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PREFACE

Because Auden's poetry is recent and somewhat obscure, if it is read
at all, it 1s usually in scattered places that the casual reader may hapnen
to encounter it, in anthologies, periodicals, or perhaps in separate small
volumes of Anden's verse. The impression which results from such a lim-
ited familiarity with his work is in most cases a false one, for Auden's
literary development has been so varied and, in a sense, so widely experi-
mental that in order to say with any confidence that one understands the
nature of his work it 1s necessary to read a good deal of it, and to aprroach
it by following Auden's degelopment through the various personal discoveries
which he used in his poetry, and also through the variows relationships that
exist between scientific, political and literary movements --- in a droader
sense, the impact of contemporary life upon poetry.

This does not mean that single poems cannot be read with pleasure, A
small acquaintance with Anden's poetry can reveal to the perceptive reader
its basic and residual qualities, and although it may be difficult, contem-
porary poetry, like poetry of any century can be enjoyed without specialized
knowledge, either biographical or historical, However, because of Auden's
affiliations with certain modern subject matters, Psychelogy, Marxism, and
the more traditional compact with Christianity, still contemporary, however
because it is connected with a literary movement that has come out of the
peculiar circumstances of our own times, he is frequently misplaced in one
or another of these categories. Those who have read the early Auden are
apt to think of him entirely in terms of "Get there if you can and see the
land you were once proud to own," or "Sir, no man's enemy,..." Those who

have sampled the middle period may characterise Auden by the no less serious,
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but more mature complexity of "September 1, 1939," or "The New Year letter,"
Others may be distantly aware of the religious nature of his later work,

Vhat I am trying to suggest is that Auden's poetry has a variety and
breadth sometimes misleading to a casual reader, who may mistake the tem-
porary exploratory phase, the tentative and hence partly superficial affil-
fation for the real thing. Auden is in no sense a specialized poet in the
senge that Hopkins can be considered specialized, and although he may be
opinionated, his work cannot be limited to a narrov category. In his ver-
satile use of form as well as in the various disciplines which have pro-
vided mot only a source for imagery, but a way out of the ladbyrinth in
which modern Art finds itself, his poetry reflects his capacity for wide
experisnce, which, in turn, is formed to his personal vision, and expressed
always, no matter how conventional the form he uses, in a distinctly in-
dividual style. |

In attempting a study of this sort, one generally finds himself re-
stricted to a narrover path than he feels the nature of his subject de-
mands. Although it may be impossidle to do justice to Auden's complexity,
I have tried, by following one basic aspect of his work through the early,
middle, and recent poetry, to present a more comprehensive picture than
that which might be gpined from a limited approach, one that was not of
a developmental nature,

This thesis is concerned with a problem which is partly aesthetic
and partly ideological., It is an attempt to demonstrate how Auden has
tried to resolve the perpetual dilemma which confronts artists from time
to time, and which has attained, because of the oxgoseive. unbalanced
and uncertain character of modern life, a peculiar prominence in our own

times: the recognition of a division between Art and Life, with the
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attendant moral choice of whether to establish the aesthetic as its own
criterion of value, or whether to assign to poetry the important but sud-
serviant office of bringing an ethical or religious order into life. The
proper solution to this problem is, of course, not either one of the mem-
bers of this indissoluable but sometimes disunified p&rtnership in a su-
perior position dbut to erase their division, althoungh not their difference,
which can never be obliterated, by giving them a common direction. What
the direction 1s to be is, in the last analysis, a matter of belief, that
is, an explanation of the world, with the attendant set of values involved
in such an explanation, to which both poetry and 1ife can give full alle-
glance, the discovery, in short, of a myth which being more than an aes-
thetic convenience, or a severe discipline that regards art as a distract-
ing and frivolous escape, can give to both Art and Life, in their orien-
tation to its single unifying effect, a proper relationship with each other,
Auden's partiéular definition of the relationship between Art and Life sets
up & myth or series of myths through which Life can, in a free and figura-
tive sense, be reflected without distortion ian the mirror of Ars. Art be-
comes, in turn, the medium through which can be apprehended the prevail-
ing and final values, the "Wholly Other Life." This thesis is an attempt
to trace through Auden's use of myth in hig poetry, his arrival at this
particular solution of the Life-Art problem, and to suggest on the way,
something of the essential character of his work,

I should like to thank Dr, A. J. M., Smith and Dr. Bernard Duffey, for
advice and encouragement that made working on this slippery sudjeet not
only possible, but pleasant and exciting as well, I wish also to thank
Mrs. Beth Shaw Leppert for indispensable help in getting the manuscript

into 1ts proper form.
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THE ELEMENT OF MYTH IN THE POETRY OF W, H. AUDEN
I

Although the strenuous objection to the treatment of contemporary
literature or contemporary critical problems in & paper of this sort has
dwindled with the years into a mere lifting of eyebrows, there still re-
mains a question to be answered --- why should the scholar or the serious
critic tax his digestive powers in a field where the material is, for the
most part, neither permanently nourishing, nor even palatable. The ei-
tuation 1s, 1n some ways, a local one, for in Dr, Johnson's day, publish-
ing never reached the industrial proportions that it has in ours, nor was
there a vast company of people who, although they might have no literary
glift, thought writing the solution to their inadbility to pursue with in-
terest and success, any other occupation., Of these contemporary would-
be writers, Auden has observed,

One would expect that a certain percentage would imagine they

had a talent for medicine, a certain percentage for engineer-

ing, and so on., But this is not the case. In our age, if a

boy or girl is untalented, t?e odds are in favor of their

thinking they want to write,

The universal desire to express oneself in print has raised a mountain

of material which anyone scientifically interested in the contemporary
would find 1t hard to comprehend with any thoroughness, Still, the amount
of trash being written now does nothing to blur the image of the few ma-
Jor figures outlined against our horizon, and although cautious scholar-
ship may warn ageinst a serious commlitment of allegiance to a poet still

alive and developing, or yet fresh in the grave, we can, as well as Mat-

thew Arnold, who had no doubts about the future greatness of Wordsworth,

1 w, H. Auden in Poets at Work, 165.




Keats, Byron and Shelley discover the gqualities in voets of our own time
that are permanent and fruitful.

If we can assﬁme that in spite of the apparent deluge of mediocrity,
our times have their just quota of truly talented writers, there remain,
beyond the task of supvorting them with intelligent interest and weeding
the good from the bad, other duties requiring both knowledge and intui-
tive insight which contemporary writing brings into being by the very
peculiarities of 1ts own nature. For many reasons, which could not dbe
oroperly exemined here, contemporary poetry and prose have added to the
difficulty of the condensation of complicated thought and feeling always
present in major literature the further hardship of an obscurity stemming
sometimes from the use of private allusions, imaegery, and personal vi-
sion, or from the evolutional process reflected in the perverse distor-
tion of language and form to wrench from words themselves and the pecu-
liarities of position an emotional effect that might correspond more in-
timately with the prevailing atmosphere of disruption in our times. Even
more disturbing than obscurity in the tools of communication is the 4diffi-
culty of deciding what a poet, no mastter by what means he chooses to ex-
precs himself, is trying to say. No two or three systems, philosophies,
faiths exist today from which can be drawn the framework of a belief, but
rather there are as many as history, and not always occidental history,
cares to provide; or from a restless inability to find form for thought
in anything ready made, a poet may, as Yeats did, manufacture his own
world of belief., Under the circumstances, éontemporary poetry is begin-
ning to accumulate in its wake, & number of interpreters who may provide

with special knowledge of the particular affiliations of their subject,

a talent for history, and sometimes a sensitivity beyond that of the or-



dinary reader a link between the irresponsible poet and his often indif-
ferent audience. Such a task, 1t seems to me, lies partly in the field
of scholarship and not at all in the field of journalism, whose blunter
sensibilities and distorted knowledge offers neither the sensitive intu-
ition and sympathy of a fellow practitioner nor the dryer, but just as
necessary offices of historical scholarship, The work of the three great
contemporary poets, Yeats, Eliot and Auden, requires certainly for the
most thorough examination, both a delicate emotional response and a know-
ledge not only of literature, but of other fields as well; philosophy,
theology, theosophy, anthronology and psychology. This staggering bur-
den of knowledge is impossible for any one critic to carry, but its size
indicates at least that the minimum requirement for approaching the work
of writers who are as erudite, although not systematically under the nar-
rower discipline of scholarship, is at least a comparable training and
knowledge.,

Other objections to approaching a contemporary subject, esveclally
the work of a man who is still alive, 1s the wasted energy of misconcep-
tion, without proper historical perspective, and the impossidility of
catching in a permanent mould, that 1s, drawing permanent conclusions a-
bout an artist who, still changing, may turn his back upon himself after
his critics have settled the nature of his work and the direction in which
he is going. There iz always the possibility that a reelly good critic
can provide 111u§1nat1ng insights into work that already exists as Mat-

thiegsen has done in The Achievement of T. S. Eliot. Enlarged once to

provide for Eliot's latest development, it could be enlarged again with-

out destroying the essential nature of any of Matthiessen's observations,



Not all critics, however, are as successful as Matthiessen, nor are all
contemporary poets ae easily comprehended as Eliot, whose interests are
mainly traditional and whose beliefs are orthodox, and the misconceptions
which may arise because of confusion within the critic himself, or be-
cause of the novel and unsettled nature of the material from which the
poetry is drawn, (in Auden's early work the shifting lines of political
doctrine, and the rambling vaths of Freudian psychology) make 1t neces-
ecary that the controversy, if there is any, be carried on while the poet
1s still alive to defend himself, A critic can also, because he 1is =&
contemporary, participate in the various fashions, enthusiasms or special
quirks of interest that may have an important reflection in the work he
has to decipher,

In a serious approach to contemporary work, however, the problem is
not to untangle obscure poetry for the purpose of presenting it rolled in-
to a neat ball that the lazy reader may unwind it more easily. Part of
the pleasure in reading poetry is its resistence to relaxed attention,
the creation in the reader of an intense and heightened state of mind
where each slow discovery, because 1t is attained only with the greatest
difficulty has the greatest effect, No precis can be a tenth as excit-
ing as the poem itself aﬁd the interpreter can only help by pointing out
certain general things, or may, by focusing attention on some central
thread, illuminate the work so that the details may fall more correctly
into place. Certain details may always remain ambiguous, either through
the poet's intention or by his failure, but the various layers of mean-
ing that good poetry usually contalns can only be penetrated by recreat-

ing the poem as far as one's own experience and capacity for feeling will

take one,



In spite of the sometimes imposing difficulty of Auden's work, for

this reason, very little explication de texte will be offered. The paper

will rather concern itself with what it hopes to determine is the central
problem with which Auden is concerned and in that way to indicate the ba-
sic and steadfast order, that upon close reading, becomes avparent in his
work,

The problem which occurs throughout Auden's poetry, implicitly in the

early poems, more clearly in the autoblographical passages in Letters from

Iceland, The New Year Letter, and finally in climactic statement in The

Sea and the Mirror, For the Time Being and The Age of Anxiety is the pro-

per relationship between art and life, and the tool that I have chosen to
pick apart the enigmatic nature of that relationship and its various shifts
in Auden's poetry is the examination in his work of the element of myth as
it involves belief, The relationship between the three elements,art, life,
and myth becomes clearer when that relationship is set against the back-
ground of the circumstances from which it sprang. I do not intend to at-
tempt here a sketch of the industrial revolution nor the effects of philo-
sophical Darwinism on our own times, but only to indicate what prevalent
feeling about belief, myth, religion has produced a religious revival a-
mong artists and dilettantes, what has launched thousands of oarless boats
into the indifferent sea in quest of salvation.

When Auden says, in The New Year Letter,

The situation of our time
Surrounds us like a baffling cr1m92

he does not refer to a local instance, although "crime" includes the war,

which may have nrompted the observation, but uses the image of the un-

£ W, H, Auden, The New Year Letter (from Collected Poetry), 272.




solved crime to express what Eliog did in the wasteland, an atmosphere
of pervasive spiritual disorder and death, The poet is, in one sense,
a clinical observer. He can bring into the 1light through symbols the
malignant forces that only deform those who have not the instruction of
the imagination to help them, Expreseed in the dialect of a detective
story, this is what Auden has sensed in his time:

Yet our equipment all the time

Extends the area of the crime

Until the guilt is everywhere,

And more and more we are aware,

However miserable may be

Our parish of immediacy,

How small it 1s, how, far beyond,

Ubiquitous within the bdond

Of one impoverishing sky,

Vast spiritual disorders 110.3

After the wasteland has been charted, it remains for its inhabitants

to take one or another of the paths to salvation. Every serious person
has the difficulty of deciding which path will, if it does not lead to
a general paradise, at least remove him from contamination and put him
in touch with some sort of vivifying spiritual experience. He may have
also to make the delicate moral choice between believing in some occult
power for its thereputic value to himself and believing in God because
He really exists, apart from any benefits which might be gained by inven-
ting Him. The burden that weighs on the twentieth century of finding or-
der in moral chaos, of rediscovering Good and Evil, of opening up agailn
the ancient channels between man and the supernatural offers itself with
even greater urgency to the artist, but he has the added responsibility

of his art to consider as well, Myth stands then in the same relation-

ship to art as it does to 1life --- and the artist must ask not only that

3 W. H. Auden, The New Year Letter, op, cit., 272.




myth give him a better life but that it nrovide material for his poetry.
Yeats, who 1s perhaps the most dramatic figure of all the poets who have
felt the necessity for myth, was certainly interested in the latter ad-
vantage. In a letter to his father, J. B. Yeats, he says of the Vision,
the enormous myth that he created from seances, automatic writing, signs,
omens, and all the paraphernalis of spiritualism:

Much of your thought resembles mine ... but mine is part of a

religious system more or less logically worked out., A system

which will, I hope, interest you as a form of poetry. I find

the setting of it in order has helped my verse, has given me

a new framework and new patterns, One goes on year after year

getting the disorder of one's mind in order and this is the
real impulse to create,

