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Introduction







Private faces in public places


Are wiser and nicer


Than public faces in private places.


W. H. AUDEN, DEDICATION TO STEPHEN SPENDER, 1932





The private face of Stephen Spender has been occluded since W. H. Auden’s appreciative 1932 dedication to his ‘wiser and nicer’ friend. Spender is now remembered less as an introspective poet than as a 1930s socialist, a 1950s cold warrior, or a 1970s campaigner for freedom of speech. In the 50 years of his post-war career, Spender acted as a public man of letters who spent more time at conferences, lectures and parties than he spent writing poetry.


This new selection of Spender’s journals is intended partly to restore to Spender the private face of the poet, the lover, the husband and the father. For the first time, readers have access to Spender’s intimate thoughts about his marriage, his children, his love affairs and his impending death. But even here the private face is seen more often than not in public. In a 1979 article on name-dropping, Spender described his own sense that he was in a double bind when it came to his private and public selves. He was aware that his chief interest lay in the fact that he had ‘met the great’ (Virginia Woolf, T. S. Eliot). Younger people saw him as ‘a kind of satellite dropped from the outer space of death and coded with messages from immortals’. One student at a lecture had turned to him with ‘a detached air of blank curiosity’ and announced: ‘Isn’t it extraordinary that I am alive standing beside you who are surviving and who knew all those people. You might so easily be dead, and I would have missed them.’ For people like this, Spender himself, in his private capacity, was of little interest. Yet he was aware of the dangers of accepting his public role and dropping the names of the truly great. ‘If in company, I mention the name of a famous friend or acquaintance, dead or living, I know that I may be an involuntary player in a game at which someone present is scoring marks against me.’1


Here Spender describes a double bind that he is also grappling with in his journals, where he oscillates between his private and his public selves. He is torn between two projected readers: his own later self, who will be interested in his private thoughts and feelings, and the public, who will be interested in the people he knows and has known. For he was writing the journals with an eye to publication. He often rewrote journal entries, and he helped to edit published versions of parts of his journals for his 1978 collection The Thirties and After and for a 1985 edition of his selected journals. In a 1975 journal entry, Spender records a conversation with Pauline de Rothschild where she asks him if he is totally candid in his journals and he replies that he does not ‘feel impelled to be – or, rather, I felt impelled not to be’. There are, he says, one or two things in his life that he does not write about because he does not understand them himself: ‘for instance experiences of falling in love which seemed almost hallucinatory – perhaps a shared hallucination with some other person – and did not seem to touch reality at any point’. This is an oblique answer. The most obvious reason to avoid candour was not the unknowable nature of the self but the danger of public exposure.


In fact, though, the journals do include some candid personal analysis. Spender wrote almost every day for months at a time, so it would be extremely odd if he could have avoided the personal al together. But he did tend to avoid the privately hallucinatory and focus instead on his public life. He always saw these volumes explicitly as ‘journals’ rather than diaries. There is little here to rival the intimate, meandering domesticity of the diaries of Virginia Woolf, or the scrupulous sexual honesty of those of Christopher Isherwood. Instead they are journals in the more public sense in which a newspaper can be called a journal. They are a record of Spender’s times, written in part for an audience who saw him as a public figure and required him to drop public names. More often than not, the journals reveal Spender in public: attending international political meetings, giving lectures about poetry, or just wining and dining with the great and good of literary London and New York. This is  itself fascinating; and it is, as Spender himself realized, what many of his readers will be seeking in the journals.


Spender knew everyone. The journals are revealing documents simply as a roll call of names. W. H. Auden, Isaiah Berlin, Elizabeth Bowen, Cyril Connolly, T. S. Eliot, Christopher Isherwood, Iris Murdoch, Virginia Woolf; Francis Bacon, Henry Moore, Giorgio Morandi; Alfred Brendel, Igor Stravinsky. ‘The dead poets’, Spender wrote in the name-dropping article, ‘disappear into their names, and their names on the lips of those who happened to know them seem winged messengers.’ For us, now, when most of the cast of the journals is dead, this is even truer than it was when he was writing. And readers approaching the journals looking for reminiscences of Auden, Isherwood and others should be satisfied with what they find.


So too, Spender was everywhere. As we look back on the dramatic events of the twentieth century, we find that Spender was involved in most of them: the reconstruction of Germany and the construction of Europe (as UNESCO’s first Literary Councillor), the development of the cultural Cold War (as editor of Encounter), the founding of Israel, the anti-Vietnam movement in America. The journals offer a portrait of a lost age, not least because of the lost public stature of the poet. Spender was one of the last poetic elder statesmen. And because they expose a private face in a public place, they offer a revealing lens through which to view history.


This is an idiosyncratic and partial view of public events which gives us access to history experienced day by day, without hindsight. Except in the sections that have been polished for publication, the musings on contemporary public or political events tend to be transient, private thoughts in process. In October 1979, Spender recorded the ‘worst day in history on the American stock market’. But the reader who turns to the history books or stock market charts for evidence finds only a minor blip, now consigned to footnotes by financial historians. For Spender, the alarm bells set off by this financial downturn were personal; he associated 1979 with the more serious crash, fifty years earlier, and conflated the two in his diary entry. The journals provide a personal version of sixty turbulent years of the twentieth century, hovering between diary, autobiography and history.


The best explanation of what Spender is doing in the journals comes from the preface to his own autobiography, World Within World (1951). Here he describes autobiography as ‘a story of two lives’:2 the writer who seeks to tell his own story recounts his experience of life ‘from behind his eye-sockets’ at the same time as he attempts to describe ‘his life as it appears from outside in the minds of others’. In this account, autobiography divides into history (the world as seen by the subject) and biography (the subject as a historian of the self). It is just this double vision that we find in the journals. In fact, the journals sometimes feel like notes towards an autobiography; towards a sequel to World Within World.


Both the journals and World Within World take their place in a tradition of autobiography as history practised by Goethe, a writer greatly admired by Spender. Unlike Rousseau’s eighteenth-century Confessions, which spawned an autobiographical tradition dedicated to capturing the unique self, Goethe’s Dichtung und Wahrheit (1811–33) combines the poetry and truth of its title to suggest that the individual’s importance lies partly in his historical consciousness. ‘The chief goal of biography’, Goethe announces in his preface, is ‘to present the subject in his temporal circumstances’, and to do this the autobiographer must ‘know himself and his century’. Here Goethe describes himself in life and art as ‘transported out of my narrow private sphere into the wide world’, influenced by ‘a hundred significant persons’ and by ‘the general course of the political world’.3


Goethe can be seen as the progenitor not just of Spender’s autobiographical project but of his whole Germanophile generation. Where Woolf had sought in her impressionistic memoirs to locate the ‘moments of being’ that constituted the self, Spender, Isherwood and Auden returned from Berlin well versed in the German literary tradition, wanting to map as closely as possible the movements of their fractured political world.4 The 1930s, the age that both defined and was defined by Spender and his collaborators, was an era of politics, history and, perhaps more surprisingly, autobiography.


When World Within World was published, Spender was forty-two, and he joined his contemporaries Henry Green, Christopher Isherwood and Louis MacNeice in writing an autobiography under the age of fifty. For this generation, as for the First World War autobiographers Vera Brittain, Robert Graves and Siegfried Sassoon, the intersection of youth and history made youthful autobiography an urgent task; a vital first step in understanding a world that seemed to be bent on destroying itself.


These were autobiographies in which the self was pinned down by its place in society and politics, written in an era of facts. After the First World War, many writers came to distrust fiction. Facts became a political necessity which would prevent the public from being duped on a grand scale again. In 1937, three left-wing intellectuals formed the people-watching group Mass-Observation with the intention of counteracting the ignorance amongst the public that caused ‘mass misery’ and ‘international shambles’. They were the anthropologist Tom Harrisson, the documentary filmmaker Humphrey Jennings and the surrealist poet Charles Madge (who would run off with Spender’s wife Inez Pearn two years later). In their initial publicity, they claimed that they did not set out in quest of truth or facts for their own sake, or for the sake of an intellectual minority, but instead aimed ‘at exposing them in simple terms to all observers, so that their environment may be understood and thus constantly transformed’.5


It was in this climate that George Orwell wrote his factual analyses of the working-class situation in northern Britain and the Spanish Civil War. And like Spender, Orwell observed himself as a prelude to observing his world. Orwell’s Spanish book, Homage to Catalonia (1937), is comprised of a personal record of his own experiences in the war, combined with an analysis of the implications of these experiences for communism and twentieth-century history. Like Spender, Orwell took his own sensations seriously here, trying his best to record accurately what he felt, even if it involved extreme pain. When he is shot on the battlefield, he announces that ‘the whole experience of being hit by a bullet is very interesting and I think it is worth describing in detail’.6


Spender and Orwell’s 1930s personal relations were ambivalent, but their artistic projects bear comparison. In 1950, Spender would praise Orwell for turning his life into a ‘lived truth’, stating that ‘Orwell was really what hundreds of others only pretend to be’: a classless, truthful socialist.7 The two shared a belief in the value of honesty, about themselves as well as about their world. Spender like Orwell bemoaned the poverty of the unemployed, begging ‘In railway halls, on pavements near the traffic’, at the same time as he refused ‘To make them birds upon my singing-tree’.8 Spender, too, examined his own motivation as a first step to examining the world. In September Journal (1940), he finds that his fear of fascism can approach ‘hysteria’. Disliking the obligations caused by the restraints imposed by the government, even in Britain, he dreads ‘the idea of being ordered about’. Throughout the journals, he displays a willingness to think against the grain even of his own thought processes in his pursuit of honesty and exact, lived truth.


Occasionally, Spender used his journals to apply this honest analysis to the more intimate details of his life. And the interest of the journals, apart from as a portrait of a lost generation and a public world, lies in their intermittent revelations about Spender’s attitude to love and death. In Spender’s final two decades in particular, there are moments when the private face in a private place is exposed. In 1976, Spender, then aged sixty-seven, fell in love with a twenty-year-old student called Bryan Obst. For the first time in several hundred pages of journals, Spender broke the taboo he had explained to Pauline de Rothschild, describing that ‘hallucinatory’ experience of being in love. His times with Bryan were brief, and the affair itself had no future, but the transience itself was part of the joy; denied a future, he could experience happiness in the present tense. Departing from Bryan after three days together, he has the feeling that he ‘got out of the plane only to say goodbye’, but realizes that ‘this very feeling is what gives our meetings their timelessness. Thinking about each other, remembering every little thing, which becomes symbolic, always being happy and in holiday mood when we meet, considering the perfection of our affection for one another the norm – rather than the exception – that is our whole relationship.’


Spender also recorded with scrupulous honesty the effect of the affair on his marriage. Visiting Stephen in Nashville in April 1979, his wife Natasha overheard a telephone conversation between Stephen and Bryan, which was transmitted across the air-conditioning pipe. Tearful, she complained that she had come to America to be with her husband, but that he was engrossed in his own life and in love. Guilty and torn, Spender lamented in his journal that it was ‘a relationship of between a week and ten days in a year – that is all I see of B and yet it spoils everything for N and that, I see, is destroying the relationship with B’.


Spender had been married to Natasha for thirty years. It was a loving marriage – loyal on his part, devoted on hers – which provided a warm home for the Spenders’ children, Matthew and Lizzie, and continued to provide Stephen Spender with a secure base from which to lead a busy public life. But it did not preclude his falling passionately in love with a series of young men. Out of sensitivity to his family and to the men themselves, as well as out of a sense of his journal as a record of a public life, Spender did not generally mention these relationships in the journals. In the 1950s, Spender was ardently in love with Reynolds Price, but Price appears in the journals only as a neutral friend. Indeed, Spender assured Price in a letter that he was not describing the relationship in his journals. Spender broke his own rule in writing about Obst; the resulting pages of amazed, loving reverie are included in this volume.


Understandably Natasha Spender, who died just before the edition was completed, was reluctant to include some of these passages. The Spenders’ was not a publicly open marriage; both Stephen and Natasha worked hard to keep his affairs out of the public eye. Natasha always insisted on the platonic nature of Stephen’s friendships with men and on the truth of Spender’s declaration in World Within World that after his relationship with Tony Hyndman he realized that he did not need male friendship ‘on the same terms as before’.9 Since Natasha Spender’s death, we have decided to include these passages because an understanding of Spender’s complex sexuality seems essential to an understanding of his public and poetic identity. His attempts to negotiate a compromise between heterosexuality and bisexuality, monogamy and freedom are also fascinating in themselves.


In these passages, Spender’s journal seems to be in dialogue with Isherwood’s recently published 1960s diaries, which anxiously and honestly interrogate the possibility of a lasting homosexual partnership in which one or both men is promiscuous. Spender is exploring the same problem, but from a position in which the promiscuity has not been accepted from the outset, as it was by Isherwood and his partner Don Bachardy. Where Isherwood was surrounded by bohemian artists in a predominantly gay enclave of Los Angeles, Spender was often to be found in the company of establishment politicians. In 1983, he would be knighted by the Queen. This was not a world in which he could produce a male lover without humiliating his family and damaging his own reputation. So too, Isherwood’s or Bachardy’s lust for other men need not negate their desire for each other. But for Spender to acknowledge his homosexual desire would be to renege on his shift of allegiance. This would expose Natasha to the possibility that he had never in fact moved from men to women at all, undermining the entire basis of their marriage.


Yet the writer who always considered himself foremost a lyric poet was not prepared to renounce love when it came. Instead, Spender tried to compromise, as he compromised in other areas of his life. He avoided asking too many questions about the funding of Encounter because the magazine itself was so clearly worthwhile. He exhausted himself giving lecture tours which left him with no time to write poetry because he accepted the need to support his family. And he compartmentalized some of the most intense experiences of his emotional life into a week or two each year because he did not want to puncture the myth of his conversion to heterosexuality and thereby to humiliate the woman he loved. For there is no doubt that Stephen Spender did continue to love Natasha throughout their marriage. His loyalty to her is evident even in the passage where he describes the disastrous visit when she overhears his conversation with Bryan. ‘I certainly feel the force of N and her sense of a situation,’ he writes here, hating the fact that he was making her unhappy ‘due to my being what I am’.


Four years earlier, in another intimate passage in the journals, he records his guilt more explicitly in relation to allegations being made about Natasha and Raymond Chandler. In 1975, Natasha was sent an advance copy of Frank MacShane’s biography of Raymond Chandler, in which she is described as being Chandler’s mistress in the 1950s. Spender recorded in his journal Natasha’s outrage and her flustered attempts to clear her name. He himself assured her that she could ‘well afford to disdain the charge altogether’; even if it were true, ‘it would be completely irrelevant’. For Natasha, always conventional and, in this case, anxious to retain the moral high ground in the marriage, it did matter. ‘But I do happen to mind,’ she berated him. And Spender acknowledged his own guilt in the situation. ‘How awful this is,’ he writes. ‘My family are made to suffer […] for what is clearly my doing. If I had not neglected Natasha for various young men in whom I was interested, she would never have confided in Chandler.’ And now she was reliving her unhappiness about Stephen as well as feeling miserable about her present troubles; suffering again ‘situations which are now presented to her as damnations’.


What emerges here is not just Spender’s guilt, but his commitment to his marriage. Both Stephen and Natasha had married for life. Natasha was dismissive of a younger generation of women who gave up on their marriages at the first hurdle. She herself did not, as she once announced in an interview, shop for husbands at Selfridges. And in the end they survived. Bryan Obst died of Aids in 1990 (though Spender’s first reaction to his death in the journals occurs in 1992). Spender died five years later, and they were years dominated by his gratitude to his family. A few months before his death, comparing himself to his 1930s contemporaries, he found that he had been ‘far the luckiest in my personal life, made up by Natasha, Matthew, Lizzie – by all of these’.


In these final years, Spender was as honest and intimate about death as he had been ten years earlier about love. As he was asked more and more to act as spokesman or as medium for his dead friends, he started to feel that they had all ‘walked through a door which through some kind of backwardness I have not walked through’. Indeed, it felt like ‘belonging to some junior house of a public school, say, in which one will pass on to the upper house’; as always, Auden had got there first.


Spender had first become aware of death as an immediate possibility after a dramatic accident in 1980, when he slipped on a pavement and broke the ligaments in both his knees. At this point, he wrote a series of dislocated musings about the experience. Here he juxtaposed the physical pain with the trivial and morbid thoughts that went through his mind: the need to buy an avocado; the fear that all his assumptions may be misapprehensions. Facing his own death, he surveyed his life and saw only ‘a dozen jewels on a refuse dump of failures’. He realized that his death would have no more significance than that of the other inhabitants of his ward, although his name attracted a ‘far-flung notoriety’ and would be evaluated in obituaries. As Spender balances the consolations of his family against his sense of professional failure, we see how difficult it is to be a posterity-obsessed atheist in the process of dying. He has not done all he hoped he would do, in those heady, promising days of the 1930s. Auden, he thinks, did more: he ‘completed his oeuvre’. But nonetheless Auden in the end ‘seemed far from happy’; ‘even if he could think the poems were immortal … that was not his immortality’.


By the year of his death, Spender had become used to the sense of himself as an old man and resented the physical indignity it involved. ‘One suddenly becomes an object – old – in the minds of friends,’ he complained, minding that he now did the things he enjoyed doing ‘with ever diminishing faculties’. He was experiencing old age as ‘a kind of subjective impotence within the surrounding objective potency’ and was sad that he could no longer see himself as a sexual being. ‘I do not believe that writing or any other activity I am capable of can exist without sex. Therefore, I am in a state of panic that they no longer exist for me.’


Remorselessly confronting his ageing body, Spender began to face the prospect of his own cadaver, anxious that his death would leave Natasha ‘a corpse-laden loner’ burdened with disposing of his remains. ‘Every death’, he observed, ‘is a kind of detective story with a corpse.’ Imagining Natasha after his death, he seems to have experienced her grief, pre-emptively, as his own. ‘I don’t mind dying – but on the assumption that I predecease Natasha, some part of my mind is already in mourning for Natasha being left alone.’


In the final months of his life, Spender came to accept his shrunken world peacefully. He could no longer travel to America or Europe; he could no longer lunch and dine. Many of his friends were dead. The circumference of his world moved gradually inwards until it came to include only his home and his family. Death, which in 1980 had signified his lack of a place in the roll call of the truly great, now evoked the image of Natasha, abruptly bereft. The need for posterity dissipated leaving only the private face, ‘wiser and nicer’, of the private man.


LARA FEIGEL
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Note on the Text





Stephen Spender wrote almost a million words of journal entries between his September Journal in 1939 and his death in 1995. In choosing only a quarter of these voluminous journals, we have tried to provide a picture of both the lives Spender located in autobiographical writing. The reader encounters both Spender the poet and Spender the biographer, as well as glimpsing Spender the private man. For the first time in a single volume, we see him making major trips to 1940s Germany, 1950s Israel, 1960s Russia and 1980s China. Here, as in Goethe’s autobiography, the individual is in contact with important men, influenced by the ‘general course of the political world’. In Germany, Israel, America, Russia and China, he met many of the leading political and literary figures of his age. This is a unique picture of the post-war world, presented through snapshots of the countries that shaped it.


On his numerous trips abroad, Spender acted both as a poet and as an official governmental figure. Depending on the occasion, he could be required to pronounce judgements on the imagery of T. S. Eliot or the intricacies of Cold War politics. In his official capacity, the radical poet of the 1930s was now required to conform first in Britain and then, as the poet laureate to the Library of Congress, in 1960s America. Spender was divided between the liberal left and the establishment in both countries. In the 1970s journals, he seems to be venting anger about the Vietnam War that he had to suppress when entertained by American officials in Washington. The world had changed since the 1930s, when radicalism was de rigueur within the intellectual community, and Spender had changed with it. But he was able to square his conscience through his impassioned defence of human rights and specifically the rights of writers in Soviet Russia. Sadly, the founding of the Index on Censorship in 1972 does not get much of a mention in the journals. The writer can become so swept up in the course of the political world that he does not have time to write about it.


In order to provide Spender’s habitual readers with new material and to give a sense of the stages of his thought process, where possible we have used the earliest versions of the texts. This is not always an easy task. Although the journal entries themselves were written without hindsight, Spender was constantly revising his own work, including the journals that were not published in his lifetime. There are three versions of a summer holiday in Greece on a yacht with Cyril Connolly and Samuel Barber, which looks as if he was feeling his way towards writing a light-hearted novel about the experience. For five years during the 1950s he recorded onto a dictaphone and this led to more confusion. The dictated version always needed corrections, and sometimes he corrected twice, sometimes not at all.


Where multiple unpublished versions of the journals exist we have tried to use the earliest version, in the belief that it is worth putting up with some clunkier phrasing for the sake of authenticity. Sometimes the original manuscripts have been lost or it is unclear which is the original. The 1939 September Journal and the 1945 Rhineland Journal in particular have gone through numerous revisions and we have chosen to go with the earliest published versions of these texts. Both first appeared in Spender’s own periodical Horizon within a few months of the events they describe and so have the immediate feel of a journal entry. The extract from China Diary comes from the book published in 1982 shortly after Spender and David Hockney returned from China, as there is no manuscript journal from this trip. A manuscript diary does exist for the trip to Israel which would produce the book Learning Laughter (1952) and so we have used this earlier version.


