems, XXVII ("Under boughs between our ten
tative endearments how should we hear") and XVI ("It was 
Easter as I walked in the public gardens").

2Hoggart, Auden, pp. 19-20.
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But it seems wholly unfair to accuse Auden, as Beach does, 
of merely engaging with all this imagery in a game of in
tentional mystification.1 For the meanings of Auden's 
romantic "sacred objects" do emerge. And perhaps more 
than anything else the real significance of this imagery 
lies simply in its revelation of Auden's willingness to 
see human life in heroic terms.
Conclusion

It is not enough, therefore, to explain Auden's 
romantic metaphors. For there is no question that Auden's 
tendency to see life as a lonely journey beset by terrors 
and temptations or war as a heroic test of manhood or 
children and barbarians as moral paragons reveals a 
definitely romantic cast of mind. This romantic vision 
is evident also in his fondness for stark scenes of natu
ral wilderness and for such imaginative creations as the 
Watcher in the Dark and the Truly Strong Man. And while 
Auden's romanticism may enforce his general optimism about 
man's future, it hardly compliments his belief in reason 
and scientific knowledge as the proper avenues for man's 
improvement.

Thus, while critics have been far less alert to 
this division in his thinking, there exists in Auden's

■'-Beach, Auden Canon, pp. 15-16, 79* and 246.
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work a very real and remarkable tension between his ro
mantic, visionary faith in the grandeur and glory of 
human life and his objective, even clinical perception 
of all its visible realities. It is not at all sur
prising in this light that Auden felt a genuine kinship 
toward Lord Byron. For like Byron he possessed a double 
vision combining the best of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. On the other hand, while Byron simply vacil
lated unevenly in his poetry between sparkling satire and 
lofty romance, Auden's double vision is limited and di
rected by his strong moral purpose. That is, Auden did 
believe that it was only by understanding and accepting 
rationally the precise terms of reality that man could hope 
to achieve the good life. But he recognized always the 
importance to man in his moral endeavor of the myths and 
parables that symbolize and dramatize human existence. 
Auden, in speaking of the disillusioning character of 
scientific wisdom, comments upon one occasion on "the 
wounded myths that once made nations good. "-*• He sees in 
the unifying symbols of mythology an instructive, moral 
force in human culture. And thus he set out in his own 
poetry to make prominent use of the mythical figures of 
legend and romance. Auden would never, of course, have

^Journey to a War, "In Time of War," Sonnet XXI.
Of course the science of psychology itself taught Auden 
of man's need for symbol and myth.
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admitted the objective reality of his romantic figures.
He knew that "violence is always and unequivocally bad,nl 
that "though he believe it, no man is strong, " * 2 that "the 
professor's dream is not true"--far from being "angels 
of a vision, " schoolchildren are only schoolchildren.3 
And he was never in the slightest attracted to any of 
the other traditional aspects of romanticism, to personal 
soul-searching, for instance, or to sentimentality and 
emotionalism. But he believed without qualification that 
the moral destiny of the individual man was epic in its 
significance and that human capability was both morally 
deserving of and morally challenged and instructed by 
heroic glorification.

Furthermore, if Auden's romantic and rationalis
tic tendencies are at least drawn together in this way 
by the strong moral impulse that underlies both, by the 
opposite turn of the coin, his double vision determines 
in large measure the particular character of his moral 
teaching. For while satire has always provided one of 
the great traditional forms for poetic preaching, Auden 
is not very successful as a satirist. Confronted by all

•*■¥. H. Auden, "The Bond and the Free, " Scrutiny, 
TV (September, 1935), 201.

2Paid on Both Sides, Chorus, in Poems, p. 8 5 .
3Another Time, "Schoolchildren" ("Here are all 

the captivities'; the cells are as real:").
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the decadence he attacks,, his impulse is always to send 
man forth on new pilgrimages and new conquests. His con
structive hopes and plans for the future make him too 
resolute to laugh gently and bemusedly at man's folly 
and too optimistic and enthusiastic to lash or deride.
In a word, he cares too much for the wonder of man's po
tential to concentrate only on the limitations of his act
ual condition. 1 What Auden's double vision does provide 
is one source to the pervasive and penetrating irony which 
characterizes his verse. And while a discussion of this 
irony must be postponed until the general study of Auden's 
ironic preaching in Chapter II, * 2 it should be sufficient 
to make here two concluding points in Auden's defense.
First, if the particular blend of romanticism and scien
tific rationalism in Auden's intellectual approach to life 
is divisive in character, it is not casual or flippant.
Its origins are deep in his past in the early influences 
of family and friends. And second, far from casting doubt 
on Auden's moral seriousness, these extremes of science 
and romance are both wedded securely to his moral aspirations

•'■Hoggart makes essentially this same point: "The 
fact that Auden largely fails as a satirist, though not 
as an ironist, may be attributed to this insistent prac
tical sense. He is so anxious to effect an improvement 
that he is disabled for the more violent kinds of satire." 
Auden, p. 3^•

2See below, pp. 170-95.
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for man and to his distinctive and self-conscious form of 
moral address.

3. Intellectual Milieu
Introduction

Beyond the private influences of family and 
friends upon Auden's images and ideas, the poet was of 
course subject to the broad, general pressures of his 
entire intellectual milieu. Stephen Spender once commented 
quietly of Auden: "Auden is the most intelligent living 
poet in the English language. " 1 Even Auden, despite his 
dedp suspicion of the "highbrow" or the "intellectual," 
only identifies himself in these terms. As he admits 
in one of his most personal poems: "Coming out of me 
living is always thinking. " 1 2 The specific thinkers and 
writers that helped to shape the intensely intellectual 
world of Auden's belief are, of course, legion, but the 
poet with his frequent commemoratory poems and his dedi
cations, annotations, and poetic references has informed 
his readers of his most significant creditors, or 
"ancestors"--Blake, Groddeck, Gerald Heard, Wilfred Owen, 
to name a few. Given Auden's belief in the poet's

1Stephen Spender, "W. H. Auden," Spectator Harvest 
(London: Hamish Hamilton, 1952), p. 51-

2Poems, XVI ("It was Easter as I walked in the 
public gardens").
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responsibility toward the most progressive thought of 
his day, ̂  it is not surprising., however, that the two 
figures who perhaps most challenged and modified the 
Intellectual milieu of the early twentieth century also 
made the greatest intellectual impact on the mind of the 
young poet--Karl Marx and Sigmund Freud; and it is to a 
discussion of their influence upon Auden that the follow
ing section is devoted.

The emphasis of this section differs somewhat 
from that in previous sections. That is, there is no 
initial explication of Auden's images, since these images 
are not, for the most part, personal in origin, but be
long rather to the common stock of twentieth-century 
wisdom. Such explication as is necessary is simply con
tained within the outlines of Auden's intellectual commit
ment to Marxism and Freudian psychology which merit the 
primary consideration here. It should also be noted that 
as Freud and Marx were both scientists, in the largest 
sense of that term, this section is properly understood 
as an extension or development of the initial section on 
science and technology. However, the influence of Marx 
and Freud upon Auden was so remarkable, and in the minds

^See above, p. 32 and note.
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of some of Auden's critics so contradictory, 1 that it 
is necessary in this separate section to illustrate and 
reconcile Auden's intellectual debts to twentieth-century 
social science and psychology.
Marxism

It should be stated at the outset of any discus
sion of the influence of Marxism upon Auden that Auden 
never was a card-carrying member of the Communist Party. 
Like a great many of his contemporaries, Auden did defend 
certain aspects of Marxism in prose, did go to Spain in 
1937 and serve as an ambulance driver for the Loyalists, 
did write some proletarian verse. But Spender indicates 
that "Auden belonged more with his conscience than either 
his head or heart to the anti-Fascist movement of this 
time. " 2 The following lines from Auden's poem "Spain 
1937," which were so attacked by the more zealous, indi
cate his actual distaste for his political activity.

To-day the expending of powers ~On the flat ephemeral pamphlet and the boring meeting.“’

!see, for example, Francis Scarfe, "Aspects of 
Auden," Auden and After (London: Routledge & Sons, 1942), 
pp. 10-34, and David Daiches, "Poetry in the 1930's,"Poetry 
and the Modern World, p. 214. In his chapter, "The Airman, 
Politics and Psycho-analysis," in The Destructive Element, 
pp. 251-77, Stephen Spender also attempts to answer this 
objection of intellectual conflict in Auden's appeal both 
to Communism and to psychology.

2Spender, "W. H. Auden and His Poetry," Atlantic 
Monthly, CXCII, 77.

3Another Time, "Spain 1937" (Yesterday all the 
past. The language of size1). For criticism of Auden's
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And in another poem Auden even finds an element of human
degradation in the limits of the Communist revolutionary’s
"mature ambition"

To think no thought but ours,
To hunger, work illegally,

And be anonymous.
Moreover, Auden flatly disagreed with the pure philosophy

pof dialectical materialism. However, in the years from 
1933 until 19 3 9* when, as a forerunner to his conversion 
to Christianity, Auden began to abandon hope in any polit
ical program as a solution for man's moral problems, his 
poetic thinking took on certain Marxist hues. In order 
to understand his political poetry rightly it is necessary 
to define precisely the nature and the limits of the appeal

lack of orthodoxy, see, for example, Edgell Rickword, 
"Auden and Politics," New Verse, Nos. 2o-27 (November, 
1937)* p. "Auden's failure to analyze the social 
movement which so profoundly affects his work often 
leads him to emotionally irresponsible statements."
Mr. Rickword quotes these same lines cited in the text 
as "an extraordinary example of what used to be accepted 
as the aloofness proper to the intellectual, in one who 
has recently been to Spain and had the opportunity of 
observing the immense vitality which the people are 
bringing to the task of simultaneously defeating the 
invaders and creating a free culture." "That attitude," 
he writes further, "would be completely incomprehensible 
to the Spanish intellectuals today."

10n This Island, III ( "Our hunting fathers told 
the story""“}".

2See below, pp. 7 3-7 5 .
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of Communism to Auden in the thirties. It is an appeal 
which extends from the general ability of Communism to 
provide a rational explanation for the social disorders 
of the times to such individually attractive features 
as its sense of history, its social realism, and its 
requirements of self-discipline and love.

Auden was from the very beginning dedicated, In 
one way or another, to a goal of social revolution. It 
was almost inevitable that this should have been so.
The powerful pressure exerted on his generation of poets 
by their immediate literary predecessors, T. S. Eliot 
and D. H. Lawrence, has already been mentioned. As 
Louis MacNeice commented of Eliot's portraits of a joy
less, bloodless, overmechanized society:

However sheltered our young lives, however rural 
our normal surroundings, however pre-industrial- 
Revolution our education, we knew in our bones, If 
not explicitly, that this which Eliot expressed so 
succinctly and vividly, this was what we were up 
against.1

Moreover, the most effective social reactions that the 
young men of Auden's class brought home with them from 
the trenches of World War I were the conscience-stricken 
realization of the vast social and educational barriers 
which separated them from so many of their English

1 Quoted, without annotation, by Hoggart, Auden,
p. 112
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compatriots and an accompanying disillusionment with 
the liberal democracy that had failed to erase these 
long before. When Auden announced that "the great 
struggle of our time" is "to create a juster social 
order, 1,1 he was perhaps echoing the program of the 
nineteenth century, but it was one intensified certain
ly by the sociological impact of the First World War.
The fact, however, that this vague revolutionary think
ing fell more and more perfectly into the patterns of 
orthodox Marxism, the fact that the imaginative game 
of spy and counterspy suddenly realized itself in the 
secret activities of Communist Party members, is due 
most probably to the fact that Marxism offered Auden 
and his contemporaries a very simple and rational ex
planation for the violent social and political occur
rences they witnessed daily.

After all, in the rigid logic of dialectical 
materialism, if middle-class society has deteriorated, 
it simply belongs to "a world that has had its day."2 
If the bourgeois has not effected a world of social 1

1Auden, "The Public vs. the Late Mr. William 
Butler Yeats," Partisan Review, VI, 47.

^The line is the refrain from W. H. Auden, "Song," 
New Verse, No. 1 (January, 1933), PP. 3-5. The poem 
treats' the decay of capitalism as illustrative of the 
inevitable passing of the outmoded historical phase.
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justice for all, it is directed and limited by its own 
class interests. If Europe is beset by industrial ruin, 
if foundries, mines, canals, and railroads are rotting 
from disuse, economic depression is a recurrent evil 
inherent in the capitalist system. It is, in fact, as 
Auden so brilliantly suggests, a sign or portent of 
capitalism's inevitable failure and collapse. And if, 
further, Europe is hopelessly engaged in national war
fare, war is the necessary result of the material com
petition between capitalist nations. It is difficult 
to stress enough the importance of this last piece of 
logic, for there is no question that the intellectuals 
of the thirties were acutely sensitive to what appeared 
to them the terrifying and seemingly inevitable approach 
of World War II. Thus when Spender asked Auden in 1939 
how he could so quickly and completely abandon his Com
munist beliefs, the poet replied: "I thought that war 
could be stopped by opposing Fascism."1 And finally, 
and perhaps most persuasive, the Communist Manifesto 
seemed to these poets and writers to predict the sense 
of alienation which they in fact felt and to suggest in 
its place a powerful alternative.

^Spender, "W. H. Auden and His Poetry," Atlantic 
Monthly, CXCII, 77.
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Finally, as the class struggle nears its decisive 
stage, disintegration of the ruling class and the 
old order of society becomes so active, so acute, 
that a small part of the ruling class breaks away 
to make common cause with the revolutionary class, 
the class which holds the future in its hands.
Just as in former days, part of the nobility went 
over to the bourgeoisie, so now part of the bour
geoisie goes over to the proletariat.1

Auden himself wrote a little proletarian parable in 
which the vacationing "sportsmen" (the artists) lend 
the local "villagers" (the proletariat) a hand in order 
"to fell the trees and clear away the undergrowth"
(build a free society).* 2 The parable represents his 
own justification presumably for directing his artis
tic talents toward a political end. But it is only 
realistic to recognize in the political poetry of Auden 
and his associates an attempt to solve an acutely felt 
artistic problem, the obvious need to find an audience 
beyond themselves. If they were self-exiles from a 
society that did not want to hear their declamations 
and rebukes, they could, as Marx suggests, "make common 
cause with the revolutionary class, the class which holds 
the future in its hands," and become its spokesmen and its 
prophets.

■^Quoted by Beach, Auden Canon, p. 116.
2W. H. Auden, "The Sportsmen: A Parable," New 

Verse, Nos. 31-32 (Autumn, 1938), pp. 2-4.
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However, Auden is not to be understood as merely 
one more of an entire generation of young men disillu
sioned and shocked by the progress of twentieth-century 
social history. As always, his intellectual commitments 
are rooted deeply in his personal, subjective experiences. 
In 1929, Auden was graduated from Christ Church, Oxford, 
and for the next two years he traveled and studied in 
Germany, spending the greatest part of his time with 
Spender and Isherwood in Berlin. Certainly, it is clear 
that nowhere were the political and social tensions of 
the thirties so acute or so exaggerated as in Germany.
In Germany to be a Communist at this time vías actively 
to be against Hitler, and from a Communist point of view, 
of course, Fascism vías to be understood as the last and 
most fearful expression of the dying capitalist state. 
Spender has remarked on Auden's peculiar gift for creat
ing out of his association with any locale a kind of 
mythological cult.1 Certainly Berlin achieves this 
status in his early poetry. The images from his German 
experience recur and recur, and often the reference is 
clearly personal, as in the long reflective poem "1 9 2 9."

All this time was anxiety at night,
Shooting and barricade in street.
Walking home late I listened to a friend

•^Spender, " W. H. Auden and His Poetry, " Atlantic 
Monthly, CXCII, 7 6.
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Talking excitedly of final war
Of proletariat against police.-L
His personal understanding of Germany gave 

Auden a kind of confidence in analyzing the European 
scene in the thirties * and always he tended to inter
pret that scene, as he had first witnessed it in 1929.» 
as a struggle between the forces of Communism and 
Fascism, between proletariat and police, between the 
"narrow strictness" of Marxism and the "baroque" ex
travagance of the Nazi lie.

Since the external disorder, and extravagant lies,
The baroque frontiers, the surrealist police;
What can truth treasure, or heart bless,
But a narrow strictness?2

And, indeed, the extent to which his German experience 
touched his life is exemplified by the fact that in 1935 
Auden married Erica Mann, a daughter of the famous Ger
man novelist, simply to give her the protection of an 
English name and nationality in her anti-Fascist activi
ties as a German refugee in Switzerland.

The appeal of Marxism to Auden, however, trans
cended its capacity to explain and interpret the social 
distortions of his times. For certain of its ideological

1Poems, XVI ("It was Easter as I walked In the 
public gardens"). The title "1929" first appears in 
Collected Poetry.

2This brief poem accompanies Auden's dedication 
"To Erika Mann" of his volume On This Island.
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aspects he found stimulating, instructive, and morally 
attractive in their own right. In the first place, he 
was attracted by the Marxist sense of history. Auden, 
with his moralistic approach, his delight in the wide, 
sweeping observation, thinks almost continually in terms 
of history. He can compass the whole of Western civili
zation, speaking only of the failure of democratic 
liberalism.
This is the epoch of the Third Great Disappointment:
The first was the collapse of that slave-owning empire
Upon its ruins rose the Universal Churches.1 

With a particular gift for epigrammatic statement, he 
can summarize the geographical and cultural history of 
"Macao

* A weed from Catholic Europe, it took root 
Between the yellow mountains and the sea,
And bore these gay stone houses like a fruit,And grew on China imperceptibly.2

Or he can reduce the complex way in which history stimu
lates and shapes the artist to his simple comment on the 
poet Yeats: "Mad Ireland hurt you into poetry."3 The 
Hegalian notion of a spirit or will in history moving * 2

-̂Journey to a War, "In Time of War, " Commentary, 
pp. 292-937

2Ibid., "Macao."
3Another Time, "In Memory of W. B. Yeats" ("He 

disappeared in the aead of winter:")*
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at its own pace through and above the individual lives 
that realize it he found richly suggestive. Thus, in 
Poem III of his first volume, this spirit, personified 
as Love, addresses the doomed member of an outmoded 
historical phase and prophesies the extinction of his 
world.

Others have tried it and will try again 
To finish that which they did not begin:
Their fate must always be the same as yours,
To suffer the loss they were afraid of, yes,
Holders of one position, wrong for years.1

And, of course, Auden gets from the Marxist dialectic
the confidence which Informs nearly all these early

\

poems that the death of the old order will come.
Auden further felt that Marxism was socially 

realistic in its analysis of the influence of an indi
vidual's economic background in shaping his values and 
desires. One can sense that his conviction in this 
regard is largely personal, based on his great devotion, 
despite his revolutionary aspirations, to the leisured 
tradition of his own Oxford life ("our freedom in this 
English house, / Our picnics in the sun").2 But in 1 2

1Poems, III ("Since you are going to begin to-day").
20n This Island, II ("Out on the lawn I lie in 

bed,"). This poem, one of Auden's most personal, re
creates his delight in his privileged university existence. 

"Equal with colleagues in a ring 
I sit on each calm evening,
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various metaphorical ways,1 and particularly in the 
measured reflection of "1929" that for its future Love 
"needs death, death of the grain, our death, / Death of 
the old gang,"2 Auden dramatizes his recognition that 
he and his "gang" are limited by their privileged back
ground in their capacity to understand and effect the 
goal of social equality for all. Auden, however, did 
not accept this principle as absolute, and never was, 
therefore, an orthodox Marxist. He did not believe that 
man was merely a product of materialistic forces and 
thus that man's exercise of free will was illusory. 
Ironically, the entire point of his contribution to 
Poems for Spain is that the Spanish Civil War has pre
sented Europe with a moral choice:

Enchanted as the flowers 
The opening light draws out of hiding 
From leaves with all its dove-like pleading 

Its logic and its powers
Now North and South and East and West 
Those I love lie down to restj 

The moon looks on them all:
The healers and the brilliant talkers,
The eccentrics and the silent walkers,

The dumpy and the tall."
And it contains the prayer, reminiscent of Wordsworth's 
hope that Chartreuse might stand, that, when "the crumbl
ing flood" of revolution comes, Oxford will survive and to 
its "strength belong."

■̂ One of the most vivid of these is the secret 
sickness of kleptomania which plagues the figure of the 
Airman in The Orators. Presumably it symbolizes the re
maining vestiges of his acquisitive bourgeois nature.

2Poems, XVI ("It was Easter as I walked in the 
public gardens"). The title "1929" first appears in 
Collected Poetry.
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'0 no, I am not the Mover,
Not to-day, not to you. To you I'm the
'Yes-man, the bar-companion, the easily-duped: 
I am whatever you do;
'What's your proposal? To build the Just City? I will. 
I agree. Or is It the suicide pact, the romantic Death? Very well, I accept, for 
I am your choice, your decision: yes, I am Spain.'

And Auden makes very clear his concept of the relation
ship between the spirit of history and the private actions 
of the individual man.