But Yeats, of course, was intensely interested in life., His pudblic ca-
reer as well as his magnificently vital later poetry testify to this. Yet
the tradition, grace, harmorny of his poetic 1is aesthetic rather than mo-
ral, and although he was faced with the same problem that obsessed Auden
and Eliot, the lack of traditional belief, he made his choice along the
lines that were most available to him, between beauty and ugliness, be-
tween the militant dullness of science and the freedom of the imagina-
tion, For the generation in which Yeats spent his early manhood, which
included Wilde, Pater and the most imvortant of the Art for Art's sakers,
Auden sketches a world:

e«o where the great conflict was between the Religion of

Reason and the Religlon of Imagination, objective truth

and subjective truth, the Universal and the Individual,

Further, Reason, Science, the general, seemed to be

winning and Imagination, Art, and the Individual on the

defensive., Now in all conflicts it is the side which takes

the offensive that defines the issues which their opvo-

nents have to defend, so that when scientists said, "Science

is knowledge of reality, Art is a faeryland," the artists
were driven to reply, "Very well, but fairies are fun,

4 W. B. Yeats, Letter to J. B. Yeats, quoted in an essay by Donald A,
Stauffer, "The Modern Myth of the Modern Myth,"™ Engzlish Institute Essays,
3.




science is dull," When the former said, "Art has no relation

to 1life," the latter rebdorted, "Thank God." ... Thus ... we

find Yeats adopting a cosmology apparently on purely aesthetic

grounds, i.e., not becaunse it is true but because 1t 1s inter-

esting.5

On the surface, this resums of his reasons for choosing what Eliot
calls a "ighly sophisticated lower mythology"6 makes Yeats seem almost
frivolous. His escapism 1s rebuked also by the stern voice of I. A.
Richards, who said, "After a drawn battle with the drama, Mr. Yeats
made a violent repudiation, not merely of current civilization but of
1ife itself in favor of a supernatural world."7 Yet this criticism of
Yeats is too severe, and Auden suggests an excuse for Yeats' choice of
an eccentric and aesthetic supernaturalism when he points out that science
had drawn the battle lines not on the basis of morallty but had placed
the choice between a materialistic conception of the real and the unreal,
between the world of hard discernable fact, and the flimey and childish
world of the imagination. It would be foolish, of course, to maintain
that Yeats' poetry 1s a repudiation of life., What he did was to set
up an individual relationship between imagination and reality. Yeats'
approach to 1life is perhaps best expressed in his quotation from an "old
play:" "In dreams begins responsiﬁilities."8 and by dreams he meant
the union with the reservoir of archetypes that resides within all men,
the area where fumbling civilization has no place and where thoughts

and actions, determined by a force beyond human comprehension move close

to a natural order which may be uncovered by symbols in art.9 Recalling

. H. Auden, "Yeats as an Example," Kenyon Review, X, no. 2, 189,
. S. Eliot, After Strange Gods, 46.

. A. Richards, quoted in After Strange Gods, 45.

« B. Yeats, Later Poems, 173.

« B. Yeats, Essays, 33.
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the "great mind and the great memory" as well as refreshing the stale
crust of experience, introduces into the world again the underground
awareness of spiritual forces brought to expression by art, the defini-
tion of which 1s extended to include as well as the most highly contrived
and sophisticated products, primitive folk tales and accountes of dreams.
Yeats'! position in the controversy between Life and Art is a use-
ful index to Auden's attitude as it is reflected in his early poetry. In
a general sense, the various shifts in this attitude can, I think, be
ranged in a scale from the elementary and emotional assertion of Pater's
that 1life is a poem and that "Not the fruit of experience, but experience
itself, is the end.'lo to a recognition of the divided harmony betwsen
1life and art than can be supplied through belief in the Christian myth,
In his early poetry, Auden has this in common with Yeats, that in search-

ing for a Weltanschauung he also seized upon several beliefs that had la-

ter to be discarded. Yeats moved 1n his affiliations from the more su-
perficial immersion in Irish politics, the revival of the theater, Irish
folk motifs, to arrive at a belief which, although personal, was more
universal and hence more valusble to his poetry. As far as efficacy of
belief 1s concerned, where Yeats ended, Auden began, and the assuming of
& final incidental moral responsibility in Yeats' later work forced sim-
ply by learning from passionate experience 1s what Auden had to begin
with, an unovert recognition of the moral relationship that must be pre-
sent in the balance between Art and Life, If Auden went beyond Yeats

in Juggling the three silver bdalls, Art, Life, and Myth, he is not a
better poet for that reason. Poetry does not depend upon ability to

resolve philosovhical problems or to arrive finally, after many false

10 Wzlter Pater, The Renaissance, 235.
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loves at the true falth of Christianity: It means only that Auden was
more successful than Yeats in getting back to the proper position of the
ertist in society in completely comprehending and hence being supported
by the fruits of the deepest and most complicated relationship that can
be derived from the sunernatural, From this point he can go on without
groring, without stopping for novelties, and, released from the time
wasting process of fumbling for conviction, he can enjoy the paradoxical
freedom of development within a system that Ellot describes in "East Co-
ker" when he says:

We must be still and still moving

Into another intensity
For a further union, a deeper communion.

11
In more general and less mystical terms, what the final goal of the ar-
tist should be, is to "bring order and coherence into the stream of sen-
sations, emotions, and 1deas entering his consclousness, from without
and within," by doing for himself "what in previous ages had been done
for him by family, custom, church, and state, namely the choice of prin-
ciples and pre-suppositions in terms of which he can meke sense of his
experience."l2

The lack of any prevailing system for organizing ewmerience is so
acute in modern times that instead of an artist expressing a variation
within an established order, if he is fortunate, he can achieve a limi-
ted order within a vast variation, Although the chsos comprehends a
number of local disciplines most of them are barely on speaking terms,

and the individual who is conscious of the need for making order must

either, by choosing several at once, split himself into a compartmental

1T, S, Eliot, Four Quartets,
12 y, H. Auden, "Veats as an Example," co,.cit., 192
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man, or else by choosing only one, look at the world through an ideologi-
cal peephole, Auden, being both versatile and voracious of systems of
belief, has, in a sense, done both at the same time, for he msnaged to
orient his work according to belief in different things at different
times, keeping dormant within himself a number of other and perhaps con-
tradictory affiliations while he seemed apvnarently to organize his exper-
ience according to one major conviction. It has been suggested that the
intrusion of art considerably complicates the already confusing relation-
ship of the individual to his‘life end to his actions, For Auden, the
discovery that he was interested in writing poetry had the effect of di-
viding his mind into two camps. His early aesthetic development, grounded
in the battles of the nineteenth century proceed along lines suggested in

a passage from Letters from Iceland:

Aesthetic trills I'd never heard before

Rose from the strings. Shrill poses from the cor:

The woodwind chattered like a pre-war Russian

Art boomed, the brass, and 'Life' thumped the
percussion,

The attempt to synchronize the brass and the percussion is part of
the final goal of the quest. In simplest terms, that is precisely what
Auden's development has represented, the reward being a multifold cha-
lice made up, first of all, of purity, love, recognition of good and
evil in a word, the positive values that can be achieved in 1ife and re-
flected in art, and next, related to the first, a way of organizing ex-
perience, and making it available for us in poetry. How experience is
to be translated is the major question and Auden has solved it accord-
ing to the precedence of his age, to find a belief and to use its struc-

ture, the mythical element both in the exterior sense of providing a

15 w. H. Auden, letters from Iceland, 209.




12

framework upon which to hang his perception, and also as a liberating
agent for the creative energies within, controlled, ideally by the frame-
work of belief,

Auden's development is not as sharply divided into "periods" as
common Journatlistic criticism would have us believe, The three compart-
ments, Communist, Freudian and Christian are not water-tight,partly be-
cause none of them are wrong, or even useless for writing poetry, dbut
all, although the first two may be more limited than the third, are not
able to offer the final explanation, or give the most complete informa-
tion about the Way, to use both Auden's and James' terminology, to the
Great Good Place. They have also in common, that in spite of their short-
comings, thev are both pointed and in the same direction, to find the
hidden springs of grace, through which man can live most fruitfully with-
in himself and with his neighbors, through which life can become again
fertile and meaningful, The spiritual energles released, the dark wood
{1luminated by the recognition of the paradoxical metephysic that can be
expressed only in figurative terms, that is, the language of myth, For
these reasons, no rigid chart can be made of the various shifts in em-
phasis upon Auden's belief itself, or the imaéery to which it corres-
ponds, The effect is a cumulative one, and in his latest work, The Age
of Anxiety, Auden has incorporated wherever they can best be usedy all
the channels through which he hed approached the hypothetical and invi-
sibly shining sbsolute before, this, however, with the orientation, which
was only dormant in his earlier work of orthodox Christianity, |

Any kind of organization of a poet's work necessarily injures 1it,
for 1t sets up a pattern which mey not be refined enough to represent its

complexity and intricacy with careful fidelity. Therefore, analyses of
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this sort have to be taken tentatively for what light they can shed on
what will always be an enigmatic subject. In hope, then, of avoiding
dogmatic rigidity, this paper will attemnt to point out, by following

the three twisted threads, Art, Life, and Myth through an aporoximately
chronological arrengement of those sections of Auden's work which are

most pertinent, the series of changes that occur in Auden's orientation

to poetry and to experience, Expressed in its briefest form, the point
that this paper hopes to make, is that throughout the development of his
work, so far es-it has gone, Auden 1s trying through the use of Myth, to
bring closer together Life and Art by discovering the vital connection and
the inevitable difference between them. Partvof the responsibility for
the shift in emphasis, from Art to Life or vice versa, can be attributed
to the kind of myth that Auden is using at various times, ¥hen politics
and psychology have the upper hand, as they do in the early poetry the
attempt to bring meaning both to Life and to Art draws them into a com-
paratively simple relationship with each other, The search for grace, the
gquest theme which is central in Auden's work settles upon finding for it-
eelf a natural order., Art becomes both a means and an end, for Art is a
talisman for dbalancing the outer and the inner life, for establishing a
harmony in the macrocosm without and the microcosm within, The framework
which Auden uses in the early poetry is the primitive folk legend and myth,
the crude vitality of the Icelandic sagas, the imaginative truth of fairy
tale, and another king of myth, that which resides in dreams, fantasles,
both the personal vision of the inner life and its expression in writers
like Carroll and Lear who made almoet exclusive use of the language of

archetypal symbol, The end of Art is, of course, having satisfied the de-
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gire to create something, but the emnhasis in the early work falls most
heavily upon Life, Auden 1is usinz art as a sort of magicai discipline
which will help him by releasing the wisdom of the 1d1u to live a more
satisfactory 1ife in the sense Qf regeining a flower-like freedom from
choice. He sought the impetuous and natural expression of the self un-
restrained by ratiornal caution and the Prufrockian distrust of natural
impulses. His hypothetical state of grace in the early poetry, a condi-
tion that D. H. Lawrence also shared, and his emphasis on Life, appear

15

in one of the asutoblographical sections of Letters from Iceland:

1% The 14 1s a somewhat controversial term, and although its extreme com-
plexity in relation to its most precious development in the Freudian sys-
tem, its rather fuzzy connection with another difficult term, libido, can-
not be covered here, it might be helpful in the beginning to indicate
Auden's own avoroach to it, The id is sometimes thought of as a sort of
"beast in the jungle,™ a blind, selfish impulsive force, employing no res-
traint, and no foresight, but ready to pounce on whatever will most quick-
ly and opportunely satisfy its desires. The id, to Auden's way of think=-
ing, is a more benevolent creature, containing within itself the know-
ledge of a natural grace and harmony. Further examination of Auden's psy-
chologlical doctrines and their sources will be taken up in the next chap-
ter.
15 self revelatory nassages like this one appear fairly frequently in
Auden's work, clearing a path through the immense tengle of personal refe-
rences, orivate jokeg, puzzling syntax and poeti@al ambiguity, The three
notable instances o” where he has taken stock of himself oscur in Letter
to Iceland (1937), <fhe New Year Letter (1941), The Sea and the Mirror
(1944). All of these passages are, if not primarily about, at least ob-
liquely concerned with the Life-Art problem, and the evidence of Auden's
position and 1ts various fluctuations can be approached both from the evi-
dence which the poetry itself presents, and Auden's own discussion of it.
The Iceland journey itself is curiously bound up in the self con-
scious way in which modern writers are forced to solve their problems.
The trip had, of course, its exterior motives, the interest of the prob-
lem being probaedbly the greatest, but what Augen and MacNeice expected to
get for themselves beyond the important remureration was a removal from
the chaos of Burope, and a renewed sense of stability that only oocurs
in the isolation of an 1sland, where the faces change as slowly as the
landscape and where, undisturbed by the superficial hustle of modern life,
orly the lmportant outlines remain. Synge hoped to accomplish the same
thing when he lived among the Aaran Islanders, and from it, gained a
true sense of the tragedy of death, an emotion which, if we believe Eve-
lyn Waugh, has become negatively apparent by its absence in our commer-
clal rituals, MacNiece writes:
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Then to Bsrlin, not Carthage, I was sent

With money from my parents in my purse,

And ceased to see the world in terms of verse
I met a chap called and he fed
New doctrines into my receptive head.

Part came from and part from D. H. Lawrence
Gide, though I didn't know it then, gave part.
They taught me to express my deep abhorrence
If I caught anyone preferring Art
To Life and Love and being Pure-in-Heert.
I lived with crooks but seldom was molested
The pure-in-heart can never be arrested.