Several of Spender’s journals have already been published, in revised versions. Apart from China Diary and Learning Laughter, the Rhineland Journal, with the more controversial remarks about Spender’s mentor Ernst Robert Curtius removed, became part of his 1946 book European Witness. His travels in America and Paris became the 1969 The Year of the Young Rebels. A heavily cut version of September Journal appeared in The Thirties and After (1978) and a selected version of his journals up to 1983 was published in 1985, edited by John Goldsmith with the selections made by Spender himself. Spender corrected the text for each of these editions, with the benefit of historical and literary hindsight. As a result, except in the case of China Diary, the text in the present volume differs from the published books in style as well as content. Readers familiar with the later versions of the texts will find something unexpected here: a less certain tone and a more changeable point of view.


Where we have used unpublished journals, we have tried to keep the formatting and punctuation as close as possible to Spender’s original text, adding editorial punctuation only where it is necessary to improve the clarity of the reading experience. This means that the text can have an unfinished or idiosyncratic quality (for example, when Spender misses out commas in lists) and can also be inconsistent (such as in the often rather Germanic capitalization). These journals were written over a fifty-year period and Spender’s own style and conventions changed over time, partly in response to changes in the outside world.


The difference in content between this edition and the 1985 edition is pronounced, partly because it includes the final ten years of Spender’s life, and partly because the focus of this volume is different. In the earlier volume, Spender chose to privilege his thoughts about poetry – his own and other people’s. Here we are able to provide access to the more intimate thoughts and feelings of the private man. We have also chosen to focus on his life as a public intellectual who played a vital part in shaping the European literary and intellectual culture of his age.
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The British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, declared war on Germany on 3 September 1939. In mid-July, Spender’s wife Inez (née Pearn) had left him to live with the poet and sociologist Charles Madge.


The journal was first published in serialized form in Horizon in 1940 and the original text is given here.





SEPTEMBER JOURNAL


3 September 1939, London


I am going to keep a journal because I cannot accept the fact that I feel so shattered that I cannot write at all. Today I read in the paper a story by Seymour Hicks of a request he gave to Wilde after his imprisonment, to write a play.1 Wilde said: ‘I will write a wonderful play with wonderful lines and wonderful dialogue.’ As he said this, Hicks realized that he would never write again.


I feel as if I could not write again. Words seem to break in my mind like sticks when I put them down on paper. I cannot see how to spell some of them. Sentences are covered with leaves, and I really cannot see the line of the branch that carries the green meanings.


It so happens that the world has broken just at the moment when my own life has broken. I mean not my life but my relationship with A—— [Inez].2 Everything I read in the papers about broken faith, broken pledges, disloyalty, etc, seems about her. At the same time, not being a great statesman, I cannot use those words or call down the curses of God on her. For all I know, God may be on the side of the faithless, in private life, at all events. Or rather, I don’t mean God, but that the very introduction of moral ideas makes everything, at this stage, meaningless. The moment I start thinking of right and wrong, I think, they may have done me a wrong, but I wonder Are they happy? Perhaps they have the secret of happiness, which I have lost. Perhaps their enjoyment of happiness makes them right and makes everything in my own mind, which is an endless argument, irrelevant.


Anyway, I know that she cannot bear being with me when my forehead is split with anxiety. I drive a wedge through her on those occasions and she makes me feel that I am being cruel to her and almost treating her violently. […]


I must put out my hands and grasp the handfuls of facts. How extraordinary they are! The aluminium balloons seem nailed into the sky like those bolts which hold together the irradiating struts of a biplane between the wings. The streets become more and more deserted and the West End is full of shops to let. Sandbags are laid above the glass pavements over basements along the sidewalk. Last night during the blackout there was a tremendous thunderstorm. We stood at the bottom of Regent Street in the pouring rain, the pitch darkness broken intermittently by flashes of sheet lightning which lit up Piccadilly Circus like broad daylight.


4 September 1939, London


Greenwood and Sinclair were on the wireless last night.3 They talked about gallant Poland, our liberties, democracy, etc, in a way which raised very grave doubts in my mind. Greenwood even talked about fighting the last war to end war. Personally, I prefer Chamberlain’s line to all this sanctimoniousness, which is that he has done his best to give Hitler everything but now feels that he can give nothing more. I dislike all the talk about God defending the right. God has always defended the right, and after such a long experience, he of all people should realize the utter futility of it. Personally, if I were a close adviser of God, I’d press him to decide the issue one way or the other once and for all and not go on playing this cat and mouse game between right and wrong.


The whole point of being a man is that there is no omnipotence on one’s side. One doesn’t have to choose between good and evil, right and wrong, but between various kinds of evil. It is not a conflict between God and the Devil, Christ and Judas, but between the systems represented by Hitler and Chamberlain.


With all humility, I am on the side of the Chamberlain system against Fascism. The fundamental reason is that I hate the idea of being regimented and losing my personal freedom of action. I carry this feeling too far, in fact, I must admit I carry it to the point of hysteria – i.e. the point where I would really fight. I dread the idea of being ordered about and being made to do what I don’t want to do in a cause I hate. This fear has even forced me into a certain isolation, in which I find that the personalities of my fellow beings often impose a restraint and unwelcome sense of obligation on me. […]


Well then, if war is madness and Hitler is mad, why reply to madness with madness? Why fight? Why not be a pacifist? The answers are (1) That I am not sufficiently a mystic to believe that if Hitler won we would not lose the values which I care about – the possibility of individual development, artistic creation and social change. (2) That in politics, the possibilities of acting effectively are always limited to certain very definite lines. They are not, as some people seem to imagine, extended to every possible idealistic and Utopian attitude. Given a war like the present, a pacifist is simply a person who has put himself politically out of action, and, who in so doing is probably helping the other side. Possibly helping the other side may sometimes further the cause of ultimate peace, but in this war I don’t see how it can. Of course, there is a great deal to be got out of refusing to touch evil, in the way of saving one’s own soul and being an example to future generations. But actually, personal salvation and getting myself into a morally correct position superior to my contemporaries, don’t appeal to me, perhaps because I don’t believe in a system of rewards and punishments in an after life. If I ran away it would [be] because I wanted to save my skin or get on with my work, not because I felt that even the world at war was unendurably wicked.





5 September 1939, London


[…] Doubtless my own contempt for my father’s recruiting speeches during the War is what undermines my faith in political arguments.4 When I start a train of argument it is like one of those trains on the Berlin underground which strut confidently above the street on their raised viaducts, surrounded below by the tenements which seem to ask whether after all everything is going quite so well as the passengers, flashing through the slums, seem to think.


I shall try to recollect Germany as it was in 1929–1932 when I lived there for several months of each year. The people I knew there were not like the present rulers of Germany, not like the S.S. men, not like the army, though I think I understand the army. Germans have a greater capacity, I should say, than any other people, of evoking the idea of peace – Ruhe. To us and to the French, peace is a negative state when we are getting on with our business and private lives and are not at war. But to the Germans a state of peace is something positive and breathing and constructive, as opposed to a state of war. The positive idea of peace permeates a great deal of German romantic literature and music. Works like the slow movements of Beethoven’s 2nd and 4th Symphonies are hymns to peace. They summon up a vision of a landscape exhaling peace. Dämmerung [twilight] is a peaceful word, and words like Heim, Heimat, Friede, Ruhe, [home, homeland, peace, quiet] are loaded with a greater weight of emotion than the corresponding words in other languages. Other peace-music is Schubert’s songs, Beethoven’s early piano and piano-and-violin sonatas.


Perhaps it is that the German landscape is particularly peaceful. I think of the Rhine at evening, the Harz mountains, the shores of the Alster at Hamburg with the heavy scent of lime blossom on a summer evening.


I have a German relative who is the wife of a U-Boat Commander. They live in Kiel, which has just been bombed. She plays the piano very well. Recently she came to London and she played an early Beethoven Sonata to us at my grandmother’s flat. After she had played the slow movement her face was streaming with tears. ‘Excuse me,’ she said, ‘but this music is so full of peace.’


Ten years after the war, Germany was full of peace, it dripped with peace, we swam in peace, no one knew what to do with all the German peace. They built houses with flat roofs, they sunbathed, they walked with linked hands under the lime trees, they lay together in the pine forest, they talked about French art. Above all, everything was new, and everyone was young. They liked the English very much and they were sorry about the War. They talked about the terrible time they had during the inflation.


This was in Hamburg. I used to bathe, and I went to parties of young people. I had never enjoyed parties before and I never have since, but these were like living in the atmosphere of a Blue Period Picasso. Everyone was beautiful, and gentle, everyone was poor, no one was smart. On summer evenings they danced in the half light, and when they were tired of dancing they lay down in the forest, on the beach, on mattresses, on the bare floor. They laughed a great deal, smiling with their innocent eyes and showing well-shaped, but not very strong, teeth. Sometimes they let one down, sometimes the poorer ones stole, for example, but there was no Sin. I am not being ironic. There really was no sin, like there is in this kind of life in Paris or London.


Of course, it was all very superficial, it has been blown away now. I could not dance. I could not speak German. I stood rather outside it. I think now of the sad refugees who were the exquisite, confident Students of the Weimar Republican days. Perhaps it was all fictitious, but now in letting the mirage fade from the mind, I got very near to the truth, because everything in Germany is inclined to be fictitious. The German tends to think of his life as an operatic cycle emerging from a series of myths. There was the War, then there was the Inflation, then there was the period of Youth and the Weimar Republic, then there was the Crisis, then there was Hitler. Every German can readily explain him- or herself in terms of What We Have Been Through.


This passive attitude to life, the tendency to consider oneself a product of circumstances and environment beyond one’s control, gives one the connection between the break-down of external standards and the private standards of people. A young man fighting in the Spanish War wrote a poem to his beloved, beginning:







‘Heart of the heartless world.’5





He was either optimistic or very lucky. It would have been truer to write:




‘Heartless one of the heartless world.’





I was twenty in those days, and I was caught up mostly with the idea of Friendship – Freundschaft, which was a very significant aspect of the life of the Weimar Republic. This, if it was frank, was also idealistic. It was not cynical, shame-faced, smart, snobbish or stodgy, as so often in England. It was more like Walt Whitman’s idea of camaraderie. 6 I admit that I do not feel at all easy about this now, but I set it down for what it was. Two friends, young men, faced the world together, they camped, they travelled, they were happy in each other’s company. There was usually a certain unpossessiveness about these relationships, a certain casualness, a frank and promiscuous admiration of beauty. The Germans had a reputation at that time of being homosexual, but I think it would be truer to say that they were bisexual, though there were of course a few of those zealots and martyrs who really hate women, whom one finds everywhere. But what the young, free, handsome German looked for in the world was a reflection of his own qualities in either man or woman. It was part of the myth that he should ‘travel light’ and have no responsibilities.


A life in which people are exercising sexual freedom without, apparently, anyone suffering or paying for it in any way, is attractive. One wonders how it is done. In this case, I think it was done at the price of making everything exist on the same level. The new architecture, the Bauhaus at Dessau, the social equality, the most casual affair, marriage, an abortion, a party, were all just the same. They were a pack of cards all of equal value precariously built up, so that when one fell, the whole house came down.




* * *





Again and again I had experience of the German ignorance of Jews. Later, when Christopher Isherwood and I were staying on Insel Ruegen, and when the Nazis were doing exercises every evening in the woods and the ‘movement’ had become a serious menace, I got to know one or two of these men.7 They were not gay, irresponsible, intelligent, like my Hamburg friends. They were heavy, stupid, but friendly and well-meaning. They seemed perfectly content to lounge round all day sun-bathing, listening to the band, going to the dance hall in the evening and having their girls in the pine trees afterwards among the hungry mosquitoes. But actually their fun lacked lightheartedness. For instance, when they sunbathed, they would build little forts for themselves on the beach, set up a flagpost, hoist a Nazi flag on it and gaze upwards in reverence. Whilst they were lounging round listening to the music, they seemed always to be waiting for a patriotic air, and when one was played, they would stand stiffly to attention.8


I was with two of them on some such occasion as this when suddenly I lost my temper and said ‘Ich bin ein Jude!’9 They laughed incredulously: ‘You a Jew? Impossible. Why, you’re the perfect Nordic type,’ said one of them. ‘You’re tall, you have blue eyes, fair hair, Scandinavian features,’ said the other, ‘that’s why we know and like you.’ This astonished me. ‘Then what do you think when you meet a Jew?’ I asked. ‘We want to kill and destroy the pest,’ they said, ‘we want to crush him and knock him down.’ ‘Then knock me down,’ I said. ‘Here I am, I’m a Jew, please knock me down.’ They looked at me, dazed and injured by the deceptiveness of this wolf in Nordic clothing. I felt quite sorry for them. Then I got angry: ‘I don’t believe you have any idea what a Jew looks like,’ I said. ‘You imagine a monster when really you have to deal with a human being. I don’t believe you know what you’re talking about, and your heads are stuffed with stupid hatred and lies.’ Probably I didn’t know enough German to put it quite like that, but I worked myself up into a rage and rushed home to laugh with Christopher about it.


On another occasion someone made friends with me in a train specifically because I was of the Nordic type, and, indeed, now I know exactly the kind of warm response that a Nordic appearance arouses in some Germans. How can one understand the tremendous interest in appearance of a military race? A uniform face, in a uniform physique, dressed in uniform, and marching. In a way my Hamburg friends who wanted girls to be like boys and everyone to have a lovely face on a perfect body, had their craving for uniformity too.


Certainly, 1929 was the beginning of the slump and the end of the efflorescence of the Weimar Republic. […]


6 September 1939, London


I want to go on about Germany, about my landlord in Berlin, about Curtius, but I feel too tired, I can’t go on.10 The first thing about any war is that everyone is tired, countries at war are countries of tiredness, fatigue becomes a spiritual experience. It becomes an illumination, fetters of habit which make one wash and shave every day, which make one preface every contact with one’s neighbour with embarrassment, fall away, and one enters into a more easy relationship with one’s fellow beings, an exhausted simplified state of being oneself. The wrong words which come into one’s mind, which the rigid discipline of wakefulness would reject, are suddenly the right ones, everything flows freely and nervously, one does not even resent the heavy weight on one’s eyes, because one sees so much light.


There was an air raid warning last night. A—— [Inez] seems so far away now, I imagine her in her red dressing gown and she looks pale and dazed. I don’t imagine her happily. But I imagine her tenderly. Perhaps in a few days I’ll be able to think about her without reproach. Perhaps I’ll get tired enough during this war to forgive her.


I remember again the water, the flowing line of the hills, the rich harvest quality of Germany. Immediately, of course, I suspect it of a certain falsity, a certain coarseness and thickness and monotony of texture, but still it is there, there like Wordsworth’s poem about the peasant girl.11 E—— took me all over the place.12 He had a little car, and when he wasn’t watching the road, his eyes were on me watching the effect of the storks on the roofs of North German villages, of monkeys playing at the Hagenbeck Zoo, of the Harz mountains. ‘If you like music we shall have a great deal in common,’ he said when we first met, and if ever I admitted for one moment that I appreciated anything, his eyes were ready to smile: ‘Ah, we have a great deal in common.’


So we went to the Harz mountains stopping on our way at Brunswick where we saw in a very dusty and deserted gallery one of the finest Rembrandts I have ever seen. We visited some people called Harman who had a house in the Harz mountains. Like everyone else they had lost their money and all they had was the property itself and, I suppose, the salary of Professor Harman. The whole family, grandmother, son, daughter-in-law, a grandson, two daughters and a brother and sister who were fellow-students of Wolfgang, the son, at ––– University, were there.13 Like nearly everyone I met in Germany at this time, they were obviously living from hand to mouth, they spent what they had, they laughed and talked a great deal, and yet they had an air of having lost everything. Wolfgang had rather pinched, vague features which had a certain pallid, distracted beauty which attracted me at the time.


Several years later, after Hitler’s rise to power, Wolfgang came to visit me in London. Earnest, and pale as ever, he had a mission: he wanted to convert me to Naziism. ‘Of course, there are things I do not like about the Nazis,’ he said. ‘I do not agree with their views on literature and art. I do not sympathize with the persecution of the Jews. I do not accept their explanation of the Reichstag fire (though there is more to it than you would think). I do not like Goebbels’ propaganda. In fact, I dislike everything nasty about them. But all the same, they have a Faith.’ Here his fists clenched and his eyes burned with a dubious mystery. ‘They have restored to us our belief in Germany and Life. Some of them are Idealists. There is a good deal of socialism in their economy.’ I raged as I had done before. I told him that the most dangerous propagandists of Naziism were people like himself who pretended that they did not approve of its bad qualities and yet had accepted it. I told him he was a dupe, and that the Nazis wouldn’t care a damn about his footling little qualifications to satisfy his own conscience, so long as they had got him where they had got him. I said: ‘If I were a German, as I well might be, I would by now either be in a Concentration Camp or else deprived of every means of earning my living. You can’t expect me to be fair. I don’t care about your reasons.’ And I am ashamed to say that I kicked him out of the house. […]


But the most remarkable case was that of the young aristocrat I met in Shyah’s rooms only a few months ago.14 He was a Prussian and his name was Jobst. He had the fine looks of all these well-bred Germans, though in his case something seemed to have gone wrong. There were the blonde hair, the blue eyes, the well-defined bones and strong jaw, and yet in spite of its fine structure, his face seemed to have collapsed. Perhaps his mouth when in repose was almost too rich and well-formed, and when he moved it it seemed to become distorted and his lips to disappear inside his mouth. He was tall and strongly built, but his movements were so nervous, and the veins of his hands stood out so much and were yet so fine, that he seemed to be pulled the whole time by hundreds of fine threads. We talked about music, for which he had a passion. I remember that, for some reason, we discussed love in music. But the idea of Germany hung over us, because he was going back there the next morning. His mother who was travelling with him was waiting somewhere a few doors away.


We stayed up till three o’clock, Shyah and Jobst talking without ceasing. I got very sleepy, so sleepy that I lay down on the sofa and attempted to doze off from time to time. But the spirit of Horst, or Werner von L——, of Wolfgang Harman, of Jowo von M——, was pacing the room, and would not let me rest. He did not really attempt to apologize when he said ‘Excuse me for keeping you up, but we shall never meet again.’ ‘Oh, nonsense,’ said Shyah. ‘No, no. It’s not nonsense. I know it. We shall never meet again. This is our last day of peace together.’ He did not mention Germany. He only said: ‘It is very sad to leave Oxford. I shall never see anything of this again.’ Then he started once more on music, illustrating his conversation by singing, and conducting with his hands.


Next morning, he turned up again before breakfast. ‘I have not slept,’ he said, ‘I went to bed at three, lay down for three hours, and got up at six.’ ‘Why did you get up so early?’ ‘Because it’s my last morning and I shall never see Oxford again.’ He held out his long, expressive, conductor’s right hand. Other people called, but even when Jobst was silent it was impossible to escape from his drama. He did not rest. When he stopped pacing round the room, he knelt down, with those speaking hands of his touching the carpet. The worst of it was that he was not an actor, he was by nature a quiet, scholarly person, with a rich inner life. Seeing him act was as unexpected and shocking as, say, seeing one’s father cry.


8 September 1939, London


When I come to think of it, the trouble with all the nice people I knew in Germany is that they were either tired or weak. The young people in Hamburg were tired, the young Nationalist aristocrats were weak. How are the people of good will today to avoid weakness and fatigue?


9 September 1939, London


Yesterday morning while I was waiting for a bus, some soldiers passed down the road singing ‘It’s a long way to Tipperary.’ An unshaved and very ragged old tramp wearing the ribbons of several medals so loosely attached to his coat that they were almost falling off, said to me: ‘They’re singing now, but they won’t be singing when they come back. Hearing ’em sing reminds me of when I went out to fight in them trenches. We went out singing, but we didn’t sing for long.’


In the afternoon I got a taxi to Waterloo before going into the country. We were stopped near Southampton Row by five Frenchmen carrying a flag and singing the Marseillaise. The taximan said to me: ‘They won’t be doing that for long.’


Peter Watson travelled from Paris to Calais a few days ago in a troop train.15 The compartment was crowded with soldiers. They sat all the way in absolute silence, no one saying a word.


10 September 1939, London


‘The best lack all conviction, while the worst




Are full of passionate intensity.’16





W. B. Yeats, who wrote these lines, himself became a fascist sympathizer. He was prepared to accept the worst. He wanted strength at any price.


Why were the gentle and kind people I knew in Germany, tired or weak?


The tiredness of our generation consists in exploring unimportant and superficial aspects of the idea of freedom, without trying to discover the strong basis on which any really free life must be built. Freedom, the young people in Hamburg said, is sexual freedom primarily, then freedom to enjoy yourself, to wander, not to make money, not to have the responsibility of a family, or the duties of a citizen, generally. Freedom is one long holiday. They were tired. What they wanted, in fact, was a holiday.


Beware of people who explain themselves in terms of the difficult childhood they have had, the economic conditions of their country since the war, and everything, in short, that they have been through. Beware of people who say: ‘You don’t understand me.’


