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AUTHOR’S NOTE





This is the first account of Auden’s life to make use of the large number of his letters and other manuscripts which are now accessible, and, though the book is not an ‘authorised’ biography and was undertaken on my own initiative and not at the request of Auden’s executors, I am very grateful to his Estate for permission to quote from these previously unpublished writings.


It is not a book of literary criticism. I have not usually engaged in a critical discussion of Auden’s writings. But I have tried to show how they often arose from the circumstances of his life, and I have also attempted to identify the themes and ideas that concerned him. I hope I have also managed to convey my own huge enthusiasm for his poetry.


H. C.             


Oxford, 1980



















PREFACE: AUDEN AND BIOGRAPHY





‘Biographies of writers,’ declared W. H. Auden, ‘are always superfluous and usually in bad taste. A writer is a maker, not a man of action. To be sure, some, in a sense all, of his works are transmutations of his personal experiences, but no knowledge of the raw ingredients will explain the peculiar flavour of the verbal dishes he invites the public to taste: his private life is, or should be, of no concern to anybody except himself, his family and his friends.’


Auden wrote this towards the end of his life, but it was an opinion that he had held for many years. He even suggested that most writers would prefer their work to be published anonymously, so that the reader would have to concentrate on the writing itself and not at all on the writer. He was also (he said) opposed in principle to the publication of, or quotation from, a writer’s letters after his death, which he declared was just as dishonourable as reading someone’s private correspondence while he was out of the room. As to literary biographers, he branded them as, in the mass, ‘gossip-writers and voyeurs calling themselves scholars’.


So it scarcely came as a surprise when, after his death in September 1973, his executors published his request that his friends should burn any of his letters that they might have kept, when they had ‘done with them’, and should on no account show them to anyone else. Auden himself had explained, in a conversation with one of his executors not long before his death, that this was in order ‘to make a biography impossible’.


In the months that followed Auden’s death, a very few of his friends did burn one or two of his letters. But most preserved what they had, and several people gave or sold letters to public collections. Meanwhile many of his friends, far from doing anything to hinder the writing of a life, published (in various books and journals) their own memoirs of him, which provided valuable material upon which a biographer could work.


At first sight it may seem as if they were riding roughshod over Auden’s last wishes. But it is not as simple as that. Here, as so often in his life, Auden adopted a dogmatic attitude which did not reflect the full range of his opinions, and which he sometimes flatly contradicted.


Certainly he often attacked the principle of literary biography, but in practice he made a lot of exceptions. When reviewing actual examples of the genre he was almost always enthusiastic, finding a whole variety of reasons for waiving his rule. We need a biography of Pope, he said, because so many of Pope’s poems grew from specific events which need explaining; we want a life of Trollope because his autobiography leaves out a great deal; of Wagner because he was a monster; of Gerard Manley Hopkins because he had a romantically difficult relationship with his art. Auden’s ‘no biography’ rule was in other words (as his literary executor Edward Mendelson has put it) ‘flexible enough to be bent backwards’.


The same is true of his attitude to writers’ letters. He usually reviewed published collections of them in friendly terms, and was only censorious when he thought that something private had been included which was merely personal and threw no light on the writer’s work. He himself made a selection of Van Gogh’s letters for publication, and he would have published an edition of the letters of Sydney Smith if someone else had not done it first. As to his own letters, he gave permission for a large number of quotations from them to be published, in academic books and the like, during his lifetime.


He also left a great deal of autobiographical writing. He once declared: ‘No poet should ever write an autobiography’; yet he did a great deal towards preserving a record of his own life. Not only does his poetry contain innumerable autobiographical passages, but several poems (including two of his longest, ‘Letter to Lord Byron’ and ‘New Year Letter’) are largely autobiographical in character. Among his prose writings, too, there are all kinds of remarks about events in his life. And in his later years he allowed journalists to visit him in his New York apartment and at his summer house in Austria, letting them publish interviews with him which often recorded highly personal details of his life.


So there is a great deal of information for a biographer to draw upon. But would Auden, in the end, have approved of a biography being written?


It is possible that he might on the grounds that he was something of a ‘man of action’, who lived a life so full of interest that it deserves to be recorded for its own sake. This was a justification of biography that he accepted – with one proviso. ‘The biography of an artist, if his life as a man was sufficiently interesting, is permissible,’ he wrote, ‘provided that the biographer and his readers realise that such an account throws no light whatsoever upon the artist’s work.’


This last point, of course, brings us back to Auden’s fundamental objection to a writer’s biography. ‘I do believe, however,’ he once added, ‘that, more often than most people realise, his works may throw light upon his life.’
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1


Childhood





Wystan Hugh Auden was born on the twenty-first of February 1907, in the city of York in the north of England, the third and last child of George Augustus Auden and Constance Rosalie Bicknell.


He was the youngest of three boys. Later in his life he liked to point out that in fairy-tales it is the youngest of the three brothers who succeeds in the quest and wins the prize. ‘I, after all, am the Fortunate One,’ he wrote in a poem, ‘The Happy-Go-Lucky, the spoilt Third Son’.


He had hazel eyes, and hair and eyebrows so fair that they looked bleached. His skin, too, was very pale, almost white. His face was marked by one small peculiarity, a brown mole on the right cheek. He had big chubby hands, and soon developed flat feet. He was physically clumsy, and took to biting his nails.


The fairness of hair and skin were inherited from his father, but in features he looked more like his mother. From the time of his birth he was very close to her, partly because being the youngest child he was never displaced by another, partly, too, because there was a gap of several years between himself and his elder brothers, so that they tended to go off by themselves and leave him with their mother. (This large gap was the consequence of a miscarriage between the second and third births.) But his closeness to his mother was, he himself came to believe, chiefly the result of her wanting it to be that way. He felt that she had sought to achieve with him, from the beginning, ‘a conscious spiritual, in a sense, adult relationship’.


Besides being the youngest child he was also the youngest grandchild in the family; and later at school, being a bright boy, he was very often the youngest in the class. All this gave him, he said, ‘the lifelong conviction that in any company I am the youngest person present’. Certainly to the end of his life he behaved like a precocious and highly praised youngest child.


His elder brothers were called Bernard and John. By contrast his own first name, Wystan, was exotic; but it reflected one of his father’s great interests in life. George Auden was a doctor of medicine by profession, but he was also widely read in many other fields, among them Saxon and Norse antiquities. This was partly the result of his having been educated at Repton School in Derbyshire, for the parish church there has a particularly fine Saxon crypt which attracted his attention when he was young. The church is dedicated to St Wystan, a Mercian prince who was murdered in the year 849 after he had objected to the uncanonical marriage of his widowed mother to his uncle – ‘a rather Hamlet-like story’, remarked Wystan Auden.


The story of St Wystan is recorded in a Little Guide to Shropshire, under the entry for Wistanstow, the place in that county where he was martyred. The author of the Little Guide was Wystan Auden’s uncle, the Rev. J. E. Auden, and Wystan carefully preserved his own copy of it. He was very possessive about his first name; he said he would be ‘furious’ if he ever met another Wystan.


His second Christian name, Hugh, was chosen in honour of his mother’s brother-in-law Hugh Culley, headmaster of Monmouth Grammar School. In adult life Wystan Hugh Auden became addicted to crosswords and liked to work out anagrams from his own name. One of his favourites was ‘Why shun a nude tag?’ Another was ‘Hug a shady wet nun’. He remarked that all you can get from ‘T. S. Eliot’ is ‘litotes’.1


His father had a medical practice as a general physician in York, and by the time of his third son’s birth he was doing very well. Dr Auden had begun work in York eight years earlier, in 1899, just after his marriage, when (at the age of twenty-seven) he had set up home and surgery at 76 Bootham, a big and rather ugly brick house in a smart street just outside the old city wall, within sight of York Minster. By the time that Wystan was born in 1907 he had moved his family to a larger and more attractive house just down the road. This was 54 Bootham, built in the Georgian style, with a portico around the front door. Things were going well enough for Dr Auden to employ a coachman to drive him round to his patients, and for him and his wife to have two maids and a cook to run the house.


It is true that prosperity did not in itself secure the Auden family’s social position. The status of doctors in Edwardian society was ambiguous to say the least. In the York street-directory Dr Auden, like other medical men, was listed not under Private Residents, but under Commercial – which amounted to saying that doctors were no better than tradesmen. When Wystan Auden’s mother had announced to one of her aunts that she was going to marry a doctor, she was told: ‘Marry him if you must, but no one will call on you!’ On the other hand Dr Auden was the son of a clergyman, and this made him rather more acceptable socially. Moreover he was making something of a mark in York because of his intellectual accomplishments. When the British Association for the Advancement of Science held a meeting in the city in the year before Wystan’s birth, Dr Auden was chosen to edit the Historical and Scientific Survey of York and District which was published to mark the occasion, and himself wrote the chapter on the region’s prehistory and archaeology.


So there would probably have been a secure future for the Audens if they had remained in York. Wystan’s childhood would have been spent in the shadow of York Minster, one of the finest medieval cathedrals in England, and he would have lived, during those years in which his imagination was developing, in a city that still looked much as it had done before the Industrial Revolution. But that was not what happened. When he was one and a half, in 1908, his family left York and moved south to Birmingham.


His father had been appointed Birmingham’s first School Medical Officer, a pioneer job which would chiefly mean inspecting and where necessary improving the sanitary arrangements in the schools controlled by the city’s Education Committee. It would not be easy work, for Birmingham and the surrounding suburbs had grown during the nineteenth century into one of the biggest industrial sprawls in the Midlands. Its schools were often poorly built, and many of the children were being brought up in grim conditions. The job also meant a drop in salary for Dr Auden, for the Birmingham Education Committee could not afford to pay him as much as he had earned in his lucrative practice in York. This did not really matter very much, for he had a small private income, and the family could still afford to keep servants after the move to Birmingham. Nevertheless Wystan, looking back, was certain that the decrease in salary had cost a real moral effort to his father, who he said was ‘one of those persons who cannot disburse even the smallest sums without mental anguish’.


Though Dr Auden’s work was in Birmingham itself, the house he acquired for his family stood some miles outside the city, in Solihull, which is nowadays a suburb of Birmingham but was then a large village a little detached from the south-eastern edge of the city. It was here, at ‘Apsley House’ in Lode Lane, that Wystan began to be aware of his surroundings.


These were not at first sight very interesting. Solihull was an undistinguished settlement of houses and small shops, most of them recently built. Down the road, however, was something that the small boy did find exciting: the local gasworks. He was often taken there on walks because, though sturdy and generally healthy, he did have slight bronchial trouble, and the fumes from the gasworks were thought to be good for his chest. He loved it there. ‘Those at the gasworks were my favourite men,’ he wrote of his early childhood, remembering the smells and pipes and huge gasometers which rose and fell. The gasworks was the first place that seemed to him (he said) ‘numinous’, arousing a feeling of wonder and awe.


Beyond home and Solihull lay, to the north, industrial Birmingham. Nothing was more exciting to Wystan than a train ride from Solihull into the city with its smoking chimneys and huge warehouses, and then (if he was lucky) onwards by another train, further north, where the line ran to Wolverhampton – past the canal, and between mile after mile of blackened factories with furnaces flaring up as the train passed. He never forgot this sight:






Clearer than Scafell Pike, my heart has stamped on


The view from Birmingham to Wolverhampton.








At home, his first memories were largely of the minor crises of family life: his father lancing an abscess in the terrier’s foot, and the occasion when he himself nearly poisoned his mother by stuffing tobacco into the coffee pot. But the abiding impression was of a childhood ‘full of love and good things to eat’.


Not that everything was exactly idyllic. The food, produced by Ada the cook, was just the usual stuff of Edwardian households, though it was no less welcome to the Auden boys for that. ‘There are certain tastes which those who have never experienced them as children can neither understand nor cure,’ wrote Wystan towards the end of his life. ‘Who but an Englishman, for example, can know the delights of stone cold leathery toast for breakfast, or the wonders of “Dead Man’s Leg”?’ – a nickname for suet pudding. Nor were things entirely perfect where love was concerned. His parents were in some ways oddly matched. His mother was strong-willed and rather neurotic; his father, three years younger, was mild-mannered and gentle. ‘No gentler father ever lived,’ said Wystan, but added: ‘Too gentle, I used sometimes to think, for as a husband he was often henpecked.’ When Wystan grew up he liked to play a game of devising more suitable mates for his parents. For instance: ‘Ma should have married a robust Italian who was very sexy, and cheated on her. She would have hated it, but it would have kept her on her toes. Pa should have married someone weaker than he and utterly devoted to him. But of course, if they had, I shouldn’t be here’. And what he chiefly remembered of his parents, despite their differences and difficulties, was that they ‘loved us and treated us gently’.


He learnt a good deal from each of them. His mother taught him to enjoy churchgoing. Both his parents were themselves the children of Church of England vicars, but while his father now had a rather detached and intellectual attitude towards religion, his mother was a deeply believing Christian. She saw to it that family prayers were held daily, and she took the children to morning and evening services at Solihull parish church every Sunday. Her inclinations were High Church, and later she and the children began to go further afield on Sundays, to Anglo-Catholic churches with High Mass, candles and incense. At the age of six, Wystan acted as a ‘boat boy’ at these services. Dressed in a red cassock and white linen cotta, he learnt to serve at the altar, carrying the boat-shaped container that held the incense-grains. Looking back on this, he felt it had been a thoroughly good thing that his first encounter with religion was aesthetic rather than intellectual. ‘My first religious memories are of exciting magical rites,’ he recalled, ‘rather than of listening to sermons.’


From his father he acquired an interest in legends and stories, and in ideas. Before Wystan could read, Dr Auden, who had a sound knowledge of classical literature, entertained him with tales of the Trojan War and of quarrels among the gods of Olympus. He also told Wystan about other mythological figures – Thor, Loki, and the rest of the deities of Icelandic legend. Dr Auden was particularly keen that his son should learn these tales, for not only was he deeply fond of Norse antiquities but he also believed that his own family name, Auden, showed that he himself was of Icelandic descent.


He believed this because ‘Auden’ resembles the Icelandic name Auðun or Auðunn (pronounced ‘Authunn’ with a hard th as in ‘there’), which is often found in early Norse literature and has survived as a modern Icelandic surname. George Auden apparently believed that his family was descended from or related to, a certain Auðun Skökull,2 who is recorded as one of the first Norse settlers in Iceland in the ninth century; and he told Wystan that before the settlement the Audens’ remote ancestors had lived on the coast of the Vik, the bay to the north of modern Denmark from which the Vikings had sailed.


It is possible that this account of the family’s early history is true. The Auden ancestors might have been migrants from Iceland to Britain, possibly as a result of the fishing trade in waters between the two countries – though if this did happen it must have been well before the early eighteenth century, by which time Wystan’s great-great-grandfather William Auden (the earliest member of the family who can be traced) was a landed gentleman living at Rowley Regis, not far from Birmingham, with an income (it is said) deriving largely from the discovery of coal under family lands.


More probable, however, is the explanation that the Audens of England and the Auouns of Iceland had only a remote connection, more than a thousand years ago, in a common Scandinavian origin, before the settlement of Iceland or the Viking invasions of Britain. And even this does not seem very likely. Experts on English surnames do not believe ‘Auden’ to be related to ‘Auðun’ at all, but suspect it to be just a variant of ‘Alden’ or ‘Aldwyn’, or perhaps ‘Edwin’. (The Lancashire place-name Audenshaw was formerly spelt ‘Aldwyneshaw’.) If this is true, then ‘Auden’ is probably ultimately derived from Anglo-Saxon Healfdene, ‘half Dane’, or from Ealdwine, ‘old friend’, or possibly from Eadwine, ‘rich friend’.3


Whatever the truth about his ancestry, Wystan Auden enjoyed believing that he was Norse by descent – not just on his father’s side but his mother’s as well. His mother’s family, the Bicknells, had real proof of this, for they could trace their line back to the Norman (and so ultimately Norse) family of Paveley or de Pavelly, who, in the thirteenth century, acquired by marriage the ancient manor of Bykenhulle – now spelt Bickenhall and corrupted gradually into the family name of Bicknell – which is a few miles north-west of Ilminster in Somerset. So it was that Wystan Auden could describe himself whimsically as ‘pure Nordic’; and he added: ‘In my childhood dreams Iceland was holy ground.’


If Dr Auden allowed his fancy to run away when he was talking about ancestry, in other respects he was a factually-minded man, and widely read; and his attitude to knowledge greatly influenced Wystan. At Cambridge in the 1890s he had read Natural Science, in which he took a First, and he won gold medals there and later at St Bartholomew’s Hospital, London, where he went to train as a doctor. He knew a lot about the history of medicine from classical times onwards, and besides being fluent in Latin and Greek (he was elected Secretary of the local Classical Association in Birmingham) he was sufficiently accomplished in modern languages to be able to translate works on archaeology and antiquities from German and Danish into English. Moreover he ignored the conventional distinctions between the humanities and the sciences. ‘In my father’s library,’ recalled Wystan, ‘scientific books stood side by side with works of poetry and fiction, and it never occurred to me to think of one as being less or more “humane” than the other.’ He added: ‘My father’s library not only taught me to read, but dictated my choice of reading. It was not the library of a literary man nor of a narrow specialist, but was a heterogeneous collection of books on many subjects, and included very few novels. In consequence my reading has always been wide and casual rather than scholarly, and in the main non-literary.’