The form and imagery of the early work also reflect the daemonic
source of Auden's inspiration. The 1d is necessarily random, organized
only in snatches with its illuminating figures governed, 1if at all, by
a dark and mysterious god. The early poetry, attempting to capture and
make use of primitive and magical symbols, is often as oblique as a dreanm.
Nothing is clearly said, although the impression is that a great deal is
being felt. In this swift preview of Auden's Odyssey the next major change

occurs in The New Year Letter (1944), where Auden's gradually mastering

Christian tendencies become evident. Archetypal myth is pretty much laid
aslde here, the form is austere, and Auden 1s as prosaic as it is possible
for him to be., The Christian element was, of course, present in Auden

from the beginning, but the private and amoral inner source of expression
had precedence until it began to appear insufficient, both as an approach

to truth and as a source for poetry. Auden says in an article written a

but we must mortify.
Our bloway intellects before we die,
Who feed our brains on backchat and self-pity
And always need a nolse, the radio or the city,
Traffic and changlng lights, crashing the amber,
Always on the move and s5 do not rememper
The necessity of the silence of the islands,
The glaclier floating in the distance out of existence,
(Letters from Iceland,. 32).
16 W. H. Auden and Louis MacNieces, "Letter to Lord Byron IV, Tetters from

Iceland, 209.
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few years before The Double Man, where the XNesw Year Letter first apneared,

was published:

For the private world 1s fascinating, but it is exhaustible,

Without a secure place in society, without an intimate rela-

tion between himself and his audience, cos the poet finds it

difficuit to grow beyond a certain point.‘7

In the added complexity of their relationship, Art and Life take up
a new orientation in their perpetual commerce with each other, The rela-
tion is, in a sense, a split between them, for Art, now felt to be a pro-
duct of the diseased will, and not of a mysterious, but reliable inner
light, is suspect; and so long as it remains an entirely human product,
governed by the human will, it can never be completely trusted to reveal

the path through the spiritual wilderness, nor diagnose the illnees of our

time. The New Year Letter seems to indicate that Auden has left the oasis

where D. H. Lawrence settled for 1ife, and has proceeded on the Quest,
whose requirements become increasingly difficult. It is significant thut

in The New Year Letter the mythical framework, with the important excep-

tion of the figure of Satan, and a few minor embellishments drawn from
fairytale and clessical myth, has vanished almost completely.

The final step, final so far as Auden has gone,is, in a sense, a
synthesis and a solution of the Life-Art problem, through the agencies of

the Christian myth, In the last works, The Sea and the Mirror, For the

Time Being, and The Age of Anxiety, one part of the Quest seems to have

been completed, that is the finding of a belief which will not only offer
the deepest and most complex and universal order for phaotic experience
'to follow, but will also sanction, because it can criticize, the other
sources for poetry, the Ursprung of the dréam world and primitive myth,

imparting to them a new moral orientation. Auden's idiom regains the

17 W. H. Auden, The Oxford Book of Light Verse, xvi-xvii.
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lushness and magical myth-creating faculty that it had in the beginning,
but under the discipline of an orthodox belief, these images, which be-
fore were often more suggestive than definite are usually obscure only so
far as the complexity of Auden's thought and feeling moves beyond the
capacity of the reader. Life and Art, although they draw closer together,
being connected by the controlling spirit of the Christian myth, retain

the separation outlined in The New Year Letter. Arnold's aestheticism

now seems to be completely discarded, for poetry can save neither 1its
creator nor its readers, and the deadly serious business of life 1s not
becoming so sensitive to experience that every situation is heightened

by the lurid glare of perpetual intensity, but it is rather to save one's
soul: the process of writing poetry 1a only incidental, just as any type
of occupation is incidental to the desperate problem of salvation. Never-
theless, the final result of the Quest i1s not so interesting to the audi-
ence as the memoirs written along the way and even if, as Auden said in
his poem "In Memory of W. B. Yeats,"

For poetry makes nothing happeh: it survives
In the valley of its saying ...

its survival is to be the most important. In & recent lecture on Yeats
Auden defined the terms by which the modern world is to make its cholces
as being
not between Reason and Imagination but between the good and
the evil will, not between objectivity and sudbjectivity but
between the integration of thought and feeling and their
dissociation, not between the individual and the maises but
between the social person and the impersonal state, 9

What matters most to us, is that Auden has been a successful catalyst

in performing the offices of good poetry, that he has retained the mythi-

18 v, H. Auden, Collected Poetry, 50,
19 w. H. Auden, "Yeats as an Exemple," on. cit., 190.




18

cal aporoach which T. S. Eliot describes as "a step toward making the
modern world possible for Art, toward ... order and form..."?0 he has
managed through that means to unite thought and feeling, so that the
wealth of the unconscious by supplementing and ?evitalising traditional
nyth, 1s harnessed to provide material to correspond with the complexity
of his thought, both moral and philosonhical.

This sort of aporsach of Auden's work requires an aoproximately chro-
nological procedure in the examinatlion of the various evidences of the
changes in his use of myth., Not all the poems can be dated, however, since

no chronological arrangement appears in the Collected Poems and the early

volumes, which could have been used for definitely determining when a par-
ticular poem appeared, are not all avallable. Nevertheless, through a
process of elimination most of the poems can be assigned to some position
in relation to other work, and the major poems can be arranged in order.
Although Auden's poetry does not fall neatly into three theological cate-
gories as Eliot's does,21 there are certain convenient divisions, the

best for the purposes of this paper being a three-fold one, centering

first around Paid on Both Sides (1930) and The Orators (1932), second,

The Double Man (1941), and third, For the Time Being (1944) and The Age

of Anxiety (1947). Incidental poems are to be included in their respec-
tive periods wherever they appear especially vertinent. With so large a
mass of material as Auden has produced so far, some limitation must be

mede to fit the scope of this paper. I shall leave out any special con-

sideration of major works, other than those already mentioned, since they

20 1 s, Eliot, "Ulysses, Order and Mvth," The Dial, (1923), L83,

The conventional division of Eliot's work is to compare it with the
three divisions of the Divine Comedy, "Wasteland" representing "Inferno;"
"Ash Wednesday," "Purgatorio:" and "The Four Quartets," "Paradisio."
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are most pertinent to the point at hand. The two travel books, Letters

from Iceland and Journey to a War, all the plays, some of which were writ-

ten in collaboration with Isherwood, and the separate volumes of poetry,
reserving the right to use passages from them or refer to them when it
appears necessary to do so.

Before plunging into the paper 1tself, one last explanatory word
should be offered about myth and the peculiar interest that it seems to
inspire in modern life. As an approach to literature 1t has reached \a
steadily increasing vogue in all fields of criticism including the contem-
porary. The same impulse that caused Eliot, Joyce, Yeats and Auden to em-
ploy a mythical method seems to have seized the scholars also, and from
fields outside literature, psychology, anthropology and art history in
particular there have come a number of books which use literature as a basis
for tracing certein basic symbolic figures such as the hero and the magil
clan and the sin eater, or recurrent ideas such as the Oedipus story. Se-
parate departments of folk lore have risen in universities, and researchers
are scouring the back country, as Yeats dld many years earlier, to record
and preserve the lost traces of naive imaginative life in a society which
i1s steadily becoming duller and more stultified by 1ts mass-production way
of living. In the literary field proper, the mythical method has many
uses, and myth 1tself has a variety of definitions. When myth is used for
tracing the history of ideas, it does not matter especially what particu-
lar facet or aspect of it the investigator believes to be valid, but when
the problem is to trace the presence of myth in a particular period, or
in the work of an individual author, some definite approach should be se=-
lected. The concept of myth used in literary criticism ranges from an

extreme conservative position to radical originality where the critic tries



to create for himself a new definition of myth to fit in with the amount
of information gathered around it in our times, especlally that material
which has come most recently from investigations of psychology and an-
thropology into the nature of primitive ritual and symbolism. Of the
modern critics, the first sort is most &bly represented by Douglas Bush,

who, in his two books, Mythology and the Renzissance Tradition in English

Poetry and Mythology and the Romantic Trzdition in English Poetry never

ponders over the varlous aspects of myth, but leaving out definition al-
together, assumes that a mythical poem is one which uses the figures,
stories and various imaginative motifs that appear in classical litera-
ture. He finds in modern poetry no diminution in the use of myth. "Beau-
tiful simoly as tales," he says, "the myths have constituted for modern
poets a kind of poetic shorthand of infinite imaginative and emotive value."22
In 1imiting his definition, however, to a particular time and place, to
Greek and Roman culture during the classical period he overlooks the myths
of other cultures just as important to English poetry, the most notable
examples being the Celtic and Teutonic elements which have been used al-
most exclusively by local colorists such as Arthur Machen and Mary Webb.
The limitation which Bush uses is attractive for its neatness, but it does
not cover sufficiently the mixed affiliations of most contemporary writers,
Auden, Eliot and Yeats all use, as well as classical myth, the fairies,
demons, the fisher kings, the he?oes of primitive English folk tradition.
Auden uses, in particular, material from the Icelandic sagas to connect

the present with the past and to translate the apnarently accidental war-

fare of modern times into the more meaningful simplicity of the primitive

archaic outlook,

‘e Douglas Bush, Mythology and the Renaissance Tradition in English Poetry, 4.
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The other extreme in the range of meanings that myth can have is the

aesthetic avproach, represented by Richard Chase in Quest for Myth. Chase

would include Bush's definition and whatever additions in the form of other
myths which might be made to it, but refuses to 1limit himself to the past
or to second-hand material., Myth, for him, is created from emotional in-
tensity, and "a poem which out of present emotional necessity, ‘'whether
personal or social,' becomes mythical and then fuses itself with an old
myth is a truly mythological poem ... but ,.. it does not need the old
myth to become mythical."23 After consldering some of the complicated
historical theories which try to account for myth, Chase asserts simply
that myth is art, the myth itself emerging from the hidden regions of the
id, to manifest itself in dreams and intuitive revelation, and then ulti-
mately through the offices of the super ego, to be codified and captured
in the art form where its mysterious and magical influence upon the reader
announces 1ts true status. Chase's definition is an interesting approach
to myth itself especialily in the use he makes of Freudian psychology, point-
ing out the irrational dream sources and the process through which they
move until they are given meaning, and in some cases, moral value by the
pressure of the outside world. As an avproach to poetry, however, it
places too great a burden upon the visceral responses of the reader who
must depend on & tingling of the spine or a feeling of heightened inten-
sity in order to separate the mythical from the non-mythical.

What Chase means bv myth seems to be an ingredient common to all
successful poetry, the condensation of strong or deeply felt emotion,

evoking a universal response because it penetrates to the common root

23 Richard Chase, Guest for Myth, 112,
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from which the separate flowers have sprung. A theory like Chase's 1is
the inevitable result of a self conscious probing into mental, emotional
and spiritusl processes which were facebly regarded 1n earlier times, E-
ven in such an interest, having the flavor of a patient's curiosity about
his own disease, reflects an unhealthy condition in soclety, it brings
back the reassuring news that poetry, at any rate, has not exhausted its
sacred front, and that out of the rubbish of contemporary life it 1s still
possible to create relationships which will invest the too literal facts
with a mythical vitality.

A recent prosaic statement about myth, which offers a flexible ad-
Justment to the requirements of whatever case happens to be at hgnd appears

in Joseph Campbell's The Hero with a Thousand Faces. His summery is also

a useful compilation of the various theories of myth that have been most
influential both for explaining and for shaping contemporary literature.
The 1list includes a variety of approaches, coming from the soclal sciences,
psychology and theology:

Mythology has been interpreted by the modern intellect as
a primitive, fumdbling effort to explain the world of nature
(Frazer); as a production of poetical fantasy from pre-histo-
ric times, misunderstood by succeeding ages (Muller); as a
repository of allegorical instruction, to shape the individual
to his group (Durkheim); as a group dream, symptomatic of arche-
typal urges within the depths of the human psyche (Jung): as
the traditional vehicle of man's profoundest metaphysical in-
sights (Coomaraswamy): and as God's Revelation to His children
(the Church). Mythology is 2ll of these., The various judg-
ments are determined by the viewpoints of the judges. For
when scrutinized in terms not of what it is but of how 1t func-
tions, of how 1t has served mankind in the past, of how it may
serve today, mythology shows itself to be as amenable as life
1tself to the obsessions and requirements of the individual,
the race, the age.

For the purposes of this pavcer, the best definition of myth is one

which will comprehend Auden's own use of it. This does not mean, of

“h Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Foces, 352

P .
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course, that myth is to be fitted to the veculiarities of Auden's poetry,
but rather that its definition should be broad enough to reflect the vari-
ety of his mythological references and to provide some pattern into which
they might be fitted. Since the serious task of the poet in our times 1is
to reorient himself and society in terms of values that impassive mater-
ialism can never supvly, writing poetry, as Auden puts it, involves "throw-
ing caution to the winds, acceonting the sublective as God-given, wildly
taking sides, becoming in fact what Mr. Yeats has described as a "foolish
passionate man." 25 It involves, in short, finding & Weltanschauung, or
belief, and through the symbols inherent in, or accessory to its structure
to express experience of the irretional and supernatural, to transform
passive reallty, in the material sense, by & meaningful vision of the hidden
forces which lie beneath it, Physical experience itself 1is like the tip

of a nearly submerged pyramid; 1t represents only & minute fraction of the
total 1life, most of which can be expressed only in the figurative terms
which make up the body of myth. In the continual investigations with which
men are concerrned there are two kinds of truth, one spelled with a small,
and one with a cepital letter. The scientists and factual scholars are
interested in the first, the artist in the second (as the amount of capi-
talization in Auden's poetry can easily attest), but the second, being
elusive can only be descrited in non-literal terms, through imaginative
processes which create, rather than real times or places, states of beilng.
In Auden's poem, "Casino," where the gamblers' spiritual death as indica-
tive of the terrible paralysis of modern times is expressed by a reference

to Greek myth:

22 W, H. Auden, "A Novelist's Poems," Poetry, IL, 224,
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But here no nymph comes naked to the youngest shepherd:
The fountain is deserted; the laurel will not grows
The labyrinth is safe but endless, and broken
Is Ariadne's thread.?®
The observation and the relationship which is set up is entirely on an
intuitive and spiritual level. And whatever figurative terms describe
such states of being, whether they fit in with beliefs which are psycho-
logical, political or religious, are to be considered as belonging pro-
verly to the realm of myth. Spender anplies to Auden's poetry the idea
that myth can concern systems of belief and their various attendant sym-
bols when he sayd "... he is well acqualnted with modern tendencies of
thought in philosophy, psychology, and politics, and he regards these

tendencies as modern myths which he exploits in bhis poetry."27 Myth con-

sidered as a Weltanschauung 1s a way of penetrating to the deeper reallty

that lies beneath the surface of the physical world. It is tempting here
to call it a mirror of truth, for every spiritual symbol must stand for
a spiritual fact. It is, however, Auden's conviction, and the point that
this paper hopes to develop, that although myth itself may be a mirror
for reality, its presence in poetry does not make the poetry a reflection
of truth, for between the vision and its use, lies the abyess of the di-
seased human will which in ite striving for perfection without knowledge
twists and perverts what 1t sees to fit its own limited outlook.