After 1929, it became obvious that the world of these irresponsible Germans was threatened.




‘New styles of architecture, a change of heart.’17





The architecture was mostly swimming baths built with money raised from American loans. The change of heart, sunbathing and sexual freedom, was almost as uneconomical an investment as the new architecture. That’s to say, although it produced a charming little shoot, it didn’t take root in the stony and barren soil of the difficult post-war years.


I feel uneasy about discussing these things in an airy, Left Book Club manner, suddenly identifying myself with the Workers, in order to sneer at the people with whom I spend my week ends, and dismissing my own promiscuous past as though I have renounced it finally.18 The fact is that I have just had a first class failure in my personal life, and I am so full of regret and bitterness that I cannot stay in the country because I dream of nothing else. […]


A great cause of weakness today is people putting less important things before those that are more important, for example, personal relationships before work and an objective philosophy of life, sex before love. People who put personal relationships before their work become parasites on each other, form mutual admiration societies, agree to do nothing that may make one jealous of the success in the world of the other. People who put sex before love flee from one marital relationship to another, using love as their excuse; because, for them, sex has become a thing in itself, dissociated from personal relationships. They have an image in their minds of one hundred per cent sexual satisfaction, and when they are in love, they are continually asking themselves ‘Am I satisfied?’, and they are continually tormented by the thought that perhaps they are not. For them love, at first an opportunity, soon becomes a trap, forcing them to give something instead of taking all the time, and preventing them from grasping at the possibly greater delights they might get elsewhere.


Satisfactory personal relationships exist when the people who enjoy them have a satisfactory relation with society. They exist within society, they are not a conspiracy against society. In the same way, satisfactory sex exists within love and can be attained through love, which means patience and loyalty and understanding.


Another cause of weakness is not to admit, but to pursue our failures blindly. There is such a thing as real failure in personal relationships and in sex. How easily then, that which symbolizes failure, the poor substitute improvised for love, becomes the most important thing in life! How people build it up and call the scars of failure their dazzling successes! Masturbation, homosexuality, following people in the streets, breaking up relationships because one has failed in one’s own, all these compensatory activities form a circle of Hell in which people can never rest from proving that their failures are the same as love. Yet the lives of countless men and women show that the great compensation lies in accepting failures as failures, and recognizing substitutes as substitutes, and making the most of the rest of one’s life. In fact the great artists and poets have almost without exception been failures in life. By this I mean that their relations with their fellow beings were really and truly at some point unsatisfactory, that most of them were fully conscious of this, and that their honesty in admitting a defect restored to their lives a sense of scale which hopelessly neurotic people lack. Baudelaire’s relationship with a negress, the breakdown of Gauguin’s marriage which led him to go to the South Seas, Van Gogh’s failures in love, Rilke’s wanderings and sense of being outside love, to mention only a few examples which immediately come to mind, were all real failures in life and to ‘the man of genius’ the failure to be a complete man must always be a humiliation. The compensations of genius are so dazzling that it is difficult to realize that Beethoven and Balzac paid so great a price, when they yet had the infinite privilege of being Beethoven and Balzac. They suffered as men, they rejoiced as creators.


The creative artist realizes that art is not a complete life, otherwise he would be self-sufficient, he would isolate himself from the world of ordinary living, and there would be happy, unreal artists creating a truly pure art. Some people, who are not artists, or who are bad artists, think that art is like this, a world cut off from the world, where aesthetic experience is everything. These are the virtuosi of art and of appreciation: spirits which have flowed completely into an aesthetic medium, without the friction of living their lives.


Of all the arts, music provides the most self-sufficient alternative world removed from the real world. Painting is the most objective of the arts because visual imagery always has a direct reference to real objects, and in order to get away from the broad day, painters have deliberately to paint visual experiences remembered from sleep – dreams. But music is not a dream that imitates our sleep, it is a world of its own, full of abstract aural patterns, which are not recognizably related to the noises we hear in everyday life. […]


12 September 1939, London


Today I applied for a job as a translator at the War Office. Yesterday I received a printed slip from the Ministry of Information saying that my name was on a list of writers who may be used later. But I don’t think I have a chance, as I’m told that they are very overcrowded with applicants. Nor do I think that the War Office will want me, as there must be many translators far better qualified. But as long as I can write and read a good deal each day, I am not really bothering. What I would like most is to complete three books, this Journal, a novel and a book of poems, before I am called up.


I want to remember all I can about Ernst Robert Curtius.


For some reason, E—— [Erich Alport] became very excited at the idea of our meeting. He therefore arranged that I should go specially to Baden-Baden in order to meet Ernst Robert. What I find difficult to explain is my own willingness to fall in with this proposal. It may have been that I had in any case later to meet my grandmother at Hamburg, so that it was quite convenient; or it may have been due to a certain trustfulness and credulity in my nature which I still pay dearly for, and which, in those days led me to fall in with every suggestion that was made to me. I might have been less willing had I reflected that Curtius might not want to see me.


This thought did not trouble me. I simply got out of the train, booked a room in a hotel and, as soon as I had washed, walked straight to the house where Ernst Robert was staying. I do not remember the details, I only remember the feeling of that first meeting. As far as I can recall the house was outside the town and I had to walk some way along a road past various hotels and then along a path through the edge of woods before I came to it. I think that I was shown into a room on the first floor, and perhaps there was a cold meal with fruit and wine laid on a table with a white cloth spread over it. There were bay windows opening out on to a balcony, and a pleasant freshness of the forest at evening filled the room. Everything, I think, gave me an impression of coolness, and for some reason I thought that the host and hostess were ill. The host, whose name I never knew, was dressed in a white suit, and both he and his wife seemed pale.


I did not stay long enough to get to know them, for Curtius immediately stepped forward, grasped my hand firmly and told his friends that he would go to a Bierhalle in Baden with me.


Railway journeys have a disconcerting effect on me. They stimulate me so much that all my usual impressions seem to flow much faster, with the train, like a film that is shown very quickly. I cannot check this. In spite of myself every sort of sensation pours through my mind during a train journey, and when I was younger and played at ‘thinking books’ a project for some unwritten novel or play would force all its images on to me during a journey. This excess of stimulation leaves me afterwards in a state of drugged tiredness in which I appear stupid to myself and either am able to talk revealingly, or else get confused in every word I say. I was in this mood that first evening, and I talked very freely and indiscreetly to Ernst Robert about my life at Hamburg.


He listened to me with an amusement which slightly yet affectionately was laughing at as well as with me. It forgave a lot. In my deepest friendships, with Auden, with Christopher Isherwood and with Curtius, I have been conscious of being thus ‘taken with a pinch of salt’.19 Sometimes it is disconcerting to be laughed at when one is serious, but as long as it is done affectionately, one is grateful to people who enable one to see oneself a little from the outside. From the first, Ernst Robert’s attitude to me was one of gentle raillery; and I think that because he saw so far beyond me and at the same time loved me, I owe more to him than to any other older person.


Being anxious to impress him, I talked about literature, and especially about Dostoyevsky, whom I was reading then. I was interested in madness, partly because at school and Oxford I had been taught to regard myself as mad, and because Auden, who, when he was an undergraduate, was anxious to maintain a certain superiority over his contemporaries, always treated me as a lunatic! Experiences like my cerebral excitement during train journeys, my excessive credulity, my lack of a complete understanding with even my best friends, so that I always felt they stood to some extent outside me – bore out the theory of madness. Above all, I was, like everyone, in search of that ecstasy which is so lacking in our civilization that even war and violence are to some people a secret consolation in a world of routine governed by material values; that ecstasy which justifies every kind of unscrupulousness and adventurousness in private life. In Hamburg E——, with his collector’s zeal had discovered an expressionist artist, a woman with a real talent for drawing, recently released from a lunatic asylum where she had done some really terrifying portraits of the lunatics. In Hamburg, she had done a portrait of me making me look wild and mad. I was proud of this, and took Ernst Robert to my hotel bedroom to see it. But, so far from being impressed or interested, he would scarcely even look at it. He said that it was mad and that I did not need to be mad.


During the next few days I walked much with him in the Black Forest, we went swimming together, we drank beer every evening. He criticized Dostoyevsky, he told me to read other books than the Russians, particularly the French. I showed him poems I had written, and, to my surprise, instead of reading them with the superiority which I might have expected from a scholar immersed in the world’s greatest literature, he read them with evident delight, and made some translations of them, which were afterwards published in the Neue Schweizer Rundschau.20 He listened to my accounts of my life at Hamburg, and scandalized me by treating this life which I thought of so seriously, simply as pornography in which he was unashamedly interested. But to him it was pornography, it was not, as it then appeared to me, ecstasy.





15 September 1939, London


I shall try to make this journal into a book with several levels of time, present and past, which I am able to move in as I choose. During these first days of the war I have tended to live in the past, partly because the present is so painful, partly because it is so fragmentary and undecided. We live in a kind of vacuum now in which the events on which we are waiting have not yet caught up on us, though our hour is very near. We have seen the whirlwind in China, in Central Europe, in Spain, in Poland, and now we ourselves are the next on the list. If I let my mind drift on the present, I have terrible day dreams. Last night, walking the streets in the blackout I had one of an aggressive alliance between Germany and Russia which would not only destroy the whole of the rest of Europe, but divide it utterly on questions of principle.21 Another of my unpleasant day dreams is a growing fear that this is only the first of a series of wars. This springs from the following reflections. Supposing the Allies win the war, what sort of peace will they make? The answer is that they must either repeat the mistakes of the Treaty of Versailles, or else establish Germany as a strong power under a military dictatorship.


I think that this time they will probably plump for the military dictatorship. What they hope for, I suppose, is a military coup in Germany, whereby the generals will get rid of Hitler, and sue for peace. A smashing victory for the Allies would mean complete internal collapse for Germany, followed perhaps by a Communist Revolution backed by Russia, and probably a war of reactionary intervention which would be boycotted by the workers here and in France. I am sure they do not want that. They are hoping that the military caste in Germany will be pacific and reactionary. But I fear that they are wrong. Hitler has really transformed and stupefied Germany into a military camp, and we must choose between a socialist Germany and a more or less permanent state of war.


Supposing there were an aggressive alliance between Stalin and Hitler, on the understanding that Germany is socialized, you would then get a revolution dictated to the rest of Europe by the combined air fleets of Russia and Germany, and including the most rigid tyranny and suppression of personal opinion. In the long run, it might be a good thing, because at any rate it would mean the breakdown of this tragic cycle of rival nationalisms. But it would mean the surrender of everything we call freedom in our lifetime. If such a combination occurred, I think I would become a pacifist, because nothing would then seem to me worth fighting for.


I do not think these speculations are of much value, it is better to go back to the little world I have some concrete understanding of, and the only point in giving rein to the nightmare is to preserve a sense of proportion: to show I am aware of the fact that the life of myself and mine is like Lear’s hut on the moor, in the thunderstorm, and filled with madness from within and without. […]


18 September 1939, London


When our existences are threatened, the most sensible thing is to start living as though one could see beyond the darkness of the tunnel to the light outside. However closely one becomes involved in the struggle from day to day, one must have a long term view of the final issues for civilization, and also for reconstructing people’s personal lives. Politics alter from day to day and therefore lack continuity: for this reason private life and personal standards become important because they have a continuity which one mustn’t allow to be interrupted by outside events.


19 September 1939, London


With Curtius I was in contact with the Germany of Goethe, Hölderlin and Schiller. That is an Apollonian Germany, a Germany of the sun, not the Dionysian Germany of Hitler who rouses himself from a torpid dullness into a frenzy of words and actions. After the war and the blockade, perhaps even the Germans who lay with no clothes on, crucified by the sun, expressed the need for a Germany of ‘Light, more Light’.22


It was not the madness of Hölderlin that Curtius liked but the peaceful development of a poem such as ‘Brot und Wein’ in which the sun-steeped and vine-bearing German landscape is lifted at the end of the poem into a unity with the German conception of Greece. We read Hölderlin together, and later on the poems of the Greek Anthology, particularly the erotic ones, because he had a taste for such poetry.23


Curtius was an egoist, an egoist of the liberal, Goethe tradition. His life was organized with an enlightened selfishness: he did not take more than he could take, nor give more than he could give. He would not put himself out, even for his best friends, if he thought that his own resilience was going to be depressed by their needs. One could say, perhaps, that he was a fair-weather friend. Once, when I was hard up, I wrote asking him if he could introduce me to people in Berlin to whom I could give English lessons. He wrote back about other things, ending his letter with the curt ‘Leider kann ich keiner Verbindungen für Ihnen im Berlin schaffen’.24 I asked a friend of his about this, and he told me how, at a period of crisis and confusion in his life, Ernst Robert had cut himself off from him completely. I myself have a tendency in my relationships with people never to refuse anything, and often to promise far more than I can undertake. I know how this leads to a feeling of resentment which affects one’s relationships with people, and to a fear of making new acquaintances who may plunge one into new commitments. Ernst Robert remained happy and broad and objective. He would not lose this by identifying himself with others in their predicaments.


I do not mean that he was unsympathetic, but that he was un-self-sacrificing because what he had was of too great an objective value to himself and to others to sacrifice. He did not enter into their lives because his generosity lay in the freedom with which they could enter into his.


If one accepted this, he gave a great deal.


Once, when I was staying at Bonn, I went into Cologne for a night and got into an extremely nasty scrape. I liked going to very squalid places and I went to a hotel near the railway station, in the lowest part of the town. When I got into bed I didn’t notice that the lock of the door was on the outside instead of the inside, so that the guests in this hotel were like prisoners locked into their rooms, instead of guests who could lock out intruders. In the middle of the night the door was flung open and a man came who put his hands to my throat and threatened to throttle me unless I gave him my money. He was much stronger than I, and I was undressed, so I asked him to pass me my clothes. He did this, and I gave him my money. It amounted to about 60 or 70 marks, which he did not seem to think enough, so he said he would take my coat as well. I protested, but it did not seem much use, so I asked him to leave me a mark at least, to pay my fare back to Bonn. He flung a mark down on the marble-topped table beside my bed, and ran out of the room. I lay in bed staring into the darkness and listening to the noises from outside of whores talking and screaming, and a continuous sound like water running away into the darkness. I felt as though I had reached the goal of something horrible and mysterious in my life, as though it were unfolded from my own flesh and a part of myself. I did not resent the theft, because I thought of it as something I had let myself in for. I did not blame the thief at all, for what had happened seemed an automatic consequence of my choosing this way of life, and, in short, I felt passive, as though a whole process which I had called into being by my own actions were now happening to me, and I knew that I would never escape from this. Because I knew this, it was very difficult for me to resist, but at last I realized that I must do something, so I sat up in bed and shouted for the landlord. A few minutes later, he and two or three other men came into the room, switching on the light, and standing round my bed as though I were an invalid, seriously ill, and they were the specialists whom I had summoned. ‘Why are you making such a noise in my respectable hotel?’ asked the landlord, in injured tones, ‘until you came here, I always had the highest reputation. I shall call the police.’ ‘For heaven’s sake, do call them,’ I answered, feeling that I was now prepared for any kind of disgrace, ‘I would like to speak to them very much.’ This seemed to make him hesitate, and he said quite kindly, ‘Why, what do you want then?’ ‘Someone in your hotel has just stolen all my money,’ I said. ‘This is a disgrace,’ said the landlord, ‘I won’t have things like this going on in my hotel. Why do you come here and bring this disgrace on me?’ ‘It isn’t my fault,’ I answered, ‘I am very sorry. I don’t mind my money being stolen, but I must have my coat and also an assurance that my trousers won’t be stolen, else I won’t be able to get home.’ ‘Nothing else will be stolen,’ said the landlord honourably, ‘I can assure you of that.’ ‘Well, might I at least have my coat back?’ I asked. He nodded to one of the other men who left the room and returned a few seconds later with my coat on his arm. Then he said ‘Good night,’ reassuringly, and they left the room.


I felt that nothing else was likely to happen, but I could not sleep, and continued to lie with eyes open in a waking nightmare. At last it was dawn. Then for the first time it occurred to me that when I arrived on the previous night, I had been made to pay my bill before taking a room. Therefore there was not the slightest reason why I should stay any longer. It surprised me to realize that I was free and that nothing final had happened. I quickly put on my clothes and ran downstairs and out of the hotel, without anyone stopping me. I ran until I came to the river. Outside it was cold and raw. In the grey light the cathedral and the bridges and the modern Exhibition Building had a photographic quality. Suddenly I started laughing. I had a gay sensation of release.


After an hour or so of waiting, I went back to Bonn. When I had rested and changed, I called on Ernst Robert, partly to borrow some money from him. When he saw that I was upset he took me for a walk by the Rhine. Full of shame, I told him my story. But to my surprise, instead of being shocked, disappointed or upset, he started laughing, and, putting his arm round me, patted my shoulder.


While I have been writing this last page and a half, I have had the wireless on, performing Hitler’s latest speech. His voice varies from a cavernous rumbling to the peaks of an exalted hysteria from which he shrieks like a raucous beast of prey, until the whole chorus of his followers breaks into a stormy night’s thunder of triumphant hatred. Undoubtedly there is something disintegrating about that voice, that applause, and everything they stand for. The cities of one’s mind seem to be bombarded, as though a threat could make them fall to pieces. He speaks of a new, terrible, secret weapon, which, if the English oppose him, he will use. When he does this, I feel as though the world could be destroyed by pressing a button, and he were a madman who had access to this button and was about to press it. […]


29 September 1939, London


The probability is that Germany will come more and more under Russian influence, as her militarized state and economy become further socialized. This process will probably absorb all the near Eastern countries. Then our war will develop into a war of intervention against a revolutionary situation in central Europe. At the same time, the war in its early stages will provide the impetus for such a revolution.


The English communists have now twisted again and say that we should make peace on what they call ‘the Russian terms’. I think that they are probably insincere in this. What they want is what Russia wants: i.e. to let the war go on, while dissociating themselves from it and using it as a means of getting their own ends. Unfortunately the continuance of the war not only suits the hidden communist aims, it is also essential to the British Empire. If we gave up, Germany and Russia would be able to dictate any terms they like in the East of Europe, France would become a minor power, the British would have lost all prestige, and the Dominions would adopt a policy of sauve qui peut, which would lead to the break up of the Empire. If the war leads to a Revolution under the influence of Russia, involving the whole of central Europe, we shall at least have a breathing space, as the Red Armies will be occupied in regulating this vast new internal situation.


Then what are we fighting for? I think that we ought to be fighting a kind of defensive rearguard action against the development of absolutely chaotic and brutal conditions. In a way, I think the German–Soviet Pact holds out a hope for the future because (a) It may lead to breakdown of the present system of warring nationalisms. (b) The larger the bloc becomes the less important becomes the Prussian element in it. If it extends from Moscow to Berlin, the rights of the Czechs will have to be considered. (c) Communism may, if it expands, recover something of its former liberating zeal. In short, the larger the movement becomes, the more likely it is to overthrow the tyrants who have started it. First Mussolini becomes a cypher, then Hitler, last perhaps Stalin.


In 1929–31, one saw for a short time clearly enough the direction things were taking. Then, for some people, the conditions they were accustomed to re-established themselves, there was ‘recovery’, and for ten years there was in England and France a precarious state of suspense. Now we see again the plot of our drama. But it may take a longer time than we expect to unfold itself.




* * *





The Blackout time gets a few minutes earlier each evening, so one notices more than ever the drawing in of the autumn evenings. Actually, the weather has been particularly fine lately, the streets glitter a biscuit yellow all day, the crowds waiting at the bus stops for the few buses give the town an air of festivity, the sand bags on the side walks, the strips of paper on the windows, the balloons in the sky, are all sufficiently new in the bright sunlight to be interesting and almost gay.


I went for a few minutes to a party after lunch, then feeling tired, and quite incapable of looking happy and keeping up a conversation, came home and lay down. I couldn’t help imagining the comfort of her when her legs are drawn up against her breasts, her hands clasp her ankles, and her head rests on her knees, with the hair falling over them.


I am ashamed of these weak feelings. Weakness isn’t going to help anyone today. It is only going to encourage a mood of self-pity which at once isolates people and drains away the energy around them. But after all I can’t falsify things here. I am not writing down everything about myself as an example. Nor ought I to condemn myself. The important thing is to criticize and learn. I think that above all people ought to be courageous and strong today. For example, I ought to work all day. There is no excuse for my failure in this respect. What holds me back is of course the fear of writing badly, the fear of not being able to express myself, lack of inspiration and the pain involved when one discovers the failures in oneself. But all that is subjective. What one wants is people who can create more strongly than bombing ’planes can destroy and burn more fiercely with life than incendiary  ary bombs do with death. We want strength, lucidity, a clear line in writing, intellectual conviction, faith in life, a calm indifference to systematized political thought. I ought to be the saint of such a task. […]


The moon shines above the London streets during the blackouts like an island in the sky. The streets become rivers of light. The houses become feathery, soft, undefined, aspiring, so that any part of this town might be the most beautiful city in the world, sleeping amongst silk and water. And the moon takes a farewell look at our civilization everywhere. I have seen it as an omen in Valencia, Barcelona, and Madrid, also. Only the houses were not plumed, feathery, soft, there: the moon was brighter, and they seemed made of white bone. […]




Spender was turned down for active service in the military on medical grounds. After being twice examined he joined the AFS (Auxiliary Fire Service) – later the NFS (National Fire Service) – in September 1941. He would serve until June 1944 as a ‘fireman, first class’. His first posting, after training, was at Dyne Road, in North London. A longer retrospective account of his time in the fire service is included in World Within World (chapter 5).