Certainly many of the books that fascinated Wystan in childhood were not ‘literature’ in the usual sense of the word. Favourites which he remembered from early days included The Edinburgh School of Surgery, Mrs Beeton’s Book of Household Management, and Dangers to Health, a Victorian treatise on plumbing, illustrated with coloured plates. On the other hand there were plenty of the classics of Victorian and Edwardian children’s books on the nursery shelves. Wystan never lost his early adoration of Edward Lear, Lewis Carroll and Beatrix Potter, who remained sacred names to him throughout his life. He was also brought up on Hans Andersen, Farrar’s Eric, or, Little by Little, and George MacDonald, whose The Princess and the Goblin he thought ‘the only English children’s book in the same class as the Alice books’. Jules Verne, Rider Haggard and the Sherlock Holmes stories came a little later. It was, in fact, the typical literary fare of a child of his generation, and poetry did not play an especially big part in it. The first ‘serious’ poetry he remembered enjoying was In Memoriam, which his father used to read aloud, and Poe’s ‘The Raven’ and ‘The Bells’. From an early age Wystan learnt to think of poetry as something to be read aloud or recited – an attitude which remained with him for the rest of his life. He himself soon developed a fondness for the poems of Christina Rossetti and R. H. Barham, which he recited to his schoolfellows; he also chanted American ballads and verses by Belloc and Lewis Carroll. Poetry seemed to him on the whole something that was run, a joke; he loved the horrific-comic verses in Hoffman’s Struwwelpeter, Belloc’s Cautionary Tales, and Harry Graham’s Ruthless Rhymes for Heartless Homes. This, for example, was one of his favourite verses from the Graham book:






In the drinking well


Which the plumber built her,


Aunt Maria fell;


We must buy a filter.








He said of it: ‘When I was a child, this was the kind of poetry I most enjoyed.’


He learnt something else from his father. George Auden’s work as a doctor had made him consider not just the practice and history of medicine but also its philosophy. He liked to quote an aphorism that a doctor should ‘care more for the individual patient than for the special features of his disease’, and he would tell Wystan: ‘Healing is not a science, but the intuitive art of wooing Nature.’ Wystan was impressed, and for the rest of his life remained interested in the philosophy of medicine. Perhaps, too, his vision of himself as a surgeon or healer, which haunts much of his early poetry, reflects his father’s influence.


Certainly it was during his childhood that he first became aware of psychology. His father was greatly interested in this new and controversial subject, and bought books by pioneer psychologists as soon as they were published. In Birmingham, besides his work as School Medical Officer, Dr Auden acted as ‘Honorary Psychologist’ to the children’s hospital, and he also became medical adviser to a local institution for the mentally handicapped. As Wystan grew older, he learnt something about his father’s work in the field. Indeed from an early age he applied something of the psychologist’s detached and clinical analysis to members of his own family, especially his aunts and uncles.


There were a good many of these relatives in his life. His only surviving grandparent was his father’s mother, who lived at Horninglow, near Repton, where her husband had been Vicar until his death at a comparatively early age. When Wystan was four, he was excited by his first visit to her, by train; for the railway line passed through a coal-field, whose pit-heads and coal tips were important additions to his growing private landscape of industrial scenery – which already included gasworks, railways, factories and canals. Trips to his grandmother were, however, rare, for she and his mother were not on easy terms. He saw rather more of his other Auden relatives, but they did not earn much admiration from him. Most of them were clergymen or solicitors or the like, and only Uncle Harry, his father’s younger bachelor brother, seemed interesting. He was an industrial chemist by profession, and owned a motor car. (More privately, his inclinations were homosexual, and he collected photographs of naked choirboys.) Wystan liked Uncle Harry, but otherwise his father’s family struck him as ‘phlegmatic, earnest, rather slow, inclined to be miserly, and endowed with excellent health’.


He spent quite a lot of time with his maternal aunts and uncles, the Bicknells, especially with two aunts and an uncle who had houses in Monmouth and apartments in Brooke Street, off Holborn in London – the uncle was headmaster of the Mercer’s School, nearby. There was not much to choose between the Audens and the Bicknells socially; the Bicknell grandfather, like his Auden counterpart, had been a clergyman – the Vicar of Wroxham near Norwich – and he too had died in early middle age. Here too there was the same large number of uncles and aunts, eight in all,4 who were, like the Audens, employed in or married to members of respectable but dull professions. And just as in his father’s family there was one member who was ‘simple’ – Uncle Lewis Auden, who was cared for by a housekeeper – so the Bicknells numbered among them Aunt Daisy, ‘not all there’, who lived with Anglican nuns. But the character of his mother’s family struck Wystan as being pyschologically quite different from that of the Audens. At an early age he began to realise that they were, as he put it, ‘quick, short-tempered, generous, and liable to physical ill-health, hysteria, and neuroticism’; he himself thought he took after them in all these respects except for the ill-health. He had already decided by the age of six that ‘most of the adults I knew were stupid’, and in particular the Bicknell aunts with their favourite illnesses earned his amused contempt. Though the actual word was not yet in current use, he knew from watching them that ‘illness could be psychosomatic’.


He did not hesitate to criticise his Bicknell aunts if they said something ignorant or silly, and as a result they thought him (as he later realised) ‘a precocious, insolent little monster’. Nor did his scornful attitude please his brother John, who was devoted to the aunts, not least because he felt that they gave him more love and attention than he received at home, where Wystan now seemed to absorb all the parental affection – particularly from their mother.


Constance Auden was in many ways an unusual mother. As a girl she had learnt to be largely independent; both her parents had died when she was young, and she had been brought up largely by a bachelor uncle, with whose own sudden death she had had to cope when travelling abroad with him at the age of eighteen. Later she went to London University and studied French, at a time when very few women were receiving a university education. She then remained in London and took up nursing, with the idea of becoming an Anglican medical missionary. It was while she was working at St Bartholomew’s Hospital that she met George Auden, who was three years her junior – she was born in 1869, he in 1872. But though she was independent-minded and well educated she was not especially ‘progressive’ in her ideas. She had not, for example, liked the idea of her husband undertaking gynaecological work as part of his medical practice in York, and she was glad when his change of job meant he could give it up.


She was musical, and she encouraged Wystan to learn the piano. He proved to be competent at it if not specially talented. He also had quite a good treble voice, and sometimes sang duets with her. When he was eight she taught him the words and music of the love-potion scene from Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde, and together they sang this intensely erotic duet; Wystan taking the part of Isolde. She was, Wystan said as he looked back at this, sometimes ‘very odd indeed’.


He loved her deeply, but he felt that their close relationship had set up a great tension in himself. He once wrote a few lines of verse about this, which he did not publish:






Tommy did as mother told him


   Till his soul had split;


One half thought of angels


   And the other half of shit.








Looking back to his childhood, he felt that he could ascribe almost everything in his adult character to the relationship with his mother: his physical clumsiness (the result, he believed, of being encouraged to be mentally precocious); his sexual make-up (he thought the feminine streak in him grew from identifying with his mother); and even his intelligence. ‘I think we shall find’, he once said, ‘that all intelligent people are the product of psychological conflict in childhood.’ He suspected that intellectual achievement – especially artistic achievement – grows from the child’s attempt to ‘understand the mechanism of the trap’ in which it finds itself. As he put it in ‘Letter to Lord Byron’: ‘No one thinks unless a complex makes him.’


No doubt this is largely true; certainly he never got away from his mother. As an adult he loved to invoke her imaginary judgement on his own or other people’s behaviour: his usual phrase of criticism of any conduct that earned his disapproval was ‘Mother wouldn’t like it.’


But the chief characteristic of his childhood was security, a security that gave him the immense unshakeable self-confidence that was his overriding attribute. He was himself, indeed, remarkably un-neurotic in manner, largely because he was in the habit of assuming that things would turn out as he wanted them to – which, perhaps as a result, they usually did.


Moreover, as he himself once suggested, a neurosis may not be so much the cause of intellectual and artistic achievement as the means by which it is achieved. ‘The so-called traumatic experience’, he wrote, ‘is not an accident, but the opportunity for which the child has been patiently waiting – had it not occurred, it would have found another, equally trivial – in order to find a necessity and direction for its existence, in order that its life may become a serious matter.’




*





In 1913, when Wystan was six, the Auden family moved to another house in Solihull, 13 Homer Road, near the station of the Great Western Railway. That summer, they spent a month’s holiday at Rhayader in mid-Wales. John Auden, then aged nine, kept a diary of the holiday, illustrated by photographs, and this provides a close glimpse of the Audens. On fine days there are walks and bicycle-rides, Wystan travelling pillion on his father’s machine. One day Dr Auden teaches his sons to climb rocks – the boys, especially John, are beginning to take an interest in geology. On Sundays they are taken to the Catechism Service, and sometimes they return to church in the evenings. An Auden uncle and two cousins visit them, and they are given a ride in a motor car. It is, as Wystan himself remarked of family life during these years, ‘a world still largely Victorian’. The only oddity is the family’s habit, especially on rainy days, of investigating local factories and other places with machinery. Here are some of John Auden’s diary entries:




Sat 9th Aug. Rained in the morning. We went to the Tannery. Mr Batten was the head. He showed us round the works.


Wed 13th Aug. Rained a little in the morning but we went to the wolen mill where we saw the Carding machine.


Thursday 14th Aug. We visited the Water Works. Mr Swan took us over and took us in a tunnel. He showed us the Filterbeds and the Power Station. Wystan went in a hopper.





There is a photograph of Wystan staring over a rail at the machinery in the power station. Some lines that he wrote many years later recall his feelings at such moments:






Those beautiful machines that never talked


But let the small boy worship them and learn


All their long names whose hardness made him proud.








It was not so much that he wanted to understand machinery and to know how it worked; rather that he wanted to love it and make it part of his private imaginative world, of which the gasworks had been the beginning. And when the next year, at Easter 1914, the family went back to Wales for their holiday and this time stayed further north, and he saw the tiny Festiniog Railway that ran from the slate quarries to the sea at Portmadoc, he added narrow-gauge railways to his map of special numinous places and objects.


Then in August 1914 war broke out, and George Auden immediately joined the Royal Army Medical Corps. During the next four years he served in Gallipoli, Egypt and France, and his family saw almost nothing of him.5


Everything changed. The Solihull house was only kept on for a few months until Wystan went away to school – his brothers had been at boarding school for some time. Then his mother packed up the furniture, disposed of the lease of the house, and lived with relatives during term time, reuniting herself with the boys in the school holidays, usually in furnished rooms in different parts of the country. So it was that from 1915 until 1918 Wystan had no settled home.


He loved this nomadic life. Each holidays, in a different ‘home’, he could discover new things to add to his private map. It was now that it acquired two very important features: limestone and lead mines.


Finding themselves in a whole series of new places, the Auden boys explored their surroundings energetically, collecting fossils, rubbing church brasses, going on long walks, investigating prehistoric hill forts and caves, looking at stone circles and Norman churches and Saxon crosses. Soon after the beginning of the war they spent a holiday at Brad well in Derbyshire, on the edge of the Pennine limestone. From this base they visited the nearby Blue John Caves (named after the mineral found there), and were guided down long steep passages to caverns hollowed out by underground rivers, whose roofs, hung with stalactites, echoed to the perpetual trickle of water. Wystan was greatly impressed, but what struck him as still more dramatic were the disused lead mines whose remains could be seen here and there on the moors. He began to be fascinated by lead mining, and from now on, in his imagination, ‘thought myself a mining engineer’.


This is how he described his private passion: ‘I spent a great many of my waking hours in the construction and elaboration of a private sacred world, the basic elements of which were a landscape, northern and limestone, and an industry, lead mining.’ In his imagination he was, he said, the ‘sole autocrat’ of this dream country – whose features also included narrow-gauge tramways and overshot waterwheels.


He took his landscape seriously, and asked his mother and other adults to procure for him textbooks with titles such as Machinery for Metalliferous Mines, maps, guidebooks, and photographs; and he persuaded them to take him down a real mine if ever there was a chance. He especially relished the technical vocabulary of mining, the names of mines and of the veins found in them, and the geological terms relating to mining. ‘A word like pyrites’, he said, ‘was for me not simply an indicative sign; it was the Proper Name of a Sacred Being, so that, when I heard an aunt pronounce it pirrits I was shocked … Ignorance was impiety.’ He studied diagrams of water turbines, winding engines, roller crushers, and the other equipment of mining. He also made his fantasy landscape submit to rules; in selecting what objects were to be included in it, he allowed himself to choose between (for instance) various types of real water turbine which could be found in a manufacturer’s catalogue, but not to invent any non-existent machinery nor to use magical means in operating his imaginary mines.


Those adults who knew anything about his interest in mining assumed, not surprisingly, that he was genuinely scientific in temperament, and was probably gifted to become what he himself declared (and believed) he would be, a mining engineer. But the truth was that he had no practical mechanical ability whatsoever. However genuinely technical and scientific his interest in mines might appear to be, it was actually (as he later realised) a romantic and quite unpractical love-affair which had nothing to do with real mining. The machinery, the tunnels, the geological information, all attracted him because of their names and because they were symbols of something else, though he could not say of what. It was, in fact, an obsession which marked him out for something very far removed from engineering. ‘I doubt,’ he said, ‘if a person with both these passions, for the word and for the symbol, could become anything but a poet.’




1 Elsewhere, Auden remarked that Eliot’s name is an anagram of ‘toilets’.


2 The name ‘Skökull’ means ‘carriage-pole’, and seems also to have been used as slang for ‘penis’. Auden refers to ‘Auden Skökull’ in the first canto of ‘Letter to Lord Byron’.


3 Another theory traces the name, via the Latin form Audoenus, which is found in Domesday Book, to the French Ouen, the name of the saint who is also known as St Owen or St Audoenus, after whom Rouen is named. This seems quite plausible in view of the fact that some members of the Auden family believe that their ancestors were Huguenots. A number of place-names in France and Belgium have the stem Aud-.


    It is sometimes stated that ‘Auden’ may derive from Anglo-Saxon Ælfwine, ‘elf-friend’, but this is a misreading of P. H. Reaney, A Dictionary of British Surnames, where Ælfwine is given as the first name of one Ælfwine Aldine, whose surname may be an early form of ‘Auden’.


4 Auden several times stated that his parents were each one of seven children, but this was an error. His mother’s family consisted of six daughters and two sons and his father’s of seven sons and one daughter.


5 In an interview in the Observer Colour Magazine, 7 November 1971, Auden recalled that one of the last times he saw his father before Dr Auden joined the R.A.M.C. was when his parents put on fancy dress for a party: ‘She had on his clothes and a false moustache, and he was wearing hers…. I suppose they thought it would amuse me. I was terrified.’ John Auden says that this incident in fact happened in 1912, when Wystan was five.
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School





In the autumn of 1915, when Wystan was eight, he was sent as a boarder to St Edmund’s School at Hindhead in Surrey, a preparatory establishment of some fifty boys which his brother John was already attending – Bernard had been sent to another school.


He was not especially miserable during his first few weeks there. ‘I am certain that if a boy is to be sent away to school at all,’ he said, looking back, ‘it is kinder to send him at an early age. A boy of seven or eight seems to get over his homesickness very quickly.’ On the other hand he summed up his school as ‘a primitive tribe ruled by benevolent or malignant demons’.


It certainly was a primitive way of life: cold baths were taken every morning, the headmaster not infrequently caned his pupils, and the boys themselves meted out punishment to their victims by throwing them into gorse bushes. But it was no worse than most preparatory schools at that time, and better than many. The building, a late nineteenth-century house, was set in open country and surrounded by large hilly grounds in which the boys could play. Music was taken seriously, and Wystan was able to sing in the school choir, as well as continuing to learn the piano. The teaching was on the whole good.


The timetable consisted chiefly of Latin and Greek, mathematics, French, and divinity. There was also a little history and geography, but English was not taught, except for ‘spelling, derivations and synonyms’. The classical teaching was chiefly in the hands of the headmaster, Cyril Morgan-Brown, son of the school’s founder and nicknamed ‘Ciddy’ by the boys. Adults often found him an unimpressive figure with his dazed, tired expression; to the boys he was unpredictable and sometimes brutal. If he happened to be in a bad temper he might beat a pupil for a trivial error. At his best he was not encouraging. Once when John Auden spelt the Latin word misit as missit, Ciddy snapped: ‘A boy who does that will never make anything of his life.’ But Wystan Auden said that, despite all this, ‘Ciddy’ was an excellent teacher to whom he owed a great deal. He felt, in fact, that the intensive study of Latin and Greek from an early age had helped him to make better use of the English language: ‘Anybody who has spent many hours of his youth translating into and out of two languages so syntactically and rhetorically different from his own, learns something about his mother tongue which I do not think can be learned as well in any other way. For instance, it inculcates the habit, whenever one uses a word, of automatically asking: “What is its exact meaning?”’


The teaching of mathematics was, on the other hand, nothing like as good. It was mostly done by rote, without an explanation of basic principles, and by using mnemonics like this, which Wystan had to learn:






Minus times Minus equals Plus;


The reason for this we need not discuss.








