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  TO IAN HAMILTON




  





  Introduction to the Picador Edition




  A good screenplay writer writes fragments as if in the knowledge that eventually it is the fragment that will live. But he can’t tell which fragment it will be, so he

  puts everything he has into them all. In The Manchurian Candidate George Axelrod gives Angela Lansbury a moment to ice the nerves, when she tells Laurence Harvey, ‘I never knew it

  would be you.’ She means that when she joined the plot they didn’t tell her that the post-hypnotically programmed assassin would be her son. They didn’t tell her that he would be

  the sleeper.




  I never knew that my early critical bits and pieces would be the sleepers. One hesitates to imply that they are bound for immortality, or even that they have lasted in any integral sense: but

  there always seems to be a new generation of students—real students, the ones who don’t need an exam to keep them reading—who seek out my first collections of criticism in

  second-hand bookshops and bring them to be autographed at book-signings. They hang around afterwards. I recognize them: they are the way I once was. Just from the way their clothes look slept in

  you can tell that they write in margins and fill endpapers with notes. Having hustled a second glass of the cheap white wine, they want to quarrel with some phrase that I long ago forgot I ever

  wrote. They’ve got it there, underlined, with three exclamation marks to indicate disbelief. They want to argue the point. They all have different points they want to argue, but on one thing

  they agree: they don’t think I wasted my time writing this stuff. They think I wasted my time writing anything else.




  It’s the most frustrating brand of flattery, but there might be something to it. Some of us are the most ourselves—perhaps the nearest to being ourselves we will ever get—when

  talking about someone else. Certainly a magnificent detachment was an ideal I could never cultivate in my self-imposed role as the Metropolitan Critic. That was the title I gave my first collection

  in 1974: in 1995 (acting in response, as we say in my television production office, to several letters that flooded in) I reissued it with footnotes designed to mitigate its follies. This second

  collection likewise was left behind with my first publisher and went out of print for a length of time that should have ensured its irretrievable burial. But if there was a market for the reissue

  of the first volume, then the second might have the same chance of resurrection, especially since it contains, on the face of it, fewer excesses crying out for an appended disclaimer. The danger

  here might be that I was getting duller as I cleaned up my act.




  Yet I can’t remember putting any conscious limit on my determination to let enthusiasm rip. My aim was still, as it still is, to emulate Montale’s desired quality for writing about

  art: seriatà scherzevole—a playful seriousness. It was just that by this stage I had accumulated enough experience of verbal aerobatics to pull out of the stunt before my

  smoking trajectory intersected with the ground.




  In all other respects, the opportunity offered me by the London literary editors—overqualified, confident and mischievous to a man, especially the women—was too good to miss.

  Anything I felt like throwing into the review, they would print. Over the top was exactly the way they wanted me to go. As long as they understood it themselves, no reference could be too obscure

  or allusion too fleeting. In those days the reader, if he encountered something on the page that he could not immediately understand, was still trusted to renew his subscription. Kenneth Tynan

  accused me of having invented Gianfranco Contini but he knew that he was joking, just as he knew that showing off is a part of the theatricality and that theatricality is a part of this kind of

  writing. All you have to remember is that you’re not the whole show. I sometimes think, looking back, that solipsism made my admiration for others seem the more selfless—with the

  concomitant benefit that I could do a hatchet job without being thought of as having laid claim to a monopoly of objective truth.




  Some wishful thinking there, perhaps. A piece like the one on Lord Longford was designed to sting. I thought he was dangerously wrong. (Adding insult to injury, I also thought, during my long

  campaign of mockery against him, that by pointing out the essential hubris behind his vaunted quest for humility I was helping to save his life: I still believe that if he had secured Myra