28 December 1942, London


Some notes on Dyne Road sub-station of A.F.S.


Dyne Road had, more than any other community I have known, an atmosphere which had the characteristics of a group rather than of any single individual.


No one there was in any way remarkable or outstanding, though in the light of the whole place, the individuality of each person stood out. […] It brought out the warmth, good-nature, humour of all the men. It provided a part, made a ‘character’ of everyone, to a certain extent a real one. This character which might have seemed unsympathetic in itself was pleasant in the chaff and tolerance of the men. […]


Charlie, the sub-officer[,] is aged 65. He has a nervous flurried look on his fat face, which ought to be smiling and comfortable. He lives in constant terror of getting into trouble with his younger and efficient superiors who are forever introducing new rules into the fire service. He refers to the Divisional officer always as ‘Him’, with an obvious capital H. ‘If He comes along, boys, we’ll all be for it,’ he says everyday, with regard to something or other.


For thirty years an ordinary fireman, Charlie cannot get used to giving orders and not taking them. He either treats us as though he were a person in an equal position, asking us to do something which he really feels he ought to do himself, or perhaps he grasses at us, or perhaps he invokes ‘’im’. ‘It isn’t me who’s asking you to do this. I wouldn’t write. It’s nothing to do with me. It’s orders come down from ’Im. If you don’t get on with it, it’s me what’ll get the blame. So ’urry up and get on with it, do.’ One day, when we were training, one of the trainees forgot to attend a Roll-call. ‘Now one of you fellers didn’t report this afternoon. They’ll come down on yer for that. Follow my advice, and do what I say, otherwise you’ll find yourself on a charge sooner or later. And please to treat me with a little respect when I tells yer to do something. Not so much of the “Charlie” this and “Charlie” that, either. If yer must call me something, call me sub.’ ‘Not so much of the Charlie,’ became a regular joke with us.


The old hands do not altogether trust Charlie. They say that he is two-faced and will do nasty things to you behind your back. He certainly can turn nasty sometimes. But the worst crime they ever suggested he might commit was to put down the bells during the night when we were having supper. ‘That’s just the sort of thing that old sod would do,’ they said.


Sometimes, they are really rude to Charlie. This happened twice in my time, though I was only present on one of the occasions. Charlie swore at old ‘Pop’ Wakeham for being in the kitchen when he should have been on guard. Instead of going back Pop Wakeham shouted at him: ‘I’m not taking orders from you, nor anyone else here, Charlie. I’ve been on guards in my time which would teach yer something. There isn’t any guard here compared with what I’m accustomed to.’ Charlie went very red and looked old and helpless. He just made flabby gestures with his hand and could not say anything. […]


Working class people never either exactly listen or not-listen to each other. Their senses seem fairly wide open all round them, and they observe a conversation much as they do the furniture in a room: they are aware of it, without taking much notice. If something strikes them as out of the way in the aural furniture which surrounds them, they pay attention naturally.


When they talk, they do so to please themselves. They don’t expect anyone to listen, either, in the ordinary course of events.


If you make a joke and they don’t laugh, never mind. What strikes you as funny, may not appeal to someone else. […]


We lived in four army huts. One a recreation room, another a bunkhouse for sleeping in, the third, the kitchen and mess room, the fourth a lavatory.


We got up at 7.30. Breakfast at 8. Clean the place out from 8.30 till 9.45. Parade at 10. Drill 10.15–11. Then more cleaning till 1. After that nothing, apart from 2 hours short leave, unless one had duties of some kind.


Everything very dirty. Mud from the paths and duck-boards got into Rec room and kitchen and Bunkhouse. Cleaning up lavatories, spittle off duckboards.


Often I used to feel humiliated at having to spend my time like this. As I saw it, my humiliation was not personal, it was more a feeling that this was the only use they could put poetry to.


They were all exceedingly considerate to me, in many unexpected and uncalled for ways. They looked after each other. It would be true to say that we were like a family. They had an idea of me that fitted with their drama: that I was helpless, that I never swore, the legend attached to me was that I was ‘connected with the B.B.C.’ Those disembodied voices and noises talking like a madman to themselves out of the round box shaped like an empty face in one corner of the room, were the voices of Valhalla to the men. They used to say sometimes to me ‘This must be giving you plenty to write about. You must write a book about us.’ They usually called me ‘Mr Spender’ half seriously, half facetiously. They often used to refer to each other as Mr; this was also partly ironical, partly an attempt to recreate, or at any rate, parody civilian life, which most of them whole-heartedly longed for.


In their discussion of serious affairs, they were nearly always reasonable and sensible. One day the married ones discussed marriage. They did not think much of Dr Marie Stopes’ thesis about periodic intercourse, though of course, they agreed with birth control.25 Carr said: ‘When you start off, you think that side of marriage matters a lot, but then after you go on you find that the interests you share in common are what really count.’ They agreed that it’s all a matter of ‘considerateness’ for each other which makes a marriage a success.


One day Pop Wakeham produced some photographs of Germans, with affectionate inscriptions on the back. He explained that the Germans were amongst the best friends he had. They all agreed that the Germans were ‘just like us’. Someone said that when they were in the blitzes with bombs falling all round them, they never thought of the Nazis ‘up there’ nor wanted reprisals.


The Christmas Party


They spent at least a fortnight preparing the Rec room for this. The leading spirits were Burchfield, Cookey and Smith. Burchfield hung chains of paper across the ceiling meeting in a mass of paper flowers in the centre of the room then he made a trellis work of paper ribbons on all the walls. Then he stuck sheets of dark blue paper on the blackout boards across the windows, and stuck silver stars and a yellow moon on to these. In front of the windows there were orange paper curtains. Then they built a bar, stuck over in front with paper. They moved the stove from the entrance of the room to the back end, and then they painted it over with silver paint. They then constructed a most elaborate lighting system, with dozens of little lights half hidden in the paper decorations. They also had a spotlight at the end of the room near the stove.


This room[,] with its garish yet dingy purple and yellow and blue decorations, was a genuine product of proletarian art. It really expressed what the men whole-heartedly liked. They were all very proud of it and thought it very beautiful. […]




*





When I was at the Training School we used to have a break every afternoon at 4 o’clock. We ran out of the school buildings down the road to a shop where we could buy cakes and tea.


Dressed in our blue dungarees, outrunning each other, and shouting, we all behaved and looked like rather dingy adolescent schoolboys, with pale complexions and, for the most part, needing a shave.


The blue dungarees smoothed out the excrescences of middle age and reduced our bodies to a teamish, schoolboy uniformity. Above the tunics our heads stuck out, looking prematurely lined with overlarge features. Looking at one of us, you might have thought ‘That’s how he’ll look when he’s middle-aged’: before, an instant later, you recollected that we were middle-aged.


One day, there was such a crowd at the teashop that I gave up the idea of tea and walked over to the pavement opposite the teashop where a few other men, either because they had had their tea, or with the same idea as myself, were standing.


One of these men was looking intently into a shop window. He had a worried, innocent look, with very pale blue eyes which had a fixed expression in his otherwise mobile face, with expressive lips and a creased forehead.


‘I wonder ’ow much those cost,’ he said, looking through the glass window.


None of his mates replied. The poor have a way of not answering remarks which they do not know how to answer. They don’t snub you for them, or express annoyance, they just hand them back to you because they have no use for them.


As I have been taught that it is ‘polite’ to invent some kind of answer for any remark thrown out by anyone, I followed with my eyes the direction of the man’s gaze.


Behind the polished window, which with reflections of the street outside cast an unreal glazed sheen over everything within, there was an array of tombstones lying on green corrugated rubber, evidently meant to insinuate grass. The graves were of the variety that looks like a bath tub filled with gravel, with a cross rising above the drain of the bath, where the taps, or rather, the drain pipe should be. The gravel or the imitation gravel was of an orange-brown colour, and the stone work was imitation stone, looking as if it were made of some kind of coarse rubber, whitened, veined like marble, or rochefort cheese, and stamped out by a machine into the shape of a grave stone.


‘I wonder ’ow much one of them would cost,’ the trainee said again. I looked at him, wondering also, without saying anything.


‘Do you think you could buy one by instalments?’ he said to his mates.


One of them said: ‘What do you think we’ll be having after this. The scaling ladder? Escapes!’


‘Taut sheet!’ called out another. This was a regular chestnut, referring to the order given when we had to jump off a roof onto a sheet.


‘I’d ’ave liked to ’ave bought one of those for my wife,’ said the man by the window.


‘I ’ope we ’ave a lecture indoors,’ said someone, shivering, ‘it’s bleeding cold.’


‘My old lady w’d ’ave liked to be buried in one of those.’


‘Time! It’s half past four!’


They all started running back towards the school. I was left alone with the man.


‘All the same, it doesn’t make no difference. We never found the body,’ he said, turning away. But he couldn’t resist one more look. ‘I do wonder ’ow much they cost.’


‘We’ll be late. We’d better get back,’ I said, not so much to him as to explain to myself why I had started running.


After all, what could anyone have said?






1 Seymour Hicks (1871–1949), British actor and theatrical manager. He was present in court when Wilde was being tried for indecency. Spender had been reading Frank Harris’s life of Wilde (Oscar Wilde, His Life and Confessions, 1916). De Profundis, Wilde’s 1901 prison letter to his former lover Alfred Lord Douglas, is clearly a strong influence on September Journal.


2 Spender used ‘A——’ in his journal to disguise Inez’s identity.







3 Archibald Sinclair (1890–1970), Liberal MP, and Hamar Greenwood (1870–1948), independent conservative MP. Both were staunch supporters of Churchill and anti-Chamberlain.







4 Harold Spender’s propaganda work in 1916 was for War Savings, not recruitment. For Spender’s father, see biographical appendix.


5 A quotation from Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto (1848). The British poet John Cornford (1915–1936) took it for the first line of his most famous poem, ‘Huesca’, written shortly before he was killed in action in the Spanish Civil War.


6 The American poet Walt Whitman (1819–1892) extolled universal brotherhood between men.


7 For Christopher Isherwood, see biographical appendix.


8 See Isherwood’s 1976 autobiography Christopher and his Kind (chapter 5) and 1939 novel Goodbye to Berlin (section 3). Spender uses the episode, slightly altered, in his 1930s novel, The Temple, first published in 1988 (chapter 4).


9 ‘I am a Jew.’







10 For Ernst Robert Curtius, see biographical appendix. 


11 ‘The Solitary Reaper’ (1805).


12 ‘E——’ is Erich Alport, ‘a pale intent young Jew’, who – while studying economics in England – invited Spender for his first extended trip to Hamburg in 1929. The event was epochal for Spender and is commemorated at length both in World Within World (chapter 3) and The Temple (‘The Stockman House’, chapter 1). It was Alport who introduced Spender to Curtius.


13 Wolfgang Harman is a pseudonym for Wolfgang H. Clemen (1909–1990), who had been a student and protégé of Curtius. After the war, he became a professor of literature at Munich and a distinguished critic of Shakespeare.


14 For Isaiah (Shyah) Berlin, see biographical appendix.







15 For Peter Watson, see biographical appendix. Watson had left his valuable collection of fine art in Paris.


16 W. B. Yeats, ‘The Second Coming’ (1920).


17 W. H. Auden, ‘Petition’ (1929). See also Spender’s poem ‘1929’ (1933).


18 The publisher Victor Gollancz (1893–1967) founded The Left Book Club in the early 1930s to promote socialist opinions. Spender wrote Forward from Liberalism (1937) for Gollancz, but the final pages of this book did not meet with the publisher’s approval.







19 For W. H. Auden, see biographical appendix.


20 Curtius published his translations of poems by Eliot and Spender in the Neue Schweizer Rundschau. Founded in 1907, this literary magazine was edited before and after the war by Max Rychner (1922–31), a friend of Curtius. The readership was Swiss-German and scholarly, but it was also a way of publishing articles that might have irritated Nazis had they been published in Germany.







21 In August 1939, Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia had signed the Ribbentrop–Molotov non-aggression pact, uniting the two totalitarian regimes against France and Britain. Russia’s reversal of everything it had promoted hitherto provoked consternation among British intellectuals who had formerly sympathized with communism.







22 ‘Licht! Mehr Licht!’ Goethe’s last words.


23 One German interpretation of Greek mythology sees Apollo as reason and positive creativity – the sun. Dionysus instead represents something uncontrollable – the dark, demonic creativity of wine and intoxication. In other words, genius pulls in opposite directions. Curtius explains Hölderlin as manifesting both types of creativity; associating Hitler with the Dionysian aspect of the German imagination is Spender’s idea.


24 ‘Unfortunately I cannot make any connections for you in Berlin.’







25 Marie Stopes (1880–1958), pioneer of birth control and rational sexual relations in Britain; founder of the first birth-control clinic in Britain.

























  







  







In the immediate post-war period, Spender was dispatched on behalf of the Allied Control Commission to the British Zone of Occupied Germany. He made one trip to assist in the denazification of the country’s libraries and another to report on the attitudes, during the war and under the Occupation, of German professors and intellectuals. This job was initially made difficult by a decree that there should be no ‘fraternization’ between occupiers and occupied, English and Germans, but luckily Spender was granted a special dispensation to talk to the Germans, who included his former teacher and mentor Ernst Robert Curtius – here referred to as ‘Professor C——’. The Rhineland Journal was initially published in Horizon in December 1945 and the original text is given here.





RHINELAND JOURNAL


July 1945, Cologne


Cologne


At Hagen I had seen a good deal of damage, and again at Hamm, where most of the centre of the town was destroyed. Also along the route from Oenhausen there were bridges destroyed, detours, temporary wooden bridges touchingly named after some member of the Royal Engineers – McMahon’s Bridge, Piper’s Bridge, Smith’s Bridge, etc; but it was in Cologne that I realized what total destruction meant.


My first impression on passing through was of there not being a single house left. There are plenty of walls, but these are a thin mask in front of the damp, hollow, stinking emptiness of gutted interiors. Whole streets with nothing but the walls left standing are worse than streets flattened. They are more sinister and oppressive.


Actually, there are a few habitable buildings left in Cologne: three hundred in all, I am told. One passes through street after street of houses whose windows look hollow and blackened – like the opened mouth of a charred corpse; behind these windows there is nothing except floors, furniture, bits of rag, books, all dropped to the bottom of the building to form there a sodden mass.


Through the streets of Cologne thousands of people trudge all day long. These are crowds who a few years ago were shop-gazing in their city, or waiting to go to the cinema or to the opera, or stopping taxis. They are the same people who once were the ordinary inhabitants of a great city when by what now seems an unbelievable magical feat of reconstruction in time, this putrescent corpse-city was the hub of the Rhineland, with a great shopping centre, acres of plate glass, restaurants, a massive business street containing the head offices of many banks and firms, an excellent opera, theatres, cinema, lights in the street at night.


Now it requires a real effort of the imagination to think back to that Cologne which I knew well ten years ago. Everything has gone. In this the destruction in Germany is quite different from even the worst that has happened in England (though not different from Poland and from parts of Russia). In England there are holes, gaps and wounds, but the surrounding life of the people themselves has filled them up, creating a scar which will heal. In towns such as Cologne and those of the Ruhr, something quite different has happened. The external destruction is so great that it cannot be healed and the surrounding life of the rest of the country cannot flow into and resuscitate the city, which is not only battered but also dismembered and cut off from the rest of Germany and from Europe. The ruin of the city is reflected in the internal ruin of its inhabitants; instead of being able to form a scar over the city’s wounds, they are parasites sucking at a dead carcase, digging among the ruins for hidden food, doing business at their Black Market near the cathedral, which is the commerce of destruction instead of production.


The people who live there seem quite dissociated from Cologne. They resemble rather a tribe of wanderers who have discovered a ruined city in a desert and who are camping there, living in the cellars and hunting amongst the ruins for the booty, relics of a dead civilization.


The great city looks like a corpse and stinks like one also, with all the garbage which has not been cleared away, all the bodies still buried under heaps of stones and iron. Although the streets have been partly cleared, they still have many holes in them, and some of the side streets are impassable. The general impression is that very little has been cleared away. There are landscapes of untouched ruin still left.


The Rhine with the destroyed bridges over it had a frightening grandeur on the day when I crossed over the Engineers’ bridge. There were black clouds broken by glass-clear fragments of sky. Gleams of light fell on the cathedral which, being slightly damaged, looks like a worn Gothic tapestry of itself with bare patches in the roof through which one sees the canvas structure. But it is the comparatively undamaged cathedral which gives Cologne what it still retains of character. One sees that this is and was a great city, it is uplifted by the spire of the cathedral from being a mere heap of rubble and a collection of walls, like the towns of the Ruhr. Large buildings round the cathedral have been scratched and torn, and, forming a kind of cliff, they have a certain dignity like the cliffs and rocks under a church close to the sea.


The girders of the Rhine bridges plunged diagonally into the black waters of the Rhine frothing and swirling white around them. They looked like machines of speed diving into the river, their beautiful lines emphasizing the sense of movement. Or where they do not swoop like javelins or speedboats into the river, broken girders hang from piers in ribbons, splinters and shreds, a dance of arrested movement. In the destroyed German towns one often feels haunted by the ghost of a tremendous noise. It is impossible not to imagine the rocking explosions, the hammering of the sky upon the earth, which must have caused all this.


The effect of these corpse-towns is a grave discouragement which influences everyone living and working in Germany, the Occupying Forces as much as the Germans. The destruction is serious in more senses than one. It is a climax of deliberate effort, an achievement of our civilization, the most striking result of co-operation between nations in the twentieth century. It is the shape created by our century as much as the Gothic cathedrals are the shape created by the Middle Ages. Everything has stopped here, that fusion of the past within the present, integrated into architecture, which forms the organic life of a city, a life quite distinct from that of the inhabitants who are after all only using a city as a waiting room on their journey through time: that long, gigantic life of a city has been killed. The city is dead and the inhabitants only haunt the cellars and basements. Without their city they are rats in the cellars, or bats wheeling around the towers of the cathedral. The citizens go on existing with a base mechanical kind of life like that of insects in the crannies of walls who are too creepy and ignoble to be destroyed when the wall is torn down. The destruction of the city itself with all its past as well as its present, is like a reproach to the people who go on living there. The sermons in the stones of Germany preach nihilism.26


Professor C——


As soon as I had arrived in Bonn, I called on Professor C——. Although half of Bonn is destroyed, his ground-floor flat was in an almost untouched part of the city, and he and his wife were still living there.


I had known C—— very well before 1933. He lectured in modern languages at Heidelberg and then at Bonn. He was one of the foremost exponents of French literature in Germany under the Weimar Republic and had written books on Balzac, the French Symbolists and Proust.


In the summer of 1931 a friend had given me an introduction to C—— in Baden-Baden. At this time he was a man of 45. We went for many walks together in the Black Forest, during which he talked much of literature. He was the only teacher I had (for he was, in effect, my teacher) who never lost sight of the direct connection between literature and living. It is difficult to define this, except to say that he talked about every subject concretely, which made one feel that one could grasp hold of and use it to enable one to live better one’s own life. Another of his characteristics as a teacher was his clear grasp of what I could and could not learn. He never gave me the feeling that I ought to be good at things of which I had no understanding. He gave me instead a sense of both my limitations and my potentialities.


Shortly after I had first met him, C—— married. His wife [Ilse Curtius] had formerly been his student. After this I used to go every year or so to visit them, here at Bonn. He had an excellent library and many interesting things. He lived well, liking good company, good food and good wine. He and Frau C—— travelled much, particularly in France, Italy and Spain. He had connections with the outstanding writers and scholars of these countries and he was generally respected.


After Hitler’s seizure of power it would have been easy for him to leave Germany and go to Paris, Madrid, Rome, Oxford or Cambridge. His position in Germany was made no easier by the fact that he had, in 1932, published a book in which he violently and even hysterically denounced the activities of the Nazis in the German Universities.27 This book nevertheless was a defence of the German tradition, written in a nationalist spirit. Besides attacking the Nazis, it attacked the proletarianization of literature and it criticized the influence of Jewish ideas.


Since 1933, I have often wondered why C—— didn’t leave Germany. I think really the reason was a passion for continuity, a rootedness in his environment which made him almost immovable. He had modelled his life on the idea of that Goethe who boasted that during the Napoleonic struggle he had been like a mighty cliff towering above and indifferent to the waters raging hundreds of feet beneath him. If he always detested the Nazis he also had little sympathy for the Left, and the movement to leave Germany was for the most part a Leftwards one. Above all, he may have felt that it was his duty, as a non-political figure, to stay in Germany, in order to be an example before the young people of the continuity of a wiser and greater German tradition. In spite of everything, he was very German.