If he was nervous of Ciddy in particular, Wystan found the teaching staff in general at St Edmund’s to be alarming. It was the first time that he had come seriously into contact with adults outside his own family, and he discovered them to be ‘hairy monsters with terrifying voices and eccentric habits’. When he read, in a history book, the story of King John gnawing the rush-mat in a rage, it did not surprise him in the least; this was just how his schoolmasters behaved.


During his time at St Edmund’s the staff were in fact more odd than they would usually have been; for the war was gradually using up all the able-bodied younger men, so that the regular teachers at the school had long ago vanished and been replaced by a series of temporary masters of steadily increasing strangeness. ‘Assistant masters, young and old,’ Wystan remembered, ‘came and went, becoming more peculiar each year. The oddest had a name to match – Captain Reginald Oscar Gartside-Bagnall. He had written a play, The Waves – a barefaced crib, I later discovered, from The Bells – which he used to read aloud in a Henry Irving voice to his awed and astonished favourites.’ These favourites, of whom Wystan was apparently one, were also given beer and biscuits, and may perhaps have had sexual advances made to them, for Wystan recorded cryptically that ‘Reggy’s’ moral character was ‘all at sea’. But his feelings towards this outlandish man were chiefly of gratitude for being given his ‘earliest visions of the great wide world’. And there were, of course, saner people at St Edmund’s, most notably ‘Ciddy’s’ daughter Rosamira (known as ‘Miss Rosa’), of whom Wystan was especially fond, and who behaved to him with almost maternal kindness.


Apart from causing a regular turnover in the teaching staff, the war had comparatively little effect on school life. The food was not notably worse than in peace-time, though the shortages did mean that the boys were not supposed to overeat. Once when Wystan took a second slice of bread and margarine (something that was actually permitted) a master remarked: ‘Auden, I see, wants the Huns to win.’ The school’s chief contribution to the war effort was to run its own miniature Officers’ Training Corps, the boys (the oldest of whom was thirteen) marching up and down with wooden rifles. The Corps held regular ‘field days’, when the boys conducted military operations in the Surrey countryside, using wooden rattles to make the noise of machine-gun fire. Here is a report of one of these occasions, in June 1917, when John Auden was still at St Edmund’s with his younger brother:




No. 1 machine-gun, under Corpl. Auden (junior), was posted on the left ahead of his elder brother, and his patrol was connected with the centre by connecting files… O. C. Red Force did a rather unwise thing. Being afraid of being cut off from the ridge to which he wished to retreat, he managed to get a message through to No. 1 gun to cover his retreat, and retired instantly by short rushes, some covering while others rushed (machine-gun fire did not seem to be forthcoming, but, as he learnt afterwards, Corpl. Auden (junior) was engaged on his own.)… Corpl. Auden (senior) then turned up and asked for advice. Corpl. Auden (junior) replied that the machine-gun was going to retire, and could he hold out a bit longer until he had reached the top and could cover his retreat. This was done, and then both turned their attention to the enemy’s advance, and during the charge the Corporal gave them a good deal of lead, but was unable to stop them.





Fun as this was, the boys did realise that the war was more than just an excuse for playing at soldiers. Many of them had already lost fathers or elder brothers, and those who had been bereaved wore black arm-bands at school for a few weeks and were treated respectfully. On the other hand most of them were too young to feel serious grief, and they had a certain gruesome interest in bereavement. If a boy was taken out of class to be told of a death in the family, his friends would crowd round him afterwards and ask him eagerly: ‘Did you blub much?’ And if a boy grew tired of mourning, all he had to do was take off his black arm-band and join in the games again. As Wystan said, the real war was for them not the hostilities against Germany but the perpetual struggles of school life:






The Great War had begun: but masters’ scrutiny


   And fists of big boys were the war to us;


It was as harmless as the Indian Mutiny,


   A beating from the Head was dangerous.








Wystan himself was on the whole winning this private war. From the first, he impressed everyone at St Edmund’s with his self-assurance and his rather clinical detachment. He later recalled that he had tried to shake the poise of the matron on his first day at school by remarking, with the air of a psychologist: ‘I like to see the various types of boys.’ His contemporaries at school were impressed by his air of authority and his wide general knowledge, culled from his father’s library and now shown off to them. One of them, Harold Llewellyn Smith, noted that the young Auden liked ‘talking for effect’, and remembered the occasion when, after two classes who usually shared one room were split for disciplinary reasons, Auden dubbed the event ‘The Great Schism’, and treated his schoolfellows to a short lecture on the late fourteenth century. He was then aged ten.


He was doing quite well academically, though he was untidy, lazy, and inclined to be cheeky to the masters. The other boys liked him well enough; at first they called him ‘Witny’ or ‘Witty’, a version of ‘Wystan’ that was used by his mother; later he acquired the title ‘Dodo Minor’, but this had no significance, being merely a junior version of the nickname given to his brother John, who wore spectacles and looked a little dodo-like. Outside classroom work, Wystan enjoyed his music, and though he was (in his own words) ‘a rabbit at all games’ nobody minded this very much. He was allowed to pursue more intellectual hobbies, such as collecting shells and insects, which he exhibited in school competitions. He, in return, did not regard himself as superior to those of his schoolfellows who liked sport. ‘I think’, he wrote, ‘I can honestly say I never thought that my minority concerns were superior to the concerns of the majority. At school, my total lack of interest in and aptitude for games of any kind did not make me despise athletes; on the contrary, I greatly admired them, as I have always admired anybody who does something well, but I did not envy them, because I knew that their skill could never be mine … I have never, I think, wanted to “belong” to a group whose interests were not mine, nor have I resented exclusion. Why should they accept me? All I have ever asked is that others should go their way and let me go mine.’


At St Edmund’s they did let him go his way, more than might have been the case at some schools. But he was not really happy there. To his schoolfellows he may have seemed self-assured, but in his own eyes he was largely a failure. Compared to those of his schoolfriends who were popular and successful at games, he felt himself (he said) to be ‘grubby and inferior and dull’. Moreover he thought that this was deserved, that his position as an outsider was all part of the eternal scheme of things, and that he was (as he put it) ‘doomed to a life of failure and envy’.


He reacted this way largely because the ‘very intense group life’ (as he called it) of boarding school was exactly the kind of life that suited him least. He believed that, while there is a certain type of person for whom such a life is ideal, and a majority for whom it is at least tolerable, there are always a few like himself for whom it is awful, largely because they are condemned to spending all their time at school at close quarters to other people, when by nature they really require solitude. And he noticed that the effect on himself of being made to lead such a life against his will was to create in him the habit of being contemptuous towards his fellow men, and especially towards the class of people with whom he was at school – the middle class. Boarding school was therefore, he concluded, ‘a not unimportant factor in my adoption of left political views’.




*





One of Wystan’s earliest pieces of writing to have survived is the series of entries he made at the age of ten in the diary kept by the Auden family during the Easter holidays of 1917, which they spent at Totland Bay in the Isle of Wight, staying as usual in furnished rooms. Here is Wystan’s account of the journey down to the Isle from school in Surrey:




Left Haslemere by the 10.40 train got don to Portsmouth at 12.0. clock. A portly Archdeacon was in our carriage (initials E. S. I. Paper stamped St Jude’s Vicarage Southsea). He was writing his sermon biusily. We had a very nice time on Portsmouth quay, watching steam ferrys running about … Unfortunately a short heavy snowstorm came one which did not stop before we got on board. There were glorious paddle engines on board with huge cranks … Then we came on to Freshwater, travelling with some nice New Zealand nurses, who told us, that a little while ago, They were in a hospital ship coming from Havre with 600 wounded on board and they ran strait into culver cliff at 4 a.m. The captain had been on the bridge till 10 minutes before when the chief officer took his place and was told to look out for culver light. He mistook the cliff for a cloud and ran strait into it. They were got off in a few hours and managed to get into Southampton under an escort. She was put into dry dock and it was found that she was torn from the bows to beyond the middle of the ship, but the sand ballast acted as a sort of cement and so the ship kept afloat. The chief officer shot himself. We arrived at Freshwater to find only an old growler which was engaged, but the man who engaged it said we could come too.





The other entries in the diary show that family life on holiday was not outwardly very different from what it had been before the war. The boys go off on long walks collecting fossils; their mother takes them frequently to church, or if the weather is bad organises a makeshift service at home; and one evening Wystan gives a ‘Grand Concert’ of piano solos and duets with his mother. Yet, looking back over this period of his life, Wystan was sure that the absence of his father had affected him. ‘To some degree I lost him psychologically,’ he said, adding that this had happened when he was seven, the age (he said) when ‘a son begins to take serious notice of his father and needs him most’. He felt that, in consequence, he and his father ‘never really came to know each other’.


He had the companionship of his elder brothers, and he and John got on well, and had a certain amount in common. But he was never close to Bernard, who was now away at school at Shrewsbury, and was not proving to be of an academic turn of mind. Wystan was, in fact, often left alone with his mother. He remembered one incident in particular from these years:






Father at the wars,


Mother, tongue-tied with shyness,


struggling to tell him


the Facts of Life he dared not


tell her he knew already.








He was, for some reason, circumcised when he was seven, an age so late that the operation made a great psychological impression on him. He once told a friend that it had been ‘really something’.


His understanding of sex was more thorough than that of most boys of his age, largely because he had managed to look through the manuals of anatomy in his father’s library. At school he passed on what he knew to his contemporaries, illustrating his lectures with crude drawings on the blackboard. They were impressed by his arcane knowledge, as they were also by the jumble of information about geology and lead mining (complete with technical terms) that he recited to them.


‘To several of us, including myself,’ recalled one of his listeners at St Edmund’s, ‘he confided the first naughty stupendous breath-taking hints about the facts of sex. I remember him chiefly for his naughtiness, his insolence, his smirking tantalizing air of knowing disreputable and exciting secrets. With his hinted forbidden knowledge and stock of mispronounced scientific words, portentously uttered, he enjoyed among us, his semi-savage credulous schoolfellows, the status of a kind of witch-doctor.’


The person who wrote this reminiscence was, in 1917, a boy of thirteen at St Edmund’s named Christopher William Bradshaw-Isherwood, the son of a professional soldier who had been killed at Ypres. This year, Wystan reached the top form of the school and began to get to know Bradshaw-Isherwood, who was already a member of it. Isherwood (as he preferred to be called) was amused by young Auden, with his stubby ink-stained fingers and the frown which seemed to be his permanent expression. ‘I see him frowning’, wrote Isherwood, ‘as he sings opposite me in the choir, surpliced, in an enormous Eton collar, above which his great red flaps of ears stand out on either side of his narrow scowling pudding-white face.’ Auden in his turn vividly remembered his first sight of Isherwood, ‘a small boy with enormous head and large eyes, carefully copying down the work of the boy at the desk next to his’.


Auden soon decided that he approved of Isherwood. They went for a walk together one Sunday, through the unremarkable Surrey countryside, and Isherwood said: ‘I think God must have been tired when He made this country.’ Auden later said that this was the first time he heard a remark which he decided was witty.


Once or twice he and Isherwood had a religious argument. Auden, loyal to his Anglo-Catholic home, railed against evangelical churches where the cross was merely painted on the wall behind the altar. He said: ‘They ought to be burnt down and their vicars put in prison’. Isherwood, who came from a more Low Church family, defended the other view, though without any real heat. On another occasion he and Auden, together with Harold Llewellyn Smith, worked out, surreptitiously during a game of cricket, the plot of a historical novel they intended to write together (but never did). In fact Auden and Isherwood did not, as yet, get to know each other very closely. There were, after all, two and a half years between them; and in December 1918 Isherwood left St Edmund’s to go to Repton. Auden remained there for a further eighteen months; and though his father was an Old Reptonian it was not to that school that he was eventually sent, but to Gresham’s School at Holt in Norfolk.


By this time the war was over. Dr Auden had returned to his family, and they were living once again in a permanent home. They had not gone back to Solihull, but instead had acquired a house at 42 Lordswood Road in the centre of Harborne, another nondescript village-suburb of Birmingham, to the west of the city. Dr Auden’s books and the family furniture had come out of store, and life went on much as it had before the war; though there were a few changes. Bernard left school and sailed for Canada, where he was to take up farming. John was now at Marlborough, from where in due course he went to Cambridge to read Natural Science, with the intention of becoming a geologist. And though Dr Auden himself had resumed his work as School Medical Officer for Birmingham, he also took up a part-time appointment as Professor of Public Health at Birmingham University, where he proved a much-liked lecturer, with a reputation for lacing his instruction on hygiene and sanitation with tags of Latin verse.


Wystan himself paid little attention to the surroundings of his new home, much preferring whenever possible to spend his holidays in the limestone landscape of the Pennines. At some time during his schooldays, probably when staying with friends, he began to visit a stretch of country in the north-western part of the Pennine range, around Alston and Nenthead. This area fascinated him, for it had once been a major centre for the lead mining industry. He acquired a technical manual, Lead and Zinc Ores of Northumberland and Alston Moor, and also a book that gave an account of a journey down one of the Alston mines, written by a Victorian traveller, Thomas Sopwith. Meanwhile he himself explored the area whenever he could, climbing the hill near the village of Rookhope that is known as Bolt’s Law, where a chimney (part of the ruins of a lead mine) pointed at the sky, and mine machinery lay abandoned and rusting in the grass near the open shaft.






In Rookhope I was first aware


Of Self and Not-self, Death and Dread:


Adits were entrances which led


Down to the Outlawed, to the Others,


The Terrible, the Merciful, the Mothers;


Alone in the hot day I knelt


Upon the edge of shafts and felt


The deep Urmutterfurcht [primeval anxiety] that drives


Us into knowledge all our lives,


The far interior of our fate


To civilize and to create…








He was now more deeply attracted by the derelict workings, which seemed to him full of symbolism, than by those mines that were still operating. Yet to his parents his interest in mining still appeared to be genuinely scientific. It was perhaps because they expected him to take an interest in science that they sent him to Gresham’s School, which specialised in the teaching of scientific subjects.




*





Wystan was encouraged to try for a scholarship to Gresham’s. He had done fairly well at St Edmund’s; in his last term he won the Form Prize for the top form, and also the First Prize for Mathematics.1 He also helped to form a school Literary Society, of which he became the first President; its main function was to hold readings from Shakespeare, though the minutes of one meeting also record ‘the defenestration of the President’. In fact he just missed a scholarship, and when he went to Gresham’s in September 1920 it was without any award to help his parents pay the fees.


Gresham’s seemed at first sight a civilised school that made good use of its pleasant surroundings. It was set on the edge of the small north Norfolk town of Holt, within five miles of the sea and of salt marshes populated by rare sea-birds. The boys were allowed to go wherever they wanted in the countryside, provided that they were back in time for meals and classes. At school they were permitted a reasonable amount of privacy, both at night-time (each boy’s bed was in a cubicle) and in the day, when they could spend their spare time in a study. ‘We all have studies,’ Wystan wrote soon after he arrived at Gresham’s. ‘Your first few terms you share with about three others, then less; finally you get a single study.’ He summed up his new school favourably: ‘The buildings are excellent and also the teaching.’


Certainly the buildings, if not outstanding, compared well with the architecture of many public schools. They were mostly very recent in date, and had been erected as part of a major expansion of Gresham’s by G. W. S. Howson, who became headmaster in 1900. When Howson took over Gresham’s it was merely a small local school (Sir John Gresham’s Free Grammar School) with forty boys and four masters. Nineteen years later, at Howson’s death, it was six times as large, and new buildings were still going up. A year after Auden arrived, a biology laboratory was opened. As for the teaching, the special emphasis on science, which was comparatively unusual for a public school of this time, absorbed a lot of the school’s energies, and the arts did not get a lot of attention. Only a little Latin was taught and no Greek, while English received scant notice. Nevertheless it was to the Latin and English teachers at Gresham’s that Auden felt he owed most. The Latin master, a clergyman named Field who was nicknamed ‘Beaky’ because of his hawklike nose, never tired, Auden remembered, ‘of showing us the shallowness of those who despised the classics’. English teaching, such as there was, lay in the hands of a master known as ‘Tock’ Tyler, who had a magnificent bass reading voice. ‘From listening to him reading the Bible or Shakespeare,’ said Auden, ‘I learnt more about poetry and the humanities than from any course of University lectures’.


In many ways Gresham’s was a liberal school. Howson, who had taught at Uppingham, another ‘progressive’ public school, had been (in his time as headmaster at Gresham’s) firmly opposed to the hero-worship of athletes. For this reason Gresham’s was not allowed to play games against other schools, and the boys were even forbidden to cheer at their own football matches. The intellect was rated highly, and great honour was paid to boys who won scholarships. Politically, too, the tone (as shown in school debates) was liberal, and though there was an Officers’ Training Corps it was regarded by most boys with some distaste. Corporal punishment and bullying were practically unknown, and there was no snobbery about social class. The boys generally behaved to each other in a civilised fashion.


On the other hand the moral outlook was anything but liberal. Howson had come to Gresham’s with the belief that a boy was capable of obeying a higher ethical code than schoolboy conventions commonly allowed, and he decided that it was his duty above everything else to mould the characters of his pupils according to this higher code. He himself interviewed all new boys soon after they arrived, and spoke to them about the moral ideals of the school. He asked them to make a promise to him that they would not themselves indulge in, and would try to prevent other boys indulging in, three things: smoking, swearing, and ‘indecency’. Once the boys had made this promise to him, they were asked to repeat it to their housemaster, who gave them a further lecture on morals. There were two sanctions: if a boy broke any of his promises he was expected to ‘own up’; if he discovered another boy breaking one, he should first try to persuade the culprit to confess, and then, if this failed, should report him to the authorities.