  Hindley’s release he would have been lynched along with her.) But the urge to excoriate was always tempered by the likelihood that you might bump into your victim in some salon, if not

  saloon. The Modish London Literary World (a term from Dr Leavis’s demonology that I took delight in misappropriating whenever possible) still had finite boundaries, in which I was as pleased

  to feel at home as only the interloper can be. Of the writers still alive at the time I wrote these pieces, I knew several well and physically met almost all. Their corporeal presence thrilled me

  even when I had reservations about what they had become. Robert Lowell I thought the most frightful ass (an estimation he reciprocated with all the strength of the dollar) but it was his wonderful

  early poetry that I remembered after I had finished laughing at his absurd professions of helplessness. Lillian Hellman was plainly as corrupt as the corpses of whichever defenceless animals had

  provided her fur coat, but Dashiell Hammet had once loved her and no doubt I would have too, putting her unrepentant Stalinism down to playfulness. Gore Vidal was dangerously sardonic but charming

  beyond belief. And to meet a man like Philip Larkin at the peak of his career, fully aware of his own faults yet guarding his greatness like a sacred mystery, was to experience hero worship in its

  purest form. There they were, all around me. I loved it all. I thought it would go on like that for ever.




  As things turned out, my days in Soho were already numbered. In the Greek Street pub that gave my book its name I eventually, and none too soon, had to face the possibility that I was drinking

  myself sick. Aided by public demand, I took the decision to quit cold. Subtracting myself from temptation with a headlong retreat to respectability, I left the Modish London Literary World, never

  really to return. Television became my stock in trade. Instead of the writer I might have been and my friends generously expected me to be, I became a different kind of writer altogether, and there

  are those who doubt whether I am any longer a writer at all. Married to a scholar whose solid brilliance chasteningly reminds me that to serve literature entails self-denial, I am obliged to

  consider that self-display can go only so far. But there was a time when I made it go as far as it could, and today, when I write outside television at all, this is still the kind of writing I most

  like to do: with a heart less light now, yet with the same conviction that in response to the writing of others the self will be revealed most usefully, whether in praise or blame. It would be

  better, of course, to leave the self out of it altogether, but I never had the option, only the wish—and if wishes were horses, beggars would ride.




  

    —London, 1997
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  Part One




  POETS MAJOR AND MINOR




  





  1. Farewelling Auden




  

    

  




  (i) ON EPISTLE TO A GODSON




  ‘You don’t need me to tell you what’s going on: ’ writes W. H. Auden in his latest book’s first piece, ‘the ochlocratic media, joint with

  under-the-dryer gossip, process and vent without intermission all to-day’s ugly secrets. Imageable no longer, a featureless anonymous threat from behind, to-morrow has us gallowed shitless :

  if what is to happen occurs according to what Thucydides defined as “human”, we’ve had it, are in for a disaster that no four-letter words will tardy.’




  This passage is highly interesting prose, detectable only in its lexical intensity as the work of a poet: Hazlitt, right on this point as on so many others, long ago laid down the word about

  that giveaway proneness to local effect. An ochlocracy is mob rule; the O.E.D. last noticed ‘joint’ being used that way in 1727; to gallow is an obsolete form of to gally,

  which is itself a way of saying to frighten that hasn’t been heard for a long time anywhere except in a whaling station; ‘tardy’ as a verb staggered on a few years past its moment

  of glory in A Winter’s Tale only to disappear in 1623. But let’s start again.




  In the title poem of Epistle to a Godson, W. H. Auden writes :




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                . . . You don’t need me to tell you what’s




                going on: the ochlocratic media,




                joint with under-the-dryer gossip,




                process and vent without intermission




                all to-day’s ugly secrets. Imageable




                no longer, a featureless anonymous




                threat from behind, to-morrow has us




                gallowed shitless: if what is to happen




                occurs according to what Thucydides




                defined as ‘human’, we’ve had it, are in for




                a disaster that no four-letter




                words will tardy.


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  This passage is highly interesting poetry, but only within the confines of Auden’s strictly prosaic later manner. Paying lip service to some dimly apprehensible classical metre, sentences

  wriggle intricately and at length down the syllabic grid.




  

    

      

        Blessed be all metrical rules that forbid automatic responses,




        force us to have second thoughts, free from the fetters of Self.