From 1933 to 1939 I saw little of him because I was scarcely ever in Germany, but I remember staying with him for a few days in 1934. At that time he did not concern himself with politics, but his flat had become a centre where every visitor came and upbraided the regime, usually from a Catholic point of view. It so happened that I told him there were a few people in England who thought that although the Nazis stood for many things of which the English should disapprove, nevertheless there was an idealist side to the movement, and that Hitler himself was idealist unaware of the evil of some of the men around him.


C—— got up from the chair in his study where he was sitting, when I said this, and said: ‘If you think that, come for a walk with me.’ We went along the shore of the Rhine. When we had got almost as far as Godesberg, he stopped and pointing with his stick, said: ‘Do you see that hotel? Well, that’s the hotel where those rascals, Hitler with them, stayed a few weeks ago, and deliberately plotted the murders which took place on June 30th.’28 (Incidentally, it was the hotel where Chamberlain later visited Hitler.) He looked at me with an expression of finality. Then, surprisingly, he burst out laughing. We walked back to the house.


During the next years I heard from friends that his life became increasingly difficult. At first he seemed indifferent to the Nazis and went on teaching, while refusing to do any of the things which the Nazis required of him. I suppose that later on he must have compromised to some extent, or he would have been imprisoned. Apparently he became more and more unhappy and was driven into greater isolation. Sylvia Beach, who saw him in Paris in 1936 or 1937, told me that then, before he would talk to her, he insisted on taking a taxi to a café in a suburb, and even then he kept on looking round to see if he was observed.29 He had to stop teaching French and took to Mediaeval Latin. Then, finally, he gave up teaching almost entirely. He and his wife saw almost no one. His reputation became gradually smothered until he was scarcely known amongst the younger Germans. Ten years ago he was well known inside as well as outside Germany. Today, in Germany, he is only known to scholars.


The rooms which had once been well lit, pleasantly furnished, were now bare and dingy. As I came in through the front door, I saw another door on my right with a notice on it: NO ADMITTANCE. FOR OFFICERS ONLY. This had been put up by the Americans who had requisitioned part of the flat when they were in Bonn. It was being kept up as a memento.


C—— was moved to see me. He took me into his library, now just a bare empty room with no carpets, very few books on the shelves, and just enough furniture for an alcove to be used as a dining-room whilst the other end of the room was used as a study.


We plunged very quickly into explanations. I said that I had come to inquire into the intellectual life of Bonn. C—— said that there was almost no intellectual life left in the whole of Germany, but that nevertheless it was important that I should talk to people and excellent that a writer like myself should understand what was happening in Germany.


Within quite a few minutes and before any of us had mentioned our personal histories during the past five years, we were talking about the war. C—— wanted me to understand that many students from Bonn had gone into the war not wishing to win, but fighting desperately. They fought for their country, but ‘they had that monster on their backs – the Nazi Party. They knew that whether Germany won or lost, they themselves were bound to lose.’


C—— said rather aggressively that anyone outside Germany who maintained that it was possible for the German anti-Nazis to prevent war, should make a serious study of the effects of government by terror, propaganda, lies and perverted psychology in modern scientific conditions. ‘You seemed to expect us to stand up or go out into the street and say that we opposed the war and the Party. But what effect could that have had except our own destruction? It certainly would not have stopped the war. It was not we in Germany but you, the democracies, the English, the French and the Americans, who could have stopped the war at the time of the Occupation of the Rhineland. We were all confidently expecting that you would do so at the time. What were we to think when you let Hitler march in?’


‘Don’t you think, then, that Germany is responsible for this war?’


‘Of course,’ C—— replied; ‘it is absolutely clear that Hitler started the war. There is no doubt about that at all. It is the first fact that every German must realize. In spite of all Goebbels’ propaganda, every German who says otherwise is either an ignoramus or a liar. The trouble with the Germans is that they have no experience of political freedom. Right up to the last century they were governed by ridiculous little princelings. Then they came under the Prussian militarists. They have never freed themselves from servile habits of mind. They have never governed themselves.’


I answered: ‘I can quite well understand that the general mass of the people were first deceived and then terrorized by the Nazis. What I can’t understand, though, is that no section of educated Germans ever put up any united resistance. For example, how is it that the teaching profession, as a whole, taught all the Nazi lies about race and deliberately set about perverting the minds of the young? I can’t believe that this would have happened in England. A majority of English teachers would refuse to teach what they considered to be lies about history and biology. Still less would they teach their pupils to lie. And they would have refused to teach hatred.’


C—— shrugged his shoulders and sighed deeply. ‘Although some teachers did in fact resist, right up to the end, nevertheless the profession as a whole was swamped by Nazi ideas. Alas, too many German teachers are militarist and nationalist in their minds before they are teachers, and they think of nothing but teaching discipline. Unfortunately this is also true to a great extent of the Universities.’


‘If you condemn the whole teaching profession of a nation, surely that is very serious? It implies condemning the whole nation?’


‘You cut off the head of a king several hundred years ago. The French also rose against their king and their aristocrats. The basis of freedom in the democracies is the idea that it is always possible to revolt against a tyrant. The Germans have never risen against a tyrant. Even today, it isn’t the Germans who have risen against Hitler. The Germans always submit.’30


The C—s had many complaints about the Occupation. What struck me in conversation with them and with other intelligent Germans was the undiscriminating nature of these complaints. Some of the things complained about, though distressing, seemed inevitably the result of losing a war. For example, when Bonn University was occupied (Bonn was first occupied by the Americans), an American soldier was observed in the library tearing all those books which had been rescued from the fire, and which were laid on a table, out of their bindings, and then hacking at them with a bayonet. On being approached by a Professor, he explained his conduct by saying: ‘I hate everything German.’ This story was circulated in University circles as an example of American barbarity. To my mind, it illustrates nothing except the stupidity inevitably attendant on war. In war, those countries which are invaded suffer from the defects of the invader’s civilization. Thus places invaded and occupied by the Americans suffer inversely from the extravagance of American civilization. The Americans, accustomed to a climate of over-production, have been extravagant in their destruction of furniture, grand pianos, books, etc.


Some of the complaints I heard were almost frivolous. For example, in Bonn, people complained that the Americans were far too slow in liberating the Rhineland, and, particularly, Bonn. The story of the townspeople is that in the autumn of 1944 the Nazis were in full flight across the Rhine. Only the frightened S.S. men, out of panic, fired a few shots. At that the Americans made a full-scale retreat of fifteen miles and did not advance again until the spring of 1945. ‘We can understand that American civilization is unwarlike and that the Americans do not want to practise military virtues,’ a professor said to me, ‘but you have no idea how difficult it is being conquered by a people who can’t fight. Everything happens so slowly.’ This kind of complaint, coming from an intelligent man, illustrates the amazing egotism of the Germans, which has now been accentuated by their having been cut off for so long from the rest of the world.


On two occasions I saw large American trucks (when the Americans were leaving Bonn) drive right over civilian vehicles which were parked against the pavement. In one case a car was transformed in an instant into the shape of a twisted biscuit tin, in another a cart was utterly smashed and the horse thrown wounded on to its back. In neither case did the American truck driver even turn round to see what he had done.


If one measures these things against the monstrous cruelties committed by the Nazis, they are, of course, nothing. I cannot make up my mind whether there is any sense in measuring them in this way. Yet it seems to me that a driver of a truck, when, chewing his gum, he drives over a German horse and cart, may perhaps have an image of Nazi crimes in Holland in his mind. The whole development of our time can, as it were, absorb a good many such small satisfactions in the way of revenge. But one should never lose sight of the fact that the one and only true measure of our actions is not a picture of the past, but one of a future in which it is possible for the peoples of the world to live at peace with one another.


The C—s complained a good deal about non-fraternization. How, they asked, could we influence the Germans if we were not allowed to speak to them nor they to us? Did we realize that Germany had been completely isolated from ideas outside the country for many years, and that now, unless we gave some lead and introduced our own ideas, Germany would be left in a mental vacuum? The Vacuum became quite a key phrase at this time. Finally it even occurred in a directive from Field Marshal Montgomery.31


C—— drew my attention to the contrast between our behaviour and our propaganda. Thousands of Germans during the war, especially during the last stages, had listened to the B.B.C. and to American broadcasts promising democracy, freedom, discrimination between our treatment of the good and the bad Germans. Was it in our own interest now to create the impression that our propaganda had simply been empty words and vain promises, like that of Goebbels?


Bonn


I left the C—s and walked back through Bonn towards the Officers’ Transit Mess.


A pleasant road, overshadowed with trees, running parallel to the Rhine leads from the end of the road where they live to the centre of Bonn which, from this end of the town, may be said to begin with the University whose entrance bridges the road. On either side of this broad leafy road there were houses and hotels, many of them destroyed. Heaps of rubble often made it impossible to keep to the pavement.


Beyond the University gate everything, including almost the whole of the main old University buildings, the shopping centre and the market-place is destroyed. Over the gate the wall of the University stood, a yellow colour, surmounted by the gleaming gold statue of St George against the sky among the high boughs of chestnut trees. But there was nothing except charred emptiness behind this outer wall. Between the centre of the town and the Rhine everything had been smashed by shell fire in the last stages of the fighting. Occasionally I saw written on a wall some surviving Nazi slogan – ‘VICTORY OR SIBERIA’, ‘BETTER DEATH THAN SIBERIA’, ‘WE SHALL WIN – THAT IS CERTAIN’, or ‘THE DAY OF REVENGE WILL COME’. There was something strangely evangelical about these slogans, and one would not have been surprised to see ‘GOD IS LOVE’ or ‘ABANDON HOPE ALL YE WHO ENTER HERE’ among them. Frequently there appeared on the wall a black looming figure with a question mark over his shoulder. At first I thought this might be one of the Nazi leaders, but it turned out to be a warning against spies.


By the banks of the Rhine, the beer gardens, hotels and great houses were all smashed to pieces. In a space amongst the ruins which formed a protected nest, there was a burnt-out German tank. Scattered all round it ammunition lay on the ground – shells the shape of Rhine wine bottles, still partly enclosed in their careful packings of straw and fibre.


The great bridge was down, collapsed into the river. Close to it, by a landing stage, an A.A. gun which had been used as an anti-tank gun, was still pointing with exemplary precision at the end of the bridge on the opposite side of the Rhine.


Bonn stank as much as Cologne or as the towns of the Ruhr. In addition to the persistent smell which never left one alone – like an over-Good Companion – the town was afflicted by a plague of small green midges which bred I suppose in all the rubble and also in rubbish heaps, for no rubbish had been collected for several months and in many streets there were great heaps of waste with grass and even tall potato plants growing out of a mass of grit and stalks and peel.


At night these small flies crowded thick on the walls of the bedrooms. At mealtimes they got into any and every drink. One night I went for a walk along the Rhine. When I returned, the sun had set and the flies lay like a thick bank of London pea-soup fog on either side of the river. They swarmed into my eyes, nostrils and hair, dissolving into a thin green splodge of slime when I tried to brush them off.




* * *





The Rector of Bonn University, Dr Konen, is a vigorous man of seventy.32 He has a worn, thin narrow face with a refined spiritual expression. He also has a sense of humour. He likes to illustrate what he is saying with metaphors, parables, images, stories. But he does not become garrulous.


Konen lives not far from von Beckenrath in a house on the hills of Godesberg above the Rhine, looking out over the river towards the beautiful Siebensgebirge.33 His house is old fashioned, crowded with furniture, but at the same time clean and bright.


Konen explained the situation at Bonn University since Hitler came to power during the war. He said that after 1933 the Professors were divided among themselves into several groups. There were those who actively supported the Nazis in trying to introduce a completely nazified education into the Universities; those who were active Nazis but who nevertheless retained a certain respect for objective values and for the tradition of the Universities which they wished should remain independent; those who were non-active Party members; those who were not Party members but who did not oppose the Party; those who remained detached from politics; and, lastly, those who seriously tried to resist the influence of the Nazis. He said that about half the teachers in the University never supported the Nazis, and that there were never more than 45 per cent who were Party members. On the whole, he thought that a high level of teaching was maintained.


I said that most observers in England had the impression that the minds of the young were poisoned by Nazi teaching.


He said that the young were confused, spiritually starved, but not poisoned in the simple and direct way that we imagined. ‘Try and imagine what it was like for a young person to be educated in Germany. If he became whole-heartedly a Nazi, he would be involved in endless duties and fatigues. His time would never be his own. He would be expected to break away from all loyalties to his home and family. His parents, if they wished him to be a Nazi, would have to surrender him body and soul to the Party. In the early days a good many young people were swept completely into the Movement. But later on it was not so. During the war many of my students have visited me. I can assure you that most of them have wanted nothing more from the future than a wife, a home and a job.’


As I was leaving the house, he stopped me at the door and said vigorously: ‘I have every confidence that if I am asked to teach my students again, I shall be able to do so. I am not frightened of the students being beyond my control. A University represents a certain benefit to the community, like a farm, and as cows provide milk, so we professors can satisfy an intellectual need.’


Professor Cloos, geologist, whom I met in the classroom of an undamaged building of the University in a suburb, is a small temperamental man with untidy long hair and a sunburnt out-of-door appearance.34 He has a very emphatic manner. He has thrown himself into the Civil Government, organizing educational activities. He has arranged such concerts and recitals as have recently been given for civilians in Bonn.


Like the other professors whom I had visited, I deliberately selected him for interviewing because he had a reputation for being opposed to the régime. He was emphatic in his defence of his students. ‘The brown colour of the Nazis has spread less far than you imagine,’ he said. ‘In any case, the Rhineland is a part of Germany which has always resisted the Nazis most. I myself have always retained my influence over my pupils because they knew I was no Nazi. It was the Nazi professors who were not respected and who therefore lost their influence. Some of the students passionately desired Germany’s defeat. Here in this classroom, there was a reunion of my students to toast the Allied victory when the Americans landed in North Africa.’


He said that several medical students evaded military service, not because they were cowards, but because they were always opposed to the war. As a geographer he was able to help a few of them to escape into Switzerland by showing them on the map the places where it was easiest to cross the frontier. He said that academic youth had always been a centre of resistance to the Nazis.


Those were the statements of exceptional Germans, and they certainly do not represent the views of the ordinary German. They are the views of the few intellectuals whom Hitler always railed against because they never had faith in German victory and they always stood outside the German community.


Even these men had certain views which, I think, show the influence of ten years of Nazi ideology. For example, they all viewed the outside world entirely in terms of power. They interpreted the Zones of allied occupation strategically. The British zone was to them Die Brücke, the British bridgehead on the Continent. They noted that the decision of the British that they must occupy an area of the Continent from the mouth of the Rhine to the mouth of the Elbe, meant an abandonment of the former British reliance on the bridgehead of France. They did not think that we could afford ever to give up Die Brücke, and they therefore assumed that their fate and future were now cast together with those of Britain. They pointed out that the British, the Rhinelanders and the people of Hamburg had interests and characteristics in common, amongst which was to be counted a hatred of Prussia, and of the centralized government of Germany from Berlin. They regretted very much that we did not firmly and definitely announce our intentions with regard to Germany, so that they could envisage their future as part of the British Empire more clearly. For it was as part of the British Empire that they now were ready to see themselves, and there is nothing very striking about the question of a prominent catholic priest, Father R—— to me: Did I believe that, in ten years, the British Zone might be granted Dominion status?


Another attitude which they shared was a bitter and unconcealed resentment and fear of the French whose occupation of part of the Rhineland they regarded as the greatest of the indignities which they had to endure. The French, they said, were beaten, they were finished as a nation and as an Empire, and the resurrection of the corpse of France by the power of the Allies was intolerable to them.


Until the day of the atom bomb, they shared in common with nearly all Germans, the view that Russia would eventually either occupy the whole of the European mainland or else be defeated by the Western powers. The habit of envisaging every situation in terms of power, forced their minds to this conclusion. They pointed out that the greater part of the American army soon would have left the Continent and then that the balance of power between Russia and the West would be altered decisively in favour of Russia. To the German mind, the conclusion that Russia will attack the West is inevitable.


Guilt


One morning I called on C—— again. He was sitting at his table which was piled up with many heaps of books. One of these was The Ondt and the Gracehoper, a fragment of Finnegans Wake. This contained many marginal notes by C—— explaining the derivations of some of the punning portmanteau inventions of Joyce. The book was inscribed to C—— by James Joyce.


For some time we talked about Joyce. Then he said: ‘I want to sell this book, but I don’t know how much it is worth.’ I said ‘I’ll try to find out in London. But in any case you couldn’t sell it there now, on account of various Exchange regulations.’ ‘That does not matter. In a year or eighteen months would do.’ ‘Why do you want to sell your books? Are you hard up?’ ‘No I’m not. And in any case there is nothing to buy in Germany. I used to like beautiful books and charming things, but now I want to get rid of them all. I have collected bad editions of all the books which I shall want to read during the rest of my life.’ He pointed to some drab rows of books on his shelves. I said: ‘I shouldn’t sell your books, because in five years’ time everything will be different, and then you will probably regret not having beautiful things.’ ‘No,’ he said, ‘I know it will be impossible for any German to get out of all this – with any dignity or self-respect – for more than five years. We have made ourselves hated all over the world, and now we are condemned to imprisonment in the ruin which is Germany. In five years’ or in ten years’ time I shall be an old man. I am already sixty.’


Later I discovered that he certainly had another reason for selling his things. He was afraid that during the coming winter his wife might need a store of cash in order to save them from starvation.


We talked of France. I told him that I had seen Sylvia Beach, who was formerly Joyce’s publisher. I said that she had been interned during the Occupation of France. I told him that before the war I remembered seeing in her shop a beautiful girl aged 18 or so. This girl was Jewish. The Germans had ordered Sylvia to give her notice. Sylvia explained that she was an American and that as a citizen of the United States, she did not recognize the anti-Jewish laws. The Germans then interned Sylvia. The girl was put on a train for Poland. She was never heard of again.


I spoke also of my friend Gisa Drouin.35 She also was Jewish and she had, while caring for her family in Paris, been subject to the laws relating to Jews. She had to wear the Star of David, to sit on a special bench in the park, to travel in a special compartment of the Métro, and she was only allowed to shop between certain hours in the morning. In order to keep her family, she had to shop at other hours, knowing all the time that if she was caught she also would be put on a train bound for Poland.


When I was in Paris in May I dined with the Drouins. Gisa sat at one end of the table, her husband at the other end, and opposite me was their little son, Georges, aged 10. Gisa started talking about the Germans when they were in Paris. She told how they made a special choice sometimes of deporting the oldest and the youngest member of a family, a grandmother and a grandchild, for example.


At this, Georges, who had been watching us with large eyes said: ‘And they took away one of my comrades from school.’


‘Yes,’ said Gisa quickly, ‘they took away a school friend of his aged 11, together with his grandmother, aged 75.’


‘And we never heard of him again,’ said Georges. On his mouth there was a strange expression, a frozen mouth of a Greek tragedy mask. We changed the subject and talked of other things.


There was a silence. Then C—— touched my arm and said: ‘When you spoke of guilt a few nights ago, I wanted to tell you something. It is that the Germans are guilty of the most terrible crimes, and that they can build nothing new unless they repent of them.


‘After the last war, when I was a young man, I was full of hope that we could build a new Germany. But we failed, and during these years I have felt an increasing and indescribable disgust for this people. I have no faith in them at all. And as for myself, I know that I shall be an old man before we have recovered from this.


‘What can we hope of a people who accepted as a slogan Goering’s “Guns instead of butter”, and who yet at the same time were so incapable of drawing conclusions that right up to the outbreak of war they were proclaiming “The Führer is so clever, he will never lead us into war”?’


Poles


Sitting on a bench under some trees, gazing out over the Rhine, with empty expressions on their faces were six men dressed in ragged Reichswehr [Germany Army] uniforms. I thought at first that they were German prisoners, but on talking to them, I found that they were Poles.


They talked very bad German, expressing themselves with uncouth, heavy gestures, rather than with words. Two of them were much younger than the others, and in their grey-blue uniforms, with their thin, pinched faces, looked like Picasso clowns of the Blue Period.


‘You English are much too kind to these filthy Germans, much too kind,’ one of them said heavily. Another of them took up his meaning: ‘Now they all go round here, they all go round, every one of them, saying “I was never a Nazi, no I was never a Nazi.”’ A third went on: ‘They all take off their hats, they all bow. They can’t be kind enough to you, not friendly enough.’


‘But what were they like before?’ This chorus went on, passing from one to another of them, taken up from mouth to mouth, while, when one was speaking, the others relapsed into morose silence: ‘We were herded together like cattle. We were made to work like slaves.’ ‘Nothing was bad enough for us.’ ‘When we arrived in trucks at railway stations, the children used to gather around us and shout “Dirty Polack!” “Filthy Polack!”’ ‘We never received a kind word from anyone.’ ‘We were here for five years, and no one ever looked at us nicely or showed us a kind act. Not one.’


The oldest man said: ‘Thirty thousand people were killed in the town where we came from. My son is here with me.’ ‘Yes,’ said his son, ‘I am with my father, but we know nothing of my mother and my sister. All the others here have lost all their relatives.’


There was a silence, then one of them said: ‘We were paid 20 marks a month for our labour, but most even of that was taken away.’ ‘Look, two of us were told to unload a whole railway wagon in a morning.’ ‘If we couldn’t do it, we were fined of our wages.’