This paper mey avpear to be dealing with two problems, the Life-Art
balance with which Auden as an artist is preoccupied, and his use of myth
to provide symbols for his poetry. They form, however, in the light of
Auden's intense seriousness about both Life and Art, an indissolusble

relationship. The best way to express the manner in which Art, Myth and

% W. H. Auden, Collected Poetrv, O1.
Stephen Spender, "Have English Writers Marked Timel?" Szturday Review
of Literature, XXIX, 5.
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Life revolve around ezch other is to use Auden's own symbol, the sea and
the mirror, The sea is Life, the mirror is Art, and the selecting fac-
tor that determines what 1t is out of the enormous flux that will find
its way to arrangement and order within the controlling boundaries of
the mirror is the element of myth.

Rummaging into his living, the poet fetches
The images out that hurt and connect.

From Life to Art by vpalnstaking adaption.zs

The connection between the imzges, and the images themselves, in so far
as common use or experience has given them more than a private meaning

. are suppiied through myth; the final picture in the mirror, whether it

be a true or distorted representation, can only become coherent thLrough

its form-giving mediun.

28 W, H. Auden, Collected Poetry, 5.




PART 1II

There occurs throughout Auden's early poetry a mixture of two se-
parate but related philosophies, Merxism and vsychoanalysis. Without any
intention of sevarating them, for they devend upon each other in this res-
pect at least, that each is a way of restoring order, in the first case,
to society, in the second, to its members, I think that it might be help-
ful in the beginning to indicate how Auden has used them in constructing

his shifting Weltanschanung. That ideas should be important in his poetry

suggests a didactic Drydenesque quality, a return to the rationalism of
the eighteenth century. This, however, is not entirely what comes about;
the regression, if Auden's intellectual interests can be described in that
way, 1s rother to the seventeenth century, to T. S. Eliot's fusion of
thought and feeling, zway from the romantic dissoclation of sensibility.
The emotional force that lies behind such potentially dry material as
Communist theory and psychoanelysis comes from what Louls MacNiece calls
"taking sides.™ Auden is not so much interested in the ideas themselves
as in how they can be used, no matter how extravagantly, to explain, or
to divide or to diagnose the various confusing phenomena of modern life,
In an open letter printed in the Auden issue of New Verse, MacNiece writes:

With regard to content, the subject matter of your vpoems 1s

always interesting and it is a blessing to our generation ...

that you discherged into poetry the subject matters of vsycho-

enalysis, politics and economics. Mr. Eliot brought back

ideas into poetry but he uses the ideas, say, of anthropology

more academically and less humanly than you use MarE of Grod-

deck. Thils 1s because you are always teking sides, J

Taking sides involves a transforpation of whatever ideas are being used,

end ideologlical systems having been eassimilated and rearranged to suit

<9 Louis MacNiece, "letter to W. H. Auden," New Verse, Nos. 26-7 (Wov., 1937).
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the needs of the user, lose thelr impassive, standerd outlines and be-
comes recognizable only through the emotional attitude that inclines them
in one direction or another. In Auden's case, the perception of conflict
is not limited to the automatic course of dialectical materialism but to
a profounder level and the observations of psychonanalysis are expressed
in more figurative terms: "the liar's quinsey," or "the coward's stance."
Of the two 1ldeologles, Marxism is perhaps the most oblique. In the
first half of the thirties, Auden, Spender, and Day-Lewis were linked to-
gether as three Communist poets, but now that the atmosphere of the thir-
ties has somewhat evaporated, 1t is not so easy to understand what could
have made Auden's work appesr so clearly Communistic to the reviewers.

Someone reading only the Collected Pnetrv would find no evidence of for-

mal Marxism, although some of the poems in the early radical period have
been retained, and some of the same kind of observations that character-
ized Auden's Marxist tendencies prevail in later poems. In the early
work apoear luxurious diseased figures, landscapes lald waste, all to be
taken, at least on a certain level, for an expose of a dving bourgeols
culture,

Watch any day his nonchalant pauses, see

His dextrous handling of a wrap as he

Steps after into cars, the beggar's envy.

"There is a free one," many say, but err,

He 1s not that returning conquerer,

Nor even the pole's circumnavigator.

But poised between shocking fells or razor-edge

Has taught himself this balancing subterfuge
Of the accosting profile, the erect carriage.3°

The spectre of a ruined industrial scene occurs even more frequently;

the sources of wealth and thelr various mechanisms which belong to the

X W, H. Auden, "IV," Poems, 43,



middle class are broken, deserted, scattered, while the owners spend their
frivolous lives trying to avold the serious business of 1life, either in
the empty amusement of perpetual games, or in the emptier amusement of
bath chairs,

Get there if you can and see the land you once were proud to own
Though the roads have almost vanished and the expresses never run:

Smokeless chimneys, damaged bridges, rotting wharves and choked canals,
Tram lines buckled, smashed trucks lying on their side across the rails;

Power-stations locked, deserted, since they drew the boller fires;
Pylons fallen or subsiding, trailling dead high-tension wires;

Far from there we spent the money, thinking we could well afford,
While they quietly undersold us with their cheaper trade abroad;

At the theatre, pnlaylng tennis, driving motor cars we had,
In our continental villas, mixing cocktails for a cad.

At the end, the members of a diseused society, of which Auden himself is
presumably a member, are exhorted to reform:

Shut up talking, charming in the best suits to be hed in town,
Lecturing on navigation while the ship is going down.

Drop those priggish ways forever, stop behaving like a stone
Throw the bath-chalrs right away, and learn to leave ourselves alone,

If we really want to live, we'd better start at once to try; 1
If we don't it doesn't matter, but we'd better start to die.3

To do Auden Justice, however, it is necessary to assume that he voices
more than a lament for a shaky industrialism, and rather tries to reveal
the vast sniritual disorders that underly the complacence not only of the
middle class but of every one. Although Day-Lewls expresses a similar

feeling:

Drug nor isolation will cure this cancer:

It 1s now or never, the hour of the knife

The break with the past, the major operation.32
L w, H. Aunden, "XXII," Poems, 43.
32 gecid Day Lewls, "Consider These, for We Have Condemned," quoted in The
Little Treasury of Modern Poetry, 300.
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bhis poem has a local, incendiary spirit that Auden's lacks. It would be
impossible for Auden to write a line like the one which occurs in a sonnet
by Day Lewis: "Yes, why do we all, seeing a Commnist, feel small?® 33

He 1s neither so specific nor so subservient to a system as limited as

Marxism, and although he may use it as he does in The Tance of Death (1933)
where bourgeols soclety, in the form of a dancer, dances to its death be-
fore a shifting backdrop of resorts and night c¢lubs, the audience shouts,

One two three four

The last war was a bosses' war,

Five six seven elght

Rise and make a workers' state

Nine ten eleven twelve

Selze the factories and run them yourself.Bu
and the figure of Marx appears at the end, to utter these solemn words
over the dead dancer: M"The instruments of production have been too much
for him, EHe is 11quidated."35 Marxism is never followed in as dogged a
manner as its more orthodox followers would have it,.

What has made Auden's reputation as a Marxist is probably both his
limited, and at the same time widely implicative use of Marxist concepts,
and the ignorance of those among his classifiers who were not even in the
position of being political dilettantes. Those within the dates were ne-
ver decelved, and Christopher Caudwell, in his criticism of English poetry,
written from the standpoint of & thoroughly orthodox Communist considers
the trio, Spender, Day-Lewis and Auden as helpful but irresponsible fellow
travellers, % headed in the right direction, but their real service to
the party ruined by their bourgeols conception of freedom. Even 1f they

are prepared to Join the party, he says, sveaking now in genersl of the

Cecil Day Lewis, quoted in Stephen Spender's The Destructive Element, 252,
W. H. Auden, "The Dance of Death," Poems, 195.
35 1pig, 218.
% Christopher Caudwell, Illusion and Reality, 283.
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artist sympatheticelly inclined toward Communism,

this anarchistic quality in their alliance tekes a character-
istic form. They announce themselves as prepared to merge
with the proletariat, to accept its theory and its organiza-
tion, in every field of concrete living except that of art.
Now this reservation =—- unimportant to any ordinary man ---
is absolutely disastrous for an artist, precisely because

his most important function is to be an artist. It leads

to a gradual separation between his living and his art --——
his living as a »nroletarian diverging increzasingly from his
art as a bourgeois,

Auden stopped short of accepting Communism as a total faith, although

he found aspects of it to be usable both as a Weltanschauung and as a

source of images for poetry. The wasteland comprehends politics as well
as art, religion, and daily 1life, and in contrast with the well meaning
but hopeless anarchy of liberalism, communism offereﬁ‘ and still offers
the most vigorous remedy for corruption and disorder, It was also, in
the thirties eminently available as a way of expressing dissatisfaction
with the o0ld system, whether or not its ideology could be completely
accepted for building a new one,

According to Spender,

Auden "arrived at" politics by way of vsychology. His early

poems began by being preoccupied with neuroses in individuals,

but this gradually extends (at the téme when he had left Ox-

ford and gone to live in_Berlin) to an interest in the epoch

and capitalist society.3
This accounts, in part, for the mysteriously obligue Marxian allusions,
the ambiguity of references which could possibly have political implica-
tions, but because they are not flatly levelled at the reader as threats,
promises, or persuasions, maintain for themselves and the reader, the free-
dom of several layers of interpretation.

Auden's anproach to psycho-analysis, more definite in outline that

his Marxist affiliation, 1is more difficult to define because it has de-

J7 Christopher Caudwell, Illusion and Reality, 2€S§.
38 Stephen Spender, "Oxford to Communism," New Verse, 9-10.
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veloped a complexity which requires, properly, the comment of an expert.
On top of the doctrines of Freud and Jung, available, at least for inspec-
tion, are built the more esoteric teachings of minor followers, Leyard,
Homer Lane, and Groddeck., The first two have published no article (exceot
for two by Lane on the conduct of boys! reformatories), making scholarship
impossible., Groddeck was more prolific, having published at least five
books and several articles, none of which, unfortunately, are avalleble
except through the unsatisfactory medlum of the psychological abstracts.
The problem is further complicated by the fact that Auden never refers to
Groddeck in his poetry although he does several times to Layard and Lane,
but from the evidence of people, who, knowing Auden, assume Groddeck's in-
fluence, and from the correspondence between the shadowy outline of Grod-
deck's teachings which can be found in the psychological abstracts and

the beliefs which Auden expresses in his poetry, it may'be safe to assume
that there was such a relationship,

Two of the conventlonal features of psychology which Auden uses in
ris poetry, both as a source for imagery and as an orienteiion to 1life,
are the concept of the 1d, the repository for desires so primitive that
they must be seived through the refining mechanism of the ego, that is,
the self, and the superego, social convention, before they reach the level
of action, and the Junglien concept of the four faculties, thought, feeling,
intuition, and sensation. The first concept has 1ts greatest part in the
early poetry, where it provides not on'y the knowledge that there is, no
matter how shrunken and literal the life outside, an inner cavacity for
Intense and pesslonate experience, but also & tremendously rich source
for poetry, for experiencing the unconscious truth of dreams and fantasies,

for releasing an intuition that can permeate poetry not only with the



depth of universally shared emotion through archetypal imagery, but can
also provide the harmony that supplies the startling, and yet perfect
combination of words. Auden's interest in psycho-analysis as it reflects
the vivid inner 1life, is also responsible for his affection for Alice in

Wonderland, Through the Looking Glass, and the poetry of Edward Lear, and

his use of them as myth, his use in particular, of Alice will be included
with the more orthodox psychological myth. Jung's concept of the four
faculties has & metaphysical application and should be considered with
the later work where his mysticism fits Auden's religious development,
while Freud, who provides no moral éuide other than instinct and "the wis-
dom of the blood,™ has his proper place in the early poetry. These few
callous words about Auden's affiliation with Freudian doctrine are per-
haps inadequate for conveylng the profound and fruitful influence that

it has had on his work., In one of his later occasional poems, "In Memory
of Sigmund Freud® (1940), he exercises one of his finest talents, writing
about a public man with the warmth that one would use in speaking of a
good friend, which these figures, no matter how remcte, turn out in fact
to be even if the love 1s all on the side of the observer., Auden writes
of Freud with the advantzge of retrospect, but with the sense of what
had been valuable in the beginning and still remains valusble:

If often he was wrong and at times absurd
To us he 1s no more a person
Now but a whole climate of opinion,

He quietly surrounds all our habits of growth:
He extends, till the tired in even
The remotest most miserable duchy

Heve felt the change in their bones and are cheered,
And the child unlucky in his little State,

Some hearth where freedom 1is excluded,

A hive where honey 1s fear and worry,
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Feels calmer now and somehow assured of escape;
While as they lle on the grass of our neglict,
So many long-forgotten objects
Revealed by his undiscourzged shining

Are returned to us and made precious egain:
Games we had thought we must drop as we grew up,
Little nolses we dared not laugh at,
Faces we made when no one was looking.39

The radical applications of Freudian psychology have a more specific
application to Auden's verse and the infallibility of the id and its over-
powering effect upon physical organs goes hand in hand with his vision of
a pervasive 1llness in soclety. According to Groddeck and Lane, both func-
tional and organic diseases take their source from basic disturbances in
the id. As Isherwood explains, Lane's doctrine is his semi-fictitious
account of his association with Auden:

There is only one sin: disobedience to the inner law of our
own nature. The results of this disobedience show themselves
in crime or in disease: but the disobedience is never in the
first place, our own fault --- it is of those who teach us,
as children, to control God (our desires) instead of giving
Him room to grow. The whole problem, when decling with a
patient, is to find out which of all the conflicting things
inside him is God, and which is the Devil, And the one sure
gulde is that God appears always unreasonable, while the De-
vil appears always to be noble and right....