      


    


  




  The greatest modern verse technician, Auden long ago ran out of metrical rules needing more than a moment’s effort to conform to. Technically, his later manner—which involves setting

  up a felt rhythmic progress inside an arbitrary syllabic convention—is really a way of restoring to the medium some of the resistance his virtuosity earlier wiped out. This technical

  mortification is closely allied with the ethical stand forbidding any irrationalities, all happy accidents. No automatic responses, no first thoughts. Helping to explain the omission of certain

  poems from his Collected Shorter Poems 1927–1957, Auden wrote in 1966 :




  

    

      

        A dishonest poem is one which expresses, no matter how well, feelings or beliefs which its author never felt or entertained. For example, I once expressed a desire for

        ‘New styles of architecture’; but I have never liked modern architecture. I prefer old styles, and one must be honest even about one’s prejudices. Again, and much

        more shamefully, I once wrote :


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

            

              History to the defeated




              may say alas but cannot help nor pardon.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        To say this is to equate goodness with success. It would have been bad enough if I had ever held this wicked doctrine, but that I should have stated it simply because it

        sounded to me rhetorically effective is quite inexcusable.


      


    


  




  Glumly reconciling themselves to the loss of September, 1939, in its entirety and favourite fragments from other poems engraved in the consciousness of a generation, critics

  respectfully conceded Auden’s right to take back what he had so freely given. It was interesting, though, that no strong movement arose to challenge Auden’s assumption that these

  youthful poetic crimes were committed by the same self being dishonest, rather than a different self being honest. Auden was denying the pluralism of his own personality. It was his privilege to do

  so if he wanted to, but it was remarkable how tamely this crankily simplistic reinterpretation of his own creative selfhood was accepted.




  More remarkable still, however, was the virtual silence which greeted the spectacle of a great modern talent disallowing the automatic response, proclaiming the virtues of knowing exactly what

  you mean against the vices of letting the poem find out what it wants to mean. Auden had apparently worked his way through to the last sentence of the Tractatus

  Logico-Philosophicus. ‘Wovon man nicht sprechen kann’, Wittgenstein had written, ‘darüber muss man schweigen.’ What we cannot speak about we must pass over in

  silence. It was piquant to find the poet who above all others seemed to command the secret of modern magic occupying this position so very long after the philosopher who thought of it had moved

  out. Here was a man attacking the validity of his own serendipity, discrediting his own trick of setting up a bewitching resonance. Long before, combining with Louis MacNeice in preparing that

  seductive lash-up of a book Letters from Iceland, Auden had written :




  

    

      

        

          

            And the traveller hopes: ‘Let me be far from any




            Physician’; And the poets have names for the sea;


          


        


      


    


  




  But on the way to press this was accidentally transformed into




  

    

      

        

          

            And the traveller hopes: ‘Let me be far from any




            Physician’; And the ports have names for the sea;


          


        


      


    


  




 Noting straight away that ‘ports’ suggested more than ‘poets’, Auden let the slip stand. The names that ports have for the sea are likely to be functional as well as

  mythical, mistrustful as well as admiring, many-rooted rather than casually appropriate—in a word, serious. Or so we guess. Or so the unexpected ring of the word, its unpredictability in that

  context, leads us to conjecture—gives us room to conjecture. And this thinking-space, the parkland of imagination that existed in Auden’s earlier manner, was what marked it

  out—and what he annihilated in forming his later manner. There have been artists who possessed some of Auden’s magic and who went on to lose it, but it is hard to think of anyone who

  deliberately suppressed it. All conscious artists feel the urge to refine what is unique in their work, but few interpret this call to refine as a command to eliminate. Unless we are dealing with a

  self-destructive enthusiast—and Auden on the face of it can scarcely be categorized as one of those—then we are up against that most disciplined of all artistic adventurers, the man who

  gets sick of his own winning streak.




  Pick up a Photostat of the 1928 Poems and read it through (it takes about twenty minutes): was there ever a more capacious young talent? It goes beyond precocity.




  

    

      

        

          

            We saw in Spring




            The frozen buzzard




            Flipped down the weir and carried out to sea.




            Before the trees threw shadows down in challenge




            To snoring midges.




            Before the autumn came




            To focus stars more sharply in the sky




            In Spring we saw




            The bulb pillow




            Raising the skull,




            Thrusting a crocus through clenched teeth.


          


        


      


    


  




  Hindsight lends us prescience, but it is permissible to claim that merely on the basis of this passage’s first three lines we would have pronounced the writer capable of

  virtually anything. The way the turn from the second line into the third kinetically matches the whole stated action is perfect and obviously instinctive—what other men occasionally achieve

  was all there as a gift.