‘We would sooner work twenty years under the Americans or the British than for one year under the Germans.’


Some conclusions


It is surely true that there exists now, in all the world, an international of well-intentioned men and women. If I were to define all their characteristics, I would say that they were not necessarily either democratic or anti-democratic, left or right, or the representatives of any class. On the whole, though, they regard the evils of the democratic systems of government as decisively less than those of the authoritarian ones, their sympathies are more often towards the Left than towards the Right (although not always so), and a proof of their good will is a serious concern with the welfare of ordinary people. Their conscious or unconscious faith is Christianity, and probably the most serious division of opinion between these people of good will is as to whether they regard human nature as more good than bad or more bad than good. But as to aims they would agree that at this stage in the world’s history any sacrifice of nationalist or class interest is not only justified but necessary if it is in the interests of establishing peace; that all aggressive nationalist intentions are to be absolutely condemned; that civilization can only be saved if it is founded on a double security of peace and social justice. Above all, these people feel that it is their duty to express and make clear these aims which are already in men’s hearts and minds, so that when it becomes clear that they are in fact the deepest wishes of all people in all nations, the doubt and suspicion and self-interest which obstruct their being fulfilled will be the more easily cleared away.


If the previous paragraph sketches a state of mind which is very widespread and which indeed predominates in every international conference which I have ever attended (though it rarely leads to any results), then one can scarcely doubt that there are Germans, living in Germany, who have felt like this. One aspect of the German problem is not that there are no Germans of good will, but simply that there are not enough of them.


The result of this isolation is that the German intellectuals show all the defects of their weakness, sometimes (as in the case of C——, considering themselves quite outside the German people, by whom C—— is ‘disgusted’), and sometimes going over to the cause of the strong, just because they find themselves so weak.


The impression of the Polish prisoners as to the behaviour of the overwhelming majority of Germans whom they encountered in their long wanderings, is undoubtedly a true one. It is a terrible testimony which explains why now in every corner of Germany one stumbles upon some new horror, a mass grave or a prison camp.


At the same time, there were undoubtedly a few Germans who right through the war did not believe in a German victory, and others who feared such a victory almost as much as the enemies of Germany. These were the intellectuals whom Hitler was always railing against, and although one has no sympathy with Hitler’s point of view, there was a certain shrewdness in his analysis of these people as being completely cynical, and against everything and everyone. They had lost all faith, because they suffered from a sense of depression the extent of which one can only understand when one has lived for some weeks in Germany.


One great problem is to revive the political life of Germany in a democratic sense. Few people have fully realized the difficulty of this problem, which is that although there are political parties in Germany, there are no real political issues, since neither the fate nor the resources of Germany are in German hands. Political experiments in Germany are rather like political experiments and ‘party government’ in a progressive school of decrepit boys and girls, living amongst ruins.


Another great problem – which I have never seen discussed – is to create a body of opinion and to present to the German people personalities who are not completely identified with the Occupying Forces, and whom the Germans can respect as being outstanding individuals. It seems to me that this is where the German intelligentsia might play an important rôle. For this is the only section of German society which includes outstanding individuals of good will. Moreover these historians, philosophers, theologians, etc, are not discussing problems which conflict with the interests of the Occupation. At the same time, the need of spiritual leadership in Germany is very great. There is certainly, as Mr Bevin has pointed out, as great a spiritual as a material crisis of starvation in Germany.36


From this point of view we can regard Germany as Sodom. If we can find ten good Germans, we can save the spiritual life of Germany. That is to say, if we can put ten Germans who the Germans can respect as being not only Germans, but men accepted and listened to by the outside world, into touch, through every possible means of freedom of movement and publicity, with the German people, and with the outside world, we shall have shown the Germans the path which leads them up from despair and darkness, the path which also leads them into the European community.


There is a great need in Germany to discuss – on the highest intellectual level – not only questions of party, but also questions of religion, questions of German history, the German conception of power, the way of life. In Germany there may be men of exemplary disinterestedness – men who have always been against the Nazis – who can speak to the Germans of these things which concern them more immediately than politics. Such Germans are to be found in the concentration camps, in the Churches and the Universities. Some of them are to be found amongst the refugees. However, the refugees can only influence Germany if they are prepared to give up everything: that is to say, if they are prepared, like Karl Barth who has returned from Switzerland to Bonn University, to go back to their country and live there as Germans.37 The greatest need of the Germans today is for the personal example of outstanding people who can teach them how to overcome their despair and how to harness their guilt feelings to an active repentance.


 







 







 







In April and May 1949, Spender went on an extensive lecture tour in the South and Midwest of America, including Lexington (Kentucky), Charlottesville (Virginia), Minneapolis and Chicago. America was in the grip of Cold War hysteria and many of the people Spender met were worrying about the Senator McCarthy’s campaign against Communists and other leftists being conducted on the campuses. In the post-war years McCarthy’s House Un-American Activities Committee acquired considerable power, resulting in a witch-hunt of supposed communist infiltrators into American institutions. Many careers were wrecked by it.





1 April 1949, New York


Drove in a taxi from La Guardia air field to N.Y. at 6 a.m., noon in London. At dawn the skyscrapers are like proud transparent stones, pillars of agate, huge flint-blocks rising into a pale sky.


In the evening, went to a farewell party for Auden, who was on the point of leaving for Ischia.38 When I arrived he was playing operatic records of Strauss very loud on a hopelessly out of tune gramophone. The party consisted of young men. Conversation mostly of a facetious kind with an undertone of seriousness about the Church. Also about how Auden would like to be a police chief.


He said to me that I was v. naughty about Xtopher [Christopher Isherwood] in Partisan Review.39 I said that I had shown this to Xto-pher who approved of it. Auden said this made no difference. He also told me that I was a Protestant, as one might tell someone that he was damned. He said the Bishop of Birmingham should be unfrocked for not believing things which he was paid to believe.40


Auden strikes me as being more and more reactionary. I disagree with him entirely now about politics and religion. Also he does not conceal either to me or others his complaints against me. Yet with all this he is still friendly and his hostility is half theoretical half based on genuine fear of what I may write about him. When I am with him my ease overcomes my unease.


2 April 1949, New York


Went to Bronxville. Lunched at college with H[arold] Taylor.41 After he took me to his study. We had not been alone long before he started explaining to me why he had felt in July that I was making use of him: ‘When that evening you said isn’t there really a train before 10.30, I began to think “He is only interested in getting me to arrange lectures for him.”’ Then he went on to expound his myth of my summer that I had got into a state when I thought I had to get lectures everywhere out of everyone etc. Then he added that several of his staff hated me and one or two had asked ‘How many more of these god-damn Britishers do we have to have?’ Of course, he said, he did not agree with their point of view.


3 April 1949, New York


What is significant about all this is not the accusations which are so trivial as to be not worth answering, but the suspicion and uneasiness of N.Y. intellectual life. For example, tonight I went to a party at Margaret Marshall’s when Mary McCarthy’s story ‘The Oasis’ was discussed.42 None of her friends speak to Mary. The story is apparently a tissue of revelations about people’s most intimate feelings for each other. It is not surprising that people should be annoyed, but the feeling that the story somehow undermines the security of the characters described in it, is rather astonishing.


I note the difference between this terrified insecurity of N.Y. and the fundamental emotion of warmth for one another of my literary friends in London. In England I feel that whatever the things people say, there is a fundamental understanding & appreciation which unites us all. Here connections between people are like ropes which, however strong & tightly tied can easily be severed.


4 April 1949, New York


Lecture at Hunter College43 […] There is something so extraordinary about the reaction of an American gathering to a successful cultural personality that I must study to see if I can describe it. I am surrounded by people saying: ‘How perfectly wonderful.’ Whether all mean this, I doubt. But some do experience a transcendental almost mystical illumination which exalts them extraordinarily. Yet this feeling is not unlike that which crowds have for a popular murder, or for a film star. There is an element of depravity about it. The things said are so enthusiastic or flattering that they are outrageous. There is a fragmentariness of response which is frustrating.


5 April 1949, Ithaca, New York


My lecture an enormous success (by this I do not mean it was a good lecture). After the questions an atmosphere of young girls’ adulation like champagne. This kind of American flattery & warmth creates an atmosphere which is completely unreal on which everyone seems to float.


Long conversation, mostly about communism with members of the Faculty afterwards – They all seemed v. detached from yet earnestly concerned with communism. Another American sensation: that way of listening which seems as though they’re giving you yards & yards of rope with which you may, ultimately, hang yourself, but you have a lovely sense of freedom on the way.


A man at the Century Club pointed out to me that until recently Europe was terribly nervous lest America should not be involved in European security.44 Now America is very concerned lest Europe will not be involved in the security of America.


7 April 1949, Syracuse, New York


Driven over to Syracuse by Detwold, from Wells [College, Aurora, New York]. This journey took me straight from the atmosphere of a small well-situated women’s college on the shores of one of the beautiful Finger lakes […] to that of a campus covered with ugly buildings looking like huge grey boxes distributed untidily on a sloping hill.


The members of the faculty, wearing city suits and felt hats who met me, looked like private detectives.


We had coffee and by then it was time to give my lecture. This was in the Chapel and was crowded with at least 1,500 students. As the car drew up at the chapel, I heard the following dialogue between two students: ‘Are you a Spenderite?’ ‘No, are you?’ ‘Yeh.’ ‘What the hell?’ ‘Kinda feel a gnawing for some Kulter!’ ‘Huh – ha! ha! ha!’


A member of the Faculty who was there told me she heard the following among some students in the hall. 1st student: ‘Say who’s the speaker?’ Second: ‘Edmund Spender.’ Third: ‘It isn’t Edmund Spender, it’s Edmund Spenser.’ 1st: ‘Oh but he died some years ago.’ 2nd: ‘Oh damn I thought for sure it was him.’


The lecture was well received.


After the lecture a party with some members of the faculty, then dinner with others, then a meeting with students at which I was asked questions, then another faculty party.


After the meeting with students, an exceedingly handsome student of the Russian dervish type came up and looking very seriously at me through jet black eyes said: ‘Mr Spender, do you think a poet could write a good poem in which he accepted a point of view with which he utterly disagreed?’ I was puzzled by this question and said: ‘Do you?’ ‘I do,’ he said, and walked away, smiling mysteriously.


Then a young man who looked like Hermes, started talking about some translations he was making. He was intelligent, kind-looking, sensitive. He had that kind of perfection in the American style which is disconcerting. He expressed sensitive opinions, he seemed to have very nice feelings, he smiled at me with beautifully clear eyes and his teeth shone with an astonishing whiteness. Yet his personality seemed to evade me. It was as though he kept shifting from being Hermes to being one of those ads in Esquire all the time. His wife, a pleasant looking dumpy girl was with him. When he introduced her he put his arm round her affectionately but also in a way which suggested that their relationship was easy and admirable. I could not imagine him making a mistake. Yet I felt sorry for him because I could imagine him feeling a certain despair for himself.


Everywhere this week when I have been alone with members of the Faculty, they have talked a great deal about communism. As Miss Marshall said: ‘One of the things we notice is the great increase of fear amongst ourselves.’ The expulsion of the 3 profs from Washington Univ. has made a great impression.


Idealism. Study what Americans mean by idealism. Someone says to me: ‘Oh you’ll like Mr E. He doesn’t care at all about material things.’ A moment later she adds that Mr E. is ‘on the up and up’.


11 April 1949, New York


Philadelphia Museum of Art. Wonderful Cézannes Renoirs & Courbets. Interesting collection called the Gallatin.45 A great many rooms arranged as Medieval Cloisters, Moorish interiors, chapels etc, all in suffused lighting. Also drawing rooms of the 18th century French and English style, and colonial American interiors. Myself I find this kind of museum realism terrifying. A completely dead cloister in suffused light with sham plants or potted ones under a sky made of white paper, with the tramping of a museum guard around the cloister walls, suggests putrefaction to a degree which really frightens me. This realism stops at a post-mortem stage. Curators should go much further if they go in this direction at all & turn museums into human zoos with real monks in the cloisters real houris in the Moorish harem.


18 April 1949, New York


N.Y.C. wonderful this evening like an arrangement of grey blocks of different sizes crowded together in very distinct rows, from the air. What a small island, like Venice of a functional age where every thing is larger scale. The black ships like large toys of wood anchored in the harbour.


19 April 1949, Johnson City, Tennessee


Arrived tired and depressed at Johnson City airport. Met by three ladies of the faculty who conversed with me in strong Southern accents. ‘When did you first staht ratting, Mr Spender’ I interpreted after a moment as, ‘When did you first start writing’.


Country of the foothills of the Smoky Mountains. Emerald green and soft fields and small woods with the flame coloured sandy soil showing through. Occasional stony hills as though within a green cover torn away revealing the osseous strata of rock underneath.


20 April 1949, Johnson City, Tennessee


The students are not much to look at. Too fat or too thin, bony, sometimes cretinous, ill-dressed, they have that air of gormless do nothingness which so avoids the American grace & poise. The South-erners who come North are different. But then they hate the South.


My lecture was full and later I took a class. The students were very polite and probably in a day or two one would get used to their appearance.


Amazing how utterly absorbed the South is in all the old business. Hatred of the Yankees, the negro problem, struggling with poverty, consciousness of the ‘hill billy country’, the ‘Old Kentucky home’, etc. It seems a very foreign country. It also has a mysteriousness which seems to me always lacking in the North. And colonial. One of my hostesses said yesterday: ‘Of course, they must be making a mess of the German occupation like they made a mess when they occupied us after the war.’ She told how the Yankees had put negroes in charge of whites, had sent the ‘carpet baggers’ etc.


21 April 1949, Charlottesville, Virginia


Fetched by John Kele from the Robt. Lee Hotel at Lexington and driven to Virginia University at Charlottesville.


A marvellous day. We went through the Shenandoah Valley. As we approached Charlottesville, the country became more wooded, and more enclosed. The light through the delicately clothed spring trees and the young grass had a transparency diffused through the whole landscape. Against this filmy silky green the glossy boughs and branches were like the enamelled ribs of a marvellous silk sunshade. We passed an orchard tented with white blossoms held up against the sky by twisting trees. […]


The University is marked by rows of not very high columns along the side of a great carpet of lawn and at the end the colonnaded central building. In the golden light the University seemed a perfect transformation of the grave and expansive ease of the Cambridge Backs into a wonderfully exotic setting which had lost nothing of purity. Like England transformed into New England in the prose of Henry James. The American aristocratic spirit when it appears has immense strength and freshness.


The garden of Mr Milton in the afternoon – the boxwood, the clouds of swallow-tails drifting over the lilac.


24 April 1949, Johnson City, Tennessee


Before going to bed, bought the paper. The news: Chinese Reds race toward Shanghai.46 Harry Pollitt besieged in Plymouth.47 The British Editor, Archibald R. Johnstone quits Britanski Soyuznik and becomes a Soviet Citizen.48 My sympathies are with Pollitt who is a brave man. I read with passionate interest about Johnstone. In his statement he says ‘the time has come for every person now to decide with whom he stands.’ Then there is a lot about Bevin and Morrison and Attlee being tools of America & the Soviet being the cause of peace.49


What distresses me is to think that Russia although not the ‘cause of peace’ is a cause. It has something to offer to millions of people, even if this something might destroy liberty throughout the world for all except the few leading communists in each country. But America is not a cause in the same way. It is just America, with the American way of life and a rooted opposition to unAmerican ways, and tremendous waste, and a radio and a press and a movie industry, not to mention political parties, which advertize a commercialization which is an insult to every race and class of people not directly involved in American ideas and interests. It was scarcely worth discussing outside America, interests almost wholly ruinous and wasteful. There are very few Americans who even realize what torture it is to be asked to choose between loss of liberty according to the communist pattern and American liberty at the American price – a price which few people except Americans can pay. Probably Americans are right to see that great virtues accompany great follies within the American system on this continent. But not to see that the Voice of this America can never speak to the world – in fact that it is only by learning the voice of the world of striving peoples that America can ever speak to the world – is a fatality which rots even America itself.


Perhaps this is exaggerated. There is the Marshall Plan, there is American generosity, etc, there are many good Americans.50 But all this does not make up for the great weakness that America judges others by her values and her interests which prevents her from either understanding or being understood.


27 April 1949, Terre Haute, Indiana


In the train going to Northfield from Minneapolis, a jolly looking woman accompanied by an older man, who seemed to be her father, got into the compartment talking loudly and laughing. ‘So this woman,’ she said, ‘at the terminus got into the luggage shoot and slid down it out of the station. When she landed on the pavement, she stood up and said: “Well to be sure they have some strange customs in these cities.” You see,’ she went on ‘she’d never been to a big city before & she thought that was the thing to do. Oh I’ve never laughed so much in my life. I can’t stop laughing. Whenever I think of it I laugh till I cry.’ She sat down on her seat & laughed till her tears really did roll down her cheeks. Amused and curious someone said ‘Where did you see this?’ ‘In the Reader’s Digest,’ she replied.


12 May 1949, Chicago


May 9, dined with Allen and Mrs Tate.51 They were extremely friendly and we got on well discussing poetry, criticism etc. Told me that Hart Crane was consistently drunk during the last 2½ years of his life.52 He used to sit composing to the music of an old-fashioned horned H.M.V. gramophone. From time to time, he would get up cross the room & put a pinch of salt down the horn of the machine. Told me also that Robert Lowell, who is almost in the position of being their adopted son is pretty well insane.53 Conflict between Lowell & his parents. When he was 16 or 17 his father found him in his room with a college girl. A row in which Lowell knocked his father down. Now he is looked after by his very silly (according to the Tates) mother. Allen Tate violently against Partisan Review.54 They told me several stories against Wystan [Auden]. Wystan had asked them when they first met him, whether the Tates knew any means by which he could win the Pulitzer Prize. They answered that he could not do so, as it was only available to Americans. Within two years of this conversation, however, Auden was American and had won it.55 They complained also that Wystan lectured them a great deal on America and the Americans. I said people made rather absurd complaints about Wystan, e.g. that he exploited his situation in America. ‘That’s exactly what he does do,’ said Allen.


He said in a way which was not and yet was serious that the British sent over here writers whom the Americans had to put up with in their helplessness, like Ruthven Todd, with their mistresses or their homosexual friends.56 ‘You have no idea,’ he said, quite friendly, ‘how we hate you. We hate all the British, but most of all we hate Auden, MacNeice and Spender. You are much cleverer than we and we can’t forgive you for it. You come over here and everything is easier for you than it is for us.’


This declaration of hostility was really a declaration of friendship. Allen went on to say how much E. E. Cummings dislikes T. S. Eliot (someone else had told me that E.E.C. calls him Tears Eliot).57


All the same, it was a very cordial evening. By being declared, the Anglo-American hatred had receded to a theoretical level.




By the beginning of 1950 Spender was back in England, working as a freelance writer.





10 January 1950, London


Went to movie The Bicycle Thief [sic].58 Wonderful child actor with a little man’s face with large brown eyes quizzically following the expression on his father’s face.


After this tea-ed at my club.59


Compton Mackenzie was holding forth about communism, describing a luncheon at Simpsons before the war, with [Harry] Pollitt and Gallacher.60 Says if the British C.P ever got into power these would be bumped off. Priestley arrived, flanked by his agent A. D. Peters, and another man. They sat down and discussed plans for some movie. From time to time Priestley said: ‘There’s money in it’ or ‘that would be wonderful business.’ Someone asked him to contribute to our discussion and he said: ‘I can’t enter into all this metaphysics and ethics.’61


I forgot to go to be drawn by David Low.62 Damn.


11 January 1950, London


It is noon and as yet I have done no work.


Went to see George Orwell. He told me he had lost 2½ stone. Looked very thin and sick.63 Said I was wrong to reply to the Communists. ‘There are certain people like communists and vegetarians whom one cannot answer. You just have to keep on saying your say without regard to them, and then the extraordinary thing is they may start listening.’


12 January 1950, London


Bill [Goyen] went this morning to have his knee examined under gas. His dream in which John Lehmann, Elizabeth Bowen, Natasha, Walter [Berns] and I were all pulling at his leg in different directions.64 He described going under gas as though no-one had ever done so before. Of course, a writer has to regard his experiences as unique, yet such self-centredness is a little trying. Bill’s telephone conversation to Miss Hulley describing his swollen knee: you would never have guessed from this that Miss Hulley is a cripple.


Dined with Philip, Robert, Freddie Ayer and Janetta.65 Philip infuriated me. In talking about our respective families and careers, he said, ‘You and I are the same kind of failure.’ Speaking of religion, Freddie Ayer said, ‘If the whole thesis of after-life etc of Christianity were true, it would be just as meaningless as if it is untrue.’ He meant that there is no communication between the consciousness of this life and an afterlife.66


13 March 1950, Brussels


Went to Brussels to stay with Hansi [Lambert].67 Hansi met us at the airport. Then to the Avenue Marnix in her American car. En route she explained the great concern of everyone was the Royal question. She was the one person who prophesied that the King would have a 57% majority. Rather to our surprise Hansi spoke very coolly of the King and said he should abdicate in favour of his son Baudouin.68


The whole of this stay was dominated by the Royal question.