But Love except at our proposal,
Will do no trick at his disposal;
Without opinions of his own, performs 
That programme that we think of merit,
And through our private stuff must work 
His public spirit.* 2

Clearly, to Auden, the spirit of the times is a principle 
or abstraction proceeding from the individual rather than 
one existing prior to him and determining and controlling 
his destiny. It is not a Prime Mover, but merely the sum 
product of the operation of all existing human will power. 
And the economic system is but one of a number of forces 
modifying, but never completely destroying, human objec
tivity.

1Another Time, "Spain 1937" ("Yesterday all the 
past. The language of size"). Auden also published 
this poem in Poems for Spain, ed. John Lehmann and Stephen 
Spender (London: Hogarth Press, 1939) 3 a collection of 
literary pieces written about the cause of the Spanish 
Civil War.

20n This Island, XXI ("Easily, my dear, you move, 
easily your head;""77
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Auden, finally, was morally attracted by the 
Communist ideals of self-sacrifice and self-discipline. 
Auden, like so many poets, writes a great deal about 
love, which means a great many things to him. But he 
came increasingly to feel that self-sacrificing love 
vías the only ideal that could build a just society. As 
he announces in a poem to Isherwood:

The word is love.
Surely one fearless kiss would cure 
The million fevers . . . .
Was there a dragon who had closed the works 
While the starved city fed it with the Jews?
Then love would tame it with his trainer's look.1

Or as he says more desperately in 1 9 3 9 :
Hunger allows no choice 
To the citizen or the police;
We must love one another or die.2

And to Auden "the Communist himself is a splendid ex
ample, that if we choose, we can reject self-interest, 
and that only when we do so, do we achieve anything 
worth while."3 Moreover, the "narrow strictness" of 
Marxist discipline quite understandably appealed to 
Auden's ideals of military rigidity and strict moral 
preparedness. The Communist was a man who united an * IV,

1Ibid., XXX.
^Another Time, "September 1, 1939" ("I sit in 

one of the’ dives "7*̂
3Auden, "The Bond and the Free," Scrutiny,

IV, 202.
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ideology to a course of positive, disciplined action.
He was obviously to Auden another modern Norseman, an Air
man, a Truly Strong Man.
Freudian psychology

Auden, then, felt that socialism was, economically 
and politically, the only just social system for mankind, 
and for a time he allied himself with the Communist move
ment. For while he never was a Communist, either in fact 
or in total intellectual commitment, he found much to 
admire and agree with in the Marxist interpretation of man 
in history and in the Marxist goal of social revolution. 
Auden, however, given his moral concerns, was far more 
interested in studying "the human clay" from the inside 
than in applying doctrines of social and political science. 
Of course a great many of the intellectuals and artists 
of the early twentieth century were highly stimulated 
and fascinated by the revolutionary discoveries being 
made in the new science of psychology. But none more 
than Auden. Psychology was Auden's pet--his favorite 
pastime, a kind of intellectual avocation. Meeting the 
undergraduate Auden at Oxford, Isherwood found him already 
extremely well-read in contemporary psychology, a versa
tile and competent amateur "healer" in his own right.
What is most significant is that Auden felt psychology
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could and should be used to Interpret and thus help to 
cure the modern malaise. For Auden believed, quite 
literally, that his civilization was sick. The general 
indictment is frequent in his early poetry, but nowhere 
is it so clearly put than in the schoolmaster's chil
ling question to his boys in "Address for a Prize-day": 
"What do you think? What do you think about England, 
this country of ours where nobody is well?"1

It should be immediately evident that Marxism 
and psychology are at the furthest possible poles from 
each other. One explains man's action in relation to 
objective, external forces and events; the other, in 
relation to the subjective experience and movements of 
the mind. And it is understandable that critics have 
frequently attacked Auden for his poetic tendency to 
mix the terms of these two sciences or philosophies. 
Thus, Francis Scarfe, somewhat irritated, wants to ask 
the poet, for instance, whether war is the product or 
cause of psychic disturbance.* 2 And Joseph Warren Beach, 
in a similar vein, comments: "It is still less easy to 
see just how these personal and 'psychological' powers 
are to be brought into the Marxian picture of impersonal

-̂The Orators, "Address for a Prize-day, " in 
Poems, p. '93.

2Scarfe, "Aspects of Auden," Auden and After,
p .  2 0 .
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and 'materialistic' forces released by the system of 
production and determining the cultural pattern of any 
given social order.1,1 It has already been indicated, 
however, that Auden never was an orthodox Marxist in 
the respect of accepting a totally materialistic inter
pretation of man. And rather than arguing dogmatically 
with a poet, it would seem more relevant, in considering 
the basic psychological assumptions of Auden's early 
poems, to indicate the actual points at which these as
sumptions directly coincided with his fundamental social 
beliefs.

Auden, first of all, accepted Freud's positing 
of a constructive life principle, or urge— in Freud's 
own words, "the erotic instincts, which are always try
ing to collect living substance together into even larger 
u n i t i e s . L i k e  Freud, Auden considered this instinct 
as, at its root, sexual. But he surrounds the Freudian 
Eros with numerous other associations. For instance-- 
and here begins the union of psychological and social 
theory— this biological principle is sometimes identi
fied with Auden's historical world spirit. Biological 
evolution and social progress are seen as part of the * 2

■1-Beach, Auden Canon, pp. 25-26.
2Sigmund Freud, New Introductory Lectures (19^6), 

Ch. XXXII, p. 138, as quoted 'by Hoggart, Auden, p. 128.
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same driving spirit who thus addresses man:
But joy is mine not yours--to have come so far.
Whose cleverest invention was lately fur;
Lizards my best once who took years to breed.,
Could not control the temperature of blood.
To reach that shape for your face to assume,
Pleasure to many and despair to some,
I shifted ranges, lived epochs handicapped 
By climate, wars, or what the young men kept,
Modified theories on the types of dross.
Altered desire and history of dress.1

Or again, Eros, or Love, takes on the altruistic drives
of that selfless love which "would cure / The million
fevers" and "tame" the terrible dragon of Fascism.
Nor was Auden actually so original or imaginative in
making these connections. Surely there are very similar
historical and social implications in the theorizing of
his favorite psychologist, Homer Lane.

All organic life may be represented as a wish.
Man, the highest form of organic life, is in him
self the cumulative wishes of all organic life in 
past ages. Man is the embodiment of the master-x^ish 
for perfection in the universe, and is therefore es
sentially good. The motive power of goodness is love, 
and love is compulsory. If man does not love mankind 
and the universe, he is not true to his nature. . . . 
According to his conception of authority man will 
either progress toward perfection, obeying the master- 
wish, or regress to the primitive. 2

This life force, or "master-wish," is the energy
behind all human construction, is thus "Eros, builder

1Poems, III ("Since you are going to begin to-day").
pHomer Lane, Talks to Parents and Teachers (1930), 

pp. 177-78, as quoted by Hoggart^ Auden, pp." 130-31.
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of cities, " "the flood on which all move and wish to
move."-*- It is to be listened to, responded to, lived.
On occasion even, it is to be addressed in prayer, as
Auden does on behalf of his schoolboys.

Now about these boys as keen as mustard to grow 
Give you leave for that, sir, well in them, flow,
Deep in their wheel-pits may they know you foaming 

and feel you warm.* 2
Auden says on one occasion in praise of E. M. Forster:
"He discovered his life and lived it; and what other 
success is there?"3 And implicit always in his poetry 
is the psychological judgment that the good and success
ful life is one adjusted and adapted to instinctive love.

It is when the creative urge is denied and frus
trated that psychological difficulties obviously begin. 
Following Freud's analysis, Auden attributes to parental 
repression the initial acts of violence against the 
psyche. No one is so harsh as Auden on the adult effort

4Another Time, "In Memory of Sigmund Freud" ( "When 
there are so many we shall have to mourn,"), and On This 
Island, XXIX ("Love had him fast but though he fought for breath").

2The Orators, Ode II, in ‘Poems, p. l6o. Auden 
addresses the life force as "sir, 11 following once again 
John Donne's mode of addressing God. Cf. above, 
pp. 29-30, and see below the discussion of Auden's 
dieties in the thirties, pp. 9 5-9 8.

3w. H. Auden, "Lowes Dickinson," Scrutiny, III 
(December, 1934), 304-305.
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to enforce
Conformity with the orthodox bone.
With organized fear, the articulated skeleton. 1

There is the raucous satire in
Perfect pater. Marvellous mater. Knock the 

critic down who dares-- 
Very well, believe it, copy, till your hair is white as theirs.^

In Paid on Both Sides the long-time feud finally settled 
by marriage is once again reopened by Seth's mother, 
who reissues the traditional command to "kill"; and the 
play ends with the sorrowful statement of defeat: "His 
mother and her mother won. "3 Throughout Auden's early 
poetry the references to "offspring of their lukewarm 
bed, / Reared in a tidy nursery," or to the mother's 
son who "fondly traces / All the family names on the 
familiar places,always suggest the infantile weak
ness and perversion produced, by parental domination.
In The Orators Auden's Airman includes among his jottings 
a simple genetic chart proving that an individual's "true 1 2

1 Poems, XVI ("It was Easter as I walked in the public gardens").
2Ibid., XXII.
3Paid on Both Sides, Chorus ( "Though he believe it, no man is strong."), in Poems, p. 8 5.
^The Orators, "After the death of their proud 

master, who," and "Prologue" ("By landscape reminded once 
of his mother's figure"), in Poems, pp. 120 and 8 9.
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ancestor" can be., not his parent, but his great
grandfather, or his uncle.^ And the whole concept of 
the ancestor worship of various past literary figures, 
which was so attractive to Auden's colleagues, developed 
in part simply from their desire to separate themselves 
from the limiting distortions of their own immediate 
conditioning.

The social and revolutionary side of these psy
chological views must be immediately self-evident. After 
all, the family is only one basic unit of society, and 
its values and moral restrictions in Auden's day were 
those exercised at every level by the established 
Christian bourgeois state. Thus, the prohibitive in
stitutions of organized religion, of repressive educa
tion, of class barriers, of political tyranny, are to 
be blamed for continuing on a larger scale the neurotic 
twisting of the individual begun in childhood. And thus 
Auden can claim boldly that capitalist society has pro
duced infantile adults, and lament sadly, "what is the 
use of trying to remove complexes from individuals when the 
society into which they will go demands that they should 
have them?

^he Orators, "Journal of an Airman," in Poems,p. 121.
2W. H. Auden, Review of The Evolution of Sex, by 

Dr. Maranon, and The Biological Tragedy of Women,~15y 
Anton Nemilov, Criterion, XÏÏ"("January, 1333), 289.
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This society--or rather its ruling middle class-- 
that Auden depicts in his poetry is, then, one of endless 
"Prufrocks, " men "for whom it is not good to he alone, " 
the "compulsory touchers, 11 the "masked amazers, " those 
who in daylight manage the "balancing subterfuge / Of 
the accosting profile, the erect carriage," "though in 
the night / Is waking fright," those whose terror of life 
has caused them to retreat down the endless, "time- 
honoured" avenues of flight: sickness, daydreams, the 
safe because pointless pursuit of hobbies, and especially 
the rigid conformity to ritual and established convention.1 
This is the generation Auden sees "constellated" at the 
Sport Hotel or "in one of the dives / On Fifty-Second 
Street.

Faces along the bar 
Cling to their average day:
The lights must never go out,
The music must always play.
All the conventions conspire 
To make this fort assume 
The furniture of home;
Lest we should see where we are,
Lost in a haunted wood,
Children afraid of the night 
Who have never been happy or good. 1 2

1See Poems, III ("Since you are going to begin 
to-day"), I ("Will you turn a deaf ear"), IV ("Watch any 
day his nonchalant pauses, see"), and XXI ("On Sunday 
walks"), for the quoted matter.

2See ibid., XXIX ("Consider this and in our time"), 
and Another Time, "September 1, 1939" ("I sit in one of 
the dives ").
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Auden understands these "children" again in orth
odox Freudian terms. Out of early repression in child
hood comes man's overriding sense of guilt with its own 
psychological reflex of fear. Auden, who was later of 
course to analyze his generation in The Age of Anxiety, 
always stresses the dangerous status of angst in this 
circular complex of repression and guilt. It is not 
only that fear produces the "sad posture" of retreat, 
of self-exile from life, with the inevitable increase 
in man's frustration and despair. Fear can become the 
motivation for man's most positive actions, but those 
centered always in hatred and destruction. Thus, Auden 
analyzes political violence:

The generally accepted view teaches 
That there was no excuse,
Though in the light of recent researches 
Many would find the cause.
In a not uncommon form of terror.1

Thus, he even admits of war itself:
What have we all been doing to have made from Fear 
That laconic war-bitten captain addressing them now?1 2

Inevitably, fear only increases man's sense of guilt,
only continues the atmosphere in which repression and

1Poems, XII ("We made all possible preparations,").
2The Orators, Ode V ("Though aware of our rank 

and alert "To' obey orders, "), in Poems, p. .177.
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violence flourish, only drives man deeper and deeper 
into personal and communal maladjustment or insanity.

Auden attacks this insanity in two ways, and 
both contribute further to his maintaining the analogy 
between microcosm and macrocosm. First of all, he sees 
in all the myriad manifestations of love frustrated the 
perversion of this creative instinct to the other primal 
drive analyzed by Freud, "the death Instincts which act 
against [the erotic] tendency, and try to bring living 
matter back into an inorganic condition."1 Death is 
one of the greatest evils of Auden's poetry, a primary 
obstacle to love and progress. He sees It in the ex
treme isolation and personal insecurity of contemporary 
man, who

takes no part and is unloving 
But loving death. May see In dead,
In face of dead that loving wish,
As one returns from Africa to wife 
And his ancestral property in Wales.1 2

He sees it in the impotency of Oxford's wisdom: "Here
too the knowledge of death / Is a consuming love."3
But most essentially he sees it simply in the fact of

1Freud, New Introductory Lectures, p. 138, as 
quoted by Hoggart,Auden, p. 12b.

2Poems, XVI ("It was Easter as I walked in the 
public gardens").

3Another Time, "Oxford" ("Nature is so near: 
the rooks in the college garden").
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Illness itself, in its evidence, whether physical or 
mental, of dissolution and decay. There is no single 
piece of Auden's writing so perversely disturbing as 
his prose "Letter to a Wound." It is a love letter 
written by an invalid to his injury, and the appalling 
theme is neatly summarized by the final words: "The 
surgeon was dead right. Nothing will ever part us. 
Good-night and God bless you, my dear. 1,1

But the evidence of death and a neurotic devo
tion to it are to be seen also on a sociological or 
economic level In the failure of capitalism and yet the 
tenacious bourgeois effort to maintain It as the govern
ing system. Ultimately Auden's "damaged bridges" and 
"choked canals" become simply mirror images of the 
"cancer" or "infected sinus, " and such destructive pur
suits of the capitalist state as national warfare and 
genocide become illustrations of a communal death wish. 
This idea of a class death wish provides the central 
theme of Auden's Marxist play The Dance of Death, with 
its prologue:

We present to you this evening a picture of the 
decline of a class, of how Its members dream of 
a new life, but secretly desire the old, for there 
is death inside them. We show you that death as a
dancer.2

^The Orators, "Letter to a Wound," in Poems,
p. 113.

2W. H. Auden, The Dance of Death (1933)j In 
Poems, p. 1 8 5.
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And throughout the early poetry, just as the images of 
mental and physical disease are completely interchange
able, so too images of industrial decay and human illness 
are equally or mutually indicative of the modern malaise. 
The final collapse of capitalism foreseen in Auden's 
poem "Consider this and in our time" is, for example, 
stated completely in psychological terms.

You cannot be away, then, no
Not though you pack to leave within an hour,
Escaping humming down arterial roads:
The date was yours; the prey to fugues,
Irregular breathing and alternate ascendancies 
After some haunted migratory years
To disintegrate on an instant in the explosion of mania 

x Or lapse for ever into a classic fatigue.1
And the metaphorical pattern of substituting one for
another the terms of Marxism and psychology is perhaps
the most characteristic one of Auden's early verse.

Prom another angle,. Auden viewed the perversion 
of creative love as resulting in self-love. More than 
anything else, he finally considered the defining root 
and character of mental- illness to be "self-regard."
In the "Address for a Prize-day," Auden groups the 
diseased members of his society into the categories of 
Dante's Purgatorio: "the excessive lovers of self,"
"the excessive lovers of their neighbor," "the defective 
lovers," and "the perverted lovers."1 2 Elsewhere in his

1Poems, XXIX.
2The Orators, "Address for a Prize-day," in 

Poems, pp. $3-$8.



89

poetry nearly all of his human defectives or perverts-- 
his bird watchers, convalescents, "deserters, mechanics, 
conjurers, delicate martyrs"— are all placed In the first 
category as "yes, self-regarders.1,1

The connection here with Auden's social program 
Is close Indeed. As Richard Hoggart says, "it is likely 
that some of the enthusiasm Auden had for Marxism as a 
creed of community was prompted by his suspicion that 
much of what currently passed for 'individualism' was 
really self-regard."2 One is reminded immediately of the 
brief quip in The Orators: "It is a sure sign of a jself- 
regarder*^ if he talks of laissez-faire. "3 Auden saw the 
members of his society as having fallen into "the isolated 
personal life," and he believed that the exercise of self- 
sacrificing love, which would build a just society, would 
also readjust and repair the twisted human psyche. And 
by the opposite turn of the coin, he believed the communal 
life of socialism, once established, would provide a 
better social framework for the human psyche. * 2

-'-The Orators, Ode I ( "Watching in three planes from 
a room overlooking the courtyard"), in Poems, p. 1 5 6.

2Hoggart, Auden, p. 122.
3The Orators, "Journal of an Airman," in Poems,

p. 117.
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Nationalism fails not because the nation is too 
small a group but because it is too large. . . .
["The] increasing attraction [of Communism} for 
the bourgeois lies in its demand for self-surrender 
for those individuals who, isolated, feel themselves 
emotionally at sea.1

Conclusion
Auden, therefore, as Babette Deutsch has so 

succinctly stated, was concerned in his poetry with "the 
double need of correcting the cross-eyed gaze of the 
self-regarding man and rebuilding a social structure 
that is ill-adapted to human needs."* 2 As his "Petition" 
indicates, he recognized that the "sovereign touch" would 
haVe to effect both inner and outer improvements, both 
"new styles of architecture" and "a change of heart,"3 
and he felt that Freud and Marx had provided the modern 
world with the significant instruments and outlines for 
achieving those improvements. Auden was, then, in the 
thirties both a Marxist and a Freudian psychologist.
He accepted as real and dynamic both the material and 
spiritual realms of man's existence. As his dominant 
symbol, Love, suggests, he saw the progress of history

-'-W. H. Auden, "Problems of Education," New 
Statesman and Nation, IV (October 15, 1932), Autumn 
Books Supplement, vTii.

2Babette Deutsch, "Science and Poetry, " Poetry 
in Our Time (New York: Henry Holt, 1952), p. §82.

3Poems, XXX ("Sir, no man's enemy, forgiving 
all"). The title "Petition" first appears in Collected 
Poetry.
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as an interaction between forces from both these realms. 
Thus, he put social revolution and psychotherapy on an 
equal footing in his program for man's future better
ment. He comments in prose on the necessity of each 
approach:

As long as civilization remains as it is, the num
ber of patients the psychologist can cure are very 
few, and as soon as socialism attains power, it 
must learn to direct its own interior energy and 
will need the psychologist.1

At the same time, Auden was highly selective
in both his Marxist and Freudian beliefs. Just as he
refused to accept the extreme materialism of orthodox

\

Communist theory, so he was very alert to the moral 
dangers inherent in a completely Freudian interpreta
tion of man. Once again, while he admitted the possible 
effects of psychological conditioning upon human person
ality, he refused to consider man the mere pawn of past 
experience. Auden insists always upon keeping open to 
man a field of moral choice. Moreover, Auden realized 
the errors in assuming that the answer to the disturbing 
effects of repression was simply self-indulgence, or 
that the cure to guilt complexes was the denial of moral 
law. Auden specifically comments in answer to the ques
tion "why is psychology dangerous?"

■Auden, "Psychology and Art To-day," The ArtsTo-day, p . 19.
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Because it tempts a man to think that since the 
suffering of his tribulation [i.e., neurosis} 
can be removed, he will not have to suffer at 
all; that, since the way to cure [neuroses3 is 
to treat them aesthetically, that is,, not to 
repress them by will but to admit them and ex
amine them, temptations can be dealt with in 
the same way by yielding to them.1

It is Auden after all who believes in a moral training
and self-control so strict that it is best represented
metaphorically by images of military and educational
discipline. But of course what he has in mind for man
is a disciplined course of action that is attuned to
the longings and capabilities of human nature, especially
to the instinctive power of love.