By the time that Auden arrived at the school, Howson’s ‘Honour System’ (as it was called) was in the hands of his successor as headmaster, J. R. Eccles, who lacked Howson’s powerful personality. He was a fussy, precise, bustling bachelor with the manner of an over-energetic scout leader. Eccles reinforced the Honour System with sermons in the school chapel in which he warned the boys about the dangers of masturbation – which, of course, was an activity the Honour System was especially designed to suppress. The result of these sermons, and of lectures on the same subject by the housemasters, was to cause anxiety among the boys. Yet on the whole the Honour System worked, at least superficially. Boys did go to their housemasters and confess minor infringements, and though no doubt major crimes against the code were sometimes committed in secret, swearing, smoking and ‘smut’ were virtually unknown.


Auden, on the other hand, looking back at his time at Gresham’s, judged the Honour System to have been totally disastrous from the point of view of the boys. He wrote of it: ‘I believe no more potent engine for turning them into neurotic innocents, for perpetuating those very faults of character which it was intended to cure, was ever devised.’ Of course (he said) the Honour System ‘worked’, for it operated by appealing to the boys’ feeling of loyalty and honour, the only emotion that was as yet fully developed in them. As a result it was effective in suppressing their other, less developed, emotions, including their sexual feelings. ‘But’, he wrote, ‘if you deny these other emotions their expression and development, however silly or shocking they may seem to you, they will not only never grow up, but they will go backward, for human nature cannot stand still; they will, like all things that are shut up, go bad on you.’


Even more strongly, he was opposed to the Honour System’s demand that boys should if necessary act as informers on each other. ‘It meant’, he wrote ten years after leaving Gresham’s, ‘that the whole of our moral life was based on fear, on fear of the community, not to mention the temptation it offered to the natural informer, and fear is not a healthy basis. It makes one furtive and dishonest and unadventurous. The best reason I have for opposing Fascism is that at school I lived in a Fascist state.’


He did not enjoy his first year at Gresham’s, finding it difficult to get on with the other junior boys in his house, Farfield, and disliking his housemaster, a bachelor named Robertson. He had been put in too low a class for his ability, and he found the work absurdly easy. There was, however, the school library, where he could go and read, and which he found to be magnificently stocked with books. Also he soon came to admire the senior boy, T. O. Garland, who was house-prefect of Farfield. ‘A really good prefect is as rare as a comet,’ he wrote of Garland, ‘but he was a born leader and the only person, boy or master, who ever made the conventional house and school loyalties have any meaning for me.’ Garland, who took care to explain to the junior boys that the headmaster’s warnings against masturbation were unnecessarily alarmist, was in his turn impressed by Auden, or at least by his stubbornness. An incident occurred when Auden and the two boys with whom he shared a study were accused of damaging another boy’s straw hat by using it as a target for a home-made gun. Garland recalled of this: ‘I third-degreed those boys separately. The two older boys quite quickly agreed that they had been responsible. But Auden stuck out for a long time. He would have nothing to do with any admission. I remember this impressed me. It took a lot of persuading him that the others had made confessions, and it was really rather a waste of time him sticking to his lies. I quite admired him for it. It seemed to me that he was behaving with a much more staunch sense of loyalty to his two pals than they were taking to each other.’


By Auden’s third term at Gresham’s his life there began to improve. He started to take part in the Debating Society, acted a small part in a house play, and was given the role of Ursula in the school production of Much Ado About Nothing. In the autumn he was allowed to try again for the scholarship he had missed. This time he won the first of two open awards, and was promptly moved up two forms as a result. From now on he progressed fairly effortlessly up the school in academic work. His English essays were much admired, and were often read out to the class. At least one of his schoolfellows, Michael Fordham, thought him ‘brilliant in all subjects’; though he took no more trouble than was necessary, and was regarded by some people as lazy. Games did not appeal to him any more than they had done at St Edmund’s – athletically he was pathetic,’ commented Fordham – but he sang in the choir, took lessons on the organ as well as the piano, and became friends with Walter Greatorex, the music master.


Greatorex, a good organist, was something of an outsider at Gresham’s, having come there reputedly after some small scandal at another school caused by his homosexuality. He was, recalled Auden, ‘the first schoolmaster  to treat me as an equal human being’. Elsewhere he wrote of Greatorex: ‘He was what the ideal schoolmaster should be, ready to be a friend and not a beak, to give the adolescent all the comfort and stimulus of a personal relation, without at the same time making any demands for himself in return, a temptation which must assail all those who are capable of attracting and influencing their juniors. He was in the best sense of the word indifferent, and if the whole of the rest of my schooldays had been hateful, which they weren’t, his existence alone would make me recall them with pleasure.’


It was at about this time that Auden began to lose his religious beliefs. He was confirmed during 1920, when he was thirteen, and in his last term at St Edmund’s he went through what he called a ‘period of ecclesiastical Schwärmerei [enthusiasm]’, enjoying making his confession, a practice encouraged by the school chaplain, who had High Church leanings. But religion at Gresham’s was, Auden soon found, religion without real dogma, and therefore (as he put it) ‘nothing but vague uplift, as flat as an old bottle of soda water’. He began to suspect that the devout phase he had been going through was really a case of pseudo-devotion, behind which lay ‘quite straightforward and unredeemed eroticism’. Also, at home in the school holidays, attending one of the local Anglo-Catholic churches with his mother, he began to notice that many of the most devoted worshippers were unfortunate in one way or another: they suffered from physical or mental ill-health, or were unhappily married, or were too unattractive to get married. He began to suspect that ‘people only love God when no one else will love them’. He also began to feel that, now he was old enough for some kind of real personal belief, the language and imagery of the Church were something that he could not seriously use himself; for instance the phrase ‘Lamb of God’ was, for him, ‘liable to evoke ridiculous images’. A little later he noticed that many of the writers whose books excited him were not Christians. As a result, he gradually ceased to take any active interest in Christianity or to accept its doctrines. On the other hand he did continue to go to church with some enthusiasm, thanks to the fact that he enjoyed singing in the school choir at Gresham’s both before and after his voice broke. He also retained a vague conviction that ‘life is ruled by mysterious forces’.


His lapse from religion was a gradual process, concurrent with his growing awareness of sexual feelings. By 1922, when he was fifteen, he had begun to be sexually attracted to at least one of his schoolfellows. In many public schools, where mild homosexual intrigues and scandals were part of daily life, such feelings would probably not have seemed very serious. But the Gresham’s Honour System was designed to suppress exactly this sort of thing, and to make the boys feel profoundly uncomfortable about sex. As a result, Auden probably felt guilty about what he was experiencing. Certainly he did nothing – at least at first – to make his feelings known to the boy to whom he felt the attraction.


This was Robert Medley, a year older than him, who had been absent from school for most of 1921 recovering from a road accident (his bicycle had skidded and thrown him under a steam-wagon). Medley returned to Gresham’s early in 1922 and joined the school’s new Sociological Society, which had been formed ostensibly to study contemporary social, political and economic issues, but was really (as Auden said) an excuse to have ‘a grand time visiting factories in a charabanc’. It was on one of these trips, on 22 March 1922, that Auden managed to get to know Medley (a slim, dark-haired boy), contriving to sit next to him in the bus.


Medley had returned to Gresham’s disillusioned with school, feeling that he did not belong, and intending to get through it as quickly as possible. In this mood, he was impressed by Auden, who, though younger than himself, already had a clinical detachment from school life. Medley, who was interested in painting, had a number of artistic friends, but he found that Auden was also more articulate than any of them.


He and Auden had plenty to talk about. Medley’s attitudes were largely a mixture of William Morris socialism and Blake-Shelley romanticism. He rejected religion and refused to be confirmed. It was this last topic that they discussed on the Sunday following the charabanc trip, going for a walk together across fields near the school. Medley made an attack on the Church; Auden’s drift away from religion had scarcely yet begun, and he surprised Medley by declaring himself to be a believer. ‘An argument followed,’ Medley remembered, ‘and to soften what I feared might become a serious breach, after a pause, I asked him if he wrote poetry, confessing by way of exchange that I did. I was a little surprised that he had not tried and suggested he might do so.’


Auden’s vision of himself and his future was at this time a little muddled. He was still toying with the idea of a career as a mining engineer, but he entertained other fancies – crazes for such things as motor-cycles and photography. Medley’s casual question suddenly provided quite a different answer to the puzzle of what he ought to do with his life:






   Kicking a little stone, he turned to me


   And said, ‘Tell me, do you write poetry?’


I never had, and said so, but I knew


That very moment what I wished to do.










1 Though he did well in mathematics at school, he seems to have lost touch with it in later years, to his regret. He remarked (in an unpublished interview commissioned for Time magazine): ‘I was cut off from mathematics. And that is a tragedy. That means half the world lost. Scientists have no difficulty understanding all the humanities, but if you don’t have mathematics you can’t understand what they’re up to.’
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Poetry





According to Auden, the first poem that he wrote was a sonnet on Blea Tarn, a pool high in the Lake District, in the heart of Wordsworth country – he, his father and his brother John stayed in the Lakes during the summer of 1922. Auden later lost the manuscript of the sonnet, though he could remember that it ended






                            and in the quiet


Oblivion of thy water let them stay.








He said: ‘Who or what They were, I cannot, for the life of me, recall.’


His mother, on the other hand, maintained that his earliest poem was one called ‘California’, named after a small village near his Birmingham home. A manuscript of this is among a large collection of his early work that she preserved, and eventually gave to a family friend (Auden said he wished she hadn’t, and alleged that the preservation of a poet’s juvenilia was just a form of idle curiosity rather than real scholarship):






The twinkling lamps stream up the hill


Past the farm and past the mill


Right at the top of the road one sees


A round moon like a Stilton cheese.







A man could walk along that track


Fetch the moon and bring it back


Or gather stars up in his hand


Like strawberries on English land.







‘But how should I, a poor man, dare


To meet so close the full-moon’s stare?’


For this I stopped, and stood quite still


Then turned with quick steps down that hill.








This was simple stuff. But Auden soon became more ambitious. By December 1922, nine months after Robert Medley had suggested he try writing poetry, some verses of his were published, unsigned, in the school magazine, The Gresham, under the title ‘Dawn’:






Far into the vast the mists grow dim,


   A deep and holy silence broods around,


Fire burns beyond the vaporous rim,


   And crystal-like the dew bestrews the ground.







The last laggard star has fled the glowing sky,


   Comes a quiet stirring and a gentle light,


A vast pulsating music, throbbing harmony,


   Behold the sun delivered from the gloom of night!








This sort of thing was, as Auden later realised, an imitation of what he thought poetry was like, not a copy of any particular poet so much as a pastiche of ‘poetry-in-general’. At the time, of course, it seemed quite brilliant to him. ‘Never again’, he wrote many years later, ‘will a poet feel so inspired, so certain of genius, as he feels in those first days as his pencil flies across the page.’ Even now he was beginning to learn a few things about technique – for example, that words could sometimes change their metrical quantities when they were put alongside other words. He had also started, for the first time in his life, to read serious poetry for pleasure, beginning to search through books of poetry in the hope of finding something that would give him suggestions as to what he could write.


For many months he browsed about in the school library, taking up some poet for a few weeks and then dropping him for another. Probably Wordsworth was among his earliest models (there are lines in his first few poems which suggest this), and he was certainly impressed for a time by W. H. Davies, and by ‘A. E.’ (the Irishman G. W. Russell). He was also delighted by Walter de la Mare, and tried writing a poem rather in de la Mare’s style, about two children who push stones through a wall which are caught by a little green man on the other side. Meanwhile he went on searching through the school library ‘without finding what I really wanted’.




*





In the summer term of 1922 he took the leading role of Katherina in a school production of The Taming of the Shrew. It was a hard part for a schoolboy, and was made more difficult by a bad wig and a dreadful costume. The part of Petruchio was taken by Sebastian Shaw, who later became a professional actor; he remembered Auden with ‘red wrists projecting from frilly sleeves and never knowing what to do with his hands. His voice however was clear and his diction excellent.’ The reviewer in The Gresham wrote of Auden’s performance: ‘It reflected the greatest credit on him that he contrived to infuse considerable dignity into his passionate outbursts and, moreover, by his spirited performance, showed that determination can overcome almost insurmountable difficulties.’


That summer holiday he went, voluntarily, to the annual camp of the school’s Officer Training Corps, which Robert Medley thought an extremely odd thing to do, given Auden’s cynical view of such things, besides the fact that he was (as Medley put it) ‘the most unlikely of soldiers’. But the O. T. C. did appeal to Auden’s sense of the absurd, and the summer camp also gave him the chance to witness some of the Gresham’s contingent abandoning their virtuous ways when they came into contact with boys from less inhibited schools. On the whole, however, Auden was not sociable at school and kept out of corporate activities as much as possible. He continued to have a profound dislike of Gresham’s ethos and (on a personal level) of his housemaster Robertson. One evening during ‘prep’, Robertson caught him writing a poem when he should have been working, and remarked: ‘You shouldn’t waste your sweetness on the desert air like this, Auden.’ Ten years later, Auden was still unable to think of this incident without wishing Robertson evil.


His sense of being an outsider at Gresham’s was reinforced by his sexual feelings for Robert Medley. On his side Medley, though himself attracted to another boy, had no idea of Auden’s emotions; but there was an occasion when Auden managed to contrive a few seconds’ close physical contact. This was at the school swimming pool during the summer term of 1922. Medley, an excellent swimmer, was fooling around with other boys and doing double-dives with them from the top diving board, a feat which required that one of them ride pick-a-back on the other’s shoulders. Auden was watching, and after a while he asked Medley to do the same with him. Medley agreed, and showed Auden how to grip with his legs; and together they dived. Auden emerged from the water with a badly bleeding nose. ‘Feeling responsible,’ said Medley, ‘I was very upset, but it was the first time I had encountered his innate physical clumsiness. Also I suppose it was as near as we, or most of us, ever got to an embrace at Gresham’s.’


Auden took to wandering off by himself away from the school in the early hours of the morning, although this was against the rules. One of the other boys (a naturalist who had special permission to be out at this hour) spotted him very early one day several miles from school, standing alone on the shore at Weybourne, looking at the sea. Auden himself, recalling his schooldays some years later, remembered watching a snow storm come up from the sea at Salthouse, and walking in a June dawn at Hempstead Mill, a couple of miles from Gresham’s. He called these ‘only the two most vivid of a hundred such experiences’. He tried to get something of them into his poetry:






On the cold waterfall the flush of dawn gleams bright


As the wind shouts by his nightly laughter voicing


The sun rolls back the gorgeous fabric of the night


And the stars go down behind the hills rejoicing.








He also attempted some close observation of nature:






Autumn is come, dear kindly dame


With love that puts us men to shame


We cannot stir outside the house


Some hare will cross our path or mouse


Apples like ruby gems are set


Deep in long grass thats green and wet


And when along the lanes we go


Red berries wink on each hedgerow


Burdock keeps clinging to our coats


And ‘Old Man’s Beard’ drapes all the roads.








(He scarcely bothered to punctuate his poems, professing not to understand the art, and, both in poems and letters, often omitted apostrophes from words that needed them. These omissions and other idiosyncrasies have been reproduced in transcriptions in this book.)


Auden had not written many poems like this before he realised he had no real aptitude for noticing the details of nature. He put this down largely to defective sight, damaged in some way (he said) during early adolescence, with the result that he was myopic. He had glasses, but for some reason rarely wore them – he did not need them for reading – though without them he could not see his surroundings very clearly. He did not mind this very much; indeed he once admitted that his short sight was ‘probably a retreat from reality, a desire to shut the real world out’. In fact none of his senses seemed to be highly developed; everything had to be scanned by his intellect before he could become really aware of it. During a period of his adult life when he was impressed by the ideas of Jung, he described himself as a Thinking-Intuitive (like his mother), rather than someone who is characterised by Feeling and Sensation.


He eventually made his lack of sense-perception into a virtue, declaring that humanity is naturally anthropocentric and interested only in itself, so that Art should be concerned chiefly with human life and should use landscape just as a background. ‘To me Art’s subject is the human clay,’ he wrote in a 1936 poem, ‘And landscape but a background to a torso.’


His own chief concern during much of his schooldays was his unhappy love for Robert Medley, a love which he did not have the courage to declare or do anything about. Several of his poems written at this time have the theme of beauty or sensual attraction being unwillingly rejected because of cowardice, as in this one, ‘To a Toadstool’:






O Scarlet Beauty with thy milk white eyes


See! I have plucked thee up thou lovely thing.


For he, I know, who eats thee shall be wise


And see the fairies dancing in a ring


Shall leam to read the willows sighs


And share the passion of the nightingale.


But I have heard too oft mens’ tales and lies


So now with hand pressed close to lip I quail.