Conventional education (I am paraphresing Barnard's
[Layard'g]own words, from a letter Weston [Auden] once showed
me) inverts the whole natural system in childhood, turning
the child into & spurious adult. [Groddeck's Das Zwerges-
chlecht des Menchen states the same theory, adding to the
assertion that man retalns his childhood unaltered within
him, the observation that he 1s bisexual as well, mzking
two sets of dichotomies, the man-child and the man-woman]

... later when the child grows up physically into a man, he
is bound to try to regain his childhood --- by means which,
to the outside world, appear even more and more unreasonable,
If the conscious mind were really the controlling factor,

God would remain in prison, the world would become a bedlam
in a few generations, and the race automatically die out. So
diseases and neuroses come to kill off the offenders or bring
them to their senses. Diseases are therefore only warning
symptoms of a sickness of the soul; they are manifestations

37 W. H. Auden, "In Memory of Sigmund Freud," Another Time, 118-9.
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of God --- and those who try to "cure" them without first cur-

ing the soul are only serving the Devil. The disease of the

soul 1s the belief in moral control: the Tree of the Know—

ledge of Good and Evid, as against the Tree of Life.uo
Isherwood's analysis, although it may be slightly exaggerated for effect,
clarifies & good deal of the early work, where, in the unrefutable waste-
land of modern life, Auden sees, rather tran dezd trees dry stone and
broken imzges, an aggregution of distorted and diseased people, hears
rather than the incessant sound of crickets, and the noise of rets'! feet
on broken glass, the blatant volces of "the enemy," mouthing slcgens,

clichés. catch words.

Three enemy questions ---= Am I boring you? --- Could you
tell me the time? —= Are you sure you're fit enough

Three enemy catch words --- insure now --- keep smiling ---
safety first 51

These two disclvolines, Marxism and psychology represent the sort of
modern myths that Auden employs as a means for poetic expression. They
are not the only ones that he uses --- the others will be teken up in the
course of examining the poetry itself —— but they are perhaps the most
importent, and being also the most difficult, they require a special ex-
vlanation, The perhaps improper emphasis placed on Marxism and psycho-
enalysis by considering them apart from the poetry may have the effect
of suggesting in the beginning that Auden's method of writing poetry is
more intellectual than it really is, that he 1s a sort of faddist adopt-
ing whatever new notion 1is esoteric enough for his purposes, a poet who
goes through stages that bring him finelly no closer maturity. Although
there is an adolescent quality in Auden, especially in the early work,

its oftentimes grotesque overtalance 1s compensated for by an overall

Zg Christopher Isherwood, Lions and Shadows, 300-1.
W. H. Auden, "Journal of an Airman," The Orators, 55.
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seriousness and unity of purpose. bont Auden's emnhasis on ideas, Ste-

phen Spender writes:

Hie gift is the peculiar gift of a writer who does not write
from rejecting his experiences, nor from a strict selection
among meny appearances, but accepting more and more of life
and ideas as he goes on expveriencing .... The peculiar kind
of experience which his poetry offers is an organic living
experience, made up sometimes of contradictions and which
is sometimes irresponsible and evasive. It is a mistzke to
suppose hls voetry is primarily one of ideas; 1t is a cha-
meleon poetry which changes 1ts c¢olour with the ideas which
it 1s set against; but the life is in the chalemeon, in the
poetry itself, not in the ideas which are seen through it,
It is a poetry of &1fe which deals with ideas, but which is
not ruled by them. 2

Spender's remarks about the subservience of ideas in Auden's early
poetry to a central concern with life itself ralses two additional points:
the quest theme, and Auden's way of adjusting the scales upon which are
placed the two balanced or unbalanced entities, Art and Life. It is
quite true that Auden is aware that the variety and paradoxical nature
of 1life can't be crammed into the narrow spaces provided by a few limited
ideologies, but what is more important, I think, at least for the poetry
itself, 1s a recognition of a central focus in his work, the quest theme,
to which all the attempts at putting to rights the untidy chaos of the
world are mérely servants and tools, The quest as a unifying myth 1s

used in the same sense in which it appears in The Divine Comedy, in medi-

eval legends, or in fairy tales. It also forms, in a sense, a link be-
tveen Life and Art in the early poetry because, with its various satelite
henchmen, it attemnts to find an assumed order in 1life, and through the
subjective vision of poetry tries to bring together the two fractured mo-
ieties, the outer world of solid appearance, and the shifting personal

.
inner world,

N2 Stephen Svender, The Destructive Element, 276,




The inner life has an increased vogue since the fourteenth century.
Its expnloitation in modern times turns out to be sometimes, at lezst for
the writer, an art form only in an incidental way. Rilke considered his

Journal of My Other Self as a sort of cethersis to prepare for a more ob-

Jective way of writing, with an emnhasis on die Denge, on concrete deli-
cate detail, on Rodin's concepnt of form. Kafka wrote, for one reason,

to exorcize the witches that tortured him, was elways planning when he
should settle into the new and hopeful life to write differently. Their
object seemed to be at that particular point to explore the inner 1life,
and through illuminating its dusky caverns, to throw some 1ittle light

on the world outside. By imegining himself a dog or a cockroach, Kafka
could express his relationship to soclety, to his father, or to God. What
is most important about this sort of writing is that it places the heaviest
emphasls not on Art, although the preoccupation with form and creation is
slways there, but upon Life, and Arbt becomes & means for an intuitive ex-
ploration of life, a way of thinking and feeling sbout 1t that dredges
from it some meaning, even 1f it be an unhavpy, or a surrealist sort of
outlook,

This is also the impression one gets upon reading Auden's early poetry,
that Life and Art are somehow intimately connected, with Art taking 1ts
turns from Life, rather than the oovosite relationship which one feels in
a writer like Henry James. In the early work, the contents of the 1id are
poured, sometimes, it seems, almost unsorted, into whatever receptacle is
large enough to hold them. Impulse reigns, the inconsequentizl for its
suggestive power is &ll important. And giving form to the apparently
molton mass 1s the network of myth, which forms a bridge between the still

uruttered emotional orientation and its expression as art,



The mythical method of writing about modern life 1is a curious mix-
ture of a carefully observed factual reality and a distortion of relation-
ships that, by disturting the complacent balance of a surface observa-
tion of life, expresses what lies bencath the surface. The best example

is, of course, Alice in Wonderland. In Kafka's parable, The Castle, there

are also many evidences of this Juxtaposition, the most obvious being the
detailed and accurate descriotion of the ant-like habits of the bureau-
crat, observed from his own experlence in an insurance office. As they
avpear to K, however, the officials are so exaggerated and surrounded with
such mystery, that they no longer move in a familiar and literal reality
but are clothes in all of the horrible implications of thelr trade. Al-
though no so successful as Kafka in creating a unified effect, Auden's

charade, Pald on Both Sides (193) is an approach to reality through the

same sort of distortion that gives Kafka's work its mythical flavor.

What Paid on Both Sides is supposed to be about can only be tentatively

determined. It seems to be an examination of a society which is fighting
revolution, not necessarily a class war, for there is no difference betwsen
the two.sldes, but a senseless feud springing from the disease of a persis-
tent sociel disunity. There are three factions altogether, the two ima-
glnary states, Lintzgarth, and Nattrass, which are fighting with each other,
and another group made up of & number of commentators, the same sort of
device that Eliot uses in the Wasteland, when he introduces a unifying
agent in the figure of Tiresias, The whole play as it ctands, however, 1is
hopelessly confusing and impossible to untangle in detail, What we are
concerned with are the kinds of myths that Auden is using as a means of

expression, and the relationship implicit in the poetry between Art and Life,



i
The whole atmosphere of the charade seems to be a combination of the

primitive frontier quality of the Icelandic sagas with their continual
raids, ambushes, disputes over proverty, and a sort of futuristic twenty-
fifth century scene, where all the placid and complacent evil thet is vre-
sent now in socliety has born its fruit, and the lnhabitants, their suver-
ficlal civilization stripped away, have turned into worse than'savages.
for experience has lost even the elementary meaning that primitive mytho-
logy offers, and war proceeds without issue, merely from habits of deceit
end treachery for its own sake. The account of the war takes sometimes
the cryotic form of primitive Icelandlc or old EZnglish poetry:

Day was gone., Night covered sky

Black over earth When we came there

To Brandon Walls where Red Shaw lay

Hateful and sleepling Unfriendly visit.

I wished to revenge quit folly

Who my father at Colefangs valley

Lying in ambush cruelly shot

With 1life for life.
Or, &as an expresslon of the futuristic element, there occurs a rhetorical
incoherence, an attempt to reduce language to its bamic suggestiveness a
la Gertrude Stein. One of the characters says:

A forward forward can never be a backward backward.uu

or, to express a traglc vision of death, the same suggestive power in words
is used in a sort of incantation,

Not from this life, not from this life 1s any

To keep: sleep, day and play would not helvo there

Dangerous to new ghost: new ghost learns from many

Tearns from old termers what death 1s, where.

Who's Jealous of his latest company

From one day to the next final to us

A changed one; would use sorrow to deny
Sorrow, to replace death: sorrow is sleeving thus,

D37W. H. Auden, "Paid on Both Sides," Poems, l4.
L 1p1a, 8.



Unforgetting is not today's forgetting
For yesterday, not bedrid scorning,
But a new begetting
An unforgiving morning.)'*5

There is also in the charade an element of primitive wisdom, & con-

sideration of basic questions, what is man, how does he live, what is the

element common to all men,

The Chorus which provides a commentary through-

out the play, hus a clear sightedness and universal vision that contrasts

with the individual sorrows or the narrow business-like considerations of

those involved 1in the war,

n
v

horus:

Can speak of troutle, pressure on men

Born all the time, brought forward into light
For warm dark moon

That prize held out of reach

Guides the unwilling tread,

The asking breath,

Till on attended bed

Or in untracked dishonor comes to each

His natural death.

The chorus exooses the life we llive now as false:

We pass our days

Sneak man to men, easy, learning to peint
To jump before ladies, to show our scars:
But no

We were mistaken, these faces are not ours.
They smile no more when we smile back:
Byes, ears, tongue, nostrils bring

News of revolt, inadequate counsel to

An infirm king.

and finally it invokes a purposely mysterious power who tears away the

epidermis that hides the festering sores, all the pretenses and suverfi-

cial paraphernalia of a 1life which has extended itself into trivia,

0 watcher in the dark, you wake

Our dream of waking, we feel

Your finger on the flesh that has been s'zinned,
By your bright day

"5 W. H. Auden, "Paid on Both Sides, " Poems, 8.
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See clear what we were doing, that we were vile. ) ‘
Your sudden hand shall humble great

Pride, break it, wear down to stumpﬁéold systems which await
The last transgression of the sea.

In this sort of life, the basic meaning of trsdition, ritual, law,
had disapveared. Father Christmas anvears as a comedv character and Christ-
mas has degenerated into an excuse for giving toys to children. Where
religion was important before, sunerstition only has endured:

Sometimes we read a sign, cloud in the sky,

The wet tracks of a hare, quicken the step
Promise the best day. But here no remedy

Is to be thought ot, no news but the new death;

... last night at Hammergill
A boy was born fanged like a weasel,

w7

At the trial of a spy, we hear the flat emoty statements of politicians:
Yes, I know we have and are making terrific sacrifices, but
we cannot give in. We cannot betrey the dead. As we pass
their graves can we be deaf to the simple eloquence of their

inscriptions, those who in the glory of their early manhood
gave up their lives for us? No, we must fight to the finish,

48
Although the play is short, there are so many characters, representing

one thing or another, so many comments of different sorts, that any com-
plete examination of them would resolve itself into hopeless monotony. As
might be expected in this world of perpetual warfare, the doctor is an im-
portant character but, like Father Christmas, he 1s also a comic figure,
able to diagnose "Tennis elbow, Grave's Disease, Derbvshire neck and House-
maid's Knees," besides having discovered the origin of 11fe.u9 He and
Father Christmas, and some of the other commentators provide a vaudeville

background for the serious business of the war, with its perpetual am-

bushes, railds, schoolboy exchanges of vows and knives, its darkly muttered

%0 w. H. Auden, "Paid on Both Sides, " Poems, £-9.
18 Inid, 13.

Ibid, 18.
49 Tvig, 21.



understatements, based probably on the sagas. "It shall be as you like.
Though I think that much will come of this, chiefly harm."50
At the end of the Charade, the two sides make uncertain peace through

the marriage of characters on opﬁosite sides; but their peace is broken
immediately by the intervention of one of the mothers (an uncertain but
important symbol in Auden's work, esvecially that which he did in collabo-
ration with Isherwood) who forces her son to treacherously renew the feud
again by killing the dbridegroom. The play ends on a defeated note, The
bereaved bride says:

Now we have seen the story to its end.

The hands that were to help will not be 1lifted,

And bad followed by worse leaves us tears,

An empty bed, hope from less noble men.

After reading this obscure nlay, one wonders where, exactly, it is

to be applied. Is it, as some critics have decided, the exposé of in-
dustry at war with 1tself, or does it have deever religious and psycholo-
glcal implications. I think that 1t might be partially explained in terms
of its being Auden's version of the Wasteland theme, not a slavish imita-
tion but only a different apnroach to the same subject, made vossible,
perhaps, by Eliot's example. One of the poems which Auden has preserved

in the Collected Poetry from "Paid on Both Sides" begins "The Spring un-~

settles sleeping partnerships,"52 suggesting the opening of "The Waste
Lend:" "April is the cruellest month,...."™ The poem ends:

.+« Better where no one feels,
The out-of-sight, bdburied too deep for shafts.53

echoing an earllier expression of the same theme:

50 W. K. Auden, "Paid on Both Sides, "Poems, 21.
51 Ivid, 33-b4.

52 Ivid, 17.

53 Ibid, 18.






Could I have been some simpleton that lived

Before disaster sent hls runners here;

Younger than worms, worms have too much to bear,

Yes, mineral were best: could I but see

These woods, these fields of green, this lively world

Sterile as moon.
Auden's wasteland, however, is a more vigrorous place that Eliot's: unlike
Eliot's living dead, his charactgrs have not lost the will to zction, but

»”
their impulses are usually in the wfong direction. The world which he

'

#

presents is a painful one, offering vaths in all directions, some leading
back to the old life, which is finished, some promising a new future,
"Beg fruit, ecgles above the stream."55 but no one knows the way, and
life is random and usuvally viclous.