Therefore, if Auden has filled his poetry with 
images from both Marxist and Freudian theorizing, he 
is not consequently open to blind charges of intellect
ual naivete. Perhaps no one was more aware than Auden 
of all the various implications of these two intellect
ual approaches to man. And while Auden was undoubtedly 
exercising his poetic right to be suggestive, in inter
changing the terms of economics and psychology, he was 
not just indulging in imaginative, but irresponsible, 
poetic performance. Auden found a definite relation
ship between the teaching and goals of Freud and Marx,

1The Double Man, Notes to "New Year Letter,"
p. 131.
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to the limited extent, that is, that he accepted their 
goals and their teaching. And any difficulty in under
standing Auden's political and social view of man in his 
early verse stems from the critical error of reading his 
images in the light not of his personal statements in 
prose and verse but of preconceived notions and ideas. 
Thus, while critics have concentrated their accusations 
of intellectual inconsistency against Auden upon this 
question of his concurrent interest in Freud and Marx, 
it is here, interestingly enough, that there is simply 
no validity to their charge.

4. Christianity
If there is one obvious point of agreement be

tween Marxism and Freudian psychology, it is that both 
are atheistical in their approach to man and to life.
Man is conceived of as a product of certain natural 
forces; and the goal of each science is to improve his 
material well-being, to grant him a kind of salvation 
on earth. However, critics have tended always to find 
elements of Christianity even in Auden's earliest work1 
and thus have found further grounds for the accusation

1See, for example, M. L. Rosenthal, "New Heaven 
and Earth: Auden and the Thirties," The Modern Poets: A 
Critical Introduction (New York: Oxford University Press, i96 0), pp.' 182-202.
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of intellectual inconsistency in Auden's moral approach 
to man. Therefore, once again it is necessary to go hack 
into Auden's life and trace the origin and the extent of 
another significant influence upon his thought, that of 
the Christian religion. As in the last section, there 
is no need here to explain Auden's Christian imagery 
itself, but only to clarify the extent to which it does 
evidence a belief in the Christian faith.

It was Christopher Isherwood probably who first 
called attention to Auden's "high Anglican upbringing."1 
And Auden himself fills in the details of his religious 
background.

My Grandfathers on either side agree 
In being clergymen and C. of E.* 2

It was to his mother especially that Auden owed his
very early and very careful religious training. Yet,
while it is impossible to read Auden's poetry and prose,
even in the thirties, without being distinctly aware
that the poet was very familiar with the doctrines and
rituals of orthodox Christianity, Auden has explicitly
directed his readers to be careful in interpreting any
poetry in Christian terms. .For in poetry, Auden writes,

isherwood, "Some Notes on Auden's Early Poetry," 
New Verse, Nos. 26-27, p.

2Letters from Iceland, "Letter to Lord Byron,"
Pt. IV, p. 204.
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"dogma and myth are identical." The poet, therefore,
does not have to believe what he says, only enter
tain it as a possibility: e.g., if he writes a 
poem about the crucifixion, there is no means of 
knowing from the poem whether he believes in it as 
a Christian must believe or is using it as a con
venient myth for organizing the emotions his poem 
expresses. ̂

Hoggart points out, moreover, that the poets of Auden's 
day were desperately in need of "myths" understood and 
held in common by a large base of society to use as a 
means through which to communicate their unique and com
plicated feelings.* 2 Therefore, it would seem wise to 
examine the two dominant Christian aspects of Auden's 
early poetry very critically and also to set them against 
the general treatment the Christian Church receives else
where in his early verse.

Isherwood, in his usual amusing fashion, identi
fies the first distinctly religious element critics have 
noted in Auden's verse. "When we collaborate," he writes, 
"I have to keep a sharp eye on him--or down flop the 
characters on their knees."3 The remark is apt indeed.

H. Auden, "Religion and the Intellectuals, " 
Partisan Review, XVII (February, 1950), 127.

2Hoggart, Auden, pp. 50-71.
3lsherwood, "Some Notes on Auden's Early Poetry," 

New Verse, Nos. 26-27, p. 4.
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For nothing is more characteristic of Auden than his
habit of poetic prayer. Several of his prayers have
already been quoted in the course of this paper; and
there are numerous others that might be cited here.
However, what must be pointed out is that Auden's
dieties are, for the most part, world's apart from the
traditional Christian God. Either Auden posits the
existence of some kind of ethical absolute to which man
owes his allegiance, and personifies and invokes this
moral law in such romantic terms as the "watcher in the
dark," or the "Lords of Limit."

0 Lords of Limit, training dark and light 
And setting a tabu 'twixt left and right,
The influential quiet twins 
From whom all property begins,
Look leniently upon us all tonight.1

Or he prays to the dynamic life force or spirit in man
out of which comes man's hope of a better future.

0 Love, the interest itself in thoughtless Heaven,
Make simpler daily the beating of man's heart; within, 
There in the ring where name and image meet,
Inspire them with such a longing as will make his thought 
Alive like patterns a murmuration of starlings.1 2

10n This island, X ("Now from my window-sill I 
watch the nigHT7"Jl For other poems in which this ethical law is addressed in prayer, see Paid on Both Sides, Chorus 
("Can speak of trouble, pressure on men"), and The Orators, 
Ode VI ("Not, Father, further do prolong") and TrArgument, " in Poems, pp. 6l, l80, and 99-106.

2On This Island, I. For another appearance of 
this spiriTT as a diety addressed in prayer, see The Orators, Ode II, in Poems, p. 160.
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In a sense these two dieties can be identified with 
each other. For, in his poem "Lav; Like Love, " Auden 
insists that the moral code operative upon man can be 
defined only in terms of love. But In either case 
Auden's divinity is merely an abstraction, not a per
son. Moreover, his prayers are always poems of petition-- 
petition for a better future for mankind. There is never 
any expression of the praise, adoration, thanksgiving, 
and contrition so traditional in the personal relation
ship binding Christian man and God. And there is never 
t^e slightest hint of a supernatural destiny awaiting 
man. Thus, while it is undoubtedly true that Auden's 
early belief in the Christian faith tended to make him 
always "entertain" "as a possibility" some spiritual 
power existent in the universe and led him to address 
this power in the traditional vocabulary of prayerful 
supplication, it is not true that Auden's poetic prayers 
in themselves evidence a specifically Christian belief 
in God.

In fact, in a review written In 1939 Auden 
criticizes John MacMurray precisely for his "determin
ation to believe in the existence of God."1 Beach com
ments on this review: "Auden doesn't mind the mythology

H. Auden, "Christian on the Left, " Nation, 
CXLIX (September, 1939), 273-
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on which MacMurray depends for the construction of his 
system; hut he evidently wishes that [MacMurray] did 
not mistake his mythology for objective truth."1 "God," 
Auden writes again, "is a term for what [man] imagines 
[his] real nature to be. Thus man is always making God 
in his own image."2 in Auden's poetry, and of course 
in Auden's terms, God is thus Love, or perhaps Justice. 
But it seems evident that Auden's deities in the thirties 
are merely mythological figures that symbolize man's 
highest potential, and not expressions of a supernatural 
belief in the existence of God.

Beyond Auden's attitude of prayer, however, 
there exists his very acute sense of sin. For no other 
term seems so accurate in describing Auden's awareness 
of human frailty and human guilt. Cardinal Newman ob
serves in one of his University Lectures that literature 
is primarily a record of the natural, sinful man.3 Cer
tainly the statement is magnificently applicable to 
Auden's poetry. The dominant impression of his verse,

•'-Beach, Auden Canon, p. 23^.
2Auden, "Christian on the Left," Nation, CXLIX,

273-
3john Henry Newman, "English Catholic Literature, 

The Idea of a University, ed. Martin J. Svaglic (New York 
Rinehart,“T9B0 ), p. 237.
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despite his own plans and hopes for the future, is one
of the weakness, waste, folly, and wickedness of human
existence. And Auden admittedly tends to state this
sinfulness of man in Christian images.

Underneath the leaves of life,
Green on the prodigious tree,

In a trance of grief 
Stand the fallen man and wife.
They wondered why the fruit had

been forbidden;
It taught them nothing new.
'You shall love your crooked neighbour 

With your crooked heart.1
'Life remains a blessing

Although you cannot bless. '3
The windiest militant trash 
Important Persons shout 
Is not so crude as our wish:
What mad Nijinsky ivrote
About Diaghilev
Is true of the normal heart;
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.*

Moreover, Auden's response to sin is of course his mil- 
itantly moralistic impulse to admonish evil and preach

1Another Time, "Underneath the leaves of life." 
PJourney to a War, "In Time of War," Sonnet II.
3Another Time, "As I walked out one evening."
^Ibid., "September 1, 1939" ("I sit in one of 

the dives ").
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virtue. And, as a moralist., there is no question that 
Auden is primarily concerned with spiritual values.
" 'Tell the English,' " he cries desperately in one of his 
most bitter poems, ’"man is a spirit. " ' 1 It is the 
absolutes of Love, Justice, Wisdom, and Fortitude that 
Auden sets before mankind, that he has in mind for his 
schoolboys when he prays, "make them 'ware / The eternal 
needs.

However, in Christian terms, what is again sig
nificant is the absence of important religious elements 
inxAuden's poetic representation of good and evil.3 
Thus, if Auden is sensitive to man's extraordinary 
capacity to sin, he is interested only in "man's in
humanity to man." The concept of sin as an offense 
against a supernatural being never appears in his po
etry. Furthermore, if Auden does find a disposition 
toward evil inherent in man, he traces this "error 
bred in the bone" not to any initial act destroying 
man's proper relationship with his creator, but merely 1 2

1The Orators, Ode I ("Watching in three planes 
from a room overlooking the courtyard"), in Poems, p. 1 5 6.

2The Orators, Ode II, in Poems, p. 16 0.
JAuden's philosophical view of moral good and evil and his concept of man's disposition toward sin 

are dealt with fully in Chapter II. See below, pp. 1 1 3-5 8.
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to the evolutionary constitution of man's nature. Most 
Important, there Is to Auden absolutely no recourse for 
man's sinfulness In divine action, no forgiveness of 
sin, no resurrection, no promise of eternal salvation.
Man Is left wholly unaided to deal with his own sinful
ness. Francis Scarfe comments on Auden's sense of sin: 
"[He] began with a defeat-complex which he has never 
outgrown. "-1- No statement could Illustrate more perfectly 
the absence in Auden's poetry of the idea of Christian 
redemption. Therefore, if Auden sees man as a spiritual 
being, he is, nevertheless, wholly unaware of any super
natural existence open to mankind. And once again, while 
Christianity undoubtedly contributed to Auden's recog
nition of human error, and perhaps to his moralistic im
pulse, and most probably to his moral insistence on 
spiritual values, his particular definition of evil in 
the thirties is no longer properly Christian. And he 
is in his poetry, as he suggests, simply expressing his 
own awarenesses in the familiar mythology of the Judeo- 
Christian tradition.

Supporting this argument that Auden merely uses 
Christian doctrine as a convenient mythology is the rather

1Scarfe, "Aspects of Auden," Auden and After,p. 24
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violent treatment the Christian Church receives else
where In his early poetry. For throughout the early 
work he subjects the Church to very severe and brittle 
satire, his arguments with it stemming naturally from 
his psychological and economic theories. Thus, for 
example, the ballad "Victor" relates the story of pious 
Victor from his early Biblical upbringing, through his 
naive marriage to a prostitute and his self-righteous 
Othello-like murder of her, to his final confinement 
in a mental institution.

Victor sat in a corner 
x Making a woman of clay,
Saying: 'I am Alpha and Omega, I shall come To judge the earth one day.'1

Or, in the famous "Sermon on Depravity, " the English
vicar--"'standing outside all political parties and
factions, for Church, King and State, against communism,
terrorism, pacifism and other forms of international
anarchy, to protect Religion and succour England in
times of national crisis'"* 2--in empassioned rhetoric

Another Time, "Victor" ("Victor was a little
baby. ").

2The sermon itself first appeared in W. H. Auden, 
"Sermon by an Armaments Manufacturer," Life and Letters,
X (May, 193*0 j 164-67. Later Auden put i't' in the mouth 
of the English vicar in V/. H. Auden and Christopher 
Isherwood, The Dog Beneath the Skin, or Where is Francis? 
(New York: Random House, 1935)j whereVTt is introduced by
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makes all the standard connections between sin and polit
ical revolution. The first piece states perhaps as 
blatantly as possible Auden's view of the repressive,, 
destructive effects of organized religion upon human de
velopment and love; the second, his vision of the equally 
repressive reaction of the Church against social progress.

Auden is not, then, a Christian in the thirties. 
While it is admittedly tempting to interpret his early 
imagery in the light of his later conversion, it is 
grossly unfair to Auden to misread his early poetry in 
thi^ way. Before his conversion Auden considered the 
concepts of supernatural religion--the existence of God, 
the immortality of the soul, heaven and hell, grace and 
salvation--to be simply one irrational means by which 
man attempts an escape from reality. Auden was concerned 
with man s existence on a natural level alone, with im
proving the human condition here on earth. And he clearly 
found both the philosophy of Christianity and the polit
ical instituuion of the Church to be great hindrances to 
the potential progress of man.

However, to dismiss the question of Auden's be
lief in the Christian faith is not wholly to dismiss

this satiric comment by a journalist, p. 1 4 3. The matter 
quoced may, of course, have been written by Isherwood.
The title Depravity: A Sermon" first appears when Auden reprints this piece in Collected Poetry.
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the question of Intellectual tension. For there Is no 
doubt that Auden's powerful sense of sin militated fi
nally against his rationalistic hope in man's future 
potential. In a prose statement,, "I Believe, 1,1 Auden, 
in fact, indicates quite clearly the limits to his 
faith in rationalism. He admits to the more sophisti
cated and pessimistic view that a moral disposition 
toward evil exists within the very nature of man and 
thus to the recognition that, while man can eradicate 
much of the evil in human existence, he can never bring 
abqut a perfect heaven on earth. Therefore, against 
Auden's optimism there appears what Scarfe calls his 
"defeat-complex"--a complex all the greater precisely 
because Auden does not accept the Christian ideas of 
grace and redemption. In fact, what drives Auden so 
often into an attitude of prayer is exactly this over
riding awareness of the unaided burden of man's sinful
ness and guilt. If there is not, then, in Auden's early 
poetry the intellectual inconsistency of a belief in 
supernatural religion and scientific atheism which 
critics have suggested, there is the tension between 1

1W. H. Auden, "I Believe," I Believe: The Personal 
Philosophies of Certain Bninent Men and Women of "Our Time, 
ed. Clifton FaxTiman (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1939)  ̂
pp. 3-16«
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hope and despair which grows out of his limited faith 
In scientific rationalism. But far from suggesting any 
lack of moral seriousness on Auden's part,, this tension 
is at the very root of his understanding of the moral 
nature and capabilities of man. And once again, as 
with his half-romantic, half-realistic vision of life, 
this tension develops genuinely out of his past, out 
of his early education both in science and in Christi
anity; and again, also, it finds conscious and direct 
expression in the ironic tone with which he addresses 
his moral sermons to mankind.

Conclusion
In view of the length of Chapter I, a brief 

summary of its conclusions is clearly necessary. It is 
evident, first of all, that Auden expressed himself in 
the thirties through a number of recurrent metaphorical 
patterns. Dominant among his "sacred objects" are his 
images of material decay and psychosomatic illness; of 
natural scenery and natural animals; of epic heroes 
and exiles; of Freudian psychology, Marxism, and 
Christian doctrine. And standing behind these recurrent 
images is Auden's commitment in varying degrees to 1

1See below, the discussion of Auden's ironic 
preaching, pp. 170-9 5.
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certain intellectual approaches to human life. Thus 
behind his metaphorical use of the materials of modern 
science there exists his belief that it is through the 
discipline of science that human reason must operate 
toward the end of improving man's existence on earth.
And behind his Freudian and Marxist terminology there 
exists his limited acceptance of the teaching of these 
two men., exemplifying as it does to Auden the way in 
which scientific knowledge can direct man toward the 
good life of personal and communal health and happi
ness. On the other hand, out of his romantic figures 
there emerges his recognition that, however contrary 
they be to reason, man requires and deserves the heroic 
myths and symbols that give heightened meaning to human 
existence. And out of his Christian expressions of 
human sin and divine supplication there emerges--if only 
this--his recognition of a disposition toward evil so 
fundamental to man1s nature that not even the power of 
human reason can ultimately overcome it.

Thus, while critics have tended to accuse Auden 
of naive or inconsistent thinking in his concurrent ad
herence in the thirties to the principles of Freudian 
psychology, Marxism, and Christianity, these accusations 
are ultimately unjust. For Auden does not in any respect
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accept the Christian faith in the thirties. He is con
cerned only with the natural existence of mankind. And 
his reliance on the teachings of both Freud and Marx 
is so limited as to remove any question of intellectual 
discrepancy or conflict. He sees human history as an 
interaction of forces from both the material and spir
itual realms of man's existence. On the other hand, 
while critics have been generally far less alert to 
them, there are real tensions that do exist within the 
world of Auden's belief. There is his rationalistic 
comniitment to scientific knowledge set against his ro
mantic passion for legend and romance. And there are 
the conflicting extremes of optimism and pessimism that 
grow out of the limits of his faith in scientific ration
alism. What is argued here is simply that such double
ness as does appear within the world of Auden's belief 
is in no way unthinking or unconscious, unserious or 
insincere. It is, rather, unquestionably fundamental 
to Auden's life and to his poetic moralism (to his moral 
aspirations for mankind, that is, and to his ironic ap
proach in preaching them).

In tracing the origins of Auden's images and 
ideas in his life and times, Chapter I has intended, 
therefore, to begin the defense of Auden's seriousness
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as a moral teacher and the definition of his ethical 
views in the thirties that are the stated objectives 
of this paper. The Chapter concludes, in Auden's de
fense, that his images are explicable and that the 
relationship within his mind of certain intellectual 
approaches to human life is constant, definable, and 
serious. And it concludes further that out of Auden's 
images and ideas in his early verse there comes the 
definite expression of certain political and social 
viexvs of good and evil. Quite clearly, the whole sys
tem Nof capitalism is to be condemned. That is, social 
inequality, economic recession, and the material com
petition between nations are to be assailed before the 
ideal of an international, communal society with equal 
justice and continual prosperity for all. Condemned 
also are all forms of tyranny, whether political, social, 
or intellectual. Thus, Fascism, established convention, 
and religion are all objects of unqualified attack. 
Finally, the distortions of mental and physical illness 
must be corrected: death and self-regard must give way 
to constructive life and love. In fact, the whole 
structure of society and its cultural and metaphysical 
values must be subjected to the liberating power of 
reason and scientific knowledge if the good life of
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freedom, health, equality, and love Is ever to be 
achieved. What is required, however, to complete 
this definition of Auden's moral views and the defense 
of his moral seriousness initiated in Chapter I is an 
outline of Auden's universal, philosophical understand
ing of the nature of man and art. For it is his uni
versal, philosophical views which give ultimate meaning 
to his political and social goals in the thirties and, 
more important, to his distinctive ironic approach in 
preaching them. This outline is undertaken in Chapter II.



CHAPTER II

UNIVERSAL ASPECTS OF AUDEN'S MORALISM

Introduction
Auden has commented that the substance of great 

poetry must be common to all times.^ Although said many 
times before by others., the remark is significant indeed, 
coming from one so deeply involved in the history of his 
own times. For it is not only that, as a poet, Auden 
turned his attention to questions of a political and 
social nature. But, in addition, it should be evident 
from the preceding chapter that many of the primary in
fluences shaping Auden's moral preoccupations in the 
thirties were simply a product of his particular time 
and place in history. In the last analysis, it is just 
to characterize Auden broadly as one of a great number 
of Europe's privileged young men whose response to the 
political and social violence of the early twentieth 
century Involved a disillusionment with religion and 
capitalism and a corresponding new faith in science and 
social reform. In all, Chapter I should reveal Auden, 
in fact, as a concerned individual responding sensi
tively to his specific Intellectual and material

■̂ See W. H. Auden, Review of The 
Skel con, ed. Philip Henderson, (January, 1932], 3 16-1 9.

Complete Works Criterion, XI
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environment,, one attempting to distinguish within that 
environment moral good from evil.

However., the scope of this first chapter is 
necessarily limited by its wholly external approach. 
Auden's views of good and evil have been seen thus far 
only as the product of certain outside influences and 
only as directed toward certain contemporary problems. 
However, behind Auden's political and social goals for 
mankind, behind his "sacred objects" and the intellectual 
approaches they imply, and, most particularly, behind 
the tensions that exist between some of these intellect
ual approaches, there stands at the very center of the 
world of Auden's belief a philosophical understanding 
of the moral nature of man. Thus, in the end, social 
revolution, or heroic self-exile, are, for example, less 
specific goals in Auden's poetry than symbols of an en
tire way of life advocated by it, the natural products 
of more fundamental governing ideas. And intellectual 
tension itself is merely the inescapable result of an 
understanding of man that makes moral duplicity, or 
doubleness, its guiding principle. Ultimately, the real 
subject of Auden's verse in the thirties, as today, is 
man's universal moral predicament and responsibilities 
in the complex realm of human existence. And it is this
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universal study of man's moral nature that must ultimately 
engage Auden's reader. For were Auden's moral concerns 
completely limited and defined by his immediate., contem
porary scene, his poetry of the thirties would already 
be severely dated and would in time be destined to com
plete critical neglect. It is the universal moral phil
osophy that underlies Auden's political and social 
choices that renders his poetry inescapably common to 
all times.