At the end of 1922, Robert Medley left Gresham’s to go to art school in London. Auden visited him there, and together they went to the theatre to see such things as Capek’s Insect Play and R. U. R. Auden also stayed with Medley’s family during several holidays that they were spending in the Yorkshire dales, at Appletreewick in Wharfedale and (on another occasion) at Askrigg in Wensleydale. The village of Appletreewick delighted him – he wrote a poem about it – and he was also greatly taken with Swaledale, a little to the north of Askrigg. He added both these places to his private numinous map.


Medley also came to stay with the Auden family in Harborne. One day while he was there, Dr Auden found a poem among his son’s manuscripts (Wystan was in the habit of showing his poetry to his parents) which described Medley at the school swimming pool. Thinking that he detected an erotic element in it, Auden’s father confronted the two boys with the matter, though in his usual mild manner. He explained (recalled Medley) ‘that he himself as a young man had also enjoyed a close friendship, but that it was not desirable, nor had it ever gone “that” far – had we in fact gone “that” far? It was with relief that we were truthfully able to assure him that our relationship was purely platonic.’ Dr Auden was satisfied, and there was no further interference in the friendship.


The poem about Medley at the swimming pool does not survive, but there is another from this period which seems to reflect Auden’s feelings for him. It probably refers to one of the holidays they spent together in Yorkshire, for the setting is a moorland landscape, where ‘we two’ spent a week that was ‘happiness-lit’:






Who deafened our ears during those days,


Who dulled our eyes,


That life’s great doxology we failed


To recognize?







No whisper fell when we watched the wheel


Toss at the mill:


‘You never knew days richer than these,


Nor ever will.’










Then standing at sundown on the cliff,


It fired your hair;


No voice said to me: ‘You will not find


Two souls as rare.’








The diction in his poems was becoming more sure now. This was largely because he had found a whole new range of stylistic models in Walter de la Mare’s verse anthology Come Hither, which he was given soon after its publication in 1923. He was excited by this book, not just because it introduced him to poets he had never heard of, but also because de la Mare (who had organised the anthology by subject-matter rather than by the poets themselves) juxtaposed serious poetry with nursery rhymes, ballads, and broadly comic verse. Auden later said that from Come Hither he learnt ‘that poetry does not have to be great or even serious to be good’.


As a result he began to write poems on all kinds of subjects. A selection of titles from this period gives some idea of the range of topics: ‘The Circus’, ‘On Seeing Some Dutch Pictures’, ‘Inn Song’, ‘Joy’, ‘The Miner’s Wife’, ‘On a Greek Tomb Relief’. His output was now very large; Medley received ‘sheaves of poems’ from him, and many of Auden’s letters home to his parents had a poem (or even two or three) tucked in with them, scrawled in his uneven and not always legible handwriting on a piece of paper torn from an exercise book. ‘I wonder what you will think of this,’ he wrote at the bottom of a piece of free verse. ‘It is an experiment.’ And on another poem: ‘So sorry I forgot to send this last Sunday. Here it is.’


Come Hither introduced him to the work of Robert Frost (as yet scarcely known in England), who was represented in the anthology by three poems. Auden was soon copying Frost’s tone of voice in a poem called ‘The Robin’:






Yes, always now


He follows me


About the lawn


From tree to tree.







And if I go


Raspberry-picking


He’ll perch among


The canes to sing…







If he but knew


What we men be


He would not thus


Hop after me.








The Georgian poets were scarcely represented in Come Hither, and the moderns not at all, which Auden (looking back) thought had been a good thing. ‘The dangers of too early a sophistication and contact with “modern” writers are so great,’ he wrote, ‘and I have seen sterility result too often not to be sceptical about the value of any academic courses in the contemporary arts. I was fortunate indeed in finding the only poet who wrote of my world.’


This was Thomas Hardy, many of whose poems he found in the de la Mare anthology, and to whom he felt an immediate affinity. ‘For more than a year I read no one else,’ he recalled of the period 1923–4, when he was getting to know all Hardy’s books in the Wessex edition, novels as well as poetry. ‘I smuggled them into class, carried them about on Sunday walks, and took them up to the dormitory to read in the early morning, though they were far too unwieldy to read in bed with comfort.’


He had no difficulty in later years in explaining Hardy’s appeal to him, for it seemed natural to him that an introverted adolescent, unhappy in a boarding-school society in which he did not shine, should want to take refuge in the work of a writer who was largely pessimistic and regarded the universe as hostile. He also liked Hardy because he wrote poems about unhappy love, which Auden could apply to his own situation; because the world about which Hardy wrote was recognisably the world of his own childhood; and (rather oddly) because Hardy looked like his own father, with ‘that broad unpampered moustache, bald forehead and deeply lined sympathetic face’.


Hardy’s pessimistic philosophy soon started to appear in Auden’s poems:






What are we men whose mind to life brings


   Unpatterned gauges,


Whom suns may stir to imaginings,


   Who hold a mere chance


   Of significance,


And call the scratch on the surface of things


   Wisdom of ages?








He chose several Hardy-like subjects and titles, such as ‘He Revisits the Spot’ and ‘The Carter’s Funeral’. More important, he began to apply Hardy’s tone of voice to a subject that was already dear to his own imagination: industrial machinery and landscape, especially in a derelict state. Poems with titles such as ‘The Old Colliery’ started to appear in the notebook in which he was now writing his verse:






The iron wheel hangs


Above the shaft


Rusted and broken


Where once men laughed…








Another subject he chose for this approach was a rusting traction-engine, while a third and more ambitious poem in his Hardy voice described Allendale, a town in the lead-mining district near Alston:






The smelting-mill stack is crumbling, no smoke is alive there,


Down in the valley the furnace no lead-ore of worth burns;


Now tombs of decaying industries, not to strive there


   Many more earth-turns.








All these poems ended forlornly or pessimistically, often with unanswered questions about the meaning of life. In fact such pessimism was, despite Auden’s present discontent, not really natural to him, and after a time it disappeared from his poetry. He did, however, learn something else from Hardy which remained in his imagination for the rest of his life: ‘What I valued most in Hardy, then, as I still do,’ he wrote in the 1940s, ‘was his hawk’s vision, his way of looking at life from a very great height.’ Auden was here thinking of the opening chapter of The Return of the Native, with its description of Egdon Heath seen from far above, and of the stage directions in The Dynasts – in other words of Hardy’s prose and drama rather than his verse. But for Auden himself the ‘hawk’s vision’ was to become an important part of poetry.




*





The fact that he was now writing poetry did not alter his parents’ expectation that he would take up some kind of scientific career, and when he was sixteen and had to make a decision about what subject to choose for university entrance, it was agreed that he should specialise in science. Probably his family medical background and the fact that Gresham’s had a new and flourishing biology department played a part in the decision that biology rather than physics should be his principal subject. At all events he began, in September 1923, to spend most of his time studying zoology and botany, with some chemistry.


‘In Zoology I have been doing the Crayfish all the last week’, he wrote to his parents in October 1923, ‘and have got to compare the nervous and excretory systems in the Protozoa, Coelentera and Worms, quite an interesting subject.’ He did well at his work. The process of dissecting organisms and examining them through a microscope suited his habit of mind. To some extent his view, in his poetry of the 1930s, of the poet as a surgeon owes something to this training as a biologist. ‘Section these dwellings,’ he wrote in The Dog Beneath the Skin, ‘expose the life of a people.’


Meanwhile his poetry had received a new stimulus. In the same letter in which he described his early work in zoology, he told his parents: ‘I have a little surprise for you; I have had some things accepted for the 1924 volume of Public School Verse; so shall make my first appearance in print so to speak next year. Don’t tell anybody this will you; not even any of the family.’


This was the result of a friendship that he had begun with a man of twenty-six named Michael Davidson, who was working on the staff of a Norwich newspaper, and who, many years later, was to begin his autobiography: ‘This is the life-history of a lover of boys.’ Davidson, an ex-public schoolboy, had been wounded on the Somme; after the war he became a regular soldier, but stayed in the army for only one night; he then went to South Africa and set up a pig farm with a sixteen-year-old Welsh boy for partner; and now he had come back to England and was working in East Anglia as a journalist. His sister was married to the violin teacher at Gresham’s; hence he knew Greatorex, the music master, in whose house he was introduced to Auden.


‘Auden, as I remember him then,’ he wrote, ‘was tall and gangling, with fair limp hair across a pale forehead and clumsy limbs apt to go adrift; and an odd, cogitative face that was frighteningly unboyish. He seemed too engrossed in thought to be boyish; it was the face of a mind far older than its age and already had that look of puritan sternness which signifies contempt for all intellectual time-wasting.’


At their first meeting, Davidson was ‘bewitched’ by Auden, not because of physical attractiveness (he found none), but because he believed that this boy of sixteen – an age which held a special fascination for him – had something of genius. ‘The maturity of even his smallest remarks,’ he wrote of Auden, ‘a kind of inspired wisdom which, in his company, one couldn’t help being aware of, was alarming; and I knew instantly that, though ten years older, I was shamefully his inferior in intellect and learning.’ Davidson decided that ‘I had found my boy Keats or Chatterton, on whom I would lavish all I could muster of literary maternalism. I was in love.’


Davidson made sexual advances to Auden, which were rejected, ‘not on-moral grounds’, said Auden, ‘but because I thought him unattractive’. Davidson, undeterred, pursued the friendship, taking great pains to encourage and help Auden with his poetry.


Auden regarded Davidson’s feelings for him quite dispassionately, looking on him almost as a clinical specimen. ‘He once told me, as if stating an interesting scientific fact,’ recalled Davidson, ‘that I was the first adult homosexual he had met.’ But he was also tactful, and when Davidson sent him some verses addressed to him ‘he was kind enough’, recalled Davidson, ‘to ignore their poetic dreadfulness and stern enough to keep silent on the sentiment they conveyed’. Meanwhile Auden greatly valued the encouragement Davidson was giving to his experiments in poetry. ‘I owe him a great deal,’ he said many years later.


He sent Davidson every poem he wrote, and Davidson replied with criticisms, or rather with discussion and suggestions. Davidson also scoured the literary journals for anything that might interest Auden, and ordered for him (at his own expense) copies of new books of poetry and criticism. Letters between the two of them were full of excited discoveries of writers who were fresh to them.


Among these discoveries was Edward Thomas. Auden remembered that in the autumn of 1924 there was a ‘palace revolution’, after which his admired Thomas Hardy had to share the kingdom with Edward Thomas. He wrote a poem in the style of Thomas, called ‘The Rookery’, about a row of elms suddenly and unexpectedly deserted by rooks:






When we were half asleep we thought it seemed


Stiller than usual; but no one dreamed


That aught was wrong until we came downstairs


And looked, as we had done these many years,


At the huge wall of elms that flanked the lawn…








He also wrote a poem addressed to Thomas (‘here and there your music and your words are read / And someone learns what elms and badgers said / To you who loved them and are dead’), and another to Richard Jefferies, whose adventure story Bevis was, he declared, the only tolerable book about boyhood. Then there were months when he was under the influence of A. E. Housman, of whom he later said: ‘To my generation no other English poet seemed so perfectly to express the sensibility of a male adolescent.’ Housman’s aggressiveness towards God appealed to him, and he wrote verses like this:






Wake and be merry, you are strong;


   You may have it as you please


A little while, though God ere long


   Break your back across his knees.








But Auden was getting to the stage where he no longer needed to borrow a style or a philosophy. He had begun to use a tone of voice that was not quite like anybody else’s:






It was quiet in there after the crushing


Mill; the only sounds were the clacking belt


And the steady throb of waters rushing


That told of the wild joy those waters felt


In falling; the quiet gave us room to talk.


‘How many horsepower is the huge turbine?’


‘Seventy; the beck is dammed at Greenearth Fork,


Three hundred feet of head; the new pipe line


Will give another hundred though at least;


The mill wants power badly.’ He turned a wheel


The flapping of the driving belt increased


And the hum grew shriller…








Lead mines and their machinery, pumping engines, and ‘the long slow curving of the Fells’ (as he described them) now dominated many of his poems, and were pictured in a very individual manner; so it was a pity that his ‘first appearance in print so to speak’ in the 1924 Public School Verse failed to demonstrate any of this.


According to Michael Davidson’s later recollections, he sent the publishers of Public School Verse some of Auden’s poems, without consulting Auden himself – though if this is true, Auden does not seem to have been at all cross about it; his letter to his parents suggests he was pleased at getting into print. In fact when the 1924 volume appeared, only one poem by Auden was included, an unadventurous little piece called ‘Woods in Rain’ (‘It is a lovely sight and good / To see rain falling in a wood…’). Perhaps it was fortunate that the poet’s name was misprinted as ‘W. H. Arden’.


Michael Davidson soon abandoned his newspaper job in Norwich and drifted to London. He and Auden continued to correspond, and early in 1925 Auden sent him an elegy on a schoolboy who died as the result of a fall from a tree:






The wagtails splutter in the stream


And sparrows quarrel round the door,


We have not woken from the dream


Its wonder stirs us as before;


But one of us will never bring


His music to a latter spring.







He found the earliest thrushes’ nest


Before us all; his was a grace


Like poplars with their leaves at rest


Or pony in the wind; his face


Was keen with solitude, to fears


And griefs unknown in sixteen years.







That spring was early and the time


Was swift with us from day to day


Far into April, till his climb


To look into a squirrel’s drey.


The rotten branches bore him well


For he had reached it when he fell.







Three weeks he lay and watched a rook


Or lilac hanging in the rain,


A pair of wrynecks came and took


The nesting box outside the pane


And hatched their brood; the first one cried


Upon the morning that he died.










No dog barked in the street below


The churchyard where they dug his grave,


The day wore nothing strange to show


That earth took back the dust she gave,


And cuckoos they were calling still


When we had left him in the hill.








This was written in the spring term of 1925, during Auden’s last year at Gresham’s. As this year progressed he ‘went for long solitary walks, played the organ, hardly spoke to anyone unless I had to, and was extremely happy’. He also managed to win an Exhibition (a minor scholarship) in Natural Science to Christ Church, Oxford. This was after an interview at Oxford conducted by Julian Huxley, then a young university lecturer in zoology, who showed him a bone and asked what it was. Auden answered: ‘The pelvis of a bird’ – which was correct; Huxley remarked that some candidates had said it was the skull of an extinct reptile.


He was not totally solitary during his last year at school. In his final term he spent time with a boy two years younger than himself, named John Pudney. ‘He fell in love with me,’ Pudney remembered, ‘and said so very decorously – we still addressed each other by our surnames.’ Auden had now ceased to pay any serious attention to the Gresham’s rules, somewhat to Pudney’s astonishment. ‘He would climb up a pipe into my study in the early hours of the morning before anyone was awake,’ Pudney remembered, ‘to leave a message and to make a few corrections to the prep which was left out on my desk. He would defy half a dozen school rules by ordering a massive tea of eggs and strawberries and cream at a local farmhouse – for we were never allowed to mix with the locals. When we walked, we followed paths carefully chosen because they were out of bounds.’ Auden did not, however, make any sexual advances to Pudney, though later he regretted this. Instead, remembered Pudney, he ‘lectured me about homosexuality and self-abuse’, and talked about psychology, in which he was now interested – he had got to know some of the writings of Freud, to which his father was paying a lot of attention, and had acquired his own copies of Freud’s writings, which he sometimes lent to friends at school. ‘Wystan did not talk like a boy,’ said Pudney. ‘He spoke a language which was mature, worldly, intellectually challenging.’


Auden showed Pudney the manuscripts of his poems, or sometimes read them aloud. He also looked at Pudney’s own efforts at verse, and was very critical of them. Pudney in his turn was too shy and too admiring to criticise what Auden wrote. He was therefore surprised when, one morning in the summer term, ‘Wystan declared that his poems were worse than mine because they were more pretentious. His work made some claim upon the intellect, whereas mine was just the harmless jingle of a schoolboy who had thumbed through the Oxford Book of English Verse. He led me into the dripping green twilight of the school woods as he developed this theme of self-deprecation. It was a Wagnerian scene, with East Anglian winds sounding gusty chords of doom. The climax was dreadful. As we approached the larger of the school ponds, I was commanded to stand back while the poet, tossing back his pale straight hair, drew his manuscripts from his pockets and went on alone, to commit literary suicide by casting them into the depths.’ The deed done, Auden declared that ‘he had got poetry out of his system once and for all and that the human race would be saved by science’.


This was not entirely tomfoolery, for Auden was at least half inclined to devote himself entirely to science – Michael Davidson recalled that at this time he ‘had made up his mind to become a psychologist’. But his commitment to poetry was now too strong to be abandoned at a whim, and that same evening Pudney and another boy were summoned to keep watch while Auden waded back into the pool to retrieve the manuscripts, which fortunately were still afloat.


At the end of his final term, Auden took part in a production at Gresham’s of The Tempest. He played the role of Caliban. This was his own choice – he had made a special effort to be selected for it – and he gave a remarkable performance. Robert Medley, who heard about the production from Auden, realised that Auden was encapsulating in his interpretation of the role his feelings towards Gresham’s. ‘Wystan perceived’, wrote Medley, ‘that, implicated in Caliban, was a protest against the Honour System, under which he had suffered so much; the occasion for making a witty, personal and deeply felt “send-up” of the system was not to be missed.’ Some years later he chose to write one of his most remarkable poems in the voice of Caliban.