One day de Wigny, the Minister[,] and the American Ambassador, Murphy[,] came to lunch.69 De Wigny explained very carefully that the return of the King should depend not on winning an election campaign conducted by his political supporters (who might lose an election a few months later), but on the support of a majority of Parties.


‘After all,’ said Murphy, ‘he’s got a majority of 57%. That’s larger than has ever been obtained by an American President. After all,’ he went on, ‘his wife hasn’t been divorced.’


At this, Madame de Wigny, a large woman looking like an irate bull-frog, exploded. She talked about the bad influence of his wife on the King, her ambition, her origins, the circumstances of the marriage, which took place during the War. At the very moment when the King was ‘the Royal prisoner’ in the minds of his subjects, he was actually in Vienna, guest of high-up Nazis.


Murphy said to me he thought the King’s way of behaving – his failure now simply to get into his car and come to Brussels – showed a lack of sureness. Murphy said to me in an aside that the Americans had no desire to interfere with the Royal question, but they were worried about its effect on the whole Belgian situation.


Murphy was slow and hesitant, rather like a camel. De Wigny is sleek, well-groomed, smiling. He seemed touchy and nervous. He insisted very much that the Belgian crisis was exactly the same as the English Abdication crisis.70 When I argued a bit about this, he seemed distinctly annoyed.


We had, as usual, a nice though farcical time at the Av. Marnix. Walks in the morning through the park to which we were driven by Gaston – Hansi racing through the avenues, with an intent expression on her face. Then back to lunch, waited on by two or three butlers – delicious though rather over-greasy food – distinguished guests.


Everyone who came to the house seemed caught up in a strange kind of plutocratic egalitarianism, as though shut off from the world by a huge wall of money and talking earnestly about problems which, as a result of the money, existed in a vacuum.


To go out into the street [from] Hansi’s house is like descending from the stratosphere into a grey foggy, dirty atmosphere.


Some evenings for painters and art collectors, some for philosophers, some for politicians and economists. Hansi usually says before luncheon: ‘Now I want you to discuss the following problems –’ and she tells me what.


Our last evening, Léon [Lambert] returned from Geneva, where he had passed all his examinations brilliantly.71 After dinner he complained about the journey in his M.G. car and said, ‘Maman, je suis très épris par le Jaguar.’ [Mother, I am very keen on the Jaguar.] The rest of the evening was spent in selling the idea of a Jaguar to Hansi.


While I was in Brussels I worked on the translations of Hofmannsthal.72 I read Dostoevsky’s stories, ‘A Gentle Creature’, Notes from the Underground and Ernest J. Simmons, Dostoevsky – a very dull book.73


Dostoevsky suddenly seemed to me a key to how I should write and I regretted the twenty years during which, influenced by a remark of E.R.C., I have read no Dostoevsky.74


The central vision of an utterly simple contractual relationship between people, which is betrayed on all sides, but which recurs constantly through certain situations with the force of revelation, is exactly my own.




In 1950, Spender was commissioned by the New York Times to write a series of articles on European intellectuals who, like himself, had become disillusioned with communism. In this unusual instance of a British intellectual trying to make a bridge with his European colleagues, the Italian writers responded more openly than the French. Although Albert Camus was friendly, he did not give an interview. Nor did Jean-Paul Sartre. They may have felt dubious about the American context of these articles – which in the end were never written.








22 March 1950, Rome


Flew over the Alps for the second time this year […] The most wonderful part of the journey then was climbing to a height of 17,500 feet over the Lake of Geneva. The lake changed in a few minutes from looking like a sea to a pool at the feet of melting rocks.


Now the mountains were much more sunny. The snow was plastered and dripping over them, like icing on a cake. Amazing how sharp, like ragged knife blades the mountains look from above. Certain desolate snow fields spread out look like nets in which the aeroplane might be caught if it fell. The high-up villages.


Then the mountains cease to be so serious, and are spaced out as rocks among trees, grass and lakes. As we got to Rome, I was surprised to see how completely on the edge of the city the Vatican is, so that from the air it looks as if there is nothing but country beyond it.


At Rome airport I was met by a man sent from the American Academy. It is still strange driving from a modern airport past walls 2,000 or 3,000 years old.


We went straight to Villa [San] Pancrazio, which is a building like one flat red-coloured plane against a blue sky – a stage scenery building. It has a wonderful ilex tree like a green dome in front of it. Behind is a view of Rome.75


Laurence Roberts greeted me. Smiling, boyish, completely unself-important. After a day or two we could discuss together what he would do when he left the American Academy, on the assumption that he would have no position whatever.


On Thursday morning I went to see Silone.76 He lives in a flat in an apartment house on the outskirts of Rome. This is a part of the city which seems quite unconnected with the usual idea of Rome. Suburban, industrial, with high white-walled tenements, it is more like Casablanca and belongs to the Rome of the films of Rossellini rather than to that of guide books.77 Driving to the Campagna through this part of Rome with Bernard Berenson, a year ago, he half-closed his eyes and said: ‘Everything they build today is filthy,’ as vehemently as if he laid a curse on it: and I had the impression that he wished for human beings to die sooner than build and live in modern houses.78


Silone had a rather nice flat which seemed to consist of four, or five rooms divided by partition-like walls. The living room had a dentist’s-waiting-room-like air, with magazines laid out on a central table. Mrs Silone [Darina] welcomed me very agreeably, recalling our meetings in Zurich and Venice for PEN Club Congresses.79 She said, ‘He’s much better.’ She always refers to her husband as ‘He’ with an Irish mysteriousness which is attractive.


Silone welcomed me in an equally friendly way. They asked me to luncheon but I could not stay. Silone asked me to outline to him my idea for the New York Times article, saying that he would then comment on it. I explained to him that I wished to make the point that the European intellectuals who best understood the problems of our time were those who had an experience of communism. I wanted therefore to have the views of himself, Vittorini, Koestler, Malraux and Camus on certain matters: European union; Stalinist communism; the influence of America in European affairs; the English socialist experiment; the attitude of England towards Europe. Finally, I suggested two more general questions: the way out for Europe; and the role of the individual in politics today.80


Silone listened patiently to what I had to say. Then very slowly and carefully, in his French with the faint vibrancy of an Italian accent, answered my questions.


He said that in Italy there was a great deal of interest in European Union. Already in certain quarters there were attempts to formulate the bases of a Pact for a European Federation.81 On the 2nd April there were to be meetings in several countries to discuss a coalition of democratic parties of the Centre, Catholic and Social Democrats – without either the Communists or the extreme Right to discuss these things. Circumstances were particularly favourable in Italy, where the President is an old Federalist. He was already, in 1917, in favour of a Federal Europe and still very active on its behalf.82 Officially Christian Democracy was federalist. The Republicans and the Liberals were also in favour of Federation. The Communists were perplexed rather than actively opposed. Silone said: ‘I think that in a certain Russian perspective the idea of unifying Europe would even be useful. At all events, it must not be too discredited in the eyes of the workers.’


‘The Unity of Europe,’ Silone went on, ‘must not be a fetish. It cannot solve every problem. Moreover, it would be wrong to accept it at any price or in any form. Hitler and Napoleon both offered it in unacceptable terms. The Soviets today offer an authoritarian union, which is equally unacceptable.


‘There is a parallel between the struggle for European Union and that for Italian Union which occurred a hundred years ago. […]


‘Unity is desirable for us but only if it is founded on liberty and democracy.


‘In a Europe dominated by some general we would be tempted to be separatist.


‘There is distrust of encouragement for unity from America. For certain people American support is sufficient reason to be opposed to it. I think, though, that we must not be frightened by such encouragement.


‘France, in the past, encouraged Cavour’s attempt to unify Italy, for their own reasons – to weaken the Austrian Empire.83 In reality Italian Unity surpassed what Paris and London wanted. According to this historic example, European unity will surpass the Machiavellianism of diplomacy: and those who want it should not be discouraged by sympathy. It is necessary to make use of help while having confidence in one’s own work. One can’t say how it will weigh in the total balance of affairs. Europe should have a policy of resolving difficulties by means of examining them one by one and resolving them as they arise – not by making grandiose declarations of unity and peace.


‘No European country can make a contribution because separately it has nothing to give: but altogether they would have something to give.


‘In the present European situation the worst lacuna is the passivity of the English Socialists. The fact that the Conservatives are the only English who support unity is unfortunate.84


‘England missed the role she could have had in directing the democratization of Europe after the liberation. The English had an attitude, which remained too mercantile. They thought they could do nothing in Europe on account of their awareness of their own needs. The new Labour leaders concentrated on the interior problems of their country and left foreign policy in the hands of people still inspired by a Nineteenth Century conception of England – with no European plan. What England lacked was the spirit to encourage and direct the depressed Liberal spirit of Europe. It seemed incomprehensible that after the war the English should have been against the Italian people [and] for the monarchy: and that they should have had such a stupid policy in Germany.85


‘They should have studied the problem of how to coordinate a Federal Europe with the Commonwealth. This remained a problem – but was soluble.


‘The weakness of the European movement is the English deficiency.


‘For federalists the main question is, “Can we do nothing till the Labour Party is ready for unity?”


‘Some people say we can create a nucleus of Federalism. The French are the most timid because they think that without England, Germany will recover as the centre of Europe.


‘In the next session at Strasbourg there will be formal proposals for creating a European authority.86 This will be a critical moment if England sabotages it. The only really effective way of meeting Communism is to examine the objective reasons – economic, social-political and also psychological – which have led important masses of Italian and French workers under Communist influence. The legitimate aspirations of the workers must be satisfied. The future belongs to those countries which have the people on their side. Too many today say what is not true but what America lends itself to – that Russia is the people, America reaction.


‘Communism is a much more complicated phenomenon than people realize. The most important problem of today is how to regain in democracy the healthy forces within Communism.’


After my morning with Silone I lunched at the American Academy, where there was a miscellaneous collection of visitors, of whom I remember nothing. When they had gone, the Robertses and I had a walk through their garden. Isabel Roberts drove me down to Rome. She told me how they were, in their job, utterly at the mercy of Americans travelling through Rome who expected to be entertained and complained to the Trustees of the Academy in New York if they did not get enough attention. Laurence Roberts also told me how he had been criticized at home for inviting Italian Communists to the Academy. He said that if he didn’t do so he had no idea how he would be able to see Italian intellectuals.


25 March 1950, Florence


Went to Florence on the Rapido. Was met by Bill Smith and Barbara.87 We drove out to their home where I stayed. […] On Sunday had luncheon with Berenson. Raymond Mortimer was there, also Nicky and a woman whom I had met in New York.88 Impossible to talk to Berenson at luncheon – far away from him and no general conversation. After the meal, he took me aside and talked to me very nicely. He looks extraordinary now, with something of the spirituality of an El Greco, and with a shell-like delicacy of the texture of his face in which every minute line seems expressive [as] in a steel engraving. He said he was sorry I had never stayed with him and asked me to do so if I could while he was still here to receive me. Then he said something about my gifts ‘which perhaps I misunderstood’ and asked me whether I had ever tried writing a novel.


The Berenson garden was full of most beautiful pale-coloured flowers, purple and red, like anemones. There is a wonderful avenue of dark cypresses leading to the back of the house at one side. Raymond remarked on the fact that Berenson had planted all these trees. Raymond said that Nicky, Berenson’s companion, was the nicest woman he had ever known.


Eudora Welty, the novelist, came to dinner with Bill and Barbara.89 Berenson remarked on her great charm. Of her novels, he said they were clearly talented, but ‘like all these Americans’ when she found one thing she could do she went on doing that and nothing else. ‘It’s like Walt Disney and all their other discoveries.’


I liked Eudora Welty very much. Tall and dark-eyed, rather craggy yet soft-looking, and with a slight rolling of her eyes which went well with her Southern accent. She was accompanied by a young man called Robinson, stolid but mysterious, and subject of much speculation. She talked about Bill Goyen: said she was greatly impressed when he first sent her The White Rooster, but liked less what he sent afterwards.90 She wrote and criticized the other stories. Six months later she received a letter to the effect that Bill had just recovered from Eudora’s letter. ‘Now,’ she said, ‘it struck me that a person who takes criticism in this way cares more for himself than for his writing. Perhaps he regards his writing simply as an extension of himself.’


She told me that she had met Bill in Paris recently. It was in the middle of the road, crossing the boulevard, and he was carrying a bag full of groceries. The first thing Bill explained was that he was engaged to be married. He was, he said, just taking the groceries to his fiancée. This was his last evening in Paris, he went on, his last evening with his fiancée. Nevertheless, if Eudora was free, he would throw up his fiancée and spend it with her. Eudora said she was rather disgusted by the tone of this conversation.














28 March 1950, Florence


Went to the Hotel, where I met Walt, who had just arrived. We spent the afternoon wandering around, getting my air ticket and then, at 6, [Elio] Vittorini arrived at the hotel and asked us both to dine at his home.


We walked a part of the way to his house, Vittorini talking. He said with great frankness that it was not much use my questioning him for the New York Times, if I were also interviewing Silone. For Silone would have far more to say and would say it much better than he could do. He said that now he belonged to no political party, he had no time to reflect on politics. ‘All the same,’ he added, ‘perhaps for a person like myself, not to belong to a party, not even to hold conscious political opinions is the best way of exercising political influence.’ To explain his point of view, though, he would tell me of how he had come to break with the Party because that was significant. During the time of the Partisans, he had always worked with the Communists and even considered himself a Communist. However, he had never actually had a Party card. At the time of the Resistance there had never been [a] question of having one. Later, when he had thought about it, he had resisted the idea, because in his mind Fascism was associated with the Party card.


Vittorini, who has black, short-cropped hair, black almost flashing eyes, an expansive mouth which when he smiles reveals broken teeth, talks in illuminated moments of real passion. ‘I am against Communism, because it means dictatorship,’ he exclaimed violently, as we got into a tram. ‘Dictatorship means Fascism and I have fought against that. All the same, I object to a system such as I find in my own village in Sicily, when there are always the same rigid castes, with the landowners at the top, supported by the clergy and always, whatever happened, the peasant at the bottom.’


America obviously did not seem to him to have anything to offer to the peasant. Just as we were going away, Vittorini made a brilliant remark. ‘Sometimes, I think,’ he said, ‘that the choice between capitalism and communism which we are offered, is exaggerated. After some of the monarchs had been deposed, the remaining ones became constitutional monarchs. Perhaps capitalism should abdicate and become constitutional capitalism.’


The poet Eugenio Montale, now literary editor of the Corriere della Sera of Milan, was at the Vittorini dinner.91 I was struck by his extreme irony. He told me that as a poet he could not receive as good pay as the other journalists in the Corriere. Being the greatest Italian poet was a disadvantage, which he always had to struggle against. There was something very cosy and even affectionate about Montale that evening.


Back in London for a few days, when I revised the last 100 pages of my book [World Within World]. Luncheon with Edith Sitwell one day.92 Saw Catharine Károly, who was very agitated about the trial of Rajk in Hungary.93 She told me that she was convinced that Rajk was the one honest and good communist in Hungary. His trial was not for what he had done but for what he was capable of doing. Not being Moscow-trained, he was capable of becoming a supporter of Tito.94 Rákosi’s speech in which he had said he could not sleep for many nights on account of the treachery in which he could not believe, had struck her with ironic force: she was sure he did not believe in it. She had evidence about the case of Rajk and wished to publish a pamphlet. Her aim was for this to reach the workers in France and England. She described her difficulties in getting an English or French publisher for this. Catharine Károlyi is one of the most courageous women I know. After years of exile, having fought the Hungarian reactionaries and returned to Budapest for a few months in 1945, now, in exile again, she is willing to fight again for freedom and against an injustice, at greater risk than ever before. She described the methods of extorting confessions, and she said a very profound thing, ‘If it is really possible to make a courageous and truthful man denounce himself unjustly, the betrayal of humanity by terror, is even more terrifying than the atom bomb.’





13 April 1950, Paris


Returned to Paris to see [Arthur] Koestler and [André] Malraux.


14 April 1950, Paris


Went to Melun on the Seine to lunch with Koestler. He and Mamaine live in a pavilion-like house on the bank of the Seine.95 The view broad, the country flat but green, and wooded with the forest of Fontainebleau.


Koestler spoke a great deal of the completely ‘pourri’ [rotten] quality of the French.


He said the most important fact to grasp about the present situation was that Left and Right have lost their meaning. Labour has fallen down on internationalism and Labour England is the main obstacle to European Union.


Every British Government is bound to be isolationist. But the Labour Government is more than this: it is provincial: more so than the Tories. Churchill offered the unification of England with France.


Socialism has broken down on internationalism. Orwell rightly pointed out that [the] Left has never faced the contradiction that if you want internationalism you have to face the sacrifice of a national standard of living which has been at the expense of the rest of the world.


In England nationalism and bureaucratization have reached the point of saturation.


The dilemma of Left and Right has become as false as monarchy versus Republicanism, or Jansenism against the official churches.96


Whether you vote Labour in England or S.F.I.O. or M.R.P. or Radical Socialist in France, it all makes no difference.97 Yet people spend their energies in sterile conflicts. The effect of this in France is that people won’t get together to form an anti-totalitarian front.


To be anti-Fascist in 1936 was as honourable as to be For King and Country. […] But today there exists no analogous Front for survival.


Such a Front must be against something – Anti. Its raison d’être must be a menace or a threat.


Nobody in 1936 said, ‘I am neither anti-Fascist nor Fascist,’ but all the ‘clever insiders’ now make a point of saying, ‘I am neither C.P. nor anti-C.P.’98


The appeal of communism is really the appeal of the movement of the workers against traditional oppression.


The basic necessity of thinking is to distinguish between long-term and short-term problems.


Our trouble is that we have so little time. Without Russia we could afford to think in long terms. But, faced with an immediate threat, we are forced to simplify. This doesn’t mean we should neglect the long-term view. We have to keep the short-and long-term separate.



Koestler’s row with Sartre.99



Koestler told me that when he last said ‘Goodbye’ to Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir outside the Pont Royal, he remarked, ‘Let’s have luncheon together soon.’100 There was a pause at the end of which Simone said, ‘Koestler, you know that we disagree. There no longer seems any point in our meeting.’ She crossed her arms and said, ‘We are croisés comme ça about everything.’101 K. said, ‘Yes, but surely we can be friends just the same. Let’s meet soon.’ She said, ‘As a philosopher you must realize that if each of us looks at a morceau de sucre [sugar lump], he sees an entirely different object. Our morceaux de sucre are now so different that there is no point in our seeing one another any longer.’


K. has also quarrelled, only this time not so seriously, with Malraux. He was told by Sartre that Les Temps Modernes had moved from Gallimard as a result of Malraux’s threatening to withdraw his books if they continued to publish it.102 Koestler reported this charge to Malraux. ‘Obviously, I did nothing of the sort,’ said Malraux. ‘It’s gross libel … But naturally if published with Gallimard I have the right to withdraw my books if they publish writers whom I detest and who detest me.’ ‘Then you admit that what Sartre said is true,’ said K. ‘It is completely untrue, but I have a right to publish with whom I choose,’ said Malraux. A certain coldness between them. Koestler said that Malraux’s passion was art: his politics were his thyroid gland. Malraux said of Koestler that he was a person perpetually in search of a country. He had sought it in Communism and failed to find it. He thought he would return to the Jews in Israel, but they hated him. He also said something about Koestler which I forget, a sentence beginning, ‘comme tous les gens qui boivent trop …’.103


I arrived chez Malraux at about 8.30, having stayed longer than I should at K.’s (we drank a good deal at luncheon, then siesta-ed, after which I interviewed K.).


Malraux’s main room is a large sitting-dining-study-music room. It has a staircase running along one side and a kind of alcove. It is very white. Paintings by Picasso, Buffet and other artists on the wall. Also reproductions done the same size as the original (Malraux has a theory about this). At one end of the room a Pleyel double piano, on which Natasha [Spender] and Madeleine once played concerti, while Malraux worked, telephoned, received visitors at the other end of the room.104


The Malraux were extremely friendly. I thought he looked well and less nervous than usual. Also, I felt more at ease with him than at other times, and immensely drawn to him. Malraux’s universalism is very special. It is a series of formulations of topics, each of them completely dealt with and separate from all the others. If there is a theme, it is like hearing a set of very brilliant variations, each complete in itself. If there are different ones, like hearing a succession of brilliant little essays.


Of my themes, Malraux first took up European Union. He said that as it was put before us, it was a 19th-century parliamentarian conception. The idea of Strasbourg was quite inadequate to present circumstances.


England, he said (we must recognize), had interests which put her quite outside the project of a United Europe, if one thought of this in nationalistic European terms.


We should therefore look for a basis for European Union other than that of Europe: ‘new enterprise’, an event of exploitation into which Europe could enter and reconstruct itself. This was understandably the exploitation of the continent of Africa. […]


Then he passed on to Russia.


The important thing to realize was that Russia was no longer an ethical symbol for the rest of the world. It had become one of two things: firstly an economic structure of Communism; secondly, the police state.


Apart from all arguments about the economic structure, we reject Russia because we reject the police state.