Furthermore, Auden's philosophical concept of 
the nature of man, as applied to himself and to his 
fellowman, inevitably gave him a specific sense of his 
own responsibility as a poet toward his poetic audience. 
Thus, out of his moral philosophy there develops a de
finite understanding of the nature and function of art.
And it is in relation to this aesthetic that the con
stant and complex use of irony which has so distressed 
Auden's critics is finally to be understood.

Stephen Spender has commented: "Auden has always 
had to a remarkable degree this capacity to think of 
everything and everyone as a cipher within a pattern 
which he has invented to explain life in his own mind. "-1-

■^Stephen Spender, "¥. H. Auden at Oxford, "
World Review, August, 19%, quoted by Hoggart, Auden, 
pTT^. ' “
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It is the purpose of this chapter to consider the uni
versal "pattern" to the world of Auden's belief. Sec
tion 1 defines the philosophical, moral view of man 
that underlies Auden's images, ideas, and specific po
litical and social programs in the thirties. Section 2 
defines the philosophical, moral view of art that under
lies Auden's ironic tone of voice. Thus, in elaborating 
further Auden's moral goals and explaining his irony, 
the chapter intends to conclude the defense of Auden's 
moral seriousness and the definition of his ethical views 
in the thirties initiated in Chapter I.

1. The Nature of Man
Introduction

In 19^1, Auden published in America a book of 
poetry entitled The Double Man. It is prefaced by Mon
taigne's statement: "We are, I know not how, double in 
ourselves, so that what we believe we disbelieve, and 
cannot rid ourselves of what we condemn." Both the title 
and the preface are very significant, for throughout the 
thirties this theme of the duality of man's nature is 
perhaps the most fundamental one In Auden's poetry. What
ever his hopes for the future, therefore, at no time was 
Auden liable to any Illusions about the ideality or sim
plicity (actual or possible) of the human condition.
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At all times rather he was the very precise observer 
of the essential tensions in human existence.

Auden explored and analyzed man's duality from 
a number of different directions. In the great tradi
tion of such poets and philosophers as St. Paul and 
John Donne., Descartes and Pascal, he was primarily con
cerned with the fundamental separation in man of body 
and mind, instinct and reason, the unconscious and the 
conscious, the life of action and the life of thought.
As related to this basic duality but subject to distinct 
consideration, Auden treats further man's contradictory 
drives toward life and death, man's essential loneliness 
despite his social needs, and man's possession of moral 
freedom in a world contained by natural necessity. And 
by studying at some length Auden's view of each of these 
conflicts, it should be possible to delineate both his 
universal conception of man's moral nature and destiny 
and the relationship between this conception and Auden's 
more immediate political and social goals, his imagistic 
patterns, and his intellectual commitments as these are 
outlined in Chapter I.
Head and heart

With a kind of modern medievalism, Auden consi
dered the origin of man's fundamental duality of mind and
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body, to him the evolutionary development of reason and 
self-consciousness in the human species., as the defining 
break which separated man forever from all the other nat
ural creatures. In "The Riddle" Auden dramatizes this 
isolation of man amidst the other animals of nature.

And from thickets round about
Breeding animals look in 

On Duality.,
And birds fly in and out 

Of the world of man.
It is thus to an accidental "growth of the fore-brain" 
that man owes his unique moral nature. As Auden writes: 
"The animals whose evolution is complete., whose know
ledge of their relations to the rest of creation is 
fixed, can do evil, but they cannot sin."2 Man's lia
bility to sin and to an accompanying sense of guilt re
sults simply from his consciousness of doing evil and 
thus his consequent freedom to choose and will its 
opposite.

This freedom is, of course, what constitutes 
man's unique value, but it is also the source of the 
terror, the moral anxiety, which plagues man's condi
tion of inescapable obligation and responsibility. For

^Another Time, "Underneath the leaves of life." 
The titled "The’ Riddle, " first appears in Collected 
Poetry.

2The Double Man, Notes to "New Year Letter,"
p. 107.
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given man's moral consciousness, liberty itself, Auden 
insists always, "has never been sufficient. 1:1 Human 
freedom demands ethical behavior. Thus Auden represents 
this newfound freedom of man's in the dismal terms of 
a relentless struggle,

Which for the creature who creates, communicates,
and chooses,

The only animal aware of lack of finish,
In essence is eternal.2

Indeed, Auden almost never speaks of man's high capa
bilities without assuming the doubtful tone of irony.
And he even leaves the sly suggestion of some kind of 
hatural, elemental error in his brilliant metaphor of 
man as "sedentary rock" "faulting into consciousness."3

Moreover, the fact that, in Auden's eyes, the 
human being is not ultimately responsible for his own 
moral condition does not lessen the ethical imperative 
upon mankind, but it does allow a far greater measure 
of pathos to human existence than does by comparison the 
Christian view of original sin. And Auden's poetry is 
full of this kind of pathos. For example, the theme of

-‘-Journey to a War, "In Time of War, " Commentary,
p . 290.

2Ibid., p. 292.
3see The Double Man, "New Year Letter," Pt. Ill, 

pp. 51-53.
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man's sinfulness in relation to the innocence of nature 
is admittedly a recurrent one in Auden's verse. Auden 
in fact has commented of evolution itself: "The nine
teenth century doctrine of evolutionary progress, of 
man working out the beast and letting the ape and tiger 
die, is largely false."1 And his poetic references to 
the animals often imply the concept of a progressive 
moral deterioration in the evolutionary process that 
has produced mankind.

In legend all were simple,
And held the straitened spot;
But we in legend not,
Are not simple.
In weakness how much further;
Along what crooked route 
By hedgehog's gradual foot,
Or fish's fathom.

Yet just as recurrently expressed in his poems is the 
sad difficulty of the human state vis-a-vis the easy 
success of animal existence. In the lovely song enti
tled "May with its light behaving," the instinctive love 
that stirs and satisfies all creatures in the springtime 
urges itself also upon human "blood." But, concludes 
Auden, of mankind:

1Auden, "Psychology and Art To-day," The Arts 
To-day, p. l6.

2Poems, XXIII ('Look thereJ The sunk road 
winding").
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Before the evil and the good
How insufficient is
The endearment and the look.

And in a deceptively simple little poem entitled "Our 
Bias," Auden again contrasts this freedom of the natu
ral world from the complex human realm of countless 
alternatives.

Yet Time., however loud its chimes or deep.,
However fast its falling torrent flows,
Has never put the lion off his leap 
Nor shaken the assurance of the rose.
For they, it seems, care only for success:
While we choose words according to their sound 
And judge a problem by its awkwardness;
And Time with us was always popular.
When have we not preferred some going round 
To going straight to where we are?* 2

One is reminded of the moral crisis or dilemma created
by Prufrock's obsessive realization: "In a minute there
is time / For decisions and revisions which a minute
will reverse."

The important consideration of course is why 
man's moral condition should be so difficult or so per
nicious by comparison with that of other creatures. 
According to Auden, the prime difficulty for man in 
managing his newfound ethical existence results simply

•̂On This Island, XVI.
2Another Time, "The hour-glass whispers to the 

lion's paw." THe title, "Our Bias," first appears in 
Collected Poetry.
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from the fact that his highly developed mind, to which 
he owes this existence, is no longer naturally well- 
adjusted to his body. In an article on the "Problems 
of Education," Auden develops this concept at some 
length.

Man's nature is dual. In his passionate nature 
man wants lordship, to live in a relation of power 
with others, to obey and to command, to strut and 
to swagger. He desires mystery and glory. In his 
cerebral nature he cares for none of these things.
He wants to know and be gentle.--

The possible maladjustments that can result from this
division are infinite and complex, and Auden, in poem
after poem written during the thirties, analyzes and
dramatizes these maladjustments.

Fundamental is his recognition that man's un
thinking passion "to command" and "to obey" can produce 
the terrifying conditions both of tyranny and of blind 
submission and conformity that he attacks in his criti
cisms of contemporary society. For so many of Auden's 
dangerous or lost souls, his Hitlers and his Prufrocks-- 
"the weapon-making" and "the conscience-stricken," 
"single assassins" and "delicate martyrs," "mad execu
tives " and "pitiful subalterns"--figures so often in
terpreted solely in political and psychological terms, 
are best understood as human beings who have lost either 1

1Auden, "Problems of Education," New Statesman 
and Nation, IV, x.
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the "liberal appetite" or the "power" "that reason's 
gift would add. 1,1 Denying the reasonable existence in
volving an understanding and critical acceptance of 
human nature and its capabilities, they are driven by 
a passionate will either to imprison human life and 
destroy it, or to run and hide from it altogether. 
Auden's most straightforward analysis of these two es-4
sential aberrations from his ideal of the "Truly Human,"
and of their temptation to the Double Man, is in "The
Riddle," a poem devoted entirely to a philosophical
study of the dual nature of man.

Bordering our middle earth 
Kingdoms of the Short and Tall,

Rivals for our faith,
Stir up envy from our birth:
So the giant who storms the sky 
In an angry wish to die 
Wakes the hero in us all,
While the tiny,with their power 
To divide and hide and flee,
When our fortunes fall 

Tempt to a belief in our 
Immortality.

•̂ -Por the matter quoted, see On This Island, III 
("Our hunting fathers told the story1̂ , XX ("Fleeing 
the short-haired mad executives,"), XXI ("Easily, my 
dear, you move, easily your head,"), and XXXI ("Certainly 
our city with its byres of poverty down to"), and The 
Orators, Ode I ("Watching in three planes from a room 
overlooking the courtyard"), in Poems, p. 1 5 6.

pAnother Time, "Underneath the leaves of life." 
The titled "The' Riddle, " was not added until the poem 
xvas reprinted in Collected Poetry.
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To Auden, such Irrational pursuits of "mystery 
and glory" involve a total denial of man's "cerebral 
nature." And in order to realize the fullness of human 
nature, man must direct against these passionate ten
dencies of the will his capacity "to know and be gentle 
Thus Auden writes in his Blakian prologue to Another 
Time:

Every eye must weep alone 
Till I Will be overthrown.
But I Will can be removed,
Not having sense enough 
To guard against I know,
But I Will can be removed.
Then all I's can meet and grow.

But, on the other hand, Auden recognizes always the 
painful truth that the foundation of Platonic idealism 
is false, that virtue is not knowledge. If man can fol 
low an irrational course of action, so too knowledge 
and understanding do not necessarily promote right ac
tion in their wake. In his poem "Oxford," which sadly 
celebrates the Inescapable division between nature and 
knowledge, Auden asserts:

Wisdom is a beautiful bird; but to the wise 
Often, often Is it denied 
To be beautiful or good.1

And in The Double Man he refers to "Plato's lie of

-'-Another Time, "Oxford" ("Nature is so near: 
the rooks in the college garden").
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Intellect" that philosophers "must be strong, / For, 
knowing Good, they will no Wrong." In a poetic aside, 
Auden quips cynically:

To know the Good, you say, is to will it?
But with some the immediate reaction is: Kill it.

Auden's demand is then for enlightened action, action 
which feeds upon understanding and intelligence. Thus, 
the constant injunction of his poetry becomes:

Act from thought should quickly follow.
What is thinking for?* 2

And always there is the severe attack on the passive, 
ineffective intellectual who will criticize and "inter
rogate, " "yet wear no ruffian badge."3

Furthermore, as indicated earlier, Auden is 
acutely conscious of the failure in modern life of the 
well-springs of instinct and feeling. "Never before," 
he says in speaking of his generation, "was the Intelli
gence so fertile, / The Heart more s t u n t e d . H i s  po
etry abounds with portraits of "the stone smile," "the 
accosting profile," "the insufficient units" of a

^The Double Man, "New Year Letter," Pt. Ill, 
p. 60, and Notes, p. i'39*

20n This Island, XXII, 2 ( "Underneath the ab
ject willow,

3Poems, I ("Will you turn a deaf ear").
ourney to a War, "In Time of War," Commen

tary, p. 2$3.
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society that must he "supplied with feelings." He
wishes to awaken this overly civilized, effete world
to the proper claims of the physical life, to bring a-
live again "the song, the varied action of the blood.1,1
Alongside the modern dependence upon intellect, upon an
"ordre logique" that can abstract and divide, he wants
to see operative the unifying power of love:

That deep unsnobbish instinct which 
Alone can make relation rich,
Upon the Beischlaf of the blood 
Establish a real neighborhood 
Where art and industry and moeurs 
Are governed by an ordre du coeur.* 2

For obviously to deny the passionate side of human na
ture is to attempt but another kind of escape from the 
Truly Human.

For Auden, then, human life must fully engage 
both man's mind and body and engage them in active re
lationship. Probably Auden's clearest statement of 
the proper kind of relationship is the personal obser
vation quoted earlier:

Coming out of me living is always thinking, 
Thinking changing and changing living.3

^For the matter quoted, see Poems, IV ( "Watch 
any day his nonchalant pauses, see"), V ("From the very 
first coming down"), and XXIX ("Consider this and in 
our time").

2The Double Man, "New Year Letter," Pt. II,
p. 32.

3Poems, XVI ("It was Easter as I walked in the 
public gardens").
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To Auden one of the very origins of moral evil is in 
man's willingness to avoid or deny the claims of either 
aspect of human nature. Auden defines evil philosophic
ally as "a state of disharmony between existences," and, 
more particularly, as "a denial by an existence of any 
relation with any other existence."-1- This element of 
denial is most important to Auden's concept of sin.
Thus, in his poem "In Memory of Sigmund Freud," he 
praises Freud's revelation that evil is "not as we 
thought / Deeds that must be punished," but "our dis
honest mood of denial."* 2 Thus also he identifies as 
his own "notion of the Evil One," the "supreme Antagon
ist" of his early verse:

But who, though, is the Princeoof Lies
If not the Spirit-that-denies

Again Auden writes: "To dp evil is to act contrary to 
self-interest."11 And by this statement he means once 
more that man sins only when he acts contrary to the 
drives and capabilities of his own complex nature.

-̂ The Double Man, Notes to "New Year Letter, "
p. 105.

2Another Time, "In Memory of Sigmund Freud"
("When there are so many we shall have to mourn").

^The Double Man, "New Year Letter, " Pt. II, 
p. 28. For Auden's comment upon the "Evil One," see 
above, p. 5. The figure of the "supreme Antagonist" 
appears in Poems, XXIX ("Consider this and in our time").

^The Double Man, Notes to "New Year Letter," p.
107.
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Auden Is then acutely aware of the difficulty 
for the Double Man in the possession of both mind and 
body and deeply sympathetic toward it. But the fact 
that man's duality is inescapable, that the struggle 
to resolve it is an "eternal" one, does not lessen his 
moral obligation to try at all times to live up to the 
fullness of his nature--to be Truly Human. And it is 
in this light that one must understand two of Auden's 
most recurrent metaphorical patterns. For Auden's ad
miration both for the animals of nature and for the 
heroes of romance--his epic warriors, his schoolboys, 
the Communist, the Airman, the Truly Strong Man--stems 
from a single fact. These figures represent to Auden 
existences that are ideally simple and unified, and he 
presents them as a moral challenge to mankind. For to 
the degree that man is not Truly Strong and Truly Human, 
that his passionate and cerebral natures are not fully 
engaged and perfectly unified, in Auden's mind, to that 
same degree, man exists in a state of sin.
Life and death

Related to the essential division in man of his 
head and his heart and complicating further his moral 
predicament, there is, according to Auden, the tension 
which exists between man's conflicting drives toward
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life and death. While his perceptions here are dis
tinctly guided by Freuds Auden's vision of this diffi
culty for man has moral implications vastly beyond 
Freud's intentions or concerns. On the one hand., man, 
given his awareness of "lack of finish" and his status 
as the only animal whose evolution is incomplete, is 
compelled by a desire to perfect both himself and his 
relations with the rest of creation. It is this bene
ficent life drive., this "master-wish for perfection, nl 
which inspires Auden's many poems on the theme of man's 
eternal quest for personal salvation. And it is this 
drive too that inspires his invocations to mankind "to 
build the Just City." Perhaps Auden's highest poetic 
praise is delivered in his eulogy on Voltaire's tire
less efforts to improve mankind.

jVoltaire^ would write'Nothing is better than life. ' But was it? Yes, the fight 
Against the false and the unfair
Was always worth It. So was gardening. Civilise.* 2

On the other hand, sapping man's will to perfec
tion is his equally strong desire to escape from this 
enterprise altogether, to return, in fact, to the in
difference and irresponsibility of the lower stages of

2See the quotation by Homer Lane cited above,
p. 8 0.

2Another Time, "Voltaire at Ferney" ("Perfectly 
happy now, he' looked at his estate.").
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life.
Being alone, the frightened soul 
Returns to this life of sheep and hay 
No longer his: he every hour 
Moves further from this and must so move,
As child is weaned from his mother and leaves home 
But taking the first steps falters, is vexed.
Happy only to find home.l

To Auden, the most grotesque manifestations of the de
sire to escape a constructive life are man's retreats 
into the realms both of illness and of daydream. Thus 
Auden analyzes the many afflicted who appear in his 
poems:
N Only the challenge to our will,

Our pride in learning any skill,
Sustains our effort to be ill.

Thus too he counsels his many neurotic refugees in
search of "Another Time":

It is so hard to dream posterity 
Or haunt a ruined century 
And so much easier to be.

But perhaps above all else Auden is horrified by the
death-like inattention and apathy of mankind.

Between attention and attention 
The first and last decision Is mortal distraction.3 1 2

1Poems, XVI ("It was Easter as I walked in the 
public garden's ").

2The two passages cited above are from Another 
Time, "Hell is neither here nor there." The poem from 
which the title of this volume is taken, "For us like 
any other fugitive," states even more directly this theme 
that man must live constructively in the present.

3Poems, VI.
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He desperately wants mankind to take an active part 
in living., to confront reality in all its ugliness and 
realize "for what we are we have ourselves to blame, 1,1 
and to accomplish the progress which he believes open 
to mankind. Thus the constant object for attack in 
Auden's poetry becomes the inhuman attempt to "slip 
out of our own position / Into an unconcerned condi
tion"; the constant demand, "will you wheel death any
where / In his invalid chair"; and the constant plea,
"and we rebuild our cities, not dream of islands."* 2

Auden would of course never deny that it is 
the unfortunate condition of mankind that neither the 
quest nor its abandonment, neither manhood nor child
hood, reality nor illusion, can ever bring man to a 
state of lasting happiness or intrinsic peace. As 
Auden writes of the two extremes of human effort and 
inertia:

Hell is neither here nor there 
Hell is not anywhere Hell is hard to bear.3

This life-and-death tension in man's existence, Auden

^■Journey to a War, "Hongkong" ("Its leading 
characters are wise and’ witty; ") .

2See Poems, I ("Will you turn a deaf ear"), 
and On This Island, VII ("Hearing of harvests rotting 
in tPTe valleys,

3Another Time, "Hell is neither here nor there."
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Is saying, leaves him In a state of eternal restlessness 
that is like a hell on earth. Moreover, this tension, 
like his division of head and heart, complicates severely 
his moral predicament. "The divided face, " writes Auden, 
"taking the strain / Of the horizontal force / And the 
vertical thrust," "has no grace, / No discretion."1 
While complete inactivity would represent to Auden 
"pure evil, " since it would involve a total denial of 
man's creative instincts, by the opposite turn of the 
coin, almost every positive, constructive act on man's 
part will also necessarily involve him in sin. In 
Auden's words:

But we, being divided, remembering, evolving 
beings composed of a number of "selves," . . .  
sin in most that we do, for we can rarely act in 
such a way that the . . . self-interests of all 
our different "selves" are satisfied.1 2

The same disillusioning discovery is Michael Ransom's
reward for his heroic conquest of the high mountain in
Auden's play The Ascent of F6. "Save us," he prays as
he reaches the summit of the mountain, "save us from
the destructive element of our will, for all we do is

1Poems, VI ("Between attention and attention").
2The Double Man, Notes to "New Year Letter," 

pp. 105 and 1 0 7.
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evil.
Man is thus caught in the moral dilemma of 

being driven toward a perfection he can never achieve. 
Given his divisive nature, he is forever "articled to 
error."2 But given his moral awareness, he is compelled 
toward self-improvement. Auden's conclusion about man
kind is thus two-pronged: "'Man can improve himself but 
never will be perfect.' "3 And ultimately Auden's pra
yers for man are modest indeed. In a poetic portrait 
of man's moral dilemma, he offers, for example, a per
sonal and very humble plea:

Defenceless under the night 
Our world in stupor lies;
Yet, dotted everywhere,
Ironic points of light 
Plash out wherever the Just 
Exchange their messages:
May I, composed like them 
Of Eros and of dust,
Beleaguered by the same 
Negation and despair, .
Show an affirming flame.

And of mankind in general he asks only, as one would 1 2
1W. H. Auden and Christopher Isherwood, The 

Ascent of P6 (New York: Random House, 1937)> p. 7^. These lines may, of course, have been written by 
Isherwood.

2Journey to a War, "In Time of War," Sonnet
XXVII.

3Ibid., Commentary, p. 2 9 8. This line appears 
in italics in the text.