He left school, in his own words, ‘a confirmed anarchist individualist’. At home in Birmingham he spent part of his summer holiday learning to drive; he was already riding a motor-cycle. ‘The Motor Bike went beautifully,’ he wrote to Michael Davidson. ‘I only had one collision and that at about 6 m.p.h.’ During the summer he also went with his father for his first trip abroad, to Austria, where they attended the Salzburg Festival and stayed at Kitzbühel in the Tyrol, in the house of one Frau Hedwig Petzold, partly so that Wystan should learn German – which on this occasion he scarcely did. At the end of the summer he went up to Oxford as an undergraduate; not with any great enthusiasm, but valuing it as at least an escape from the family circle. He was still extremely close to his mother – he gave her his first manuscript notebook of poems together with a dedicatory verse – but things were not easy between them. Oxford would at least be a refuge from this. He went there, as one of his new undergraduate friends observed, regarding it rather as ‘a convenient hotel’.
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Oxford





His college, Christ Church, was in fact rather like a hotel. It was very large by Oxford standards, big enough for a single undergraduate to be almost anonymous in it. Auden’s first-year rooms were in an out-of-the-way corner, in the attic of Staircase 1, Meadow Building. The rooms looked out over Christ Church Meadow, but the building itself, a mid-nineteenth-century pile, did not match up to the splendour of the rest of the college.


In the various rooms beneath him were a third-year scholar named Emlyn Williams, whose mind was more on acting and writing plays than academic work; a don, F. A. Lindemann the physicist (later Lord Cherwell), who became Churchill’s scientific adviser during the Second World War; and a second-year undergraduate (also a scholar) named Stanley Fisher. Emlyn Williams and Auden never got to know each other except by sight, while Lindemann was rarely seen at all by the other people on his staircase. But Fisher and Auden soon became friends.


On the evening before term began, Fisher was waiting in a neighbouring room for the arrival of its occupant, Sidney Newman the college organ scholar, when (Fisher remembered) ‘hard upon a peremptory knock, the door burst open in an explosion of legs and, with an upward jerk of the head and a flourish of pipe in hand, the visitor said, “I want to join the Musical Union.” When I explained that I was not its college secretary, he turned to leave but I called him back and told him I would give Newman his name and see that his application went through. “Auden, W. H. Auden,” he said.’


Fisher introduced himself and, gathering that Auden was interested in music, mentioned that, though he could not play the piano himself, he kept one in his rooms for friends who could. He did not know, as he said this, that Auden could never resist a piano. From now on, Auden was in Fisher’s rooms at least once a day, strumming out hymn tunes or Anglican chants or grinding through Bach’s forty-eight Preludes and Fugues in a manner that another undergraduate described as ‘loud, confident, but wonderfully inaccurate’.


Fisher, Sidney Newman and other undergraduates who began to get to know Auden were gready struck by this odd-looking freshman. One of them described him as having ‘a more than ordinary boyishness, a fresh unwrinkled pink face and an amazing intellectual ebullience’, and added that Auden’s rapid voluble conversation ‘had always a kind of positive character which distinguished him from most of us’. Another described him as ‘loosely put together, flat-footed, with big chubby hands and well-bitten nails, fumbling with a cigarette, and a big mobile face good at expressing contrived notions’. He was, this friend observed, ‘conventionally dressed and tidy, but wore his clothes as if they did not fit’. The cigarette habit came a little later; when he first arrived at Oxford, Auden preferred a big pipe which somebody called ‘volcano-like’, and which he smoked insatiably, explaining: ‘Insufficient weaning. I must have something to suck.’ He would smoke while playing Fisher’s piano, scattering ash all over the keyboard.’


On his first visit to play the piano he asked if Fisher ever wrote poetry. Fisher said he did, and showed Auden his collection. Auden said he liked one of them, about a Yorkshire fossil, but made no further comment, and never spoke about them again. Fisher gathered that Auden himself was a poet, and asked to see his work. Auden, instead of fetching his manuscripts from his room (remembered Fisher), ‘took his pipe out of his mouth, lifted his chin, and recited poems for nearly half an hour’. Fisher was excited, not only by the poems themselves but by Auden’s way of reciting them in a flat, unemotional, quite ‘unpoetic’ manner that (as another undergraduate friend observed) ‘submerged the intellectual meaning under the level horizontal line of the words’. Auden had by now come to believe in the importance of reading poetry aloud (he was later to define poetry as ‘memorable speech’ and to say that ‘no poetry… which when mastered is not better heard than read is good poetry’), and he often introduced his friends to his own poems for the first time by reciting them. He had a good memory, and towards the end of his life claimed to be able to recognise any line of verse – though not every word of prose – that he had ever written. He could also quote huge chunks of other writers’ work by heart, though Louis MacNeice remarked that ‘he nearly always gets it wrong’.


Fisher made efforts to write down the poems that Auden recited to him. He and Auden soon discovered that they had several things in common. Fisher, the son of an Anglican clergyman and a scholar from Leeds Grammar School, had come up to Christ Church, like Auden, to study biology, though he had now changed subjects and was reading English. He knew Auden’s lead-mining district of Alston Moor, and also Appletreewick, the Yorkshire village where Auden had stayed with the Medleys, and which, Auden said, was the place he most desired to live in. Fisher had the distinct impression that Auden resented his knowing these places; he felt he was trespassing on private territory. Nevertheless he and Auden got on well enough to go for a walk together at least once a fortnight during Auden’s first two terms at Christ Church.


‘We will go for a walk this afternoon,’ Auden would announce (Fisher observed that the ‘we’ had a royal overtone). Auden walked fast, taking no notice of his surroundings and talking all the time, waving his pipe. ‘I was not clever enough’, said Fisher, ‘to be an adequate anvil for the hammers of his mind, but I was a good listener.’


Auden’s conversation on these walks – or rather, his monologues – was largely on four topics. The first was the impossibility of becoming a really good poet if he stayed at Oxford. He was sure, he said, that the undergraduate way of life was far too conducive to idleness, and he had already dismissed the University as an artificial institution quite out of touch with the real world. On the other hand, when Fisher suggested that he might take an interest in the college’s Mission to the dockland area of London, Auden dismissed this as the kind of do-gooding that his mother would recommend. Auden also said – and this was his second topic – that it was quite impossible for him to live at home in Harborne because he was always having terrible rows with his mother. He was dreading going home for the Christmas vacation, and he asked if he might come and stay for part of it at Fisher’s home – which Fisher gladly arranged. The third topic was the impossibility of believing in a personal God. Fisher, who held such a belief (he later became a priest in the Church of England), was challenged by Auden to produce philosophical or scientific proof of the existence of God, Auden of course dismissing any that Fisher did offer. Some months later, Auden gave Fisher a copy of a poem he had written on this subject:






… We draw our squares about the Universe


To make the habit of it suit our purse…


Expound our neat cigar-philosophies,


With God above, as harmless as you please,


The keeper of a Paradise for fools,


A dear Arch-Monad in horn spectacles.








Auden told Fisher that Christian beliefs were all of a piece with what he called Fisher’s ‘abysmal romanticism’; and this was the fourth topic on their walks – the necessity of being a classical poet rather than a romantic.


Auden told Fisher that he had now entirely abjured romanticism and regarded himself as a classic. But this did not mean he had ceased to admire romantic poets; rather, that he now admired their ‘classical’ qualities. Thomas Hardy (he said) was classical in that he was a realist. Housman was a classic because he was ‘austere’ – a favourite word of Auden’s at that time. Walter de la Mare, though extremely romantic, passed the test because he had perfect technique. Fisher found all this rather confusing. Meanwhile Auden took to reciting long passages of Samuel Johnson, and removed from his sitting-room wall a watercolour of an Apennine shepherd-boy which Fisher had pointed out was indubitably romantic. He handed it to Fisher, wrote on the back ‘To my Romantic friend Stanley’, signed this inscription ‘W’‚ and added beneath his initial: ‘An incurable classic’.




*





Ten days before Christmas 1925, shortly after the end of his first term at Oxford, Auden travelled to Norbury in South London, where Stanley Fisher’s family lived. He stayed with them for a week. They found him rather an exhausting guest.


He rose virtually at dawn, a time of day he found good for working, and once up he talked so loudly that he could not be ignored. At meals he shovelled enormous quantities of food into his mouth with no regard for his neighbours’ needs. He usually paid no attention to what he was eating – he claimed to have ‘the digestion of a horse’ – but he could sometimes have unexpected fads. When he was staying (some time later) with Stephen Spender’s family and the dish-cover was lifted at lunch, he exclaimed in tones of severe condemnation, like those of a judge passing sentence: ‘Boiled ham!’


He demanded and drank an endless succession of cups of tea. It was as if (remarked another friend) ‘his large, white, apparently bloodless body needed continual reinforcements of warmth’. A cloudy day was enough to make him demand that a fire be lit, and when occupying the sitting room he would soon scatter tobacco ash over it or burn the furniture with cigarettes. Any apology for this that could be got from him was to say the least perfunctory. He was not entirely untamed: to ladies he was punctiliously polite, opening doors for them, carrying bags and parcels, and, when walking in the street with them, insisting on going on the outside of the pavement. These were the social rules his mother had taught him. But he could quell a meal into silence by his taciturnity and by the frown which was his usual expression. He was sometimes discovered in the middle of the night raiding the larder for cold potatoes or other left-overs (‘I just wanted to see if that beef was still there,’ he explained on one such occasion). He invariably piled a huge weight of bedclothes on his bed: blankets, eiderdowns, bedspreads, anything that would make it heavy. If there were not enough of these he would appropriate anything else he could find. At the Fishers’ he put the bedroom carpet on his bed. Staying with another family, he took down the bedroom curtains and used these as extra blankets. Another time it was the stair-carpet. Once he was discovered in the morning sleeping beneath (among other things) a large framed picture.


A couple of days after Auden had arrived, Stanley Fisher was telephoned by Christopher Isherwood, who had been at school at Repton with his brother. Isherwood lived not very far away, in Kensington, and said he would be glad if Fisher would come and have tea with him. Fisher answered that he had a friend named Auden staying with him. The name brought an instant response: could this, asked Isherwood, be the same Auden with whom he had been at prep school? A few questions confirmed that it was. The invitation was immediately extended to them both.


Isherwood was twenty-one, and had left Cambridge the previous summer after deliberately ruining his final examination papers. He was now at home in London, making some sort of living as secretary to a musical family, the Mangeots, and quarrelling with his mother. At Cambridge he had written a novel which he then rejected as worthless. He had now begun another.


When Isherwood saw Auden he thought his old school friend had changed very little: ‘True, he had grown enormously; but his small pale yellow eyes were still screwed painfully together in the same shortsighted scowl and his stumpy immature fingers were still nail-bitten and stained – nicotine was now mixed with the ink. He was expensively but untidily dressed in a chocolate-brown suit which needed pressing, complete with one of the new fashionable double-breasted waistcoats. His coarse woollen socks were tumbled, all anyhow, around his babyishly shapeless naked ankles.’ While Isherwood and Fisher talked, Auden sat silently smoking his pipe and frowning, occasionally pulling a book from the shelves, glancing at it casually, and then dropping it carelessly on the floor, unconscious of Isherwood’s irritation at this. It was not until Fisher, who had another engagement, left him alone with Isherwood that he began to behave less aggressively. The two of them started to joke about their time at St Edmund’s and to do impersonations of the staff and their oddities – ‘Reggy’ reading from his absurd drama The Waves, and ‘Ciddy’ preaching in chapel (this was one of Auden’s favourite turns). They were soon laughing helplessly; as Isherwood put it, the ‘prep school atmosphere’ had reasserted itself.


Just as he was saying goodbye to Isherwood, Auden mentioned that he now wrote poetry. ‘He was deliberately a little over-casual in making this announcement,’ Isherwood noticed. Isherwood thought this revelation was very surprising, almost improper. He regarded Auden as someone who knew about machinery, and who would have no real literary taste. But he asked, a little patronisingly, to see some of the poems. Auden gruffly agreed, and a few days later Isherwood received a bundle of manuscript through the post. The handwriting was ungainly and sometimes illegible, but the poems themselves impressed Isherwood, not because of brilliance – ‘they were neither startlingly good nor startlingly bad’, he said – but because they were, as he put it, ‘efficient, imitative and extremely competent’.  This surprised him because, at St Edmund’s, Auden had always struck him as ‘an essentially slap-dash person’.




*





Back at Oxford for the spring term, Auden got to know another occupant of his staircase in Meadow Building, a history scholar named David Ayerst; they were both members of the college Essay Club – the only club (apart from the Musical Union) that Auden ever joined at Oxford. Ayerst, who nicknamed Auden ‘The Child’ because he looked juvenile for somebody of such erudition, was senior to Auden by two years, but was greatly impressed by what he called ‘the sharpness and power of his ice-cold imagination’. But he and Stanley Fisher were also struck by the fact that there was now quite another side to Auden: a regular indulgence in homosexual activity.


Looking back over his schooldays at Gresham’s, where any suggestion of sex had been repressed by the Honour System, Auden remarked that when pupils educated under such a code leave school they find themselves defenceless: ‘Either the print has taken so deep that they remain frozen and undeveloped, or else, their infantalised instinct suddenly released, they plunge into foolish and damaging dissipation.’ There is no question to which category he regarded himself as belonging. Just as when he left school he resolved never to take a cold bath again, so he also decided to abandon any restraint on his sexuality.


Given this decision, the almost inevitable result in his present circumstances was homosexuality. Certainly there were female undergraduates at Oxford, and a few of the bolder ones did manage to waive the conventions of chaperonage. But they were, as Auden remarked, the exception: ‘There were three or four girls in my day who had somehow managed to get out and, like token Jews in a Wasp community, were accepted by us. Not every lunch party was stag, but at a mixed one the female faces were almost always the same.’ For the most part the male undergraduates kept their own company. Also at this time homosexuality was fashionable, or at least had been fashionable among the generation at Oxford that had immediately preceded Auden’s – ‘that debauched eccentric generation’, Auden called it, ‘That… made new glosses on the noun Amor’. Some of them were still up at the University, moving in Oxford’s intellectual circles and setting themselves in deliberate opposition to the college athletes, who by tradition had normal sexual tastes. Louis MacNeice, who came up to Oxford not long after Auden, observed this: ‘I discovered that in Oxford homosexuality and “intelligence”, heterosexuality and brawn, were almost inexorably paired.’ (MacNeice added: ‘This left me out in the cold and I took to drink.’)


Auden did not indulge in the manners of an ‘aesthete’, nor join the effete circle that was still gathering in the George Restaurant at Oxford –  ‘the master decadents’, MacNeice called them – even though the principal members of that circle were at Christ Church, and Auden was later to become friends with one of them, Brian Howard. But he did take advantage of, or was affected by, the fact that Oxford’s climate was still strongly homosexual.


He was, his friends soon learned, devoting certain evenings to sexual adventures, returning at a late hour to give them a clinical account of his pursuits and captures, and of experiments in fellatio, this being his preferred form of sex.1 He told them these things no doubt partly to shock, partly to inform them (especially Fisher) about the ways of the world, and partly perhaps in order to demonstrate to them how free he was from guilt. Ayerst was not entirely convinced about this; privately he suspected that Auden did in truth experience guilty feelings about what he was doing, but was ashamed of these feelings and determined to be liberated from them. Certainly a poem Auden wrote at about this time suggests that he valued the peace that followed after lust was satisfied:






… As surely as the wind


Will bring a lark song from the cloud, not rain,


Shall I know the meaning of lust again;


Nor sunshine on the weir’s unconscious roar


Can change whatever I might be before.


I know it, yet for this brief hour or so


I am content, unthinking and aglow…








Most of his friends, however, thought he was as completely free from guilt as he was from inhibition, and that all this was part of his plan for himself as an artist. Stephen Spender (who came to know Auden a little later at Oxford) observed of this: ‘Self-knowledge, complete lack of inhibition and sense of guilt, were essential to the fulfilment of his aims.’


Self-knowledge he certainly possessed, or believed that he possessed. He was well versed in Freud, and, far from boasting of his sexual prowess, ascribed his promiscuity to a wish to compensate for the smallness of his penis, about which he believed he had a complex. On the other hand if he did not boast he certainly loved to gossip about his own and his friends’ affairs – though later he became much more discreet about his own.


During these early months of promiscuity at Oxford he claimed to abjure love. Lust, he told Stanley Fisher, was an appetite and needed to be satisfied, but love was to be avoided as a snare. This, however, was wishful thinking rather than a rule he managed to obey. David Ayerst noted that he was always falling in love with some young man or other, usually one who was quite unattainable and obviously heterosexual – they were frequently athletes. Conversely, those who were prepared to have sex with him were usually undergraduate acquaintances or friends whom he liked but for whom he had little or no romantic feeling. His technique with them was to arrive in their rooms, lock the door, and say bluntly: ‘You know what I’ve come for.’ On other occasions he would have sex with some stranger on a train – ‘Wystan could always, on the brief train journey to London, make a contact,’ wrote his Christ Church contemporary A. L. Rowse. Or he would invite a friend to his own rooms in college so that they could experiment sexually. One morning the ‘scout’ who looked after his staircase discovered him in bed with an undergraduate from Magdalen. Auden had to buy the man’s silence with a five-pound note, a large sum which he could ill afford.2


Auden himself was only too aware of the conflicting sides of his sexuality, the satisfied lust and unsatisfiable love. He was contemptuous of himself for feeling what he called ‘the pathetic thrill of devotion… for the loved heterosexual’, and maintained that a nobler and preferable sentiment was the deep devotion of one comrade for another: ‘That is the right way, yes, and lechery in the dark room.’ But as yet he found no relationship which could satisfy both needs. Nor was he sure that this was what he wanted. In 1927 he wrote to an undergraduate friend: ‘There still lingers in my mind the idea of something indecent in a mutual homosexual relation.’3




*








During the Easter vacation he wrote to Stanley Fisher, from his home in Harborne: ‘Look here. Can you come and stay for two or three days the week after Easter week. Family relations have been tres difficile and you are the only man who can put things right, because you understand my little failings and peculiarities so well.’ In a postscript Auden added: ‘Vacation chastity is very trying.’