One of the difficulties with "Paid on Both Sides" is that it includes,
to use Auden's figure, too much of the sea within the mirror. The theory
to be found in psychology that the random thought is the most suggestive
seems to be enthroned here, and while it may be true, it lacks the virtue
of providing a logical system, or at least a possibility for development
that will finally perfect, ronund off, finish a work of art so that it re-
presents a separate world in harmony with itself, "Paid on Both Sides"
misses being in iteelf a finished myth, as Kafka's work succeeds in being,
although its impact is a mythical one partly because, trying to make a
universal statement, it generalizes, draws from the past, and transforms
the present into svmbols. That one controlling myth, or figurative aponroach
to reality isn't present in "Paid on Both Sides,™ has its reflection also
in the Life-Art relationship, that is, that the great veriety of notions

and 1ldeas which Auden derives from life are scramhled and condensed into

54 w, H. Auden, "Paid on Both Sides," Poems, 7.
55 Ivid, 3.
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poetry which seems to have rather than a communicative function, an evo-
cative one, both for the poet and for the reader.

Most of the poems in the 1930 volume have the came atmosphere of a
lurking dicester that one finds in "Pald on Both Sides;" they present the
same vision of disorder and menacing corruption. One, in particular,
seems to be vointed toward Marxism:

Financier, leaving your little room
Where the money is made but not spent,
You'll need your typist and your boy no more:
The game 1s up for you and for the others,-°
but they reise the same question that seemed always about to be answered
in "Paid on Both Sides," Who are the evil ones? What is the deadly di-
sease? Auden is more definite iIn the last poem in the collection,
Sir, no man's enemy, forgiving all
But will his negative inversion, be prodigal:
Send to us power and light, a sovereign touch
Curing the intolerable neural itch,
The exhaustion of wearing, the liar's quinsy,
And the distortions of ingrown virginity.
Prohibit sharply the rehearsed response
And gradually correct the coward's stance.57
Here the disease 1is clezssified in vsvchological terms, and the two sides

seem to draw anart, making a pathway through the earlier confusion, and

supolying a clearer Weltanschauung than the earlier perception of a uni-

versal disease and disorder,

Although there remains always a necessary ambiguity in his work, the
next major poem, The Orgzgzi (1932) demonstrates thet Auden is moving in
the direction of greater clarity, and that whether or not he is interested

now In comrmunication, as he is later in The New Year Letter, because his

voint of view has begun to crystalize more than it had when he wrote "Pzid

20 W, H., Auden, "XXIX," Poems, 78.
7 W. H. Auden, "X¥X," Poems, 79.



on Both Sides," Art and Life take a step apart, and the impressions ex-
pressed in the earliest poetry have now & concrete application, there is
still, here, the direct concern with life; The Orztors is a series of
observations svecifically about the English middle class although it has
its application to the general 1life, but there is in the separaté voems
a greater concern with loglic, not of a random sort, but that which may,
without the psychiatrist's key, finally become apparent to the reader.
The method of communication also shifts in The Orators from suggestive
and evocative language, from the manufacture of symbols and a personsal
myth to something more general., The imagery of fairy tale becomes more
prominent here; the people who flashed past before we could decide whe-
ther they were 5ood or evil stop and talk; the individual poems, we feel,
try to make a definite point. The vision, of course, remains individual,
and probes beneath the surfaces in order to discover, by turring every-
thing inside out, the root of the disease and what metaphysic can be
adopted as a cure. The point of view in The Orators is mainly psycho-
logicel and anthropological. It also has, what was only a little appa-
rent in "Pald on Both Sides," a clinical flavor, the sharp acerbity of
the physician who knows what he is about, even though the symptoms of
his own disease are not entirely clear to him., Finally, in The Orsators,
the quest theme begins to emerge, particularly in "The Journal of an
Airman," where the Airman, also engaged in the same local skirmishing
that went on in "Paid on Both Sides," if he doesn't free himself from
the common contamination, at least discovers what he is, and in that wav
gains his advantage over the others, the enemy, who are blind to their

i1lness.,
The Orstors, with all of its advantages over the earlier work, is

a sprawling and somewhat incoherent book., When he put together the



I
n

Collected Poetry, Auden included only a few sections, explaining that The

Orators belongs to a certain class of work "the good ideas which ... in-
competence or impatience prevented from coming to much, "58

For this reason partly and for rezsnsns of time and svace, this paver
will deal only with what seems to be the most important sections, Book I,
"The Initiates," and Rook II, "The Journal of an Airman."

One of the elements only implicit in the earliest work, that begins
to become apparent in The Orators, is the use of the Christian myth. 1In
the earlier work Auden is obsessed with the confusion in his world: the
prominent note in hie poetry 1s the unhealthy disorder of modern times.
Bven the last poem in the 1930 voluem, "Sir, no man's enemy forgiving &l1,"
could be called proverly a Christian poem although Auden's inclusion of

it in the Collected Poetry since his conversion may have made it so now.

God and salvation are equally dim in the early work and the only desperate
suggestion for chenge is "death of the old gang."

We know it, We know that love

Needs death, death of the grain, our death,
Death of the old gang: would leave them

In sullen valley where is made no friend,
The 0ld geng to be forgotten in the spring,
The hard bitch and the riding-master

Stiff underground; deep in the clear lake
The lolling bridegroom, beautiful there, 9

In The Orators there appears to be & merging of psychology and Christianity,
Sin is presented imaginatively as it is in Dante's Inferno, this time how-

ever in a combination of sermon and case study.

To start with then, the excessive lovers of self, [}uden is
talking about Dante's classification of ercessive, defective,
and perverted love,] What are they like? These are they who

58, H. Auden, Preface to Collected Poetry.
59 w. H. Auden, "XVI," Poems, 61.




even in childhood played in their corrner, shrank when addressed.
Lovers of long walks, they sometimes become bird watchers,
crouching for hours among sunlit bushes like a fox, but pre-
fer &s a rule the big cities, living voluntarily in a tap

room, the curiosity of their landlady...With odd dark eyes

1like windows, a lair for engines, they pass suffering more

and more from cataract or deafness, leaving behind them

diaries full of incomprehensidle Jottings, complaénts less
heard than the creaking of a wind pump on a moor. 0

This added sharpness in the charzcterizing of "that old gang" 1s a clearer
expression of what Auden has sald modern poetry 1s properly concerned with,
the division between the good and evil will and it 1s, in part, this sort
of orthodoxy that orients the sometimes too random effects of psychologi-

cel Weltanschauung.

The religious element in Auden's psychology has been examined by Mal-
comb Cowley, who proposes a pat but fairly useful set of correspondence.61
According to his analysis, origineal ein represents for Auden, Narclssism
or self pride; Hell is the predicament of self-centered man in his isola-
tion: salvation 1s an escape from selfhood; eternity is a mystical ex~
perience. Although when Cowley published the article in 1945, Auden's
theology had outstripped so worldly a definition, in The Orators it clear-
ly Jjoins hands with Homer Lane's secul-mystical approach to the diseased
personality,

There are at least three ways of interpreting The Orators, all of
them, I think valid. They are not arranged in levels, as are the varlous

kinds of allegory in The Divine Comedy, so that one can read the poem con=-

sistently on whatever level is possible for him, but the different elements
are scattered throughout the book so that as 1n a kaleildoscope, from time

to time the pattern shifts, changing, but not breaking the consistency.

60 w, H., Auden, "Address for a Prize-Day," The Orators, 1#—5.-
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The explenations range from the concrete to the occult., The first views
The Orators as an expose of the decadent middle class, & socilal tract
with undertones of war and revolution, The second proposes an ingenious
application of Homer Lane's or Groddeck's psychological principles with
the purpose of revealing through a commentary upon their actions, which
involuntarily reveal their hidden disease, the corruption that feeds
uoon "the 0ld gang" who form, epvarently, the majority of those peonle
under observation. The third is more vague. There is a suggestion of
the quest theme which Auden has used in all of his work even more con-
sclously than his near contemporaries, Yeats and Eliot. Most of the early
poetry 1s a negative expression of the quest where the corruption cries
for a deliverer, In The Orztors the airman conquers the dragon, but his
salvation is iimited. It is only himself that he saves, Just as, Auden
tells us, the poet, no matter how hard he may try or how much his actions
resemble those of the hero who plunges into the wilderness of himself to
find salvation for everyone, can never become the messiah because, for
one thing, poetry has not so powerful a grip on the common 1life nor does
it properly have the function of propaganda, for, as Auden puts it,

... poetry 1s not concerned with telling peovle what to do,

but with extending our knowledge of good and evil, perhaps

making the necessity for action more urgent and its nature

more clear, but only leading us to t?g point where 1t 1s possible

to make a rational and moral choice.
The quest, then, could perhaps best be described as a personal odyssey,
offering no more than an example for the general public, its victories
necessarily personal because they are pald for by struggle. The parti-

cular odyssey described in this version of the quest 1s the development

from adolescence into the next level, not so boldly physiological as its

62 y, H. Auden, quoted 1in an article by Kerker Quinn, "Poets into Play-
wrights," Virginia Quarterly Review, Autumn XIII, 619,
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statement here seems to imply, but a sviritual development, what would
be described in anthropological terms as rites of passage.

Auden 1s fond of historical summaries, some of them ontogenetic and
some autogenetic. He may even go back as far as the worm in order to re-
locate the several connections without which the world, to his eyes, 1is
ricochetting madly into nowhere. More often his retrospections are accounts
of his experience of development either snecific, applying only to him=-
self, or intuitive, avplylng to a zeneral state of being. One of the fi-
nest poems in the early collection (1920), It was Easter as I walked in
the public gardens, contains, among other things, this developmental
theme?

This if the account of growing, of knowings

First difference from first innocence

Is feeling cold and nothing there,

Continual weeping and oversleeping,

Is mocking, nudging, and defense of fear:

Verbal fumbling and muscle mumbling,

Imagination by mispronunciation,

Sebaceous belly, swollen skull,

Exchanging hats and calling dear

Are rich and silly, poor and dull, 63
In The Orators, I think Auden set about recreating a certain part of his
childhood with, of course, the impersonality required by T. S. Eliot for
paying the proper respect to tradition.

Although much of this explanation may seem beside the point, The
Orators, unless it is to be studied thoroughly in itself, requires some
sort of general characterization in order to rescue the scattered bits
which must represent it in this paper from an effect of total bewilder-

ment, As far as the Life-Art problem is concerned, The Orators represents

an experimentsl, tentative, and yet unformulated relationship. Over the

63 W. H. Auden, "XVI," Poems, 60.



L9

chasm that yawns between avpearance and fantasy is thrown a makeshift
bridge of beliefs of which one feels, Auden is not finally convinced,
but which are useful to him for achieving the airman's view of reality.

Consider this and in our time
As the hawk sees it or the helmeted airman;®¥

And 1t 1s reality, that is, an emohasis on life that still remains im-
portant. Poetry has predominantly the function of untangling confusion,
of discovering the difference between good and evil, of providing for
poets "a mirror in which they may become conscious of what their owm

feelings really are....“65 Still, as the various kinds of Weltanschauung

begin to plerce the gloomy confusion, Art itself also takes on a more
crystaline organization., Auden has, from the beginning been a formalist,
but in the early poetry he uses form in a more erterior sense. Within
the strict bounds of Icelandic alliteration and stress, the terza rima,
the tricolets, there 1s still an uncontrolled and undigested virtuosity
of feeling, a richness of suggestion which, by 1ts sheer jungle-like
growth of exotlc images, presents a complication, not so much of conden-
sed and paradoxical thought, as the later poetry does but of a haze of
imagery made to express a comparatively simple level of ideological and
emotional experience. Such a poem as this one, which apnears in the 1930
volume has what seems to be an unnecessary turglidity. Its subject, birth
and the wasted richness of "Life stripped to girders, monochrome. Deceit
of instinct"66 is perhaps suited to a groping, inchoate expression, but

its suitability to Hopkin's alliterative sorung rhythm, which has always

ol W. H. Auden, "XXIX," Poems, 76.
65 w. H. Auden, "Poet of the Encirclement," New Republic, 109 (Oct., '43) 579.
W. H, Auden, "XIII," Poems, 53.




about 1t & sprightly tension, and a Jjumping logic that 1lluminates rather
than confuses, is doubtful.

Bones wrenched, weak whimper, lids wrinkled, first dazzle known,
World wonder hardened as bigness, years, brought knowledge, you:
Presence a rich mould augured for roots urged --- but gone,

The soul is tetanous:; gun barrel burnishing
In summer grass, mind lies to tarnish, untouched, undoing,
Though body stir to sweat, or, squat as 1dol, brood,

Tn duriate the fire with bellows, blank till sleep
And two-faced dream --- "I want," voiced treble as once 67
Crudely through flowers till dunghill cockcrow, crack at East.

There 1s about this poem, whether intentional or not, it would be hard to
say, a heavy untidiness that is corrected in the later poetry., The last
poem in The Oretors is an example of the inner clarity that becomes in-
creasingly avparent in Auden's work:

"0 where are yon going?" said reader to rider,

"That valley is fatal where furnaces burn,

Yonder's the midden where odours will madden,

The gap is the grave where the tall return."

"0 do you imegine," said fearer to farer,

"That dusk will delay on your path to the pass,
Your diligent looking discover the lacking
Your footsteps feel from granite to grass?"

"0 what was that bird," said horror to hearer,
"Did you see that shape in the twisted trees?

Behind you swiftly the figure comes softly,
The spot on your skin is a shocking disease?"

"Out of this house® --- said rider to reader
"Yours never will® --- said farer to fearer
"They're looking for you" --- sald hearer to horror
As he left them there, as he left them there,
A small part of the credit for the increasing clarity in Auden's
work can, I think, be laid, to his developling perception of how myth 1s

to te anplied to poetry. The first poem in Book I, "Address for a Prize-

Day" is an extremely complex combination of Christian myth, psychology,

67 w. HL Auden, "XIII," Poems, 53.
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Marxism, and a fusion of these abstract disciplines with humorously con-
crete references taken from daily life, The tone of the poem is sophls-
ticated neivity: written as a parody of speeches given by one of Auden's
pre-school masters, it captures the over-simplification, the rhetorical
attractiveness, the direct organization of those communications designed
for the young.