^Another Time, "September 1, 1939" ("I sit in 
one of the dives "77
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of children:
0 once again let us set out,,
Our faith well balanced by our doubt,
Admitting every step we make 
Will certainly be a mistake,
But still believing we can climb 
A little higher every time.l
In conclusion, then, to Auden, man's nature is 

divided against itself— mind against matter, activity 
against passivity. The state of division renders his 
life a restless one of unfulfilled longing, of con
flicting self-interest, and, most important, of moral 
duplicity. But any attempt on man's part to simplify 
his existence by denying in any way its true nature 
vti.ll only in the end involve him in greater suffering 
and greater evil. Rather than trying to escape the 
claims of his divided nature, man must strive to value 
all the conflicting aspects of life and to bring them 
to a state of order and balance within himself. For 
in seeking such a state of internal "diversity in 
unity"2 not only will man manifest more perfectly all 
the various capabilities of human nature, but he will 
progress toward an existence of moral goodness. "Moral 
good, " Auden writes, is "a rearrangement of existence

•̂The Double Man, "New Year Letter," Pt. Ill,

2This line appears ibid., Pt. II, p. 3 4 .
p. 47.
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which lessens or removes a disharmony. Thus, it is 
only by understanding the complexities of his nature 
and attempting to live as closely and harmoniously as 
possible within their terms that man may achieve both 
the sense of human fulfillment and the measure of 
moral progress that represent Auden's hope for mankind. 
Love and self-regard

If man's constructive will toward perfection 
is hampered by his involvement in death, it is com
plicated in yet another way by his difficulty in recon
ciling his own personal quest with his attempt to better 
his relations with others. For, to Auden, man's funda
mental loneliness conflicts ultimately with his social 
drives and desires. There are, Auden writes in The 
Double Man, inescapably "two worlds11 for the residence 
of man, "the inner space" and "the public space."

Each lives in one, all in the other,
Here all are kings, there each a brother:
In politics the Fall of Man 
From natural liberty began 
When, loving power or sloth, he came 
Like Burke to think them both the same.* 2
Auden is most apt to consider human life from 

the enclosed destiny of the individual man "moving along

3-Ibid., Notes to "New Year Letter," p. 106.
2Ibid., "New Year Letter," Pt. Ill, p. 5 0.
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the track which is himself."-1- It is no accident that 
Auden was to return to Christianity via Existentialism. 
And certainly the symbolism of heroic exile and quest 
inspired him primarily because of his vision of life 
as an essentially lonely pursuit. In one of his earli
est poems Auden attempted a psychological analysis of 
man's aloneness.

'Is first baby, warm in mother,
Before born and is still mother,
Time passes and now is other,
Is knowledge in him now of other,
Cries in cold air, himself no friend.
In grown man also, may see in face 
In his day-thinking and in his night-thinking 

x Is wareness and is fear of other,
Alone in flesh, himself no friend. ' 1 2

By 1939* he is content merely to identify as
The secret that was always true 
But known once only to the few,
Compelling all to the admission,
Aloneness is man's real condition,
That each must travel forth alone 
In search of the Essential Stone.3

A great many of Auden's poems are simply re
cords of such individual searches, whether real or 
imaginary, of the particular obstacles the wanderer

1See Poems, XVI ("It was Easter as I walked in 
the public gardens").

2Ibid.
3The Double Man, "New Year Letter," Pt. Ill,pp. 65-6 6.
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met, and of his final success or failure. Thus the 
expert sonnets in Auden's sequences "The Quest" and 
"In Time of War, " and thus his many biographical studies 
of past poets and scholars. In all Auden demonstrates 
an amazingly subtle perception of man's spiritual trib
ulations and temptations in his search for self-know
ledge and success. There is, for example, Auden's 
account of the foundation of Pascal's faith and mysti
cism:

Yet like a lucky orphan he had been discovered 
And instantly adopted by a Gift;
And she became the sensible protector
Who found a passage through the caves of accusation,
And even in the canyon of distress was able
To use the echo of his weakness as a proof
That joy was probable and took the place
Of the poor lust and hunger he had never known.
And never told him he was different from the others, 
Too weak to face their innocently brutal questions, 
Assured him he was stronger than Descartes,
And let him think it was his own finesse 
That promised him a miracle, and doubt by doubt 
Restored the ruined chateau of his faith;
Until at last, one Autumn, all was ready:
And in the night the Unexpected came.1

Or there is his recognition of the distinct terror in
life for the untalented or mediocre man:

So here he was without maps or supplies,
A hundred miles from any decent town;
The desert glared into his blood-shot eyes;

1Another Time, "Pascal" ("0 had his mother, near her time, been praying").
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The silence roared displeasure: looking down.
He saw the shadow of an Average Man 
Attempting the Exceptional, and ran.1

Auden's implication in all this imagery of ex
ile and wandering is that man must separate himself 
completely from his surroundings in order to discover 
and realize his own unique gift and his own vision of 
truth. Thus, in Paid on Both Sides, the single truly 
heroic figure is the man who simply walks out on the 
endless epic feud, "the old life done."^ He is the 
real revolutionary. And in the spirited play The Dog 
Beneath the Skin, or Where1s Francis? the primary char
acter turns out to he disguised as a dog, his travels 
have so changed his own perspective and made him a 
stranger to his friends.

Francis does, of course, eventually return home 
and reveal himself. And Auden always intends that his 
travelers should return.

New Facts will not be known
Until we part and live once more alone:New Values not be found
Until we meet again on common ground.3

•̂The Double Man, "The Quest": "The Average."
2See Paid on Both Sides, Chorus ( "To throw away 

the key and walk away"), in Poems, p. 77.
3The Double Man, Notes to "New Year Letter,"

p. 122.
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It is not only that man's loneliness in fact compels 
him toward union with others, though Auden would admit 
that the real basis of love is simply "mutual need. !:1 
But, philosophically, Auden would say further that the 
separateness of the individual implies the unity of 
the whole, that all life intends the unity of which it 
is a part.

We need to love all since we are
Each a unique particular
That is no giant, god, or dwarf,
But one odd human isomorph;
We can love each because we know 
All, all of us, that this is so.^

'Therefore, while he dramatizes man's lonely pursuit of
self-fulfillment, Auden also subjects to the severest
criticism man's tendency to cling to his separateness
and selfhood, his perverse instinct to withdraw from
any potentially enduring relationship. At the simplest
level of friendly conversation,

lAuden makes this point in Another Time, "Sharp and silent in the."
"Love's a way of living,
One kind of relation 

Possible between 
Any things or persons 
Given one condition,
The one sine qua non

Being mutual need."
^The Double Man, "New Year Letter, " Pt. Ill,p.  69.
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every news
Means pairing off in twos and twos 
Another I, another You 
Each knowing what to do 
But of no use.1

And man too often, Auden says, attempts to live his 
entire life as a "breezy visitor. " Assured of his 
stranger's right to "depart," "he seeks the hostile, 
unfamiliar place" "of lands where he will not be asked 
to s t a y . N o  poem could be more devastating than 
Auden's "The Exiles, 11 with its ironically placid des
cription of those who have relinquished all membership 
in the human race. Such selfish withdrawal, the "Third 
Temptation" of "The Quest," can only render man's state 
of aloneness one of intolerable torture and suffering. 
And thus Auden portrays the man who falls victim to it:

soon he was the king of all the creatures:
Yet, shaking in an autumn nightmare, saw,
Approaching down a ruined corridor,
A figure with his own distorted features 
That wept, and grew enormous, and cried Woe.3

The truth is, of course, that man needs to bal
ance his two worlds of public and private enterprise. 1 2

1Poems, VIII ("Again in conversations").
2Por the quoted matter, see Another Time, "Not 

as that dream Napoleon, rumour's dread and centre," and 
Journey to a War, "The Traveller" ("Holding the distance up before his face").

3The Double Man, "The Quest": "The Third Temptation.'
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And, put in slightly different terms, his difficulty in 
doing so is simply a reflection of his struggle between 
love and self-regard. Love is, without question, the 
most recurrent topic of Auden's early verse. Auden con
ceives of love as a tremendous power. It is almost 
synonymous to him with life itself. In fact, as per
sonified in Auden's verse, "Love" is the constructive 
life force which includes all man's creative drives 
from his sexual urge to his social impulse toward human 
civilization. Love is, as it were, the manifest motive 
.power of human life. And it is, to Auden, a liberating, 
cleansing power, a curative to all man's ills. "No 
personal experience, 11 writes Auden, "no scientific know
ledge, gives any other verdict than that what you can 
self-forgetfully love, you can cure. " 1 And as Richard 
Hoggart points out:

The important, the cardinal point about 'Love' . . . 
is that it is the one thing needful, that it is 
there, that it needs only to be sought with care 
and, when found, nourished and developed. * 2

For, Auden would say, love is of man's nature. "Man

•̂-Auden, "The Bond and the Free, " Scrutiny,
IV, 201.

2Hoggart, Auden, p. 132.
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does not choose to love: he must love. " 1
Auden accepts the principle that self-love is 

the basis of man's moral existence. He defines evil, 
it will be remembered, as an "act contrary to self- 
interest." But this self-interest, like Christian 
love of self, is an enlightened one which comprehends 
man's union with his kind and the satisfactions to be 
gained by him in community effort. According to Auden, 
however, for the most part, man's knowledge of his own 
self-interest is "false or inadequate, " 2 and it is thus 
that man falls so easily into mistaken attitudes of 
love. For since love is compulsory to man's nature, 
its power, if misdirected, will simply reveal itself 
in distorted forms. As indicated earlier in the section 
on psychology, it is largely the spiritual distortions 
of misdirected love that Auden is most intent upon de
picting in his early verse. And his predominant subject 
for attack is excessive love of self, what he calls 
"self-regard." Thus against Auden's indictment of man, 
"that we love ourselves alone," there comes his recurrent

1This quotation comes from Homer Lane, Talks to 
Parents and Teachers, 1930, pp. 177-78., as quoted by 
Hoggart, Auden, p. 130. The influence of Lane's ideas 
upon Auden in the thirties is immeasurable.

^The Double Man, Notes to "New Year Letter,"p. 1 0 7 .
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cry, "we must love one another or die." And against 
the total maladjustment of man's love revealed in Auden's 
vivid injunction, "you shall love your crooked neighbour / 
With your crooked heart," there comes his simple prayer, 
"set my love in order. "1

To bring about "the birth of natural order and 
true l o v e becomes finally, to Auden, man's highest 
moral goal. This goal involves the creation of a uni
fied, harmonious society in which man can discover and 
realize his own unique potential ( "travel forth alone /
In search of the Essential Stone"), but In which he will 
establish the same opportunity for every other individual 
("build the Just City"). For, in Auden's prose state
ment "I Believe," he defines as the morally good that 
which is freely fulfilling itself to the highest poten
tial of its nature. But, Auden insists, such freedom 
has no meaning or reality except within a social context.

The concept of freedom presupposes the existence 
of a composite group and is concerned with the 
relations of the different members of that group 1 2

1For the quoted matter, see Another Time, 
"Underneath the leaves of life," "September 1, 1939" 
("I sit in one of the dives"), and "As I walked out 
one evening," and The Double Man, Notes to "New Year 
Letter," p. j6.

2The phrase is taken from On This Island, IX 
("The earth turns over; our side feels the cold; ").
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to each other and to the whole which they collec
tively form, and that this relation is a two-way 
relation. From the point of view of the whole, 
of internal relations, freedom means unity, the 
harmonious agreement of the parts; from the point 
of view of each of the parts, of external rela
tions, freedom means the right of that part to 
realize to the full its potential nature without 
interference from the others. Treat all relations 
as internal and to be free comes to mean to be 
homogeneous, i.e., to have abolished all external 
relations (Pantheism). Treat all relations as 
external and to be free comes to mean to be the 
only existence in the universe, i.e., to have 
abolished internal relations (Solipsism).1

The life of man, Auden would say, "intends a synthesis" 
between pantheism and solipsism, between internal and 
external relations. Thus, it becomes man's moral re
sponsibility to seek to fulfill that destiny, to dis
cover

That order which must be the end 
That all self-loving things intend 
Who struggle for their liberty,
Who use, that is, their will to be
Intending that their wills be done 
Within a peace where all desires 
Find each in each what each requires.1 2

Of course a perfect and continuing state of or
der will never be possible to man. It would represent 
"the state of the fulfilled," complete and utter free
dom, being instead of becoming, heaven instead of hell.

1The Double Man, Notes to "New Year Letter." pp. 76-7T.
2The quoted matter above and below appears Ibid., "New Year Letter," Pt. I, p. 1 7 .
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Though man may have brief moments of such peace and 
happiness, for the most part, given his imperfect self- 
knowledge, he must struggle always toward a balance 
outside his reach. But to the extent that he approaches 
this order at all, he is fulfilling the human potential, 
accomplishing the moral progress, that Auden conceives 
of as the proper destiny of man.

Auden is, then, highly realistic in his assess
ment of man's capacity for moral progress. For the 
great hindrances to human progress, man's inadequate 
self-knowledge, his involvement in death, and, of course, 
his primary duality of mind and body, Auden understands 
as obstacles that exist within the very nature of man. 
However, it is in relation to these limitations that a 
great many of Auden's images and intellectual and moral 
commitments in the thirties are best understood. Auden 
believed in Communism, for example, simply because he 
felt this social system was better designed than capi
talism to help man achieve the desired order and balance 
in his needs for individual freedom and social justice. 
And Auden was obsessed by imagery of revolutions and 
quests not only because specific change was necessary 
to establish a communal society, but because he thought 
the independent spirit of the revolutionary or exile
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was Imperative generally if man was ever to achieve 
fully his human potential. Indeed, it is easy to see 
in the light of Auden's view of the morally good as 
that which is fulfilling itself without interference 
why tyranny of any kind was always to Auden the great
est external obstacle to man's pursuit of moral per
fection.

Perhaps most important, Auden was fascinated 
by psychology because psychology was itself concerned 
with discovering the limitations in human nature and 
xthe dynamics of the maladjustments that spring from 
these limitations. Auden's attitude in the thirties 
was no more or less bizarre than that of the Christian 
Scientist. Ultimately he traced all illness, whether 
physical or mental, to some kind of moral error, some 
kind of distortion of the will. And thus he found 
psychology a highly instructive guide to the modern 
moralist. As Hoggart observes of Auden's moral ideas: 
"Auden would have said much the same things about human 
beings if he had never read Freud. But he would have 
said them less boldly." "psychology] gave more assur
ance to the preacher in him. What he sensed as wrong 
the psychologists diagnosed as wrong; both orders of 
perception gave the same or very similar answers. " 1

boggart, Auden, p. 118.
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Moreover* Auden saw psychology as man's greatest aid 
to understanding human capability and human self- 
interest* particularly in relation to the subconscious 
claims of instinct and feeling. Thus psychology is the 
key to man's gaining greater internal order and balance. 
To Auden* it is man's final inability to grasp ration
ally his entire nature which is the prime obstacle to 
human moral perfection. Thus* Auden observes in The 
Double Man:

If our different "selves" had true self-knowledge 
of their respective self-interests* it would be 
impossible for us to act except in a way that 
satisfied them all* and we should each become 
not only an undivided consciousness and there
fore* like the animals* unable to sin* but also 
an undivided consciousness with a true knowledge of itself* and therefore unable to do evil.l

In other words* it is man's inadequacy to understand
his divided nature that 'in fact sustains the divisions.
And thus* as indicated in Chapter I* it is the limits
Auden sets upon human reason that provide the basis for
his defeat-complex* or pessimism* about mankind. To
Auden* the very same power of reason that creates man's
moral nature destines man always to an existence of
moral duplicity. And thus* while Auden sees a great

1The Double Man, Notes to "New Year Letter*"p. 1 0 7 .
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deal of progress open to man in his search for order 
and unity, both internally within himself and exter
nally in his relations with others, the poet is left 
always with the recognition that the idealized goals 
either of absolute simplicity or of perfect harmony 
and balance lie forever outside the reach of the Double 
Man.
Freedom and necessity

Auden, finally, is a moralist who would main
tain the paradox: ’’Freedom is the consciousness of 
necessity. 1,1 The statement is complex and important.
In the first place, it defines one further tension 
Auden admits in man's nature. "Man is neither com
pletely free nor a mere puppet. There is freedom, but 
within limits.”1 2 Auden is fond of conveying this same 
moral ambiguity in verse.

In the prison of his days
Teach the free man how to praise.
And each in the cell of himself is almost convinced of his freedom.
We live in freedom by necessity.3

1See, for example, Auden's discussions in "I Believe," I Believe, p. 5, and The Double Man, Notes to "New Year Letter," p. 77.
2Auden, "The First Lord Melchett," Scrutiny, II, 

309. ------—
^The three passages quoted are taken from Another



Moreover., since it is man's freedom that constitutes 
his moral significance, it is essential to understand 
immediately the precise nature of the l;limits" Auden 
places upon it.

Auden divides the necessity which conscribes
man's freedom into "two aspects."

Causal necessity (Fortune) decrees what shall be 
presented to consciousness from the outside 
through the sense organs, or through memory, as 
images from the unconscious. Logical necessity 
(Virtue) governs everything once it has reached 
consciousness (a thing cannot simultaneously be A and Not-A) . 1

Causal necessity, in other words, represents every
thing nature imposes upon man from the outside, all 
that he cannot by an act of will modify or change. It 
includes "not only physical disasters like flood, fire 
and famine, but also all images, impulses, feelings of 
guilt that rise from the subconscious. " 2 Such pheno
mena, Auden says, can only be treated "aesthetically," 
that is, "can only be endured. 1 Logical necessity, on 
the other hand, operates upon all that man can subject 
to the conscious operation of reason, all that he can

Time, "In Memory of W. B. Yeats" ("He disappeared in 
the dead of winter:"), and Journey to a War, "In Time of War," Sonnet XXVII.

P. 77.
1The Double Man, Notes to "New Year Letter. "

2Ibid., p. 130.
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effect by the exercise of his will. Man forms his own 
decisions as to logical necessity, as to what he should 
or should not do, and such decisions must be treated 
"ethically." As Hoggart writes: "There is a field of 
'causal' Necessity in which we have no choice (we must 
eat to live; we must work to eat); but these are not 
to be confused with 'logical' necessity, the necessi
ties of moral choice. "T In any case, in another clari
fication of the nature of human error, Auden writes:
"To sin is to act consciously / Against what seems 
necessity."* 2 Sin is man's capacity, that is, to act 
consciously against either his own nature or his own 
logical determination of the virtuous thing in any 
given case. Thus Auden can write of man's state:

Dictatorship has been defined as a state where 
everything that is not obligatory is forbidden, 
and in that sense man has always lived under a 
dictatorship and always will. Our only choice 
lies between an external . . .  necessity pas
sively accepted and an internal necessity con
sciously decided, but that is the difference between slavery and freedom.3

boggart, Auden, p. 148.
2The Double Man, "New Year Letter," Pt. TT.

P. 35.
3w. H. Auden, "Criticism in a Mass Society," 

The Intent of the_ Critic, ed. D. A. Stauffer (Prince
ton: Princeton University Press, 194l), p. l4f.
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The most significant example of causal necessity 
from the viewpoint of man's moral nature is simply the 
fact of his freedom. For freedom is his only by virtue 
of his natural possession of self-consciousness. Thus 
Hoggart explicates Auden's line, "we live in freedom by 
necessity":

Man may insist that he does not recognise the exis
tence of a field of moral decision; he is thereby 
making a moral decision, since the refusal to choose 
is itself a choice, a denial of necessity. He can 
therefore choose rightly or wrongly--so far he is 
free; he is not free not to choose--so far he is under necessity.1

But at the same time that man lives in freedom by neces
sity, freedom, Auden stresses always, is the consciousness 
of necessity. That is, only to the extent that man under
stands and accepts the limitations upon him can he ex
ercise his free will in any meaningful way. And the 
greater, in fact, his awareness of necessity, the more 
extensive his field of moral choice. For the knowledge 
of necessity, in the case of causal necessity, partially 
frees man from its enslavement and, in the case of log
ical necessity, broadens his range of ethical behavior.

Man's difficulty, as always, is in striking a 
proper balance. Either he attempts to evade the fright-

boggart, Auden, p. 147.
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ening burden of moral choice. He welcomes the dictator 
who promises: '"Man can have Unity if Man will give up 
Freedom.'"1 He clings to the established conventions 
and values of his society ( "the easy knowledge / Of the 
virtuous thing").2 He declines any personal responsi
bility for the state of the world around him and posits 
instead some kind of mythical "General Will."3 Or else, 
conversely, he pretends that his freedom is unlimited. 
"For we are all insulted by / The mere suggestion that 
we die."4 He becomes himself the dictator, the self- 
appointed governor of right and wrong, the destiny of 
mankind. And his free will becomes only the undisci
plined exercise of pure ego.

Since Adam, being free to choose,
Chose to imagine he was free 
To choose his own necessity,
Lost in his freedom, Man pursues 
The shadows of his images.5 1 2 * * 5

1Journey to a War, "In Time of War," Commentary, 
p. 295. The line quoted appears in the text in italics.