Fisher agreed to pay a visit, and when he arrived at Harborne he was struck by the character of Auden’s mother. He found her mind ‘inflexible, not visionary like my mother’s, and she was censorious, not encouraging’. Fisher learnt that she now disapproved of almost anything that Wystan said or did. She was upset by his loss of religious belief, and she disliked the poetry he was now writing, much preferring his earlier schoolboy verse – which he himself now disowned. She also told Fisher that she disapproved of the bad friends he chose – ‘from which category she excluded me, after an alarming pause’. Fisher also noticed that Auden was deeply upset by the frequent quarrels with his mother; after a particularly stormy breakfast one day, Auden went upstairs and burst into tears. Mrs Auden gave Fisher no chance to defend Wystan; so, when he got home to South London and wrote to thank her for the visit, Fisher took the chance to explain that he himself admired Wystan and felt it a privilege to be a friend of his:




Genius [he wrote] is always a little difficult to manage and there is no doubt that he has a very large share of it. The fact that he is naturally more self-sufficient than most people explains why he finds so little need for a personal God – or for a mother – but that does not make things easier for you!





This was Mrs Auden’s reply:




You gauge Wystan wonderfully well for so short an acquaintance, but we mothers know more of the actual tendencies for good and evil in our sons’ characters than anyone else can possible know. For one thing, we have known them from babyhood when acting a part was impossible and it is true that ‘the child is father to the man’. So when one has known the childish weaknesses or strength one cannot help realizing how things are going and how much danger lies ahead.


Do not think that I do not realize all the good points – of course I do – but I also know the weak ones – and I cannot help feeling that self-sacrifice, self-discipline, (self-control even) are looked upon with scorn – instead of as the highest ideals possible. You say that he realizes that intemperance in any form chokes the channels – but for all that he is not temperate in anything. (A trifling example is his way of eating food whenever he sees it – a small matter in itself – but indicative of much.)


As regards our relationship to each other, he depended on me more than any of the others until lately, and twice in later years at school I was able to come to his help in crises.4 (I do not know if he has ever mentioned things of this kind to you.) He probably did not tell you that that morning when he burst into tears he very soon took the opportunity I gave him of saying how sorry he was for being so unutterably ‘rude’. As a matter of fact he is as much his old self as possible when we are alone together. Nothing could have been happier than this last week, but when his friends are there he likes to assert his independence of me! As an inmate of a household he is trying – so untidy and thoughtless of others.5





Mrs Auden was about to leave England and pay a visit to her eldest son, Bernard, in Canada; and she concluded her letter by asking Fisher to write to her there now and then ‘to tell me how things are going’. She would (she said) be homesick for letters, and Wystan ‘scarcely ever writes’. Fisher recognised this as in effect a request that he should spy on Wystan. He discontinued the correspondence.




*





Early in May 1926, at the beginning of Auden’s first summer term at Oxford, the General Strike was proclaimed, and contingents of undergraduates immediately set off for London, a few – perhaps fifty or so — to help the strikers, but by far the majority to assist the Government by acting as volunteer police or by driving public transport. Few of them took the Strike very seriously; for most, it was simply a piece of fun. Auden himself did not follow the lead of the majority, but decided to support the strikers, not because of any serious appreciation of the issues but simply, as he said himself, ‘out of sheer contrariness’. His Christ Church friend David Ayerst was Chairman of the University Labour Club, and was helping to organise support for the strikers. Auden’s choice of sides in the Strike was undoubtedly influenced by his friendship with Ayerst, but he did not join the Labour Club or take any part in political activities at Oxford; he had at most a vaguely liberal or socialist outlook, tending to side with ‘the people’, whoever they might be, against the entrenched and parent-like authority of conservatism. Even now that he had taken sides in the Strike he did not really appreciate what he was doing. He went to London and, for a few days, drove a car for the Trades Union Congress.6 One morning he delivered R. H. Tawney to his house in Mecklenburgh Square. ‘It happened’, Auden recalled, ‘that a first cousin of mine, married to a stockbroker, lived a few doors away, so I paid a call. The three of us were just sitting down to lunch when her husband asked me if I had come up to London to be a Special Constable [i.e. to work for the Government]. “No,” I said, “I am driving a car for the T. U. C.” Whereupon, to my utter astonishment, he ordered me to leave the house. It had never occurred to me that anybody took the General Strike seriously.’


The Strike was soon called off, and Auden and his fellow undergraduates returned to Oxford without having had their interest in politics really aroused. ‘Inflation in Germany and Austria,’ he afterwards wrote of this period, ‘Fascism in Italy, whatever fears or hopes they may have aroused in our elders, went unnoticed by us. Before 1930, I never opened a newspaper.’


By this time – the beginning of the summer term of 1926 – Auden had changed subjects in his academic work. He soon came to realise that he would not achieve anything by continuing to study biology – that, as he put it, ‘I was not cut out to be a scientist’. He was obliged to work at scientific subjects throughout his first year, so as to pass the Preliminary Examination in Natural Science; by Christmas 1925 he had successfully taken the papers in Zoology and Botany, but not until the summer of 1926 did he obtain a pass in Chemistry. By then, he had obtained Christ Church’s permission to abandon scientific studies and read another subject for the Final Honour Examination which would gain him his degree. Despite this, he did not give up all interest in science. For the rest of his life he regularly read scientific books for enjoyment and interest, and often drew on them for ideas and images in his poetry, to a degree that showed an understanding of science that was remarkable for a poet. But he no longer made any claim to be a real scientist. ‘When I am in the company of scientists,’ he once said, ‘I feel like a curate who has strayed into a drawing-room full of dukes.’


His first thought on a new choice of subject was that he should read Philosophy, Politics and Economics, the course of study known as ‘Modern Greats’ or ‘P. P. E.’ During his second term, while he was still officially studying science, he borrowed a number of philosophical books from Christ Church library, and attended tutorials with Roy Harrod, who taught economics at Christ Church, and with the philosopher Gilbert Ryle. But while philosophy no doubt interested Auden, his ignorance of world affairs cannot have helped him to get to grips with politics and economics, and Harrod found him a timid and uncertain pupil. By the beginning of the summer term Auden decided that P. P. E. was not for him, and had made up his mind that instead he would change to English Language and Literature. ‘I had no intention of studying English literature academically,’ he wrote of this decision, ‘but I wanted to read it, and the English School would give me official licence to do so.’


Christ Church did not at this time employ anybody to teach English, being (said Auden) ‘far too snooty’ to do so. English was a comparatively new Honour School in the University, and was disparaged in some quarters as a soft option. Auden had therefore to look elsewhere for a tutor. Stanley Fisher, who was reading English, was being taught by H. F. B. Brett-Smith of Corpus Christi; but Fisher warned Auden that ‘the Bretter’ was a dull, discouraging tutor. They formed the idea that they might both get taken on by David Nichol Smith of Merton, and they called on him to ask if they could be his pupils. ‘This was not a success,’ recalled Fisher. ‘He was already overburdened with pupils, he said, and Wystan wore his fiercest frown and fixed him in an unfocused stare, so that the consequent note of polite refusal was only to be expected.’ Eventually an arrangement was made that Auden should be sent for tutorials to Exeter College, where English literature was taught by a newly-appointed don of twenty-seven, an Anglo-Irishman named Nevill Coghill.


‘One morning he stood before me scowling,’ remembered Coghill of his first meeting with Auden. ‘I can still see him as clearly as I did that morning – the forbidding scowl, the uncombed flop of blond, revolutionary hair, the large expressive mouth, the big bones of the face and the sandy complexion that had a certain roughness of surface, not unlike an Epstein maquette. He had a slight slouch and grey flannel bags as baggy as my own. I liked the look of him and inwardly hoped he felt the same about me.’


They began tutorials together, and Auden found he did indeed like Coghill. ‘He was not a guru,’ he said of him. ‘I never took a deep breath before knocking on his door. On the contrary, he put me so at ease that I felt I could say anything to him, however silly, whether about literature or my personal life, without fear of being laughed at or rebuked.’ Coghill was certainly tolerant. One day he arrived in his rooms to find Auden already there, reading one of Coghill’s letters (‘waiting in his room for a friend / We start so soon to turn over his letters’, Auden once wrote in a poem). Auden looked up, quite unabashed at being discovered, and complained that a page was missing. Nor did Coghill ever forget a conversation they had after it was agreed that he would become Auden’s tutor: ‘Wanting to plan his work with some relevance to his needs and interests, I asked him what he proposed in later life. “I am going to be a poet.” “Ah yes!” I said in my lordly way – one is capable of every blunder at twenty-seven – “that’s the right way to start reading English. It will give you insight into the technical side of your subject, if you try to write poetry; there’s more in it than just an O Altitudo! Besides, writing your poems will improve your prose.” I felt rather pleased with that. But the scowl had returned. “You don’t understand at all,” he said. “I mean a great poet.”’


Coghill soon got used to this kind of remark. He found the tutorial hour with Auden the liveliest of his week. Auden would arrive bursting with the urgency of communicating some discovery. Had Coghill read Dasent’s translation of Njal’s Saga? Did he know the Mozart Horn Quintet in E flat? Or he would talk about some joke or scandal of the week. Coghill accepted all this just as enthusiastically as he listened to Auden’s essay on whatever poet or novelist he had been reading since their last tutorial.


Auden’s interest was, predictably, in poetry more than in fiction. He enjoyed Trollope and Dickens (he could quote whole pages of Dickens by heart), he was fond of Jane Austen, and he liked nineteenth-century Russian novelists, but he had little taste for modern novels – though he did eventually come to like the outlandishly ‘camp’ stories of Ronald Firbank, and became an addict of detective stories. As to his undergraduate reading in poetry, he soon decided that Wordsworth was ‘a most bleak old bore’. Indeed the Romantics in general did not appeal to him, and he said he had ‘no use’ for Keats or Shelley. The metaphysical poets were at that time very fashionable among undergraduates, and he did not dissent from this enthusiasm, though he preferred Herbert to Donne. Among sixteenth-century poets he was excited to discover Skelton. But, unfashionably, he was also delighted by Pope and Dryden. Of Pope he said: ‘At his best there are few poets who can rival his fusion of vision and language.’ Dryden he judged to be ‘pre-eminent in English literature as the poet of Common Sense… the ideal poet to read when one is weary, as I often am, of Poetry with a capital P’. Even more unfashionable was the enthusiasm he quickly developed for a part of the English syllabus that was often unpopular with undergraduates at Oxford, Anglo-Saxon.


A fellow undergraduate was astonished to discover that Auden ‘really admired the boring Anglo-Saxon poets’. Auden himself said of Anglo-Saxon that ‘it was my first introduction to the “barbaric” poetry of the North, and I was immediately fascinated both by its metric and its rhetorical devices, so different from the post-Chaucerian poetry with which I was familiar’. This is not to say that he became expert in Anglo-Saxon. He was taught it not by Coghill but by a lecturer in Anglo-Saxon, Charles Wrenn, who instructed him also in philology and the history of the English language. Wrenn concentrated on the mechanics of Anglo-Saxon rather than its imaginative appeal; Auden said of him: ‘Wrenn was so much a philologist that he couldn’t read anything beyond the words.’ Auden’s interest in Anglo-Saxon arose, in fact, not out of tutorials with Wrenn but largely from lectures by the thirty-four-year-old Professor of Anglo-Saxon, J. R. R. Tolkien. He said of Tolkien’s lectures: ‘I do not remember a single word he said but at a certain point he recited, and magnificently, a long passage of Beowulf. I was spellbound. This poetry, I knew, was going to be my dish.’


He took enough trouble with Anglo-Saxon to be able to appreciate The Dream of the Rood, The Wanderer and The Seafarer, as well as some of the Exeter Book riddles and at least part of Beowulf. Among Middle English poetry he was particularly attracted by Piers Plowman, preferring it to Chaucer. Elements from all of these were to appear in his own poetry. He himself said of this: ‘Anglo-Saxon and Middle English poetry have been one of my strongest, most lasting influences.’ He was also attracted, no doubt partly because of childhood memories of his father’s stories, by the Icelandic sagas, which he read in translation, and by early Irish poetry. ‘In general the further away from you in time or feeling that poets are,’ he said, ‘the more you can get out of them for your own use. Often some piece of technique thus learnt really unchains one’s own Daimon quite suddenly.’


Much of his work in the English School at Oxford was supposed to consist of reading literary criticism and mastering the accepted critical attitudes. This did not attract him. He described his own critical writing as ‘more intuitive than analytic’, and almost the only critic he admired was W. P. Ker, whose essays delighted him largely because of what they had to say about prosody – he was already familiar with Saintsbury’s History of English Prosody. He also approved of I. A. Richards’s essay Science and Poetry, and his Principles of Literary Criticism – he told Stephen Spender that it was a scandal that the Times Literary Supplement had only given the latter a short notice – but most modern critics did not interest him. In fact the English School as a whole gradually came to seem to him to be mistakenly organised, at least for someone with his interests and talents.


‘My own recommendation’, he wrote some years later, ‘would be to forbid any student to read English Literature or Sociology who did not intend to become a teacher of those subjects.’ Elsewhere he said: ‘If it is probably unwise for a poet to read English, this is not because he will learn nothing thereby which will be of profit to him as a poet. He may very well learn a great deal. It is because the only ways of earning his living for which it will qualify him are teaching or literary journalism.’ It seemed to him that, should there ever be established that most unlikely thing, a curriculum specifically intended for the professional training of poets, it ought to take an entirely different line from the usual English literature course. This is what he once proposed for the course of study at his imaginary ‘Bardic College’




	In addition to English, at least one ancient language, probably Greek or Hebrew, and two modern languages.


	Thousands of lines of poetry in these languages to be learnt by heart.


	Instruction in prosody, rhetoric and comparative philology.


	The only critical exercise would be the writing of pastiche and parody. All critical writing, other than historical or textual, would be banned from the college library.


	Courses in mathematics, natural history, geology, meteorology, archaeology, mythology, liturgies and cooking.


	Every student would be expected to take personal charge of a domestic animal and a garden plot.





Beneath the element of facetiousness in this, there lies a perfectly serious demand for a training in technique, and for a general education in such non-literary subjects as are likely to be useful to a poet. Auden was probably not consciously aware of the lack of such a training and education while he was studying at Oxford; but there is no doubt that, despite Coghill’s teaching, he found that the English syllabus was not satisfying his needs.


As a result, he was not working hard at it. He spent a lot of time reading books, but not necessarily the books he ought to have been attending to. Psychology continued to attract him, and he was also interested in the work of the anthropologist W. H. R. Rivers. A friend described his conversation this year (1926) as peppered with ‘curious and suggestive phrases from Jung, Rivers, Kretschmer and Freud’. Meanwhile as far as his work for the English School was concerned he felt ‘guilty at being so idle’. He even said, looking back over this period, that he had anticipated disaster: ‘I knew very well what sort of degree I was going to get and what a bitter disappointment this was going to be to my parents.’ This may or may not be true; his friends at Oxford observed no such forebodings on his part, and thought he was perfectly self-confident in his academic work. But he was undoubtedly unhappy in one respect: ‘At nineteen, I was self-critical enough to know that the poems I was writing were still merely derivative, that I had not yet found my own voice.’




*





During the summer term of 1926, Auden became friends with a Christ Church undergraduate named Tom Driberg, who like himself had worked for the T.U.C. in the General Strike. Driberg was homosexually promiscuous, but though the two now became good friends their relationship (said Driberg) was ‘chaste’. Driberg introduced Auden to the poetry of T. S. Eliot.


During this term he showed Auden a back number of the Criterion dating from 1922, which contained The Waste Land. The two of them read the poem together – ‘read it, at first,’ recalled Driberg, ‘with incredulous hilarity (the Mrs Porter bit, for instance); read it, again and again, with growing awe.’


Auden realised that Eliot was describing the true nature of the society in which he was living. ‘Whatever its character,’ he said, ‘the provincial England of 1907, when I was born, was Tennysonian in outlook; whatever its outlook the England of 1925 when I went up to Oxford was The Waste Land in character.’


He bought Eliot’s Poems 1909–1925. Shortly afterwards he went for a tutorial to Coghill and told him: ‘I have torn up all my poems.’ Coghill asked why. ‘Because they were no good… You ought to read Eliot. I’ve been reading Eliot. I now see the way I want to write.’


He was soon producing Eliotic poems:






             Under such pines


I gave a penny for his thoughts. He sent


A photograph signed, but spiders crawled across it


Obscuring the face.