Here we are at once involved with America, because the U.S. is, above all, the country which rejects Russia. We are told that we are as different from America as from Russia and that we are confronted by a choice of American and Russian cultures equally alien to us. But, although the Russia of Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky and Turgenev turned towards Europe, the Russia of Stalin has definitely turned away from our culture and is in fact completely alien to it. What is America, though, but Europe? America is the development of European culture within American conditions. America has done nothing to shut us out. On the contrary, it is overwhelmed with our production in every art gallery, every concert hall, every library. It is flooded with exactly those manifestations of Europe which Russia does everything possible to exclude and cut out.


We are told that many American things are stupid and dangerous. But when people say this they concentrate on the American form of things which we understand very well because they are also European. Their radio is stupid – well so is ours. Who would want Europe judged just by the radio or the newspapers or the cinema, or any of those things which we choose to label American, though they come from us.


Russia is analogous not to Europe but to Japan at the time when Japan was rejecting everything European. […]


After dinner we moved to another part of the room where we had coffee and cognac. Malraux showed me the proofs of the third volume of his Psychologie de l’Art.105 He showed me enlarged photo proofs of designs on early coins in which every phase of modern art from primitivism through realism to abstractionism had been traversed.


Then he returned to our conversation of the morning and said, ‘Of course, there is a great difference between the American and the European concept of individualism. A good deal of misunderstanding is precisely due to this. Americans make individual values too dependent on the possession of personal belongings. Now, although it is nice to enjoy things and possess them, we know very well that we are not dependent on them for being ourselves. In Spain, we were just as much individualists as we are now, though we had nothing then. There are two fundamentals of European individualism. Firstly, the feeling that by virtue of his naked existence, one is both separate and the same as others, e.g. [ Jean-Jacques] Rousseau. Secondly, the sense of being great as an objective reality in the sense, that is, of knowing one is a great man. The great man recognizes himself and is recognized by others as such because he is a meeting place for their aspirations and dreams.’


Malraux gave me a very beautiful reproduction of a painting by Paul Klee, done by a new process.106




* * *





On Saturday, April 15th, Koestler was married to Mamaine, both of them having obtained divorces.


I had lunch with Georges and Peggy Bernier and Manolo Jimenez.107 Peggy very sweet, Georges rather annoyed, I thought, because we left him and had a walk by the Quai alone. He seemed in a bad temper when we rejoined him. We then went to the Café de Flore, where we ran into Koestler and Mamaine. They asked us to join them for drinks.


I had not realized that he was very drunk. He pointed out to us a man whom I have always avoided at the other side of the Café. He is a tall cripple, with a smiling, twisted mouth, which wears a perpetual sardonic smile, and very clear, staring eyes. In addition to a gash on his neck and at the side of his mouth he has only one leg.


‘Tell me what do you think of that man?’ K. asked us, pointing at this man – whom I knew by the name of Daumaerts. I said I knew him vaguely and did not like him, Peggy and Mamaine both said they disliked the look of him.


At this, Koestler got up, went over to Daumaerts and brought him, grinning, back to our table.


‘You see,’ said K. pointing at D.’s scars, as though he were a horse dealer examining a horse, ‘Hänschen was my comrade in a cell twenty years ago, weren’t you, Hänschen.’


‘Ja,’ said Hänschen.


‘This man,’ said K., ‘was in prison in Columbus house and made to eat shit. Yes, really, shit,’ said K. ‘They knocked him here and here,’ K. went on pointing to dents in his head, ‘and cut open a vein here.’


‘I wander thou surwivededst,’ he said, changing into German.


Daumaerts said, ‘I wish you wouldn’t’ and quite good naturedly pulled K.’s hand away from his wounds.


‘Now,’ said K., ‘this comrade of mine, who has been so horribly beaten up (by the way the leg wasn’t lost at the same time but in an incident in the factory where he worked afterwards), this comrade has been through all those horrors, hasn’t a penny to live on, and I am a rich man.’


‘There is a Marxist explanation for all that,’ said Daumaerts.


‘You mean I have betrayed?’ asked K.


‘Your beliefs are perfectly sincere. It isn’t a question of sincerity. It is a question of your ideas being the result of your situation,’ said D.


At this point K. gave me a kick and asked me to join in the conversation. I said, ‘The thing I most dislike about Marxism is the idea that beliefs are the result of historic situations. Such an idea imprisons the present in the present and the past in the past. It prevents the beliefs of the dead having any living validity for us.’


‘You are arrogant, Stephen,’ said K. ‘He is not at all arrogant,’ said Mamaine. I didn’t reply because I thought K. was referring to the fact that I allowed myself to dislike Daumaerts – and I felt quite horrible about this.


We went to dinner at a rather small restaurant, after some altercation between Mamaine and Koestler. He wanted to drive a long way to some expensive place. Obviously Koestler was extremely agitated by the meeting with Daumaerts. I had the curious feeling that he felt him in some way to be right, and that he, K., would have liked to be back in the C.P. [Communist Party] fold. When we were at table, he said to me: ‘There’s one thing you shouldn’t say in your New York Times article. That is, that we’re all dégringolé [falling to pieces].’


At the same time there was something a bit childish about Koestler as though he were too consciously playing the role of the crusader without a cross. He was very officious about the food and drink in the restaurant and bickered at Peggy (who stood up to him) because she wanted to drink Rosé with lobster. He summoned the waiter and complained about each wine in turn. At the end, he asked for Armagnac, tasted it and said, ‘Bon, mais trop jeune.’108


Koestler now said he wanted to go to a night club. Celia [Mamaine’s sister], his very charming young secretary who was with us, said she had been travelling all night and wished to go to bed. I suggested that perhaps she could rest at the rooms of Henri Louis de la Grange, where I was staying, while the rest of us went to the night club.109 However, she decided to come with us. We went to one place, which was hot, expensive and incredibly like a bad street singer doing an inferior performance on an off-day to a dejected crowd of jay-walkers.


Koestler suggested we go somewhere else. Celia said that if we stayed on another singer would appear who was more amusing than this one. Koestler got ill-tempered and left the room. Then Mamaine said to me could she and Celia both come and spend the night at my place? I said, ‘Yes,’ so that is how the Koestlers spent their wedding night.110 […]


Spent all this week translating Hoffmansthal.


When all has been said, translating is a supreme exercise in tact. What to introduce or omit in order to create rhyme and rhythm, while remaining true to the sense, is simply a question of tact. What has to be avoided is the introduction of tactless pictures, sounds and additions to the sense, which disrupt the intensity of the original inspiration.


 


8 June 1950, London


Accompanying everything I do there is a voice which says, ‘You are wrong.’


If I travel, it says: ‘Why are you running away?’ If I work, it says: ‘Why do you busy yourself with irrelevant actions and fill your mind with clamorous ideas which overreach themselves?’


If I spend money, it says: ‘You will never buy anything you want.’ If I earn it says, ‘You know quite well that you will never earn enough money to be able to put earning aside and think of me.’


If I sit quite still and do nothing, it says: ‘Well, doing nothing has not found the answer.’


Finally I must come to terms with this voice. Firstly, I admit that ninety per cent of what I do is wrong. I am like a plant which is not so much overgrown with weeds as that it becomes a weed. It grows with a quite astonishingly rapid fertility. In fact the consciousness of its vastly assertive growth is one of the distractions, which prevents my being conscious of what I nevertheless feel should be its real shape. It is always growing, all these weeds instead of leaves, which it produces from within itself, cover up that shape which it ought to have which has now become a kind of blank in my mind, the thing which is there but which nevertheless does not exist even as an idea with a defined shape. For these weeds, which it grows, are not only actions and things but they are also thoughts. Any thought, even what I am writing now tends to grow with that disconcerting rapidity and to become a weed – a thought which hides my real thought, a weed substituted for a leaf. Words are very dangerous because they tend just to proliferate themselves, like everything else and to hide me from that which seems wordless, inactive and yet not a vacuum and not the merely egoistic.


In order to discover the real pattern of this plant which grows from itself nothing but weeds, one would have first to take a knife and cut away the false leaves, the weeds. And the first thing to do is therefore to recognize and cut away the wrong ideas, in the hope that underneath them we may find something which if not right at least has the shape of something different from those shapes and thoughts which are entirely false.


Now that I think of it, I see that the weeds vary as it were, in the extent of their weediness. Some leaves are far more completely weed than others. On the other hand, there is no activity I can think of which has the entirely pure shape which contains no element of weed. I might also say, though, that there is no weed which does not contain some element of the true pattern.


Therefore, after all it is not enough to tear away the weeds. I must also classify them and distinguish in them what I consider to be the bad and the good elements. In this way, I may be asked to discover what is common to all the good elements.


This already suggests something to me because I do not believe the bad elements have qualities in common which make up an essential part of the pattern. The leaves become weed, are all weeds of a different kind in their weediness. What they have in common is the element, which is part of the real pattern and therefore not part of their weediness. This is the element, which justifies their existence as part of my existence.


Let me now analyse some of my activities. The voice tells me that all of them are wrong. I can instinctively choose any characteristic activity as a specimen:


Moneymaking. As activity[,] externally irrelevant because it means participating in the machinery of objects for no reason except the making of money itself. In so far as moneymaking is only concerned with making money, it is an arrangement of objects in such a way that according to a system of supply and demand, they automatically produce money. In itself, moneymaking is never a direct form of self-realization. The personality has, though, a relationship to it on two sides: the sides of making and those of spending. One fits one’s talents into the machinery of moneymaking. But this does not mean that moneymaking has ever a direct relation to one’s talent. There is an intake and an outlet of a machine.


Spending is much nearer to self-expression than making money. An element of the creative in life is the acceptance of necessity: and gaining and spending are necessary. Another element of creativeness is extravagance. It is the nature of extravagance that one cannot calculate it. One cannot speak of a legitimate and an illegitimate extravagance. All the same, there is consciousness of spontaneity and of a point beyond spontaneity.


Fabricating ideas, dealing in words, spending money are all forms of traffic in which there is a continual silent struggle between the person who uses them as a means of self-expression and their own tendency to multiply, to move faster, to carry the personality away on their stream.


Travel, action, politics, the life of the office and the movement.


I participate in movement. I am moved by it and to a small extent I help it to move.


At the same time, I hardly know the direction in which I am going. I forget the purpose of my journey.


And all the time in my consciousness and in my activity I am far from the centre where the wheels turn and, within the wheels themselves, the impulse, which is the critic of movement.


Merely doing nothing. I am aware by empty movement chasing through me. The movement of the world, the movement of ideas and of action all round me.


Not to act, not to move does not create a stillness. It simply leaves me in the dazed condition of not knowing whether it is myself who moves or the rest. As when one sits in a stationary train and another train coming into the station makes one think that one’s own train is moving out.


The sun does not really know whether it moves round the world or the world round it.


In all these actions there are elements of the external and of the interior, which create a kind of impurity. The interior is that which corresponds to a real desire to project one’s own existence, the pattern of one’s own thought into the existence of things. The exterior is that which often has the colour of desire but which is nevertheless the mere gravitation of things towards other things, habit, custom, the movement of the earth through space. At the same time without a certain element of impurity, of mere externality, life would be colourless.


8 March 1951, London


Spent much time interviewing poets for Picture Post articles – David Gascoyne111 – shook so much photographers had difficulty. K. J. Raine112 gave us tea, remarked: ‘When one is above 40 one gets so tired of having to go about all day with oneself.’





1 December 1951, London


‘A brutal hurry’ occurred to me yesterday as a phrase which adequately describes a good deal of my life.


2 December 1951, London


The Amateurs of Love. Books and writers. Chiefly, 1) Way of All Flesh. 2) Forster. 3) Lawrence. 4) Proust and the Abnormal theme. 5) Politics, Wells and Orwell. 6) Eliot. 7) Auden. 8) Women – V.W., E.B., E.S. [Virginia Woolf, Elizabeth Bowen, Edith Sitwell] 9) Myself.113


3 December 1951, London


Juliette Huxley came to lunch. Julian ill, obviously with his kind of partly mental breakdown.114


John Craxton came in for coffee.115 Very excited about having sold 15 paintings at his exhibition. He talked about Lucian Freud saying to him at the party after Noel Coward’s play at Warwick House, ‘You can home in on the Rothermeres if you like, but you aren’t going to do Princess Margaret soon.’ He said that Lucian is now going around with a set of people who will not help him at all and will drop him at a moment’s notice if he begins to bore them.116


4 December 1951, London


Received from the PEN Club, a notice of the following meeting organized by UNESCO:


Poets of fourteen European countries met in Belgium, 7–11 September, and their messages concerned poetry and poets throughout the world. Those who wish to acquaint themselves with the programme and the views expressed on the occasion of this conference should consult the September issue of Le Journal des Poètes (La Maison du Poète, rue de la Lune, 158, Brussels, Belgium).


The conference expressed grave concern over the diminishing appeal of poetry to the contemporary public and challenged poets to confront problems of reality and to apply their genius to the interpretation of the ultimate significance of trends and events. Various speakers dealt with poetry as a spring of humanism, as an expression of human sensibility, aesthetic as well as ethic, and as a force capable of revealing to people of all nations and of different backgrounds the fundamental fellowship of human beings.117




This is absolutely damnable and shows the banality of such meetings in which the journalistic spirit always dominates over the spirit of art. In the first place, poets of 14 different countries will not possibly have anything to say to one another since no poet understands 14 languages and poetry is a matter of language. Secondly, the diminishing appeal of poetry to the public is because the concern of poets will justify the public in losing all interest in poetry. Thirdly, a poet’s reality is naturally the theme of his poetry and the idea that there is some generalized reality which all poets ought to attend to is absurd. This reality they talk about is only a subject for newspaper editorials. The ‘ultimate significance of trends and events’ is meaningless abstraction. A poet deals with what is real to him, however large or small this be, and the moment he forsakes his grain of sand for an eternal principle, he is as damned as if he were confined for all eternity to a Congress of poets from 14 nations discussing the obligations of poetry.








10 December 1951, London


The view of our garden and the surrounding ones is extraordinarily beautiful in this weather. Through a mass of tangled boughs of many trees twining through grey smoke an azure spire points up against a red sunset. Beyond the walls the earth in the gardens seems smouldering, and the green of lawns shine[s] like enamel.


It’s 6 days since I wrote this diary. So now it must consist of notes. On December 5, [T. S.] Eliot, William Plomer, Rose Macaulay and Veronica Wedgwood came to dinner.118


Eliot came rather late and left rather early also on doctor’s orders. He was in a very good humour. The dinner and drink were excellent. But I can remember nothing serious. Rose talked about her early memories. Eliot said he could remember being fed out of a bottle. Rose said, ‘In that case you must have been weaned very late.’ Eliot said, ‘Now, now, Rose, you’re making me look ridiculous in public.’ Eliot also said at some stage in the evening, quoting the Russian press about him: ‘I am a reactionary, anti-semite pornographer.’ Everyone was very pleasant.


Another idea [for a book] is, of course, the whole history of Tony Hyndman.119 I jot down the latest developments:


A few days before I left London, Christopher Isherwood told me that Tony had rung him from Bristol, to say he was in a very bad way.


Before this Tony had, after many adventures, been making a prolonged stay with the Franciscan Brotherhood in the country. They apparently refused to keep him indefinitely, so he had to be rehabilitated. He wrote telling me of this and asking me to pay one or two small debts, which I did.


Now, just after Christopher had left from America, he suddenly appeared in my workroom. He had bloodshot eyes, and a very wooden expression. He held himself as though he were bent with lumbago.


He told me that he didn’t want to bother me, but there were just one or two things he must explain. He had taken a cheque book from the room of one of the Franciscan brothers (who was dead). With this, in Bristol he had signed three cheques, to the value of about £10 – one to Peggy Ashcroft and two to shops (one of them a wine shop).120 ‘This,’ he said, almost with a touch of pride, ‘is a felony, and now that I’ve committed a felony, I feel the only decent thing I can do is go to the police and make a clean breast of the whole affair.’ I said I thought this was rather absurd. If he went to prison he would have another bad mark against him, and it would be simpler just to get Hugh Ross Williamson or myself to speak to the people to whom the cheques had been paid.121 ‘That’s what Hugh said,’ he replied. ‘But it means telephoning all over the country and is an awful bother.’ ‘If you go to prison, it will be still more bother, not only for you but for all of us. Your problem is simply to work and be independent.’ ‘Yes, but that’s just what I can’t do.’ He then explained to me that he could never by work earn as much money as he wanted, because he had got into a habit of taking 10 or 20 benzadrine a day. ‘I’m ill,’ he said, ‘mentally ill. What I want is psychiatric treatment. I’ll go to the police and tell them everything and then they can get the court to order me treatment.’


In some extraordinary way he had it all worked out. I got angry and said that he could surely get treatment if he worked, and without having to have a prison sentence. He said: ‘No, I’m sick of everything. I hate this world, it’s a horrible place.’ ‘You’ve done your little bit to make it more horrible for yourself and others,’ I said. ‘You’ve been helped more than anyone I can think of. All that’s required of you is simply that you should be self-supporting and that you shouldn’t add to the burdens of other people.’ ‘That’s just why I’m going to give myself up,’ he shouted. ‘I don’t want your help. The only thing I ask you to do is settle Peggy Ashcroft’s account, because it’s in your interest to do that,’ he added rather spitefully.


We went out into the street. As he went off, he said, ‘The person I hate most of all is you, Stephen.’


The next day I rang H. R. Williamson and Tony’s other friend, Bianca. H.R.W. had taken Tony along to Charing Cross Hospital. The psychiatrist had said he would have to wait a month or 8 weeks for treatment. ‘You aren’t going to kill yourself or anyone else, so you can wait,’ he said. ‘There are others who may do so, if they aren’t treated.’


Tony rang me in the evening, and said he was at the desk of the Hotel where he was staying and that they would not let him out until he paid the bill. I spoke to the manager and said I would settle it by post. He said that was not good enough, he wanted the money before Tony left the Hotel. I arranged that Tony would come along now and get it from me. A few minutes later he rang up and said he could not come all the way to St John’s Wood. He had only pretended he was going to see me in order to leave the hotel. I said ‘Well anyway you’d better ring them up and tell them that you aren’t coming back. They’ve been quite nice to you.’ At that he started talking violently about them. So I rang the hotel and said he wouldn’t be back.


H.R.W. rang me the next day to say that Tony had given himself up to the police after leaving the Hotel. The police had been very nice about it. Tony’s pockets were full of little bits of paper confessing to things he had purloined and so on.


He came before the magistrate the next day and was bound over for a week with a view to a report being made on the necessity for psychiatric treatment.


Christopher Isherwood was in London all these weeks. We saw a lot of him. He is extraordinarily nice, amusing, kind – better, in many ways than before. Fortunately he is being very successful now with his dramatization of Sally Bowles.122 But although he looks younger than he ever did, too much of his energy seems now to have gone into acting the role of being himself – which he does ever so attractively and kindly and for the benefit of his friends and perhaps of himself – but perhaps not of his books.


At any rate, the two chapters he read at the I.C.A. of a new novel, seemed […] too Hollywoodish in the way in which the situation of a jealous gay man whose home had been broken up, was dramatized. On the other hand there were wonderful descriptions of California – with a great deal of atmosphere but too black a cynicism perhaps.123




In 1952, the Austrian-born British publisher George Weidenfeld (b. 1919), a fervent Zionist, commissioned Spender to write a ‘Report on Israel’, now four years old, with particular attention to the ‘Youth Aliyah’ programme. The result was the book Learning Laughter and in preparing for it Spender, as was his habit, kept a journal.


‘Youth Aliyah’ was founded in 1933 to rescue Jewish youth from Nazi Germany. Some 5,000 children were resettled in what was then Palestine, and 15,000 more followed after the war. Many were Holocaust survivors.





12 March 1952, on board ship in the Mediterranean


The ship – the Artsa – is absolutely packed with people – Poles, Russians, Germans, French, Moroccans, Spaniards, Italians – and still more packed with their belongings. The cabin I share with a Polish Jew is packed with a wireless set, a box of edibles of various kinds, and two large sacks of onions. My hopes of working during the six days’ voyage to Haifa are dashed. Apart from the smell of the onions, I cannot get near the writing table, which is heaped up with parcels. Counting 110 crew – the purser told me – there are altogether 542 people aboard this very small ship.


My first glimpse of the children who are going to Israel was when we drove up the drive of the large transit villa facing the Bay of Marseilles, and saw two leering masks looking at us through the bushes. In front of the house itself, in the driveway children were playing, wearing masks, singing and dancing. Behind them their suitcases, exotically painted with stripes, were laid out.


I had breakfast with Mr Lutz, the head of the house, two girls who look after the children and the brothers Feigenbaum from Poland and France. […] The children – Mr Lutz told me – come from Morocco by applying – or their parents doing so – to an Israeli Bureau of Youth Aliyah, to leave the country. In Morocco they live in a grinding poverty, sometimes in caves, sometimes fourteen or fifteen people in one tiny room. They go out to work at the age of 8, and in the cities they often become corrupted. There are few good homes. They arrive from Morocco equipped with knives which they are ready to use on the least provocation, distrustful, suspicious, and usually suffering from several diseases.
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