2See Poems, VI ("Between attention and attention").
3see Journey to a War, "Hongkong" ("Its leading characters are wise and witty;").
^The Double Man, "New Year Letter," Pt. II, p. 27.
5This passage is taken from Part III of "For the 

Time Being," one of Auden's later works which is reprinted in Collected Poetry. It is cited only because it ex
presses so succinctly Auden's vision of man's error in 
refusing to recognize his state of limited freedom.
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Either error is, of course, an impossibly desperate one 
for man, since either tends as inevitably toward the 
destruction of that freedom which constitutes man's 
unique value and defining moral character. And both 
are constant objects for Auden's poetic attack.

Auden would never assert, however, that man's
condition of limited freedom is a very comfortable one.

How hard to stretch imagination 
To live according to our station. 1

It is not only that man labors under the limits of nat
ural necessity, but his personal requirement in deter
mining the logical necessity of every case is an im
mensely difficult one. For, according to Auden, there 
is no "easy knowledge / Of the virtuous thing." In a 
poem entitled "Law Like Love," Auden studies the vain 
attempt of other men to define exactly the law, or 
moral code, that operates upon mankind. But, he con
cludes, one can never say for certain what law is, but 
only that it is.

I no more than you
Know what we should and should not do
Except that all agree
Gladly or miserably
That the law is
And that all know this.

-̂ The Double Man, "New Year Letter," Pt. II,
p. 27.
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And one can, says Auden, suggest a tentative compari
son: "Like love I say."

Like love we don't know where or why 
Like love we can't compel or fly 
Like love we often weep 
Like love we seldom keep.-*-

The point is that each man must fashion his own re
strictive code of ethics and that, paradoxically, his 
best and only guide in this lonely endeavor is the 
liberating power of love. As Auden would say: "The 
only true authority is love," "for love is itself the 
highest form of compulsion. "2 There is, of course, 
in Auden's mind a definite reason why no single indi
vidual can define a universal moral code applicable 
to all men. Auden contends that because man cannot 
comprehend entirely his own nature the wisdom of each 
individual man will necessarily be in some way subjec
tive. Thus Auden writes: "The formulation of truth 
can never be absolute."3 And thus he insists again:

1Another Time, "Law, say the gardeners, is the 
sun." The title, "Law Like Love, " was added when the 
poem was reprinted in Collected Poetry.

pThe actual words are those of Homer Lane, 
Talks to Parents and Teachers, 1930, pp. 177-78, as quoted-By Hoggart, Auden, p. 1 3 1.

_3W. H. Auden, "Heretics," New Republic,LXXXXX [C] (November, 1939), 374. ------------



152

In this alone are all the same,
All are so weak that none dare claim 
'I have the right to govern,' or 
'Behold in me the moral law.'1

The terrifying burden of moral choice is precisely in 
this condition that each man must bear the burden alone. 
But, as Auden has insisted over and over again, man 
cannot escape the givens of his own nature. And most 
important is his obligation to accept the responsibil
ities of his freedom, to exercise his will independently 
according to his own rational determination of natural 
and logical necessity. For it is only in his use of 
reason and free will that man becomes the Double Man, 
liable to sin, but capable of moral achievement and 
moral progress.

It remains only to point out the connection be
tween Auden's belief that freedom is the consciousness 
of necessity and his great regard in the thirties both 
for science and for the power of human reason. In the 
first place, Auden says, science is itself concerned 
"with making man conscious of necessity, of the neces
sity of his affective instincts and the external forces 
of Nature, without which knowledge he is a slave. " 1 2

1The Double Man, "New Year Letter," Pt. Ill,pp. 68-6 9.
2W. H. Auden, Review of Illusion and Reality, by 

Christopher Caudwell, New Verse, No. 25 (May,.1937), p. 20.
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And Auden of course means here not only natural sci
ence but social science and psychology. To Auden, 
who always accepted the relative truth at least of 
economic and psychological determining, one of the 
great contributions of Freud and Marx was their joint 
definition of some of the limits upon human freedom. 
"To-day, " Auden writes, "the light which has been shed 
by Freud and Marx on the motivation of thought makes 
it criminal to be uncritical."-*- Scientific knowledge, 
Auden implies, renders man capable of being critical.
It is a product of human reason, and its appeal is to 
reason. Just as it is upon man's mere possession of 
his mental faculties that his freedom depends, so it 
is upon the exercise of human reason that his capacity 
to direct that freedom depends. For it is out of man's 
ability to understand the necessities of his divided 
nature and to understand in relation to these necessi
ties his own self-interest that his goals for future 
self-improvement present themselves. "Civilized life," 
Auden writes, "is life which is not ruled by the forces 
of Nature, but by one's own free will, and no one can 
use that properly who has not acquired self-knowledge

■̂ W. H. Auden, "The Group Movement and the Middle 
Classes, 1 Oxford and the Groups, ed. Richard Crossman (Oxford: Basil Blac£weTT, 19^4), p. 9 0.
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and the habit of reason."1
Thus, to Auden, reason Is the directing force 

toward human civilization and progress, and science is 
unquestionably its greatest tool. For beyond its cap
acity to make man aware of natural necessity, the pro
gress of science is a progress of converting natural 
necessity into logical necessity and consequently of 
extending the sphere of man's ethical activity. For 
science is directed always toward making man's control 
over nature total and absolute; and once material cir
cumstances no longer make man's choices for him, he is 
free to make them for himself. Since Auden naturally 
believes that "any change toward a greater freedom of 
action is a morally good change,"1 2 he cannot help but 
believe then that the power of science is a beneficent 
one. And once again Auden is interested not only in 
the technological improvements that render man less the 
victim of natural circumstances but in the potential 
liberating benefits to society in psychotherapy and 
social reform. Thus Auden observes of man and science:

By studying the laws of physical nature, [manj 
has gained a large measure of control over them

1W . H. Auden, "A Good Scout," Listener, XVII 
(Christmas Book Supplement, December 8,' 193?)* xxiii.

2Auden, "I Believe," I Believe, p. 3.
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and insofar as he is able to understand the laws 
of his own nature and of the societies in which 
he lives, he approaches that state where what he wills may be done.1

It seems hardly necessary to remark, in conclusion, 
that, as man gains in the critical knowledge that stead
ily affords him an existence of increased moral freedom 
and responsibility, he will progress in the direction of 
that same harmonious state of ordered love outlined a- 
bove. For of course, to Auden, love is the compulsory 
law of man's nature which his reason must discover and 
his free will obey.
Conclusion

By way of summary, then, man's nature is a per
versely complicated one. His possession of reason and 
self-consciousness forces him into the realm of the 
ethical. He must exert his free will. He must live 
on a moral plane. But hampering his moral achievement 
are all the limiting consequences of his divided nature-- 
his subjection to natural necessity and to his affective 
instincts and passions, his inadequate self-knowledge, 
and his involvement in death. Yet, despite his imper
fection, he must struggle toward the goal of a harmon
ious, ordered relationship both within himself and with

1Ibid., pp. 4-5.
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others, a relationship that will allow all men the 
freedom to be Truly Human. At his command he has all 
the realistic wisdom of modern science and all the 
visionary ideals of ancient romance. But at no time 
can he ever attempt to simplify his own nature or the 
nature of his task. Just as moral good exists ulti
mately in balance and harmonious relationship, so evil 
exists in disharmony, in man's attempt to escape any 
aspect of reality. As Auden insists always, the terms 
of life are given; and "they do not cease to exist if 
you disobey them but operate within you to your destruc
tion. 1,1 What is needed is a "reverence for life" in 
all its aspects, the recognition that "everything that 
lives is holy," that "only by those who reverence it 
can life be mastered."* 2 And once man has set out rea
listically and constructively "to use his will to be"

%. H. Auden, "Squares and Oblongs," Poets at W°pk (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1948), p. 17iu------
2Auden commits himself to Schweitzer's ethical ideal, "reverence for life, " in his essay, "The Group 

Movement and the Middle Classes," Oxford and the Grouos.
pp.<89-101. He prefaces his essay, I BeTreveT^ I-----
Believe, pp. 3~l6, with Blake's statement, "everything 
thatlives is holy. The final quote comes from Journey 
to a War, In^Time of War," Commentary, p. 299. This line appears in italics in the original text.
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in relation to a reasoned understanding of his nature 
and his potential, the positive goals of freedom, under
standing, and love will coalesce with each other and 
fall into place.

'Only the free have disposition to be truthful,
Only the truthful have the interest to be just,
Only the just possess the will-power to be free.'1

What is required is only the initial determination and 
courage to undertake the quest of human life. Thus per
haps Auden's most summary prayer of the thirties con
cludes :

'Rally the lost and trembling forces of the will, 
Gather them up and let them loose upon the earth,
Till they construct at last a human justice,
The contribution of our star, within the shadow 
Of which uplifting, loving, and constraining power All other reasons may rejoice and operate.'2

While an ideal Justice is beyond the Double Man, a state
of "human justice," bringing with it greater moral and
material freedom, greater love and understanding, and
the happiness which comes from human self-fulfillment,
is forever mankind's to possess.

In conclusion, it is interesting to observe 
that, while Auden's hope for man is remarkably different

1Journey to a War, "In Time of War," Commentary, 
p. 299. These lines appear in italics in the original text.

pIbid., p. 301. These lines appear in italics in the original text.
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from the promise of Christian salvation, there is a great 
deal in his philosophical analysis of man's nature which 
in its own way strangely parallels Christian teaching.
To Auden, for instance, as to the Christian, the essence 
of man's moral predicament is that he must struggle a- 
gainst a defective nature which he cannot ultimately 
overcome. To both, man's pride in living beyond his 
station and his acedia in living below it are major 
sources of sin. And finally, to both, death is perhaps 
the cardinal reminder of man's imperfection, love is 
the curative power, and intelligence and will are the 
prime instruments of moral achievement. And thus, just 
as Auden's other imagistic patterns are closely related 
to his philosophical conception of man, so it is that 
the poet in his early verse so often states the univer
sal pattern of his own belief within the more familiar 
pattern of Christian imagery.

2. The Nature of Art
Introduction

If, as Stephen Spender insists, Auden has an 
intellectual place for "everything and everyone" within 
his universal pattern of belief, 1 it is hardly surprising

1See above, p. 312 and note.
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that he possesses a very definite conception of "the 
poet." Indeed, from the first appearance of his poetry, 
critics have pointed out in one way or another Auden's 
extreme self-consciousness as an artist. 1 And it is 
not only that Auden is very concerned with the craft 
of art, though, taking a classical view of his trade, 
Auden does insist that in the end art is primarily a 
matter of technical skill. 1 2 Nor is it simply that Auden 
is acutely aware of himself as a social entity existing 
in and responding to a particular moment in history, 
though he of course also insists that the poet's sen
sitivity to his times Is the motivating factor in artis
tic creation.3 Rather, out of Auden's precise under
standing of the moral limitations and capabilities of 
human nature, he derives a definite philosophical under
standing of the nature of art and of its purpose and 
place in human culture. Concerned as nearly all modern

1See, in particular, David Daiches, who comments 
of Auden: "He is perhaps the most self-conscious of all the contemporary poets." "Poetry In the 1930's,"
Poetry and the Modern World, p. 215.

2Auden makes this point in his essay, "Psychology 
and Art To-day," The Arts To-day, pp. 1-21, by way of 
attacking the Freudian notion that art is simply the working out of neurosis.

3see above, p. 15 and note.
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poets have been with the function and process of artis
tic creation, Auden is perhaps more preoccupied than 
any other contemporary poet with defining the exact 
character and potential of art. And significantly, 
he considers art to be one of the great constructive, 
moral forces in civilization. It is not just, then, 
that, as a moralist, Auden chose to express himself 
in the medium of art. To Auden, the artist is a 
moralist.

There are three separate aspects to Auden's 
understanding of the moral nature of art, and each re
quires brief consideration here. Only then will it be 
possible to indicate the aesthetic basis and justifi
cation for Auden's indirect mode of ironic preaching.
It should be stressed again, however, in relation to 
this particular discussion, that this paper in no way 
seeks to evaluate Auden's use of poetic irony, but 
only to illustrate it briefly so as to explain its 
origins and rationale in Auden's moral understanding 
of life and art.
The definition

In his definition of the nature of art, Auden, 
first of all, pays art the high compliment of putting 
it on a par with science in its intention and its effect.
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Art and science, he writes, are "both concerned in 
their different spheres with making man conscious of 
necessity, " 1 and thus of course with increasing man's 
moral freedom. For Auden, it will be remembered, con
siders that to the Double Man "freedom is the conscious
ness of necessity. " 1 2

Auden sees the poet initially, therefore, as 
a kind of scientist. Well-read in all the most pro
gressive wisdom, schooled in the scientific methods 
and techniques, the poet presents a detached, objec
tive vision of reality. "Report well," Auden counseled 
his early followers. "Begin with objects and events."3 
The poet must be "clinically-minded," he said again. 
"[His] attitude must be absolutely detached, like that 
of a surgeon or a scientist."^ He must handle life 
"with a wry, bitter smile and a pair of rubber surgical

1Auden, Review of Illusion and Reality, New Verse, No. 25, p. 20. --
2See above, pp. 1 4 5-5 5.
-̂ The quotation is taken from Geoffrey Grigson's description of Auden's early poetic views in his pre

face to the second edition of the New Verse Anthology.It is cited by Hoggart, Auden, p. 347
^See Stephen Spender's characterization of 

Auden's early aesthetic, in "W. H. Auden at Oxford," 
World Review, August, 1949, as quoted by Hoggart,Auden, p. 29.
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gloves."-1- The poet, In other words, puts life under 
a microscope. He is concerned with the precise nature 
of reality. He observes. He categorizes. He selects. 
He records. And to the extent that poetry teaches man 
more about his own nature or the nature of his envi
ronment, it increases man's capacity to exist freely 
and fully within that environment.

Art is, then, like science, "a game of know
ledge, " "a bringing to consciousness1,2 the reality 
that circumscribes the Double Man. Its appeal is to 
reason. In holding the mirror up to nature, it in
tends to liberate man's potential for realistic under
standing and accomplishment. "Its proper effect,"
Auden writes, "is disenchanting."3

Auden would say further, however, that moral
ity or ethics provides the very substance and subject 
matter of poetic art. For, to Auden, poetry is also 
concerned with making man aware of moral choice. Here
in lies the cardinal difference between science and art. * 2

■̂This phrase is taken from Christopher Isher- 
wood's comments on Auden's clinical poetic approach, 
in Lions and Shadows, p. 191.

2See Auden, "Squares and Oblongs," Poets at Work, p. 1 7 3.
3w. H. Auden, "Poet of the Encirclement," New Republic, .CIX (October, 19^3), 580. ---



163

The scientist believes always that his particular vi
sion of reality is absolutely objective. He presents 
his knowledge as truth. His wisdom is therefore dog
matic. The poet, on the other hand, is more tentative, 
more philosophical. "Poetry," Auden writes, "might be 
defined as the clear expression of mixed feelings. The 
poetic mood is never indicative. " 1 Thus Auden, in fact, 
ridicules the prejudice of the average man against po
etry:

All men have one common creed, account for it as you will:
The Truth is one and incapable of self-contradiction; 
All knowledge that conflicts with itself is PoeticFiction.2

The point is, of course, that the poet is never concerned 
with dogmatic teaching. He is interested instead in de
lineating moral alternatives, in heightening man's a- 
wareness of ethical realities, in questioning the na
ture of truth. To this effect, Auden writes:

Poetry is not concerned with telling people what 
to do, but with extending our knowledge of good 
and evil, perhaps making the necessity for action 
more urgent and its nature clear, but only leading 
us to the point where it is possible for us to make a rational and moral choice.3 I 2

IThe Double Man, Notes to "New Year Letter,"p. 1 1 6.
2Ibid.
3w. H. Auden and John Garret (eds.), The Poet's 

Tongue (London: Bell, 1935), p. ix.
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And again, he comments :
You cannot tell people what to do, you can only 
tell them parables; and that is what art really 
is, particular stories of particular people and 
experiences, from which each according to his im
mediate and peculiar needs may draw his own con
clusions . -1-

There is, in Auden's mind, a philosophical 
reason both why art cannot tell people what to do, but 
why its substance is inescapably moral. In a long pas
sage in The Double Man, Auden writes :

Art is not life and cannot be 
A midwife to society.
For art is a fait accompli.
What they shoulddo, or how or when 
Life-order comes to living men 
It cannot say, for it presents 
Already lived experience 
Through a convention that creates 
Autonomous completed states.
Though their particulars are those 
That each particular artist knows.
Unique events that once took place 
Within a unique time and space,
In the new field they occupy,
The unique serves to typify,
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.1 2

The poet cannot dictate mankind's future actions,

1Auden, "Psychology and Art To-day," The Arts 
To-day, pp. 18-19. --------

2The Double Man, "New Year Letter." Pt. t 
pp. 17-18:
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therefore, because his wisdom is a figment of the past.
"Art is a product of history, not a cause, 1,1 Auden
writes. And he has the same concept in mind when he
writes "In Memory of W. B. Yeats":

For poetry makes nothing happen: it survives 
In the valley of its saying where executives Would never want to tamper;
A way of happening, a mouth.

At the same time, the poet makes of his dead facts,
the past "objects" and "events" he begins with, types
and symbols that universalize and formulize human life.

'He is a parablist explaining, interpreting, and evaluat
ing it. Art is, then, constructive in its relation to 
life. Its "way of happening" is mythical, or, as Auden 
would say, moral. But Auden's primary point is insis
tent. If the poet is a mythmaker, or parablist, only 
his reader, the individual man in the street, can now 
translate the myth and apply it.

Auden of course admits that in his heart of 
hearts every poet instinctively wishes that he could 
turn art into propaganda. And Auden even defines the 1 2

1 Auden, "The Public vs. the Late Mr. William Butler Yeats," Partisan Review, VI, 50.
2Another Time, "In Memory of W. B. Yeats"

("He disappeared in the dead of winter:").
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concept of poetry "held by the Greeks, and . . . now 
held by MGM., Agit-Prop, and the collective public of 
the world" as a theory that art really is a "magical 
means" by which the artist successfully converts his 
readers to his own opinions and beliefs. 1 However,
Auden insists, such a view involves a "moral mania."
It imagines "that [the artist] can play at ethics, "
"that Mrs. Beecher Stowe was God. " 1 2 And behind Auden's 
insistence that this view must be understood as "wrong," 
there stands ultimately his general understanding of 
the limitations of the Double Man. Auden believes, 
after all, that the "formulation of truth can never be 
absolute," that there is no "easy knowledge / Of the 
virtuous thing," and that no man has the right to tyran
nize others with his own subjective vision of truth.3 
In "Law Like Love," it will be remembered, Auden dra
matizes man's vain attempt to define an absolute moral 
code. Thus, supporting his insistence that art itself 
is a product, not a cause, of history is his belief 
that each man must determine the logical necessities of

1Auden, "Squares and Oblongs," Poets at Work, p. 173. -------------
2See The Double Man, Notes to "New Year Letter."p. 8 6.
3see above, pp. 1 5 1-5 2.
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moral choice independently.
According to Auden, then, while art is by its 

parable nature inescapably involved in ethics, "art 
cannot assimilate ethics. " 1 To repeat Auden's own dis
tinction: "Poetry is not concerned with telling people 
what to do, but with extending our knowledge of good 
and evil. " 1 2 It is, he writes again, "not Magic, i.e., 
a means by which the artist communicates or arouses 
his feelings in others, " but "a conjuring trick," "a 
mirror in which they may become conscious of what their 
own feelings really are. "3 But to the extent that poetry 
does make man aware of ethical questions, that it brings 
to consciousness his own feelings as to logical, moral 
necessity, it extends his capacity for ethical action 
and consequently raises his existence to a higher sphere 
of moral responsibility.

Finally, in Auden's view, just as the content of 
poetry is ethical, so also is its form. For poetry a- 
chieves in its completed form the same kind of harmonious, 
ordered synthesis that life intends. Thus it presents

1The Double Man, Notes to "New Year Letter," p. 8 6.
2Auden, The Poet's Tongue, p. ix.
3see Auden, "Poet of the Encirclement," New 

Republic, CIX, 580, and The Double Man, Notes to^^ew Year Letter," p. 8 6.
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in its wholeness and perfection a moral challenge to 
mankind.

By significant details it shows us that our present 
state is neither as virtuous nor as secure as we 
thought, and by the lucid pattern into which it 
unifies these details, its assertion that order 
is Possible, it faces us with the command to make it actual. 1

The same argument is implicit in Auden's poetic praise 
of his trade in The Double Man. Here he addresses art
directly:

Now large, magnificent, and calm,
Your changeless presences disarm 
The sullen generations, still 
The fright and fidget of the will,
And to the growing and the weak 
Your final transformation speak,
Saying to dreaming 'I am deed.'
To striving 'Courage, I succeed.'
To mourning 'I remain. Forgive.'
And to becoming 'I am. Live. ' 1 2

The very formal structure of poetry gives meaning and 
pattern to the failure and misery of human life which 
the poet must ''clinically" report. Thus, poetry be
comes a positive force converting man toward the con
structive powers of life and love.