  

    

      

        

          

            The sprinkler on the lawn




            Weaves a cool vertigo, and stumps are drawn; . . .


          


        


      


    


  




  Elated by the effortless lyricism of a coup like this, we need to remember not just Auden’s age, but the time. Yeats had not yet finished forming the compact musicality of

  his last phase, and the authoritative clarities of the first of Eliot’s Quartets were still years away. Auden got this sonic drive absolutely from out of the blue. The plainest statement he

  could make seemed to come out as poetry :




  

    

      

        

          

            Nor was that final, for about that time




            Gannets blown over northward, going home . . .


          


        


      


    


  




  It was a Shakespearian gift, not just in magnitude but in its unsettling—and unsettling especially to its possessor—characteristic of making anything said sound truer than true. In

  all of English poetry it is difficult to think of any other poet who turned out permanent work so early—and whose work seemed so tense with the obligation to be permanent. In his

  distinguished essay on Auden, John Bayley penetratingly pointed out that it was not in Auden’s creative stance ever to admit to being young. What has not yet sufficiently been noticed is that

  it was not in the nature of Auden’s talent to win sympathy by fumbling towards an effect—to claim the privileges of the not yet weathered, or traffic in the pathos of an art in search

  of its object. Instant accomplishment denied him a creative adolescence.




  As always in Auden, ethics and techniques were bound up together. Barely out of his teens, he was already trying to discipline, rather than exploit, the artistic equivalent of a Midas touch. It

  is for this reason that the Scrutiny group’s later limiting judgments and dismissals of Auden were wrong-headed as well as insensitive: they were branding as permanently

  undergraduate the one major modern gift which had never been content with its own cleverness for a moment. They missed the drama of Auden’s career in the 1930s and 1940s, never realizing that

  the early obscurity and the later bookishness were both ways of distancing, rather than striving after, effect. The moral struggle in Auden was fought out between what was possible to his gift and

  what he thought allowable to it: the moralists, looking for struggles of a different kind, saw in his work nothing but its declarative self-assurance. The more he worked for ironic poise, the more

  they detected incorrigible playfulness. Subsequent critical systems, had they been applied, would not have fared much better. Suppose, for example, that our standards of the desirable in poetry are

  based on the accurate registration of worldly things. We would think, in that case, that a man who had come from the frozen buzzards of 1928 to the etymological fossicking of 1972 had moved from

  the apex of an art to the base. But suppose the ability to send frozen birds flipping over the mind’s weir came too easily to be gone on with? What then?




  

    

      

        

          

            Doom is dark and deeper than any sea-dingle.




            Upon what man it fall




            In spring, day-wishing flowers appearing,




            Avalanche sliding, white snow from rock-face,




            That he should leave his house,




            No cloud-soft hand can hold him, restraint by women;




            But ever that man goes




            Through place-keepers, through forest trees,




            A stranger to strangers over undried sea,




            Houses for fishes, suffocating water,




            Or lonely on fell as chat,




            By pot-holed becks




            A bird stone-haunting, an unquiet bird.


          


        


      


    


  




  Quoted from the first public edition of Poems, this stanza was the kind of thing which made Auden the hero of the young intelligentsia. Noteworthy, though, is the way in which the

  enchanting declarative evocation discussed above is painstakingly avoided. The stanza’s rhythmic progress is as dazzingly erratic as a skyrocket toppled from its bottle. The switchback

  syntax, the Hardyesque hyphenated compounds—they pack things tight, and the reader is never once allowed to draw an inattentive breath. One of the many triumphs of Auden’s first public

  volume was that this difficult verse came to be regarded as equally characteristic with the simpler felicities that were everywhere apparent.




  

    

      

        

          

            Beams from your car may cross a bedroom wall.




            They wake no sleeper; you may hear the wind




            Arriving driven from the ignorant sea




            To hurt itself on pane, on bark of elm




            Where sap unbaffled rises, being spring; . . .


          


        


      


    


  




  Merely to mention the headlight beams crossing the wall was enough to create them for the reader’s dazzled eye. But Auden’s maturity had already arrived: he was well aware that such

  moments were not to be thought of as the high points of poetry—rather as the rest points. Take, for example, these lines from ‘Prologue’, the opening poem of his 1936 collection

  Look, Stranger!