Commemoration, Commemoration., What dces it mean? Vhat

does 1t mean? Not what does 1t mean to them, there, then,

What does 1t mean to us here now? It's a facer, isn't it,

boys? But we've &ll got to answer it, What were the dead

like? What sort of people are we living with now? Why are

we here? What are we going to do? ... What do you think?

Vrhat do you think about England, this country of ours where

nobody 1is wel1768
All of the questions except the last one have the tiresomely familiar
ring of general considerations uttered on all nublic occasions. They are,
however, the very questlons that modern 1life, because 1t has no answer
for them, haé evaded for years, and in the light of the underlying serious-
ness ot the poem, commemoration represents a sort of day of judgment,
the end of the o0ld regime,

The combination of sermon &rd case study has elready been touched
upon, Another amusing incursion of the contemporary is Auden's mock-
serious device of bringing divinity up to date. Just as Kafka's heaven
is an immense and complicated bureaucracy, Auden's angels, svecialists
in spiritusl fields, descend upon England like a body of trained govern-

ment agents.

Imagine to yourself a picked btody of angels, ell quelified
experts on the human heart, a Divine Commission, arriving
suddenly one day at Dover, After some weeks in London, tkey
separate, one passing the petral pumps along the Great North
Road ... one to the furnace~crowded Midlands ... another to

0% W, H. Auden, "Address for a Prize-Dar," The Oratcrs, 13-4,
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Cornwall where granite resists the sea arnd our type of think-

ing erds, and soon. And then when every inch of the ground

has been carefully gone over, every house inspected, they re-

turn to the cepitel agaln to compare notes, to collaborate

in a complete report which made, they depart as quietly as

they came. ZEeauty of the scenery apart, would you not feel

some anxlety as to the contents of that report. Do you con-

sider thelr statistics as to the averege number of lost pep-

sons to the acre would be a cause for self congratulation?®

From the easy, urbane manner of "Address for a Prize Day," Auden
travels underground into the regions of "Paid on Both Sides." This time,
however, the sides have shifted, the "old gang" 1s clearly separate from
the secret band of revolutionaries, the few chosen frontier fighters, who
live among the others unknown but weiting for a chance to strike,

Smile inwardly on their day handing around tea. (Their

women have the fuces of birds.) Walking in the mountains we

were persons unknowvn to our varents, awerded them little, had

a word of our own for our better shadow,
The erpression of myth that Auden uses here is the idiom of the boys'! sec-
ret soclety, megic pass words, private jokes, references to a mysterious
lezder, the atmosphers of mountain fighting, the peculiar innocence of
military 1life., The use of myth in this case is an artificial one, the
sophisticated creation out of other myths, not necessarily bvelieved in,
of a representation of psychic functions purtly religious, and partly
manifestations of the i1d that are present in thet group of adventurers
who have become consclous of a spiritual world within themselves. In
language nertly Biblical, partly taken from fairy tele, Auden expresses
in a menner removed from sentimentality because of the suggestion of paro-
dy, the imaginative excesses of the chosen few:

If i1t were vossible, yes, now certain. To meet Him zlone
on the narrow path, forcing a question, would show our unique

Enowledge. Would hide Him wounded in a cave, kneeling all
night by his bed of bracken, bringing hourly an infusion of

97 W. H. Auden, "Address for a Prize-Day," The Orators, 13-k,
70 ¥. H. Auden, "Argument," The Orators, 20.



bitter herbs; wearing His cloak receive the mistaken stebd,
deliver his message, fall at His feet, He gripping our mori-
bund hends, smiling.71

This section hes the effect of a humorous nightrare, a tangle of

w72

random comments, "Murder of a rook by weasels --- the rook is a sym-

bol of prospverity and grace. There is a2 parody on ritual, witty and some-
times obscene:
A Schoolmaster cleanses himself at half-term with a vege-
table offering; on the north side of the hill, one writes with
his penis in a patch of snow "Resurgam. "73
Secret the meeting in time and place, the time of the off-
shore wind, the place vhere loyalty is divided. Meeting of se-
ven, each with a talent.7
This grotesque landscape is what is hidden by the door behind which
no one looks. Its schoolboy spirit of adventure‘is in a way, & compensa-
tion for a world where heroism is neither welcome nor even possible. It
is a serious and comlic manifestation of the spirit thet sponsored Lawrence
of Arabia, or that caused D. H. Lawrence to look at hls characters in terms
of their capaclity for passion. It 1s a counter ettack on the morbid lethar-
£y, the shallowness, the death wish of "the o0ld gang," an attempt to escape
"the tragic fate of the insects"’dr of the Hollow Men for whom
Between the desire
And the spesm
Between the potency
And the existence
Between the essence
And the descent
Falls the shadow.76

In 1tself, the world which Auden creates 1s a system of myth, the purpose

of which is to encompass and reveal the surface of life, and to suggest the

7l W, H. Auden, "Argument," The Orztors, 22.

72 Tvi4, 2°.

73 Tbid, 22-13.

7% Tbid, 20,

5 Trid, 2u.

76 T. S. Bliot, "The Hollow Men," Collected Poems, 10k.




suffering and cantive forces beneath the skhallow crust., It could ner-
haps best be described as a school toy saga, modeled upon the Icelandic
sagas, with the conscious addition of Freudian symbolism, and a shift
in tone from the naive to the sovhisticated, from the innocently crude,
to a deliberate return to primitivism.

Book II of The Orators, "Journal of an Airman," also makes use of
the school boy saga. It provides a body of contrived folklore found in
the notebook of its centrzal character, the airmen. The "Journal" re-

sembles, in a way, Rilke's Journal of my Other Self, where, under the

guise of autobiograohy, Rilke created for himself a traditional ancestry,
a2 number of childhood anecdotes, a history, in short, that might give
kim the roots that he lucked, cut off, as he was, and as most modern
people are, either from an immediate ancestral past or from the past of
his race which 1s keot alive by ritual and tradition.

The airman represents the excevntlonally sensitive person, in this cese,
a homosevuzl, who from the vantzge noint of his isolatlon can see life as
it really is, not being éaught in the deceptive meshes of ordinary exis-
tence. With his extraordinary vislon to guide him, the airman fills his
notebooks with a number of random Jottings --- definitions, bits of ooetry,
pseudo-scientific laws, plans for attack, description of the enemy, using
Freud's theory that in the inovert hablitual actions we reveal ourselves
most clearly.

Three signs of an enemy letter --- underlining --- parenthesis
in braclzets --- careful obliteration of cancelled expressions
Three signs of an enemy house --- 0ld furniture --- a room
called the Den --- photogravhs of friends

Three terms of enemy sveech --- I mean --- quite frankly ---
sneaeking as & scientist, etc.

"7 W, H. Auden, "Journal of an Airman," The Orators, 55.
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In order to discover tke enemy, if descriotion is not sufficient, the
alrman orovides several nsvchologicel figure tests and draws up his rela-
tionshins in terms of comolicated ge~metric patterns. One immortant
noint that he maxes ebout the enemy 1s that "TAE EVHENY IS A LzARNSD YNCT
A NATVE OBSERVER."7€ He is a verversion of the scientific man, the crafty
manipulator of statistics, the professor of education, the advertising
researcher; his mind 1s controlled, vatterned, precise; he is the "rea-
sonable" one, as opvosed to the extravezant and childlike personality of
tre airman and his friends., They are, on the other hand, the ones who
are truly alive, who do not live by negation.

Cf the Eneny's definitions by Negation

Unless you do well you will not be loved.

I'm afrzid of death (instead of I want to live).

Pleasure is the decrease of vain (olives --- whiskey).”?
Following the advice of Lane and Groddeck, the airman and his friends are
guided by intuitlon rather than reason, and their childishness, their de-
light in practical Jokes is cnly their refusal to stifle the natural re-
actions of the child which lies beneath the surface of their maturity.

The airman's construction of his geneaology represents a rather pe-

culiar inversion of the usual Freudian Oedipus complex. Starting with a
simple biologlcal dominant and recessive chart, using black and white for
characteristics, the alrman proves that in the F3 generetion, tne true an-
cestory of the pure white individuel is the uncle. This corresponds to
some types of primitive ancestor classification where the maternal uncle

assumes the education and initiation of the neonhyte. As it 1s used here,

the relationship suggests homosexuality:

76 w. H. Auden, "Journal of an Airman," The Oratnrs, 43.
79 Ivid, 71.



It wasn't till I was sixteen and a half that he invited me

to his flat. We had champagne for dinner, When I left, I

knew who and what he woas --- my real ancestor. 0
Although Auden may seem to be straining the boundaries of poetry with
devices such as this one, they do not apnear out of place in the par-
ticular medium that he uses, Just &s prose passages in his later work
are perfectly in keening with the more traditional forms. Science is

treated facetiously all the way through the "Journals"

The second law of tgermo dynamics -—— self care or minding
one's own business.tl

Auden uses the psychological Weltanscheuung in connection with the

quest theme to form a sort of semi-religious framework for the "Jour-
nal." The eirman suffere from a mysterious disease, manifested in an
inability to control his hands. His affliction suggests Groddeck's
statement that the 14 inflicts punishment upon those parts of the body
which have denied its commends, and the airman, who is frantically
searching for purity before the terrible collapse of civilization which
threatens throughout the "Journal" 1is not cured until he reelizes that
"God the desires ... means to be obeyed."

The peculiar structure of The Orators is a function, perhaps, of
the kind of myth which it uses. Like looking at a dim star out of the
corner of your eye, the obscure but important aspects of 1life can be
captured only through indirection, through random thoughts connected by
e hidden logle, through an intuitive ﬁanipulation of exnerience. And

it is still exnerience that counts in The Orators; it is not a poem which

offers emotion designed for the luxury trade, oroviding a delicate fla-

€0 W. H. Auden, "Journal of an Airmen," The Orctors, 61-2,
€1 1vig, u41.
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vor not to bte found in ordinary 1ifs, elevating, or ennobling, but rather
with all the vehemence of a Jjudgment day warning, it points out the evils
of the whole structure of 1life. It has the qua’ity as Zliot's verse has
also of demanding action, either an accentance or rejectlon and its morual
purvose immosingly overshzdows the aesthetic. Although Auden's moral |
purpose never diminishes, his ert, by sheer necessity of his telent, re-
fines, develovs, moves into a new nosition in reletion to its more func-

tional purpose in the early work.



PART III

In the nine years between The Douhle Man and The Cratcrs Auden pub-

1lished four volumes of poetry, (2gems 1934, Look Stranger, Spein, Another

Time), two trevel books (Letters from Iceland, Journey to a War), four

plays,written in collaboration with Christopher Isherwood, (The Dance of

Death, The Dog Beneath the Skin, The Ascent of F4, On the Frontier) and

one anthology (The Poet's Tongue). One may wonder why in this brief ex-

cursion through Auden's poetry, all these stations have been by-passed,

and The Double Man chosen for at least a partial stop. Time and space,

of course, prevent & complete examination of Auden's work, end The Double
Man is particularly pertinent to this paper because, for one thing, the
poem which fills the main body of the book, "The New Year Letter," pre-
sents a detalled account of Auden's intellectual and emotional develop-
ment, his 1deas about volitics, metaphysics, Life and Art, and for another,

The Double Man is representative, in relation to the other work, of a cer-

tain point which Auden has reached in hls ascent of the glass mountain.
If the early poetry can be said to correspond roughly with Eliot's"Wastz-
lend" period, this middle point of develonment might find its counter-

part in Ash Wednesdey, the dry time of waiting for grace, with full rezli-

zation of helplessness in forcing the getes of heaven,

In this period, Auden has discovéred not only the usefulness, but
the truth of the Christian myth. The moral impulse has found its proper
expression, but nothing has yet been resolved: the healing waters have
not been released either for Life or for Art and although the painful or-

der that Auden mmst mzake for himself and for others is slowly creening

out of confusion, its effects are yet to be fully realized.,
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The advantages gained in the past have not been entirely discorded,
but they have been re-examined, criticized, and ovut awav to be brought
out only for occasional use. Lane and Groddeck rezppear from time to
time, are viewed with regret, and dismissed because they have ssen only
half of the dichotomy, good and evil., The freedom of the unconscious, the
emptying of the storehouse of the id 1s also no longer possible, at least
for use 1in pnoetry.

0 hour of images when we sniff the herd
0f childhood and forget who we are and dream
Like whistling boys of the vast spaces
Of the inconsistent racing towards us
With all its appealing private detail. But
Our ways are revealing; crossing the legs
Or resting the cheek in the hand, we
Hide the mouths throngh which the disregarded
Will always enter. For we know we're not boys
And never will be: part of us all h:-t=~ life,
And scme are completely against 14,82
But with the decrease in emnhasis upon psycho-analysis and Marxlsm Auden
shows no diminution of interest in politics or in human error, both his
own and that of other people. His preoccupation cannot change because
stubborn outlines of the world still remain, no matter from how many
different angles they are examined. The change is rather in his shift
to the Christian myth, with its attendant theological comolexities, 1in
his adoption of a belief which has not only the Arnoldian virtues of be-
ing useful for pruning the wilderness of life, and for extending 1its or-
der and its sources of inspiration to pcetry as well, but also because it
1s the truth, 1s able to bear the alleglance of full belief, Marxism and

psycho-analysis were never permanently accepted. Auden tells us in his

article on Yeats that

€2 y, H, Auden, "Prologue," The Double Man, 11,
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You cannot use a Weltanschauung like psycho-analysis or Marxism
or Christianity as a poetic myth unless it involves your emo-
tions profoundly, end if you have not inherited it, your emo-
tions will never become ingolved unlees you take it more seri-
ously than as a mere myth,. 3

Zarlier in the article, Auden mekes the statement that

in poetry all dogmus become myths; thet the aesthetic value of

the poem is the same whether the poet and/or the reader active-

ly believes in what it says or not. The poet 1s apt, then to

look around for some myth -—— any myth, he thinks, will do ---

to serve the same purpose for himself, What he overlooks is

that the only kind of myth which will do for him must have one

thing in common with believed dogma, namely, that the relation

of- the former to tgg poet, as of the latter to the soul must

be a personal one,

This personal relationship is what the Christian myth promises in "The
New Year Letter," although as a source for poetic material, the fountain
is still dry, the arguments nrosaic, the entrance into the garden yet to
be effected.