In conclusion, Auden does, therefore, consider 
it the poet's function "to instruct"; but his moral

1Auden, "Poet of the Encirclement, CIX, 58 0.
2The Double Man, "New Year Letter, pp. 18-1 9.

" New Republic, 

" Pt. I,
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mandate upon ant is somewhat unique. While he admits 
that it is the poet's business to make "the necessity 
for action more urgent and its nature clear," and while 
he believes that the perfected form of art is itself a 
reflection of man's highest moral goal in life, on the 
whole, he sees the instructive value of poetry to be 
primarily in its capacity to make man conscious of the 
reality of the necessities both of nature and of logi
cal, moral choice. Thus, the constructive role of art 
in civilization is to direct man toward an existence of 
higher moral awareness and responsibility, an existence 
governed increasingly by man's own free will. It is 
Auden's unique distinction as a poet-moralist that he 
is more interested in freeing mankind for responsible, 
ethical action than in himself directing the course of 
that action.

Moreover, in the great tradition of Western lit
erature, Auden definitely considers that it is also the 
poet's function "to delight." As he writes:

Art, if it doesn't start there, at least ends,
Whether aesthetics like the thought or not,In an attempt to entertain our friends. 1

Auden conceives of the poet as a performer, an entertainer

1Letters from Iceland, "Letter to Lord Bvron."Pt. Ill, p. 103. ------------
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a "conjurer." And he locates this capacity of art to 
entertain in such brilliant poetic effects as complex 
formal structure; sparkling wit and humor; and the sur
prise devices of reversal, disappointment of expecta
tion, hidden implication, and so forth. It is totally 
misguided, then, to speak of Auden's prostitution of 
his moral purpose to dazzling literary performance.
For Auden does not think of himself primarily as a 
moralist. He thinks of himself primarily as a poet.
And, as a poet, he believes that his twofold purpose 
in writing is jointly to entertain and to instruct his 
fellowman.
The ironic method

Here, then, is a poet who considers himself, 
as poet, both a moralist and a performer. His attitude 
toward life is basically critical. He is distressed 
by the waste and wickedness he sees. He wants to turn 
others toward the goals and ideals he envisions. But 
never does he want to dictate to or propagandize man
kind. In a public apology for his poetic "crimes" Auden 
confesses that he has "time and again" "adopted what I 
would disown, / The preacher's loose immodest tone."1

1The Double Man, "New Year Letter, " Pt. I,
p. 22.
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But if Auden does not want to assume the preacher's 
tone of voice, what could be more natural or congenial 
to him than the very opposite moral tone of poetic 
irony? For through the vehicle of irony not only can 
Auden give a measure of indirection to his surest 
moral precepts, but he can express the double aware
nesses that are his by virtue of his refusal to accept 
any single vision of truth or any absolutely defined 
moral code. Moreover, through the ingenious poetic 
techniques upon which the complexities and indirec
tion of irony depend, he can achieve the effects of 
humor, shock, and virtuosity which he admires.

It would of course be absurd to suggest that 
Auden's tone of voice is always ironic. However, there 
is no question that Auden's unusual penchant for irony, 
and the extreme limits to which he is willing to carry 
this technique, provide the most remarkable and dis
tinctive characteristics of his verse. And it is pre
cisely this pervasiveness and intensity in his irony 
which has distressed and confused his critics. It is 
necessary, therefore, briefly to illustrate Auden's 
two most frequent ironic techniques in order both to 
explain and answer the objections of his critics and 
also to substantiate the statements made earlier in
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Chapter I. For the specific origins of Auden's irony 
are very often the particular tensions which exist be
tween realism and romance, and optimism and pessimism, 
in his intellectual approach to human life.

Perhaps Auden's most colorful ironic technique 
is his use of a dramatic mask or persona. And his varia
tions upon this device are many and complex. For ex
ample, Auden uses this technique in the traditional 
Swiftian mode of an ironic prose argument in both his 
"Sermon on Depravity" and the "Letter to a Wound. "
The first piece is a parody, both in style and content, 
of a Christian sermon. Auden here willfully assumes 
the "preacher's loose immodest tone" at its very worst, 
passionate pulpit oratory. And in this flamboyant, 
overwrought style he vividly describes the war between 
Lucifer and the Almighty and then identifies with this 
initial effort "to destroy God" the latest political 
movement among his parishioners.

And so, today, we are here for a very good 
reason. His enemies have launched another offen
sive, on the grandest scale, perhaps, that this 
poor planet of ours has ever witnessed. As on 
the first awful occasion . . .  so now: under the 
same deluding banner of Freedom. For their tech
nique of propaganda has never varied . . . .  In 
silk-clad China or the naked archipelagos, in the Bermudas or Brighton, in the stone hamlet among 
the beechwoods or the steel flats of the metropolis,
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that three-syllable whisper: "You are God.
Auden's technique is chiefly exaggeration. And through 
it he manages by the end of the sermon to reduce the 
preacher and all he stands for to ludicrous madness.
For the primary Christian concept in question, that 
of man's moral dependence upon the authority of God 
the Father, becomes in the person of its preacher 
merely the ridiculous manifestation of a neurotic de
sire for security.

Oh Father, I am praising Thee, I have always 
praised Thee, I shall always praise Theei Listen 

x to the wooden sabots of Thy eager child running 
to Thy arms.' Admit him to the fairs of that 
blessed country where Thy saints move happily 
about their neat, clean houses under the blue skyi
0 windmills, 0 cocks, 0 clouds and pondsJ Mother 
is waving from the tiny doorj The quilt is turned 
down in my beautiful blue and gold roomi Father,
1 thank Thee in advanced Everything has been 
grandJ I am coming homei2

Somewhat more subtle in its conception is 
Auden's "Letter to a Wound." Here the style assumed 
is that of a polite, affectionate love letter from an 
overprivileged, overcivilized member of the bourgeoisie. 
The macabre shock effect is in the reader's gradual

^Collected Poetry, "Depravity: A Sermon, " 
pp. 245-453 See above, p. 102, n. 2, for the history 
of this piece.

^Collected Poetry, "Depravity: A Sermon,"
p . 247.



realization that the addressee of this newsy communique 
is the writer's chronic illness* which is becoming in
creasingly the darling of his existence. In this case 
the reader's horror and disgust arise not so much from 
the exaggeration as from the flagrant incongruity be
tween the girlish* ineffectual manner of the letter 
and the violent* self-destructive matter it reveals.
But the effect is the same. By the end of the letter 
the reader is forced once again to reject completely 
everything this neurotic lover represents--his perverse 
death-wish* his sedentary occupations* and finally* of 
course* his entire class.

As regards criticism of Auden's poetic irony* 
it should be pointed out that both these prose argu
ments are crystal clear in their intention and effect. 
As with Swift1s Modest Proposal, the reader has only 
to distinguish in the devices of exaggeration and in
congruity the poet's ironic tone to realize that the 
mask and all it represents are the real objects of the 
poet's unqualified criticism and contempt. There is 
the indirection and duplicity of the irony* but the 
poet's moral point of view is straightforward and sim
ple. Auden is* however* in his use of the ironic mask* 
most often striving for more original and complicated
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effects. Indeed, he frequently turns the traditional 
ironic argument completely inside out. And he does 
so in one of two ways.

In his "Address for a Prize-day," Auden assumes, 
for example, the mask of a smug, stuffy schoolmaster, 
and he delivers in this manner a masterful prose par
ody of a typical school commemoratory address.

Commemoration. Commemoration. What does it mean? 
What does it mean? Not what does it mean to them, 
there, then. What does it mean to us, here now?
It's a facer, isn't it, boys? But we've all got 
to answer it.l

^Sherwood cites Auden as actually quoting their own 
schoolmaster at Gresham School, Holt, in these open
ing lines.1 2 However, through the vehicle of this fool
ish mouthpiece, Auden delivers in fact his most serious 
prose sermon illustrating the omnipresent sickness in 
England's society and defining the roots of this sick
ness in various false attitudes of love. In effect, 
Auden sets his reader up by his parody and persona to 
expect an ironic address, and then by a kind of inverse 
irony his actual speech is serious and straightforward

1The Orators, "Address for a Prize-day, " in Poems, p. 93.
2Monroe K. Spears attributes this comment to 

Isherwood without annotation, in "Late Auden: The 
Satirist as Lunatic Clergyman," Sewanee Review, LIX, 66.
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indeed. In a sense this prose piece represents Auden 
at his very best and most self-conscious. For if Auden 
has a horror of the role of preacher, he delights to 
think of himself as a "lunatic clergyman. 1,1 And in 
this address Auden intends that his parody should take 
the edge off his preaching, give the indirection of 
lightness to his moral precepts, at the same time that 
he wants to achieve a special effect in the reader's 
delayed realization that, as in King Lear, the fool 
speaks the truth.

In several of his poems, on the other hand, 
Auden completely reverses this particular pattern. In 
these pieces, that is, he actually leads the reader to 
expect that his persona is a serious and admirable one. 
The irony is in the reader's gradual realization that 
the program this persona unfolds is the very epitome 
of Auden's concept of evil. Thus, for example, in 
"Danse Macabre," Auden assumes the role of the legen
dary hero who is suddenly called upon to leave his

ISpears, ibid., p. 50, makes this point central 
to his analysis of Auden's satiric method. He quotes 
there as evidence a comment Isherwood makes in Lions 
and Shadows on Auden's practice of wearing a panama 
hat "representing, I think, [Auden's’] conception of 
himself as a lunatic clergyman; always a favorite role."
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settled environment and undertake a military campaign 
against the enemy. But while the "Devil” this deliverer 
confronts does represent much that is, to Auden, wicked 
and corrupt in life, it suddenly becomes apparent that 
the hero himself symbolizes an evil infinitely more 
terrifying.

I shall ride the parade in a platinum car,
My features shall shine, my name shall be Star,
For I, after all, am the Fortunate One,
The Happy-Go-Lucky, the spoilt Third Son;
For me it is written the Devil to chase 
And to rid the earth of the human race. 1

This messianic figure is finally revealed to be none 
other than the Führer himself; and his program for 
man's salvation is the egomania of Fascist dictator
ship, and "the romantic Death" of race extermination 
carried to its furthest possible extent: "'Mankind 
is alive, but Mankind must die.'" Thus, Auden's hero- 
ic persona, ordinarily the metaphorical exemplar of the 
forces of life and love, turns out unexpectedly in this 
piece to be promoting the very policies of tyranny and 
death which Auden so unceasingly condemns.

Both "The Exiles" and "To My Pupils" are cast

1Another Time, "It's farewell to the drawing
room's civilised cry." The title, "Danse Macabre," first appears in Collected Poetry.
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in precisely this same ironic pattern. In the first 
piece, 1 Auden poses as one of a select group joining 
together in the conspiracy of a revolutionary life of 
self-exile.

What siren zooming is sounding our coming 
Up frozen fjord forging from freedom 

What shepherd's call 
When stranded on hill,
With broken axle 
On track to exile?

But gradually, stanza by stanza, as Auden details the 
life these "exiles" are to lead, it becomes increasing- 
ly apparent that, far from being Truly Strong revolu
tionaries, these are self-exiles from life itself. Flee
ing the risks and responsibilities of the real world, 
they have vowed to spend all their days, like invalids, 
in the pursuit of meaningless, peripheral occupations, 
such as bird-walks, shopping trips, or "curling at 
Christmas." For them,

The slight despair 
At what we are,
The marginal grief 
Is source of life.

But gradually they will say "alas / To less and less, " 
"accepting dearth / The shadow of death." For they are

1The Orators, Ode III, in Poems, pp. 162-65. 
The ode carries the dedication: "To Edward Upward, 
Schoolmaster." The title, "The Exiles," first appears in Collected Poetry.
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par excellence Auden's death-ridden self-regarders, 
seeking escape from the diverse claims of human exis
tence .

In "To My Pupils,nl Auden assumes another 
favorite poetic role. Here he is the schoolmaster- 
patrol leader addressing his young military recruits 
and stressing their need for extreme self-discipline 
and rigid training in their offensive against the ene
mies of life.

You've a very full programme, first aid, gunnery,
tactics,x The technique to master of raids and hand-to-hand fighting;

Are you in training?
But once again with deliberate insistence the ironies
begin to insinuate themselves. The boys are due to be
"blessed" by the bishop. They are discouraged from
any attempt at understanding the origins of their war.

Boy, the quarrel was before your time, the aggressor 
No one you know.

You've got their names to live up to and questions won't help.
The schoolmaster's rigorous call to action is founded 
almost completely upon "fear": in this regard, absolutely 1

1The Orators, Ode V ("Though aware of our rank 
and alert" to obey orders,"), in Poems, pp. 175-79. "To 
My Pupils" appears as the dedication.
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no contact with the enemy is to be allowed. And of 
course certain qualities in this enemy begin to appear 
obviously favorable--its bravery, for instance, or its 
noticeable independence. Thus once again the reader 
realizes that what is presented in the policies of 
Auden's favorable persona is the very program of repres
sion, religion, and militaristic nationalism that the 
poet is bent on attacking throughout his early verse, 
while it is the enemy here, if anyone, who bears the 
banner of freedom and enlightenment. In all these 
poetic arguments, therefore, the reader's expectation 
is ironically reversed. But rather than finding un
expected wisdom in foolishness, as he does in Auden's 
prose "Address for a Prize-day," he ends up in the op
posite position of condemning wholeheartedly that 
which he thought first to admire.

Auden, then, reverses the traditional ironic 
argument in two recognizable ways. In each instance 
the key to his originality is the ironic discrepancy 
between his attitude toward his persona and his atti
tude toward the prose or poetic argument his persona 
unfolds. Even more complex is the distinctive, "Auden- 
esque" tone of voice which Auden affects recurrently 
in his poetry of the thirties. Indeed, it is almost
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difficult to call this voice a mask not only because 
it is so frequent but because it is seldom connected 
with the presentation of any specific argument as such. 
Nevertheless, Auden manipulates this tone of voice in 
much the same way as one would an ironic persona.
That is, the mask is the placid, unhurried voice of 
a man reporting with casual disconcern and often wit 
the extreme wickedness and misery of the world around 
him. He is himself completely neutral. He is, in 
fact, amoral, not at all in love with the evil he de
picts at such length, but totally incapable of being 
scandalized by it. The ironic tension is of course 
between this persona's attitude toward his material 
and that of the indignant reader— two sides, Auden would 
say, of the moral nature of man.

This, then, is the voice that describes in de
tail the evils of the modern city--"certainly our city 
with its byres of poverty down to / The river's edge"—  
only to conclude: "And tomorrow / Comes. It's a world. 
It's a way. " 1 And this is the voice that records nearly 
all of Auden's many descriptions of "People and Places"1 2

10n This Island, XXXI.
2Auden entitles the first section of Another Time 

"People and Places." The two categories identify two 
highly characteristic topics in his early verse.
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In his poetry of the thirties. The complexity of the 
irony is in the fact that Auden himself does not object 
to this persona. Essentially this mask is, in fact, 
the poet-scientist that he admires, exemplifying to 
perfection the "wry, bitter smile" and the "pair of 
rubber surgical gloves. " 1 But, on the other hand,
Auden intends that his reader should object. The re
sult is a very intricate vehicle of ironic indirection. 
It is born essentially of Auden's own blend of optimism 
and pessimism in his attitude toward man's moral capa- 

v bilities. And it allows the great variations in sympa
thy and detachment which occur in Auden's early verse. 
That is, depending upon the intensity of the irony, 
Auden's mouthpiece sometimes conveys the poet's almost 
passive acceptance of the misery of the human state,
"as the earth," in Auden's words, "has patience with 
the life of man. "* 2 At other times, the persona becomes 
the vehicle for the most bitter condemnations of man. 
But always at the heart of the irony is Auden's vacil
lating hope and despair in his appraisal of man's capa
city for moral achievement.

■̂ See above, pp. 160-62.
2The line is taken from Journey to a Mar, "The 

Traveller" ("Holding the distance up before~his face").
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Auden exemplifies in his work, therefore, three 
basic variations upon the traditional ironic argument 
in which the mask and all it represents are the objects 
of the poet's unqualified attack. First, he allows an 
objectionable persona to speak the truth. Second, he 
allows his heroes to preach the programs he despises. 
And third, he, in effect, allows his own ideal tone 
of voice to become an ironic mask to his readers.

Viewed from a slightly different angle, what 
at least the first two of these variations reveal is 
xAuden's willingness to subject to ironic treatment 
his romantic "sacred objects "--his epic warrior, his 
exile, his poet-schoolmaster and military leader.
And, in addition to his use of ironic masks, it is 
this practice of undercutting his own romantic imagery 
which becomes Auden's second dominant ironic technique 
in his early verse. Sometimes, as in the poems already 
treated, this device is used in conjunction with the 
mask technique. More often, it is not a formal govern
ing device. Auden merely insinuates a line or two of 
irony into poems created out of a seemingly straight
forward romantic point of view. Clearly, Auden intends 
by this ironic method to bring into open conflict in 
his poetry the values of romance and realism. For of
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course there is in Auden's mind a definite tension be
tween the claims of realism and romance as governing 
intellectual approaches to human life. Moreover, to 
the extent that in Auden's poems his romantic imagery 
is often associated with the positive programs he ad
vocates and his realistic imagery with the present evil 
he deplores, the poet is also expressing his awareness 
of the complex nature of good and evil, his perception 
of the grave difficulties in the quest of moral per
fection for the divided Double Man.1
x Thus, for example, in Auden's world of romance,
the heroic warriors and exiles are the Truly Strong 
whose existences represent an ideally harmonious balance 
of Truly Human capabilities. But in the world of a re
alistic assessment of the Double Man, the warrior is apt 
to be merely the man who has denied his human intelligence,

•^Auden's poetry reveals a reverse pattern which 
is also interesting, though not so central or signifi
cant. That is, his scientific figures are apt to appear 
as enemies in his world of romance. The scientist him
self is often a kind of nightmare or fairytale horror 
symbol. See, for example, "the hump-backed surgeons" 
and "the sinister tall-hatted botanist" of Collected 
Poetry, "The Witnesses," and On This Island, XXXI 
( "Certainly our city with its byres of poverty down to"). 
And in the romantic school-saga worlds of The Orators 
and Paid on Both Sides, the doctor and the scientist 
are constant objects of ridicule and attack.
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whose irrational will for power and mastery makes him 
the easiest pawn of Pascist-like plots to militarize, 
tyrannize, and destroy human life. He is, in effect, 
the misdirected hero "who storms the sky / In an angry 
wish to die" who is attacked in Auden's poem "The. 
Riddle. " 1 Therefore, a tincture of the same irony 
that condemns the heroic deliverer of "Danse Macabre" 
attends many of Auden's epic warriors. Auden even ad
mits against his beloved "Airman" that "bravery" is 
actually in "resisting the temptations / To skyline 
operations. " 1 2 3 The whole apparatus of the Airman's 
military campaigns in The Orators is decidedly Fascist 
in conception. And indeed, the Airman's final realiza
tion, "my whole life has been mistaken,"3 is based on 
his recognition that war is the primary instrument of 
his bourgeois enemy.

Auden's schoolboy warriors are particularly 
vulnerable to this ironic attack. For, realistically

1Another Time, "Underneath the leaves of life." 
The titled ''The Riddle, " first appears in Collected Poetry. See above, pp. 119-20.

^See Poems, XXIV ("From scars where kestrels hover, ").
3The Orators, "Journal of an Airman." in Poems, p. 151. -----
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speaking, as Auden observes elsewhere, 1 a schoolboy's 
world in its values and its practical operation is the 
very epitome of the police state. Thus, for example, 
in Paid on Both Sides, the really admirable figure, 
ironically enough, is the recruit who simply walks out 
on the whole campaign. And always there are Auden's 
sardonic asides on his heroic schoolchildren's depen
dence upon "Mama. " * 2 Moreover, just as Auden's romantic 
warriors are sometimes treated ironically, so also is 
their romantic deity, the Watcher in the Dark to whom 
î hey owe their absolute loyalty and devotion.3 For 
clearly this figure is in constant danger of becoming 
once again another Führer, a moral code that tyrannizes 
and destroys. Thus, the figure of "the Two” in Auden's 
"The Witnesses," while presented as man's ultimate guide 
and authority, is simultaneously depicted in the ironic 
and dictatorial terms of George Orwell's "Big Brother."

•̂ See W. H. Auden, "Honour, " The Old School, 
Essays by Divers Hands, ed. Graham Greene^London:
Jonathan Gape, 193^)j pp. 9-20, especially p. 1 7, and 
Another Time, "Schoolchildren" ("Here are all the captivities; the cells are as real:").

2See particularly The Orators, Ode IV, in Poems.p. 1 6 9. -----------------------------
3see above, the discussion of Auden's romantic dieties, pp. 49 -5 1 and 95-9 8.
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You are the town and We are the clock.
We are the guardians of the gate in the rock. The Two.
On your left and on your right 
In the day and in the night,
We are watching you.