  

    

      

        

          

            And make us as Newton was, who in his garden watching




            The apple falling towards England, became aware




            Between himself and her of an eternal tie.


          


        


      


    


  




  The apple falling towards England is superb, but poetry which had such effects as a raison d’être would be a menace. This very instance has in fact come

  under critical attack—an accusation of decadence has been levelled. But it should be obvious that Auden had no intention of allowing such facility to become fatal. Set against it were the

  inhibitors; syntactical, grammatical, lexical. And with them they brought ambiguity, resonance, areas of doubt and discovery—all the things his later poetry was to lose. The suggestiveness of

  Auden’s poetry lay in the tension between his primal lyricism and the means employed to discipline it. The suggestiveness couldn’t survive if either term went missing. And eventually it

  was the lyricism that went.




  Looking through the individual collections of Auden’s poems, each in succession strikes us as transitional. On each occasion there seems to be a further move towards paraphrasable clarity.

  Even at the height of his bookish phase (in, say, New Year Letter) Auden is still being more narrowly clear than he was before. Gradually, as we read on to the end, we see what kind of

  progress this has been. It has been a movement away from excitement and towards satisfaction.




  Epistle to a Godson is like About the House and City Without Walls in being utterly without the excitement we recognize as Audenesque. And yet it, like them, gives a

  peculiar satisfaction: the patriarch grunts, having seen much and come a long way. The book is flat champagne, but it’s still champagne. Part of Auden’s genius was to know the

  necessity of chastening his talent, ensuring that his poetry would be something more enduring than mere magic. The resource and energy he devoted to containing and condensing his natural lyricism

  provide one of the great dramas in modern literary history. Pick up Look Stranger! or Another Time—they read like thrillers. Every poem instantly establishes its formal

  separateness from all the others. Through Auden’s work we trace not just themes but different ways of getting something unforgettably said: the poem’s workings are in the forefront of

  attention. Finally the contrast between the early and the late manners is itself part of the drama. To understand Auden fully, we need to understand how a man with the capacity to say anything

  should want to escape from the oppression of meaning too much. Late Auden is the completion of a technical evolution in which technique has always been thought of as an instrument of self-denial.

  What Auden means by the fetters of Self is the tyranny of an ungoverned talent, and his late poetry is a completed testament to the self-control which he saw the necessity for from the very

  start—the most commendable precocity of all.




  (T.L.S., 12 January 1973)




  

    

  




  

    (ii) ON FOREWORDS AND AFTERWORDS


  




  In the normal way of things a reviewer with no pressing deadline could spend a score of widely scattered hours reading Forewords and Afterwords, stimulated always by

  the vast expanse of what he doesn’t know that Auden does. The range of interest, and none of it mechanical ! All of it professional in the best sense, amateur in the best sense, free of

  bluff, full of life. As it turns out, though, this book becomes the last one to have been published in the poet’s lifetime.




  A collection of all the shorter critical pieces and introductions he wished to preserve—the longer prose is in The Enchafèd Flood, Secondary Worlds and his central

  critical work, The Dyer’s Hand—Forewords and Afterwords could at first sight seem a fair distance from the poetry and scarcely a representative last text. Posthumous verse

  collections will surely follow at a brisk rate. And yet, as a volume conveying Auden’s European magnitude as an artist, this collection of his ancillary prose could scarcely be bettered. In

  its casual way (casual in the happenstance of its occasions and compilation: there is, of course, nothing casual whatever about its thought and craft) it is a testament not just to Auden’s

  culture but to culture—the European artistic civilization which, we can now see, Auden was as effective as Eliot in comprehending and maintaining. And he was more at ease in it than Eliot. In

  every sense he was at home.




  Literary journalism, then; but an ample demonstration that literary journalism at its height—and even when dictated in its emphases by the preoccupations of a working artist—is the

  criticism that transmits value. And unlike many synoptic critics who are in the omniscience business full time, Auden does not feel compelled to reinforce his sense of value by pretending that

  everything worth knowing about the heritage of every tongue finds its confluence in him. Not out of humility, just out of practical necessity, he admits ignorance and follows where it leads. After

  explaining, for example, that the French alexandrine, even when Racine is writing it, always sounds to him like the anapaestic canter of ‘The Assyrian came down like a wolf on the fold’

  he goes on :




  

    

      

        I have known Valéry’s poem Ebauche d’un serpent for over twenty-five years, reread it often with increasing admiration and, as I thought,

        comprehension, only to discover the other day, on reading a letter by the poet to Alain, that I had missed the whole point, namely, that the tone of the poem is burlesque, that the assonances

        and alliterations are deliberately exaggerated, and that the serpent is intended to sound like Beckmesser in Die Meistersinger.