What does it mean?


After the hymn we sat, wiped sticky fingers,


Thinking of home, What does it mean


To us, here, now?








‘Eliot was now the master,’ observed Christopher Isherwood of the poems that Auden was now writing, which were indeed like parodies of Eliot. Unexplained allusions, obscure scientific terms, startling and apparently unrelated images were all jumbled together to cook up the Eliotic mixture:






Love mutual has reached its first eutectic,


And we must separate. The train runs, pushing


The spirit into undiscovered lands,





Far from the sirens calling in the Park


For Ulysses, dressed up like a sore finger,


To roll like Nebuchadnezzar in the grass;


From wattled parsons gabbling over graves;


From sunken acreage of basement kitchens…


We are embraced by lichenous desires,


Change Wanderlüst to Weltschmerz in the Underground.


The poodle has returned to her old vomit,


We to our cottages like crouched Ophelias,


Where Job squats awkwardly upon his ashpit,


Scraping himself with blunted occam razors


He sharpened once to shave the Absolute.








He adopted not just Eliot’s style but his whole attitude to poetry. In Eliot’s essay ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ (published in 1919) Auden found the statement that ‘poetry is not a turning loose of emotion, but an escape from emotion’ – which, of course, harmonised with his current concern to be ‘classical’ and ‘austere’. In this essay, Eliot argued that the poet should undergo a ‘process of depersonalisation’, a surrender of his own personality in order that he may become a receptacle for seizing and storing up material from which poetry can be made. Auden decided to take this literally.


He began to cultivate impersonality. ‘The poet must look like a stockbroker,’ he told his friends; in other words, there must be nothing ‘poetic’ about a poet’s manner. And he declared that the most beautiful walk in Oxford was not ‘poetic’ scenery but the dingiest part of the river towpath, which ran past the city’s gasworks, a scene that corresponded closely to Eliot’s ‘dull canal… round behind the gashouse’ in The Waste Land.


‘Wystan’s favourite walk was past the gas-works,’ recalled Cecil Day-Lewis,7 who got to know Auden just when Eliot’s influence on him was at its height. But if Auden’s intention in this choice of walk was to convince his friends of the ordinariness of poets, he entirely failed. ‘As likely as not,’ Day-Lewis remembered of Auden on these gasworks walks, ‘he was carrying a starting-pistol and wearing an extraordinary black, lay-reader’s type of frock-coat which came half way down to his knees and had been rescued by him from one of his mother’s jumble sales. How he came by the starting-pistol, I do not clearly remember.’


Auden was shrewd enough to observe, very quickly, that he should not continue to use Eliot as a stylistic influence. ‘Like Tennyson, he was a hugely idiosyncratic poet,’ he wrote of Eliot many years later, ‘and one sensed that if one took him as a poetic model, one could only write Eliot-and-water.’ Traces of Eliot continued to appear in his poetry up to the end of his life, but the period in which he was writing pastiche-Eliot was very short indeed, a mere matter of months. Even at the time when he was copying Eliot, he was discovering and showing enthusiasm for other, very different poets. Stanley Fisher introduced him to the verse of Emily Dickinson; and Auden subsequently wrote a short poem in her style, called ‘Amor Vincit Omnia’:






Six feet from One to One.


Yet what change would have been


Were you upon the sun


Or epochs in between? …








He also admired Wilfred Owen, partly for his technique and also for the detachment of his war poems, which (he told Stephen Spender) he thought far preferable to the sentimentality of Sassoon. Robert Graves’s work pleased him too; he said later in his life that Graves was ‘one of the very few poets whose volumes I have always bought the moment they appeared’. He was impressed also by Gerard Manley Hopkins, and occasionally copied him, though he soon realised that Hopkins too was a dangerous influence; he once said: ‘Hopkins ought to be kept on a special shelf like a dirty book, and only allowed to readers who won’t be ruined by him.’


Eliot’s importance for Auden was, then, limited. When towards the end of his life Auden made a list of those elder modern poets from whom he believed he had learnt most, he did not include Eliot’s name.8  Elsewhere he said that Hardy’s colloquial diction had influenced him more than Eliot’s, ‘which one could steal but never make one’s own’. And he eventually awarded the title of ‘the greatest long poem written in English in this century’ not to The Waste Land but to David Jones’s Anathemata.


By the time he had passed through his Eliot phase, Auden was arguably the best undergraduate poet at Oxford. Admittedly the competition was not very great: the 1925 volume of Oxford Poetry (a book published annually by Blackwell’s) contained work – by, among others, Graham Greene, Cecil Day-Lewis and A. L. Rowse – most of which was mediocre and dull, the few exceptions being some ornately ‘decadent’ verse by the arch-aesthete of Christ Church, Harold Acton (a typical line was ‘We groin with lappered morphews of the mind’). Against such a background, Auden’s verse seemed adventurous and fresh. He began to get it published in undergraduate periodicals during his third term at the University, when Oxford Outlook printed (in May 1926) sixty-four lines of blank verse that he had written during the previous vacation. This poem, ‘Lead’s the Best’, was a celebration of the abandoned lead mines of the Pennines and the men who had once worked them; it concluded with the wry observation that the ruined workings were no more than ‘Themes for a poet’s pretty sunset thoughts’. Also during that summer term, the Oxford University Review published ‘Cinders’, the poem Auden had given to Stanley Fisher, which attacked the notion of a personal God; and Cherwell printed two of his short pieces about love, ‘At Parting’ and ‘Portrait’, in the latter of which the sex of the beloved was slightly ambiguous:






The lips so apt for deeds of passion


The hair to stifle a man’s breath


The symmetry of form beneath


An Irish mackintosh…








This was much more successful than his poem ‘The Sunken Lane’, published in June in the Oxford Magazine, where the lover is identified as female and the sentiment, perhaps in consequence, is hollow:






Fine evenings always bring their thoughts of her,


But beech woods chiefly – their silence astir


So like her movements…








Certainly the quality of his poems was still uneven. But by the end of the summer term his reputation was high enough for him to be asked to be joint editor of the 1926 volume of Oxford Poetry, together with Charles Plumb, an undergraduate who had co-edited the 1925 issue. Plumb and Auden had different tastes, and the preface to the book, which is probably the work of Plumb, has an air of compromise:




We have endeavoured to pacify, if not to content, both the progressive and the reactionary… If it is a natural preference to inhabit a room with casements opening upon Fairyland, one of them at least should open upon the Waste Land. At the same time the progressive would be unreasonable to expect confidence until he has proved that his destination justifies his speed.





Despite this, Auden was able to include in the book one of his most Eliot-like pieces, ‘Thomas Epilogises’.9 When he left Oxford to begin the summer vacation of 1926, he could be confident that, in undergraduate circles at least, he had made a reputation as a poet. 




*





He intended to invite David Ayerst to stay with him at Harborne during the summer, but Mrs Auden returned from her visit to Bernard in Canada, and the plan had to be abandoned. ‘My mother is here who is insane,’ he wrote to Ayerst, ‘and guests are an impossibility… This place is bloody dull. Only one decent affair.’


To relieve the tedium he went to stay with Christopher Isherwood, who was on holiday at Freshwater Bay in the Isle of Wight. For the occasion, Auden acquired a broad-brimmed black felt hat, which he chose to wear above grey flannels and a black evening bow tie. Isherwood thought that the hat was a sham, a piece of Oxford exhibitionism; and the young men and girls at Freshwater sniggered at it. But Auden was undismayed. ‘Laughter’, he declared, ‘is the first sign of sexual attraction.’ He embarrassed Isherwood in public places by holding forth, at the top of his voice, on whatever happened to be occupying his mind: ‘Of course, intellect’s the only thing that matters at all… I’ve absolutely no use for colour. Only form… Poetry’s got to be made up of images of form. I hate sunsets and flowers. And I loathe the sea. The sea is formless…’ Isherwood, despite his embarrassment, observed that, unlike the hat, the loud dogmatic statements were not sham. He realised that Auden was, as he put it, ‘merely experimenting aloud; saying over the latest things he had read in books, to hear how they sounded’. He also saw that they were intended to be something like small talk; for Auden was trying in his own odd way to be the model guest. As Isherwood put it, ‘He really wanted every minute of his visit to be a success – on the highest intellectual plane.’ And there was, too, an element of caricature in these performances. Auden was no mimic, but he liked acting roles, a favourite one being that of a lunatic clergyman preaching to his flock. It was sometimes difficult to say exactly where this performance ended and the real Auden began.


During the Isle of Wight holiday, Isherwood gradually realised that Auden not only admired him but looked up to him as a sort of literary elder brother. Auden showed him poems that he was writing, and responded readily to any criticisms that Isherwood made. This is how Isherwood described it, writing some years later:




[Wystan], who was as lazy as he was prolific, agreed without hesitation to any suggestion I cared to make; never stopping to ask himself whether my judgement was right or wrong. If I wanted an adjective altered, it was altered then and there. But if I suggested that a passage should be rewritten, [Wystan] would say: ‘Much better scrap the whole thing,’ and throw the poem, without a murmur, into the waste-paper basket. If, on the other hand, I had praised a line in a poem otherwise condemned, then that line would reappear in a new poem. And if I didn’t like this poem, either, but admired a second line, then both the lines would appear in a third poem, and so on – until a poem had been evolved which was a little anthology of my favourite lines, strung together without even an attempt to make connected sense. For this reason, most of [Wystan’s] work at that period was extraordinarily obscure.





This account needs to be treated with caution. For a start, it comes from Isherwood’s Lions and Shadows, which, though autobiographical in form, contains – as Isherwood himself emphasises in the preface – caricatures of his friends rather than accurate portraits. The figure of ‘Hugh Weston’, Isherwood’s name in the book for Auden (all his friends are given pseudonyms), is not offered to the reader as a totally true picture of Auden. No doubt there is some exaggeration in the account of poems being reconstructed from Isherwood’s favourite lines, without consideration for sense. Certainly by no means all of Auden’s poetry written at this period is ‘extraordinarily obscure’. On the other hand it must be said that there are quite a lot of instances in Auden’s early poetry where phrases and lines are rescued from a rejected poem and put into a new one, not always with the strictest regard for sense.10


Isherwood, then, probably exaggerated, but not very much. He did not, however, claim ever to have taken part in the actual creation of Auden’s poems. He said of them that they were like rabbits Auden produced from a hat – ‘they couldn’t be talked about before they appeared’.


If Auden looked up to Isherwood in literary matters, he did not hesitate to lecture him on other topics. He encouraged Isherwood to read the sagas – he had brought Grettir and Burnt Njal with him — and the two of them talked about how the Norse warriors with their feuds, practical jokes and dark threats were just like the inmates of English boarding schools. More alarmingly for Isherwood, Auden also harangued him about sex.


Isherwood had been ‘yearningly romantic’ about boys at his public school, and at Cambridge had gone to bed with one male undergraduate; but he was now in a state of considerable confusion about his sexuality. Auden, when he discovered this, made it his task to sort Isherwood out. ‘He intruded everywhere,’ said Isherwood, ‘upon my old-maidish tidiness, my intimate little fads, my private ailments, my most secret sexual fears.’


Auden’s own attitude to sex, said Isherwood, ‘fairly took my breath away’. Isherwood discovered that Auden was no Don Juan in that he did not hunt for sexual adventures, but simply took what came his way with a matter-of-fact hearty appetite – the same attitude that he showed to food. He described his sexual experiences to Isherwood, who ‘found his shameless prosaic anecdotes only too hard to forget, as I lay restlessly awake at night listening to the waves, alone in my single bed’. Isherwood was in fact greatly unsettled. After the Isle of Wight holiday he went to France with another friend, Edward Upward, whom he then suddenly abandoned, going off in pursuit of a boy he had met on the train. Later, he bought a revolver and threatened suicide. Altogether, Auden had given him (as Isherwood put it) ‘a badly-needed shaking up’.


For some weeks after this, he avoided Auden’s company, but he soon began seeing him again; and after a few months he and Auden started to have sex together, ‘unromantically’, said Isherwood, ‘but with much pleasure’.


Certainly they were very fond of each other. Isherwood once spread an old overcoat of Auden’s on his bed when he went to sleep because it made him feel close to Auden. No doubt Auden felt much the same about Isherwood; indeed he may conceivably have had stronger feelings of attachment – though, if so, Isherwood was not aware of it. But they took care never to express their affection in serious terms, and they frequently made fun – both privately and in print – of each other’s physical appearance. Isherwood wrote of Auden’s ‘stumpy immature fingers’ and ‘small pale yellow eyes’, while Auden mocked Isherwood’s ‘squat spruce body and enormous head’, and called him ‘a cross between a cavalry major and a rather prim landlady’.


There was, then, no romantic love in their relationship. Nor was there any very great sexual excitement (at least for Isherwood) when they went to bed together – which they did, said Isherwood, ‘whenever an opportunity offered itself’. Isherwood found Auden too much like himself in physique and character to experience the frisson which only an opposite in type could give him. The clue to understanding their sexual relationship is that it was schoolboy in character.


‘Their friendship’, wrote Isherwood, looking back impersonally many years later, ‘was rooted in schoolboy memories and the mood of its sexuality was adolescent… They couldn’t think of themselves as lovers, yet sex had given their friendship an extra dimension. They were conscious of this and it embarrassed them slightly – that is to say, the sophisticated adult friends were embarrassed by the schoolboy sex partners.’ Isherwood suspected that it was because of this embarrassment that they made fun of each other’s appearance, as if to dispel any suggestion that the relationship was serious. Elsewhere he said: ‘The value of the sex making was that it kept an adolescent quality in our relationship alive – almost as if we could go back together into the past whenever we were so inclined.’ In other words, they could become schoolboys again by getting into bed together.




*





Back at Oxford in the autumn of 1926 for the start of his second year at the University, Auden changed his rooms at Christ Church, moving into a handsome oak-panelled set, ‘Peck V.5,’ high in a corner of the eighteenth-century Peckwater quadrangle. He paid little attention to the view from his windows, keeping the curtains closed for most of the time because he claimed he could only work by artificial light. These rooms – which, beside bedroom and sitting room, included a closet where he installed a piano – soon became something of a legend among other undergraduates. The rumour got around that he kept on his mantelpiece a decaying orange, thoroughly mildewed on the side that faced the wall, to remind himself of the fate of the West; and that in his desk was a loaded revolver, always ready for despatching its owner should he decide that life was a failure. (This was in fact probably the starting-pistol Day-Lewis had seen.) Such legends were encouraged by Auden’s manner of dress. At various times he was seen with a cane and a monocle, or in a clergyman’s panama hat, or an old medical jacket of his father’s or, if he had suddenly decided to look fashionable (which sometimes happened), his double-breasted brown suit. But despite this exhibitionism he never had anything remotely of the dandy about him. He did not take clothes seriously, and seemed incapable of wearing them tidily.


With his change of rooms at Christ Church he largely changed his friends. He no longer needed Stanley Fisher as an intimate, and he now saw little of David Ayerst, who had taken his degree. Among new acquaintances was a Magdalen undergraduate named John Betjeman, whom Auden first met in the summer term of 1926. He was amused by Betjeman’s taste for High Anglicanism and Victorian Gothic, all of which (said Auden) exactly harmonised with his own childhood memories of provincial gaslit towns, seaside lodgings, harmoniums, and High Mass. Their enthusiasm for these things was so similar that Auden once suggested facetiously that he had actually created Betjeman himself, out of his own substance. ‘I can never make up my mind’, he said, ‘whether Mr Betjeman was born after the flesh or whether he was magically conceived by myself in a punt on the Cherwell one summer evening in 1926. I have no memory of company on the outward journey on that occasion; I only know that two of us returned. Since that day, Mr Betjeman has indubitably existed, – but I wonder’


Betjeman, for his part, was disturbed to find that the obscure Victorian and Edwardian poets whom he regarded as his particular province were already well known to Auden, who considered them to be of no special value. He was also taken aback to hear Auden dismiss the fashionable Sitwells in a sentence, yet praise Anglo-Saxon verse that he, Betjeman, thought so boring. But he found Auden compelling. ‘He was always healthily intolerant of the pretentious,’ Betjeman said. ‘I remember his coming into my rooms at Oxford and looking at my bookshelves and seeing there all the books that were fashionable at the time, but among them were several volumes of Edmund Blunden’s poems. “These are what you really like” he said, and he was quite right.’


Betjeman was proud of his friendships with the smart ‘aesthetic’ set at Christ Church (which included Brian Howard and Harold Acton) and with Maurice Bowra, the Wadham College don around whom many of this circle gathered. He believed that Auden was not in the least interested in these grand friends of his – but here he was wrong. Auden later wrote of Maurice Bowra’s set: ‘I was not “in”, but dearly wished I could be.’ He said that its members impressed him because ‘at an age when most young men are floundering about, they were already formed characters’.


Auden did not become involved with Betjeman’s friends, no doubt partly for financial reasons. They were most of them rich, or at least comfortably off, while he could not afford extravagances, especially where drink was concerned – ‘If at Oxford and for many years afterwards I drank little,’ he said, ‘this was a matter of chance (none of my friends drank heavily) and of money (I could not afford to drink much or often).’ But it was also because he was independent and did not need to join existing circles or sets of undergraduates.11 He preferred to find his own friends.
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