So be careful what you say 
And do:

Be clean, be tidy, oil the lock,
Weed the garden, wind the clock;

Remember the Two.
Finally, if Auden's romantic warriors and deities lie 
in danger of representing the Double Man who has aban
doned his head to his heart, his heroic exiles are apt
to appear as those who have perverted love into self-
\

regard. And it is this danger of selfhood and alone- 
ness in the quest of life which becomes then the basis 
for Auden's ironic treatment of his heroic travelers 
and wanderers in "The Exiles" and elsewhere in his work.

In all these instances of the profane treatment 
of his sacred objects, Auden is, in effect, subjecting 
metaphor to the test of literal interpretation. That 
is, in his poetry, war or schoolchildren, for example, 
are always on the verge of becoming no longer symbols 1

1This poem is taken from a Chorus in The Dog 
Beneath the Skin, p. 1 3 . The title, "The WitnessesT" 
first appears in Collected Poetry, where the initial 
line is also changed from "The young men in Pressan tonight" to "Young men late in the night."
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of a moral ideal but simply realistic figures. Or, 
more correctly, they are ironically presented as both 
fact and fiction. There is no question that this tech
nique is unusual and extreme. In the first place, it 
reveals Auden's remarkable self-consciousness in his 
use of poetic imagery. Throughout his poetry the lit
eral and the symbolic possess the most tenuous kind of 
relationship, fading into one another with alarming 
suddenness and ease.1 More important, the daring ef
fect of this technique is not only to bring romance and 
realism into conflict in the poetry, but to undercut 
the very goals and ideals Auden appears dedicated to 
promoting, to question, as it were, his chosen programs 
for man's improvement.

Beyond this ironic treatment of specific images, 
moreover, Auden in a variety of other ways brings into 
ironic tension in his poems the values of realism and 
romance. For example, in both "Adolescence" and "As He 
Is, " Auden traces the failure of two of his epic heroes 
to the very romantic vision with which they set out upon 
the quest of life. And in "As I walked out one evening," 
he details in the romantic images of a folk ballad the

!See also the comment made above, PP. 51-52.
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waste and misery In store for the person who attempts 
to see human life in romantic terms. In all these 
poems, as well as in his original variations upon the 
mask technique, what Auden is doing essentially is em
ploying irony no longer simply to reverse a point of 
view, but rather to express a double vision, a complex 
perception of the nature of reality. And of course it 
is in this connection that critics have leveled at him 
the accusation of poetic ambiguity. The charges have 
been many and various, but what they have all revealed 
is a fundamental inability to understand and penetrate 
Auden's complex irony. And in order to comprehend the 
critical misunderstandings which underlie these charges, 
it is necessary to consider briefly a few representative 
pieces of such adverse criticism.

Joseph Warren Beach, first of all, is particu
larly unsympathetic to Auden's "Address for a Prize- 
day." Unable to appreciate Auden's parody, he asks 
only:

And why in his Prize-Day Address does [Auden] put 
such unexceptionably good moral advice and admoni
tion in the mouth of a stuffy schoolmaster whose 
professional Sunday School manner tends to throw doubt on the sincerity of what he says?1

1See Beach, Auden Canon, p. 20.
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The Irony, in this case, Beach Insists, lends "a trouble
some air of ambiguity to that whole performance."1 In 
a sense, Beach is not really mistaken. In assuming the 
role of "lunatic clergyman," Auden inevitably under
mines his potential for straightforward preaching.
Beach might, in fact, have argued further that in the 
"Address" Auden allows his parody to impinge finally 
on the sermon itself, so that, as Monroe K. Spears 
points out,2 the schoolmaster's "remedies" for the 
sickness in England's society belong simply to the 
xworld of "typical schoolboy retribution" and are not 
to be taken seriously. The point is that Auden is 
willing to push irony to its furthest limits, not sim
ply to entertain--though the Prize-day Address is highly 
entertaining--but, more important, to force his reader, 
the only "initiate"3 Auden is really concerned about, 
to learn to discriminate between truth and fantasy.
Auden, it will be remembered, does not want so much to 
convert his readers to his beliefs as to sharpen their 1 2

1Ibid., p. 8 5.
2Spears, "Late Auden: The Satirist as Lunatic 

Clergyman," Sewanee Review, LIX, 66.
3Part I of The Orators, which contains the 

"Address for a Prize-day, " is entitled "The Initiates."
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moral perception. And clearly one way to effect this 
end is to camouflage his poetic teaching behind a se
ries of ironic blinds which the reader must study care
fully to interpret. Ultimately Auden's "Address" is 
not really ambiguous but only difficult. And what is 
at stake in Beach's criticism of it is the vast dif
ference between his view of the poet-moralist as a 
"prophet" who "thinks solely of the powers at his com
mand for communicating his spiritual message, 1,1 and 
Auden's view of the poet as a "conjurer" who by mir
roring the complex nature of reality raises man's ex
istence to a higher plane of moral consciousness.

Beach's objection to Auden's "Address for a 
Prize-day" results essentially, therefore, from an in
adequate appreciation of Auden's distinctive view of 
art. And this same difficulty is often apparent in 
criticisms of Auden's moral seriousness. C. S. Lewis 
insists, for instance, that Auden's poetry "does not 
know how serious it supposes itself to be . " 1 2 And David 
Daiches points to the unique mixture of "prophet" and 
"clown" in Auden's poetic posture as indicative only of

1See above, Beach's comment, p. 9 .
2Spears quotes and objects to this comment of 

C. S. Lewis, in his article "Late Auden: The Satirist 
as Lunatic Clergyman," Sewanee Review, LIX, 50.
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the poet's fundamental Insecurity as to his audience. 1 
Both critics do Auden the extreme injustice of neglect
ing to recognize that the blend of levity and serious
ness in his poetry to which they refer is highly self- 
conscious, the intentional product both of his general 
view that entertainment as well as instruction is the 
serious business of the poet and of his specific, self- 
elected role as "lunatic clergyman. " Or again, Francis 
Scarfe, confronted by Auden's extreme wit, accuses the 
poet of a fundamental lack of sympathy toward mankind 
Incompatible with the duties of a moralist. * 2 * 4 "Gratu
itous cruelty" is Beach's phrase for Auden's scientific 
wit and detachment. 3 But once again, it is Auden's ar
tistic belief, after all, that the poet must handle life 
"with a wry, bitter smile and a pair of rubber surgical 
gloves."^ Furthermore, as indicated above, often Auden 
assumes this detached tone toward his audience as a form 
of ironic mask. Finally, Karl Shapiro insists that a

■̂ See Daiches, "Poetry in the 1930's," Poetry and the Modern World, pp. 214-39 passim.
2See Scarfe, "Aspects of Auden," Auden and After, pp. 16-1 7.
3see Beach, Auden Canon, p. 109.
4 ^See above, pp. 160-62.
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poem such as "Adolescence" Is for all moral Intents 
meaningless since It does not Indicate whether the ro
mantic hero should set out on a quest destined to fail
ure, whether realism or romance, In other words, should 
prevail In human life. 1 But of course It Is Auden who 
writes: "Poetry might be defined as the clear expression 
of mixed feelings. The poetic mood is never indicative. " 1 2

Perhaps even more misplaced than any of the fore
going objections are those Beach raises in relation to 
Auden's poems "Danse Macabre" and "To My Pupils." For 
in each case he bases his charge of "ambiguity" upon 
the fact that the two parties, or sides, presented in 
these poems do not separate themselves clearly into rep
resentations of good and evil. Thus he comments on the 
confrontation of the Devil and Death in "Danse Macabre":
"If Bourgeois-Fascism-Death is bent on emptying the 
earth of mortal sin and' stifling human desire, then 
we are sympathetically compelled to take sides with the 
Devil in favor of sin and desire." That is, he writes, 
a "fault of miscalculation in the poetic conception, in 
the dramatic setup that requires us to make a choice

1See Shapiro, "The Retreat of W. H. Auden," In Defense of Ignorance, pp. 115-41, for this comment and similar criticism.
2See above, pp.162-6 3.
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between the Devil and. the deep blue sea. ''4 And he finds 
similar difficulties in "To My Pupils" where once again 
the ironic enemy is not consistently presented as an 
ideal good. 1 2 But clearly to Auden human existence never 
divides itself into the evil and the good, but only in
to various degrees of evil. When Auden reprinted "To 
My Pupils" in his Collected Poetry, he, in fact, renamed 
it "Which Side Am I Supposed To Be On?" What he is dra
matizing in both these poems is the inevitable corrup
tion which plagues any positive course of action in the 
life of the Double Man. In the end, the moral "ambig
uity Beach attacks is merely Auden's intentional pre
sentation of the moral duplicity he perceives in human 
existence. And just as before the root of Beach's ob
jection to the Prize-day Address was his Inadequate 
appraisal of Auden's view of art, so here his criticism 
stems from his failure to take account of Auden's under
standing of the moral nature of man.

Finally, a combination of both these critical 
failings or difficulties is apparent in all those ob
jections which would accuse Auden of a lack of serious-

1Beach, Auden Canon, p. 202.
2Ibid., pp. 8 5-9 2o
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ness or sincerity because he treats Ironically his posi
tive programs and ideals. For, of course, not only does 
Auden believe that for the Double Man there is no "easy 
knowledge / Of the virtuous thing, " but he thinks that 
art should never attempt to tell people what to do but 
should rather extend their knowledge of good and evil 
by presenting objectively various moral alternatives 
and by revealing the difficult nature of moral choice. 
Conclusion

Auden is, then, a man whose understanding of 
the Double Man makes impossible his acceptance of any 
single intelleccual approach to life as objective truth 
or any positive course of action as ideally good. In 
his own mind Auden is torn between a belief in the 
scientific knowledge that gives man the realistic tools 
to improve his life on earth and in the romantic faith 
and vision which inspires man along his way. For Auden 
perceives that, while man must live ultimately by the 
pursuit of moral ideals, idealism untempered by scien
tific knowledge will inevitably lead to such romantic 
heresies as Nazism or Platonism. Moreover, Auden is 
also torn between an optimism and a pessimism as to 
man s final conquest of the Truly Human. Unlike a great 
many of his generation in the thirties, Auden was simply
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unable to believe that the progress of man was Inevit
able. Furthermore, Auden was also unable to close his 
eyes to the similarity between the Communist and Fascist 
programs of extreme discipline and self-surrender, for 
example, or between the evils of national and revolu
tionary warfare. It is his honesty, not dishonesty, 
that forces him to admit moral evil in the positive 
programs he espouses. In the end, it is absurd to sug
gest that Auden obscures his own choices in the thirties: 
taken as a whole, Auden's early work makes his personal 
n\°ral commitments perfectly clear. But Auden does see 
poetry as an instrument for questioning the nature of 
truth and for revealing the complex character of good 
and evil. And to that end he uses poetic irony as a 
means of expressing all the various kinds of doubleness 
he sees in human existence. Moreover, Auden also sees 
irony as a vehicle for entertainment, and he believes 
that poetry should entertain.

In conclusion, then, in answer to Auden's cri
tics, irony is not, in Auden's poetry, a proof of his 
lack of moral seriousness or moral integrity. It is 
not a cover for confusion. It is not a means of in
tentional mystification. Most of all, it is not the 
mere exercise of showmanship or virtuosity. In Auden's
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poetry., irony is the vehicle for expressing a complex 
view of reality in accord with a complex view of poetic 
creation. It is, then, the most genuine product of the 
poet's serious understanding of art and man, the work 
which in fact most perfectly witnesses Auden's particu
lar faith as a poet-moralist.

Conclusion
It is necessary once again to pause briefly to 

summarize the conclusions reached in Chapter II. In 
the firsu place, it is clear that Auden possessed in 
the thirties a very definite understanding of the moral 
nature of man. Specifically, he saw man as divided be
tween the conflicting claims of instinct and reason, 
life and death, love and self-regard, freedom and neces
sity. Moreover, it is also clear that all of Auden's 
imagistic patterns and his intellectual and moral com
mitments in the chirties were very directly related to 
this philosophical concept of the Double Man. Auden's 
scientific rationalism, for example, particularly his 
Interest in Marxism and Freudian psychology, derives, 
first, from his belief that reason and science are the 
proper avenues for man's progressive self-improvement 
and, second, from his moral goals of harmony and balance 
both within the individual and within society. Auden's
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romanticism, on the other hand, reveals simply a vision
ary representation of these same moral ideals. For his 
Truly Strong heroes and exiles are those who achieve a 
balance of Truly Human capabilities, those who freely 
fulfill, that is, the proper destiny of man. Even 
Auden's Christian imagery results from the curious 
similarity between his own philosophical beliefs and 
those of the Christian religion.

Furthermore, Auden also possessed in the thirties 
a very definite understanding of the moral nature of art. 
He saw art as a "conjuring trick. " In "conjuring" up 
reality in all its complexity, art raises man's exis
tence to a plane of greater knowledge and greater moral 
responsibility. And in its perfect performance, the 
"trick" of art both entertains man and converts him to
ward that same ideal of perfect harmony and order. More
over, it is obvious that, to Auden, the primary artistic 
means for achieving both a masterful performance and an 
adequate representation of the complex nature of reality 
was, without any question, poetic irony.

In outlining Auden's philosophical understanding 
of man and art, Chapter II has Intended to conclude the 
definition of Auden's ethical views and the defense of 
his moral seriousness initiated in Chapter I. It has 
delineated, therefore, the principles of order and
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balance which underlie Auden's political and social 
choices in ohe thirties. And it has argued that Auden's 
distinctive mode of ironic preaching should be traced, 
not to any lack of sincerity or earnestness, but rather 
to his most serious philosophical beliefs. A final 
comment upon Auden's poetic moralism follows in the 
concluding Chapter III.



CHAPTER III

CONCLUSION
What finally is one to say, then, of W. H. Auden-- 

twentieth-century poet-moralist? First of all, one 
should perhaps recapitulate briefly what has been said 
already. In effect, the preceding two chapters have 
undertaken the three areas of investigation suggested 
in the Introduction. Auden's recurrent metaphorical 
patterns have been penetrated to the ideas that lie be
hind them. The relationship of these ideas within 
\
Auden's mind, the extent to which he accepts various 
Intellectual approaches to human life, has been out
lined. And, finally, Auden's general understanding of 
the moral nature both of man and of art--and thus his 
idea of his own responsibility toward human civiliza
tion as a poet--has been defined. In pursuing these 
lines of inquiry the thesis has intended to provide 
both a defense of Auden's seriousness as a poet-moralist 
in the thirties and an outline of his specific moral 
views of good and evil.

In relation to the defense of Auden's moral 
seriousness, it has been demonstrated, first of all, 
that, if Auden's images are often private and sometimes



201

extremely puzzling, they are perfectly responsive to 
critical analysis. Given the contemporary emphasis 
on the role of the personal subconscious in artistic 
creation, it must be accepted surely that modern poets 
are no longer likely to speak in the general, even pub
lic, terms so admired by Dr. Johnson. For better or 
for worse, to read and understand modern poetry is to 
study it. The important point, however, is that Auden's 
"sacred objects" do lend themselves to study and expli
cation. Auden admits to having answered upon occasion 
t*ie poetic "lure" of "private joking in a panelled 
room. 1,1 But the dominant metaphors through which he 
transmits his moral teaching in the thirties have been 
shown, in the foregoing pages, to be fully communica
tive.

Secondly, this paper has dismissed as unjust 
the general charges brought against Auden of naive or 
fallacious reasoning. In remarking that "in poetry 
dogma and myth are identical, " 1 2 Auden has pinpointed 
one of the greatest problems to the interpretation of 
poetic thought. For in attempting to define the

10n This Island, XXX.
2See Auden's comment quoted above, p. 94-95.
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intellectual commitments of any poet there is always 
this difficult requirement of determining to what ex
tent his symbols themselves testify to his poetic be
liefs. Ultimately--new criticism notwithstanding--it 
is only by bringing historical and biographical mater
ial to bear upon the interpretation of poetic images 
that one can determine to what extent they imply a 
rigid intellectual approach to human life. What such 
research reveals about Auden is that he is not guilty 
of the intellectual inconsistencies of a strict and 
^concurrent belief in Marxism, Freudian psychology, and 
Christianity, but only of certain intellectual tensions 
which grow out of his philosophical definition of the 
Double Man. Auden's devotion to science and romance 
represents essentially his concession to mankind's du
ality of head and heart. And his rationalistic optimism 
and so-called "Christian" pessimism represent simply the 
two sides of his conclusion about the Double Man: "'Man 
can improve himself but never will be perfect.'nl More
over, if Auden's intellectual approach to life is com
plex, it is throughout the thirties constant, definable, 
self-conscious, and explicit. There is simply no evidence 1

1See above, p.130 and note, for this same quotation and the commentary on it.
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that Auden was ever unsure as to his own intellectual 
commitments in the thirties or ever desirous of obscur- 
ing them to his POctclep,

Finally, this paper has argued that Auden's 
brilliant ironic effects are not to be traced to any 
lack of earnestness or moral honesty in his poetic 
approach to mankind. Once again it is only by study
ing Auden's own concept of his responsibility as a 
poe c-moralist that one can fairly judge his moral in
tentions from his artistic practices. And in the mat
ter of Auden's unique mode of ironic preaching clearly 
whar are at stake are such serious considerations as 
Auden's desire to reinstate the poet to the traditional 
function of a popular entertainer, his refusal to con
sider poetry as propaganda, his desire to sharpen the 
moral awareness of his reader, and again the complexity 
of his own intellectual and moral attitudes given his 
belief in the Double Man.

In relation, on -the other hand, to the definition 
of Auden's moral views, the thesis has demonstrated that ■ 
careful study of Auden's early poetry makes his own moral 
cnoices perfectly clear. Auden, first of all, allied 
himself consistently in the thirties with liberal, progressive 
movements. He wished to see the established Christian,
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bourgeois nation give way to a modern socialistic and 
International community founded upon scientific know
ledge. And behind these political and social views 
there stands, moreover, Auden's philosophical concept 
of man as the Double Man and thus his consequent re
statement in his own terms of the Greek moral ideals 
of harmony and order.

However, by way of a final comment or appraisal 
beyond a mere summary of the preceding pages, it is im
perative to point out that Auden is a unique and even 
somewhat disturbing kind of moralist. One has only to 
make the briefest comparison between the great moralists 
of the Enlightenment, say, and W. H. Auden to appreciate 
his distinctive characteristics. In the first place, 
Auden's view of man is not ultimately very comforting.
If he has great respect for the power of human reason, 
it is a respect infinitely less comprehensive and re
assuring than that shared by the eighteenth-century 
rationalists. For not only does Auden set limits on 
man's capacity to understand himself, and consequently 
the proper values by which he should live. But, more 
important, while he sees reason as the propelling force 
toward man's civilization and moral self-improvement, he 
must insist that reason cannot attempt ultimately to 
control or dominate the world of the Double Man. Pope's
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facile presentation of the proper relationship of Rea
son and Passion in his Essay on Man must have seemed 
like pleasant wishful thinking to a twentieth-century 
poet perfectly schooled in the disillusioning revela
tions of psychology as to the necessary and powerful 
claims of human instinct and the subconscious mind.

Secondly, if Auden's vision of human capabil
ity is limited, his vision of divine power is nonexis
tent. For science, of course, has also robbed Auden 
of the traditional consolation of philosophy which 
xSwift, Pope, and Johnson all hold out finally to man
kind, the belief that "tho1 man's a fool, yet God is 
wise." And unaided by a firm confidence in the abso
lute dictates either of faith or of reason, Auden is 
on far more tentative ground as a moralist than were 
his predecessors. Auden cannot, like the philosophes, 
promise man a heaven on earth. He cannot even promise 
man heaven. Most of all, he cannot insist that he pos
sesses some magical key to either realm. He cannot pre
sent himself as a preacher of the Truth, but only as a 
"lunatic clergyman" offering a single, subjective vision 
of reality through the "hocus-pocus" of poetic fiction. 1

1See The Double Man, "New Year Letter." d . 42. and Notes, p.~TT6~.
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The remarkable thing about Auden Is that his 
moralistic impulse was never overwhelmed by the twen
tieth-century wisdom he felt called upon to study and 
absorb. Unlike so many of his generation, Auden simply 
would not admit that human reason was merely a ration
alizing facuity, that free will was Illusory, that moral 
law was synonymous with psychological repression, and 
that the evolutiohary process lay outside the control 
of man. In the midst of the "wounded myths"1 which 
twentieth-century knowledge has made of traditional 
yalues and beliefs, Auden's voice is still insistent 
and compelling as it reminds mankind: "But we do have 
to choose everyone of us . " 1 2 There is no question that 
the general effect of Auden's poetry is— as he believes 
the effect of all poetry should be--magnificently "dis
enchanting. " But there is also no question that the 
effect of his poetry is highly constructive. The com
bined result is that Auden is able to speak to a modern 
audience on a far more effective level than a Pope or 
a Swift or a Johnson could ever now expect to speak.
For he talks of universal moral questions in terms of

1See above, p. 59 and note, for this quotation.
2Auden, "I Believe," I Believe, p. 1 6.
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modern problems and modern thought. And therefore his 
poetic moralism, If less reassuring and positive than 
that of the great eighteenth-century writers, is in
finitely more relevant. Thus, with all its implicit 
strengths and limitations, the descriptive title, 
"twentieth-century poet-moralist," truly characterizes
W. H. Auden.
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