      


    


  




  In such a passage several of Auden’s special qualities as a writer of critical prose are simultaneously busy. There is his lightness of touch, as if all these things were

  workaday affairs and not at all frightening. There is the unintended hint at the vastness of his reading, which extends even to the minor correspondence of the great artists and especially to their

  correspondence with each other: in Auden’s prose all the artists of the past are alive and talking among themselves in a humane (mostly) and engagingly human (always) unanimity of

  interest—an interest which Auden ensures, by assuming so, that you share. On top of these things there is the insistence that the facts of art are concrete and practical, and that educating

  yourself in them is a matter of finding out about them, and that years might go by before the truth reveals itself. By returning to this point over and over—by always insisting that

  of finding things out there is no end—Auden creates, unbeatably, the feeling that education is lifelong, addictive, playful. In him there is no element of the self-immolating drudge. He would

  never have been capable of Eliot’s sermon on the necessity for the student to embrace boredom.




  For Auden mortification has to do with the disciplines of poetic technique: the acquisition of culture is as natural as breathing, and within the limitations of your propensities you do it to

  relax. Look at the galleries of knowledge, the number of literatures, the languages penetrated to the rhythm of their roots, that are all present and vividly functioning in Auden’s prose. And

  yet it is only on second thought that the whole thing impresses us, just as we have to live on into adulthood before we realize—if we ever do—that the fairgrounds of childhood are the

  evolution of the centuries, the designs of studious men. The paintwork, the music and the coloured lights were all thought out, and are more than just a game.




  Valéry is continually invoked. One had already realized, reading these pieces as they came out in the magazines and anthologies, that the parallelism of Auden’s and

  Valéry’s critical careers was becoming more and more explicit. As well as anthologizing aphorisms (The Faber Book of Aphorisms, edited with Louis Kronenberger, and the recent

  A Certain World, concerned with slightly longer but still brief pronouncements, are the key works here), Auden has for a long time been manufacturing gnomic utterances and quiddities of

  his own. The similarity to Valéry’s practice is obvious, and even in the longer pieces Valéry’s example is likely to be prominent: there is many a long essay by Auden

  whose compressions can be clarified by glancing into a short book by Valéry. In both men the talk is of art as the one continuous world. The same is true of Montale. Only in Brecht, the

  fourth master, does art acknowledge the primacy of politics. Auden’s long, curving progress—from his mental entanglement with the German extremist political spectrum of the early 1930s

  to his gradual adoption of the hallowed, art-idealist role as otherwise exemplified by Valéry and Montale—is a classic example of how the pursuit of mastery leads away from battle.

  Despite his Austrian domicile and the vital presence of the German language (and German opera) at the centre of his life, Auden’s ripest years were devoted to the complete acceptance of his

  part in the Latin tradition, the Icelandic sagas notwithstanding.




  Forewords and Afterwords is dedicated to Hannah Arendt, and appropriately it shares not just the undisputed qualities of her journalism but the questionable qualities of her formal

  philosophy. One has been puzzling for a long time to recall whom Auden has been echoing when he starts a new essay by declaring that there are three different kinds of compassion, or precisely

  twelve varieties of contrition. Well, here is the answer. Miss Arendt’s proclivity for staking out a philosophical mining operation before ripping up the soil in a declared number of parallel

  strips has spread to Auden and often involves him in generating an air of faintly bogus rigour. Such a tone goes against the direction of Auden’s real effort, which is composed of a

  refreshing certainty about what he knows to be true, an equally refreshing diffidence about what he has not yet discovered, and a lively, contradiction-ridden dialectical hubbub concerning what

  lies between. Throughout the book we find him declaring that a poet’s private life is his own business, yet delving on the same page into every aspect of a poet’s private life he can

  smell out. That is the multiplicity of approach that makes Auden what he is and which his tendencies to ponderousness might stifle, should he let them. What he was. Might have stifled. If he had

  let them. Suddenly, unexpectedly, we need the past tense.




  (T.L.S., 12 October 1973)




  

    

  




  

    (iii) ON HIS DEATH


  




  For a long time before his death, the fact that a homosexual was the greatest living English poet had the status of an open secret: anybody with better than a passing knowledge

  of W. H. Auden’s writing must have been in on it, and in his later essays (one thinks particularly of the essays on Housman and Ackerley) he was teetering on the verge of declaring himself

  outright. During E. M. Forster’s last decades the intelligentsia was similarly privy to covert information. At Forster’s death, however, the obituaries—many of them written by old

  acquaintances—didn’t hesitate to let the cat spring from the bag and dash about among a wider public. It isn’t recorded that anybody died of shock at this revelation. One would

  have thought that a precedent for plain dealing had at long last been set. With Auden’s demise, though, there has been a retreat into coy mummery—perhaps to protect his dedicatees still

  living, but more probably because no respectable literatus wants the responsibility of firing the gun that will set the young scholars off on their plodding race to re-explicate what any

  sensitive reader has long since seen to be one of the more substantial poetic achievements of the modern age. Poor scorned clericals, they will find that their new key turns with bewitching ease,

  but that it might as well be turning in a lake as in a lock. Auden is long way beyond being a crackable case.




  Nevertheless, the truth helps. It was an often-stated belief in Auden’s later essays that knowledge of an artist’s personal life was of small relevance in understanding his work.

  Insatiably and illuminatingly inquisitive, Auden transgressed his own rule on every possible occasion. The principle was the right one, but had been incorrectly stated. He was saying that to know

  the truth will still leave you facing a mystery. What he should have said was that to know the truth will leave you with a better chance of facing the right mystery. And it quickly becomes

  evident, I think, that to accept the truth about Auden’s sexual nature does nothing to diminish his poetry—quite the opposite. Acceptance leads in the very short run to the realization

  that the apparent abstractness of Auden’s expressed sensuality is really a lyricism of unique resonance, and in the long run to the conviction that Auden’s artistic career, taken as a

  whole, is a triumph of the moral self living out its ideal progress as a work of art.




  Auden’s first poems instantly revealed an unrivalled gift for luminous statement. Simply by naming names he could bring anything to life :




  

    

      

        

          

            Who stands, the crux left of the watershed,




            On the wet road between the chafing grass




            Below him sees dismantled washing-floors,




            Snatches of tramline running to the wood




            An industry already comatose. . . .


          


        


      


    


  




  After the withering of 30s illusions it became fashionable to laugh at ‘Pylon’ poetry, but even though intentions do not make deeds there was always something

  honourable in the intention of domesticating a technological imagery, and anyway Auden himself had only to intend and the deed was done. So formidable a capacity to elevate facts from the prosaic

  to the poetic had been seen rarely in centuries, and such fluent gestures in doing it had almost never been seen. Auden’s poetry possessed the quality which Pasternak so admired in

  Pushkin—it was full of things. And yet in an epoch when homosexuality was still a crime, this talent was the very one which could not be used unguarded to speak of love.




  For that, he was forced from the concrete to the abstract, and so moved from the easy (for him) to the difficult. As Gianfranco Contini definitively said when talking of Dante’s dedication

  to the rhyme, the departure point for inspiration is the obstacle. The need to find an acceptable expression for his homosexuality was the first technical obstacle to check the torrential course of

  Auden’s unprecedented facility. A born master of directness was obliged to find a language for indirection, thus becoming immediately involved with the drama that was to continue for the rest

  of his life—a drama in which the living presence of technique is the antagonist.




  

    

      

        

          

            Doom is dark and deeper than any sea-dingle.




            Upon what man it fall




            In spring, day-wishing flowers appearing,




            Avalanche sliding, white snow from rock-face,




            That he should leave his house,




            No cloud-soft hand can hold him, restraint by women;




            But ever that man goes




            Through place-keepers, through forest trees,




            A stranger to strangers over undried sea,




            Houses for fishes, suffocating water,




            Or lonely on fell as chat,




            By pot-holed becks




            A bird stone-haunting, an unquiet bird.


          


        


      


    


  




  In this first stanza of Poem II in Poems (it was entitled ‘The Wanderer’ only later, in Collected Shorter Poems 1930–1944) the idea of the

  homosexual’s enforced exile is strongly present, although never explicit: the theme lies hidden and the imagery is explicit instead, thereby reversing the priorities of the traditional

  lyric, and bodying forth an elliptical suggestiveness which rapidly established itself as the new lyricism of an era. But already we are given a foretaste of the voyage that came to an end in

  Oxford forty years later—a wanderer’s return to the Oxford of Another Time, the centre of anger which is the only place that is out of danger. Auden never looked for cloistered

  safety until very late on the last day. The danger and fatigue of his journey were too much of an inspiration.




  

    

      

        

          

            There head falls forward, fatigued at evening




            And dreams of home,




            Waving from window, spread of welcome,




            Kissing of wife under single sheet;




            But waking sees




            Birds-flocks nameless to him, through doorway voices




            Of new men making another love.


          


        


      


    


  




  Only tiredness could make the doomed traveller dream the banalities of hearth and wife: awake, he is once again involved with real love. And real love is a new love, with all political

  overtones fully intended. Auden’s radicalism, such as it was, was at one with his sexuality, with the subsequent result that he spent the 30s experiencing Communism as sensual and sex as

  political.




  As Brecht found his politicized lyricism in sophistication (In der Asphaltstadt bin ich daheim), Auden found his in innocence: masturbation in the dormitory,

  languishing looks between prefects and blond new boys, intimate teas and impassioned lollings on grassy hillsides. The armies and the political parties of the 30s were the thrillingly robust

  continuation of school rugger and cricket teams, being likewise composed of stubborn athletes and prize competitors. Bands apart, they were all-male and Hellenic—and the neo-Hellenism of the

  30s was all Teutonic. Auden’s political and intellectual spectrum in the 30s is mainly German, and it’s harder than the gullible might think to pick his emotional allegiance between the

  two sets of muscle-packed shorts, Communist or Nazi. Intellectually, of course, he didn’t fool with fascism for a moment; but to his sexual proclivities the blond Northern hero made an appeal

  which only a poetic embodiment could resolve—it took pearl to silence the irritation set up by those vicious specks of grit.




  

    

      

        

          

            Save him from hostile capture




            From sudden tiger’s leap at corner;




            Protect his house,




            His anxious house where days are counted




            From thunderbolt protect,




            From gradual ruin spreading like a stain;




            Converting number from vague to certain,




            Bring joy, bring day of his returning,




            Lucky with day approaching, with leaning dawn.


          


        


      


    


  




  Towards the glamour of the opposing teams—the chaps—Auden’s feelings were ambiguous. So were his feelings towards his own homosexuality. Like many homosexuals he seems to have

  experienced homosexual congress as the only clean kind, and thus had no reason to hesitate in identifying homosexuality with a new political order. Nevertheless guilt remained. In the 30s it was a

  cultural residue (later on, when Auden returned to Christianity, it became a religious precept), but was no less powerful for that. Just as, in another poem, the ‘ruined boys’ have been

  damaged by something more physical than the inculcation of upper-class values which Left readers delightedly assumed, so in this last stanza of ‘The Wanderer’ the spreading ruin is

  something closer to home than the collapse of Europe. There was fear in Auden’s pride about his condition. Fear of the police and fear that the much-trumpeted corruption might be a fact. He

  thought that heterosexual people could enjoy security but that only homosexuals could enjoy danger; that the intensity of the homosexual’s beleaguered experience was the harbinger of a new

  unity; but that, nevertheless, the homosexual was unlucky. In the last line of this most beautiful of young poems, he doesn’t really expect luck to be granted or his kind of day to dawn.

  It’s yet another mark of Auden’s superiority that whereas his contemporaries could be didactic about what they had merely thought or read, Auden could be tentative about what he felt in

  his bones. (It was marvellous, and continues to be marvellous, that the Scrutiny critics never detected in Auden his unwearying preoccupation with the morality of his art, nor realized

  that a talent of such magnitude—the magnitude of genius—matures in a way that criticism can hope to understand but not prescribe.)
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