"The New Year Letter" is a long and complex voem. It ranges from a
diccussicn of Auden's literary influences to a brief history of New Eﬁg—
lend. Although every part pf the poem 1s useful for understanding Auden's
work, only two aspects can be presented in this paper, the Art-Life rela-
tionship, and Auden's use of Christian theology, if not yet as myth, as
an approach to solving some of the difficulties of the quest, both as it
affects every man and as it is concerned with the artist's eternal riddile
of striking a balance between Life and Art.

The first section of the "Letter™ contains a discussion of the Life-
Art relationship. Listening to music, Auden feels the attractive order

which Art can offer, not however real, and therefore to be equated with

Life, dbut an ideal order, a wished for perfection, which leaves still the

howling wilderness to be faced outside the limited garden.

B3 W, H. Auden, "Yeats as en Exemple," Kenyon Review, X, no., 2, 191,
€4 1vi4, 91.
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Where Buxtehude as we vnlayed

One of his nassaceslius made

Our ninds a civitas of sound

Where nothing dbut wssent was found,
Por art hed set in order sense

And feeling and intelligence,

And from its idezal order greg

Cur local understanding toc. 5

This 1s the smell but wonderful gift that Art can offer, & glimpse of an
idez]l order from which may even spread by contzglen order in Life as well,
But here Kinekegsard enters the nicture, through whose help Auden sets

un a metzohysical distinction between Life and Art,

Art is not life and cannot be

A midwife to soclety.

For art 1s fact accompll.

What they should do, or how or when
Life-order comes to living men

It connot say, for 1t presents
already lived experience

Through a convention that crggtes
Autonomous completed states,

At the end of To the Lighthouse Lily Briscoe, who has been welting

all her life for some sort of fulfillment, outs the final stroke to her
painting. "Yes, she thought, laying down her brush in extreme fatigne,

I have had my vision."57 This mystical equation of Life and Art is what
Auden danies in "The New Yecr Letter." Life is never completed and the
vision is never final (as it 1s in Art) until death draws the final stroke.
Grace is a conditisn of nerpetual striving, perpetual suffering, of an
attempt to find an elusive bulance which is never guite within reach. Tais
is, of course Eliot's paradox, "In my end is my beginning,"a8 for accori-
ing to Auden paradise s not to be enjoyed on ecrth but only its promise,

seen in the distance over the ridges of the endless Purgatorial mountain,

5 W, H. Auden, "The New Year Letter," The Double Man, 15.
Inig, 17.

7 Virginta Woolfe, To the Lighthouse, 310.

88 r, s, Eliot, "Ezst Coker," The Four Quartets, 17.




But perfect Eeing has ordained

It must te lost to bte regained,

And in 1te orchards grow the tree

The frult of human destiny,

And man must eat it and depart

At once with gey and grateful heart,
Obedient, reborn, re-eswere:

For if he stop an instant there,

The sky grows crimson with a curse,
The flowers change color for the worse.
He hears behind his bYack the wicket
Padlock itself, from the dark thicket
The chuckle with no healtry cause,
And helpless seses the crooked ciaws
Emerging into view and groping

For hendholds on the low round coping,
Asg horror clambers from the wells

For he has sprung the trap of Hell.89

Yhat thls passage implies is only one of the relationshins possible,
or not possible tetween Art and Life, Auden is saylng that Life should
not be regarded as if it were Art, and therefore capzble of being willed
to comnletion., There 1s, of course, & necessary commerce between Art and
Life ard the practiczl questlon which must finally be answered 1s how is
experience to be translated, to be made into a form that will be sepa-
rated from 1ife and yet share in the fldelity of fact., For Auden, the

ordre loglgque seems to lie in his use of the Christian myth., The leep

from the early poetry in "The New Year Letter" emphasizes the enormous
distance that has becn traversed between the two reglons of intuitive and
retional %nowledge. Rilke's Das Andere and the equally expznsive dut

mich brighter kingdom of theology. The frontler myth is no longer useful,
and the "old gang" although still in force, are no longer to be exter-
mineted but viewed in the symozthetic 1lisht of an understanding of human
error. Although Marxism and psychology heve always scme valucble noint to

make becsuse they are at least in part true, they contain the fundament:l

€9 w. H. Auden, "The New Year Letter," Tﬂg Double Man, 44-5,
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error of promising & paradise on earth which, even if it were vnoseible,
would be only scantily fitted out with the few harmonious but limlted bits
of farniture that dlsciplines circumscribed bv materialism can offer, In
the notes to "The New Year Letter" Auden finds vsychology dangerous be-
cause?
e.. 1t temts a man to think that since the suffering of his
tribulation can he removed, re will not have to suffer at all;
that, since the wav to cure tribulations 1s to treat them aes-
thetically, that is, not to repress them by will but to admit
them and examine them, temptations cen be dealt with in the
same way by yleldlng to them.9o
Christian theology in Auden's poetry %s an almost ineviteble outlet
for his morel or ethical passion because both his poetry and his way of
thinking heve moved corsistently in the direction of traditicn, knowled.e
and classicism. No other discipline could organlze and criticlze as the
Christian ethic does in "The New Year L:tter," the Jumbled and divergent
insights and pieces of knowledge ranging historically from Aristotle to
Kierkegaard which are reflected through Auvden from the chaos of the modern
world, Finding an order, however, 1is not the gonal of the quest, nor does
its orocess provide an entirely satisfactory subject matter for poetry.
The texture of "The New Yesr Letter" varies from dry syllogistic state-
ment, the charm of which lies in its verbal iIngenuilty:
I see it now. The intellect
That parts the Cause from the Effect
And thinks in terms of Ssace and Time
Comnits a legalistic crime
For such an unreal severance
Must falsify exverience.

to & lyric passage like this one. Although Auden often misses by his em-

phasls on the prosaic, the happy fusion of thought and feeling:

90 W, H. Auden, "The New Year Letter," The Double Man, 131.




O Unilcorn among the cedars,

To whom no meglc charm can lead us
white childhood moving like a sigh
Through the green woods unherned in thy
Sophisticuted innocence

Convict our pride of its offense

In all things, evea penitence,
Instruct us in the civil art

Cf maklng from the muddled heart

A desert and a city where

The thoughts that have to labor there
May find locality end »neace,

And pent-up feelings there release,
Send strength sufficient for our day
And point our knowledge 8? its way

0 da guod _iubes, Domine.

The function of myth in thls transitionel paetry 1s then more heavily
balanced on the side of Weltanschcuung trhen in the sense thut Yeets used
it on the side of noetic releuse, of finding a source of imagés for vpoetry;
the emphasls fzlls more heavily upon the explanation of doctrine and its
applicetion than on the ™unicorn among the cedars" and it 1is not until

the recent poetry that Christian mythology fulfills this evocative func-
tion,

Another kind of nvth, which has been mentioned before in connection
has also its connection with theology, for Auden looks upon falry tale as
a symbolic expression of the prevailling religious spirit of the past, In
his review of Grimm's Falry Tales he interorets briefly the formula of the
three brothers who have set out on a comvetitive quest:

From the formula of the three brothers the reader will

learn thet the hero ——- is, the one who becomes &n 1ndividual

person, for that 1s what 1t means to te the exception who

marries the Priancess and inherits the kingdom =-— 1s not a

superman with excevtional natural gifts. The third son succeeds
not through his own merit but through Divine Grace. His con-

91 W. E. Auden, "The New Year Letter," The Double Man, 269-7).




tribvution 1s, firstly, a humility which admits that he cannot
succeed without Grace; secondly, a feith which believes that
Grace will help him, so that, when the old beggar asks for
his last penny, that is, when, humenly svweeking he 1s doon-
ing himself to fail, he can give it away, and lastly, a will-
ingness, unlike hls elder brothers who always carry aspsgin,
to accept suffering, He is t»e one who is not anxious.

The war in which Auden uses myth in the sonnet sequence called "The Quest"

which makes up the last section of The Double Men is perhaps the most

successful as far as voetry itself is concerned. Although in "The New
Year Letter," sheer virtuosity and the contegeous excitement surrounding
ideas that are experienced with genuine feeling and enthusiasm carried
off the dryer sections. "The Quest™" is clnser to Eliot's fusion of thought
and feeling., Where the "Jew Year Letter" was didactic and exact, "The
Quest™" returns to the amdbiguity and megiczl sugzsestiveness that makes it
vossible for a poem to be exverienced wlthout being understood. Auden
uses myth here as he has done sometimes in the earlier work, to connect
the past with the precseat, to glve a universal and imwersonal flavor to
his poetry. Life is figuratively reoresented, as it was in the Middle
Ages, In terms of a pilgrimege or a Journey, the fallures and successes
ernressed humorously and ironically in a mixture of myth and the idiom
of contemsorary life,

They noticed that virginity wes needed

To trap the unicorn in any case

But not that, of those virglins who succeeded

A high percentage had an ugly face.93

or

Fresh addenda are nublished every day
To the encyclopedia of the Vay

Linguistic notes and scientific exvlanations
And texts for schools with modernized spelling and illustrations,

92 v, H. Auden, "The Brothers Grimm," New York Times Book Review, Nox, 12,
1944, 1-28,
93 W. H. Auden, "The Presumptuous," The Double Man, 174,




Now evervone knows that the hero must chose the o0ld Frorse
Abstein from liquor and sexual intercourse

And look out for a stranded fish to be kind to:

Now everyone thinks he could find, had he a mind to,
The way through the waste to the chanel in the rock
For a vision of the Trinle Rainbow or the Astral Clock.

Forgetting his informetion comes mostly from married men s
Who liked fishing and & flutter on the horses now end then.9

"The Quest" 1s %important becuuse it is, in a sense, Auden's own per-
sonal zyth., Although the striving towerd perfection tukes many forms,
involves numsrous conversions, the ldea thet there is a verfection to
reach for but not to galn remeins the same. And whether it is to dbring
together the tws froctured halves of mar's nature, reason and emotion, or
to solve the artist's moral dilemma, the translating irresponsible Life
into responsible Art, or to attain the double, although unequal grace of
writing well and putting himself in relation to God, the Quest has 1ts
versatile and useful aovnlicetion.

Althongh 1t might seem that hils stringent moral attitude toward Life
and toward Art micht be exactly parallel with Eliot's moral severity in

After Stranse Gode, there is a redeeming elasticlty irn Auden's ethical

orthodoxy. Tn a vpoem, published a short time before "The Yew Year Letter"
he szvs of W. B. Yeats

You were silly like us: your gift eurvived it ally
and of Zinling erd Claudel, although here he is more critical, not havirg
entirely pardoned Kipling himself:

Time that is intolerant

To the brave and innocent

And indifferent in a week
To a beautiful physique,

9% w. H. Auden, "The Wev," The Doub’e Man, 178.




Vorships languege and forgives

Zveryone by whom it lives:

Pardons cowerdice, conceit,

Ieyes 1ts honors «t thelr feet.

Time that with thils strenge excuse

Pardoned Kipling and his views

£nd will perdon Paul Claudel

Pardons him for writing well.?
In a critical sense the problem is perheps unable to be resolved, for n»s
matter how much in variance a writer mey ta2 with the moral code which
Auden now holds to be the final and inevitcble truth, how can he disczrd
the zesthetlc excellence, that, as a writer he cennot resist, although
he reclizes that it must, In the end, be subservient to his morality.

For himself, Auden has solved the problem through his use of the Christicn

mvth which he annlies now, 12 the later work, both to Life and to Poetryv.

95 W. H. Auden, "In lemnory of . B. Yeats," Another Time, 109-9.




SZCTION IV

Cne might evpect that uson his dedicstion to the Christian myth Auden
would go the whole way and become whet is mown &as a religious poet, a
writer of devotional verse. For Auden, however, considering the situation
of »ur time, such a reaction would be a retreat, for vetween the wffirma-
tion vision and its evoression in poetry stretches the whole disgraceful
and untidy world which is not to be forgotten by retiring into a private
singing chamber. "The Sea and the Mirror," the next mzjor poen of tte
TooYle Man 1s, in a wey also & transitional work, for its subject is a
fuller and more figurative treztment of what was briefly examined in "Ihe
lew Yezr Letter," the relationship tetween Life and Art. It amy be called

transitional becusnse it is, like Rilke's Malte Laurild, Brigre an examina-

tion of certaln problems that face an artist and in the grester clarity
geined by the examinestion, it i1s a preparition for things to come.

"The Sea and the Mirror," an extended epilogue to The Temvest, is con-
cerned with the problem which is implicit in the action of the play and
with which Auden, his volce growing steadily more affirmative, 1is also pre-
occupled in his own work. The problem is this: 1is it jJustifiatle for Art
in its parable of human experience to prevent a harmonious ard Jjoyful vi-
sion of men's proper state on earth, slighting, although it mey not ignore,
the disharmony that reality necessarily projects into the megic circle. In
the words of Caliban, through whom Auden addresszs the audience, thls 1is
Shakespeare's and any artist's dilemma.

Having learnt his language, I begin to feel something of
the serio-comic embarrassment of the dedicated dramatist, who,

in representing to you your condition of estrangement from the
truth, is doomed to fail the more :e succeeds, for the more
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truthfully he naints the condition, the less clearly can he
indicate the truth from which 1t 1s estranged, the brighter
his revelation of the truth in its order, its Jjustice 1its
Joy, the fainter shows his victure of your actual condition
in all its drabness and sham, and, worse still, the more
sharply he defines the estrangement itself...the more he
must strengthen your delucizn that an awareness of the gao
ig itself a bridge, your interest in your imprisonment a
release, so that, far from your being led by him to con-
trition and surrender, the regarding of your defects in

his mirror, your dialogue, using his words, with yourself
about yourself, becomes the one activity which never...
lets you down, the one game whickh can be guaranteed, what-
ever the company, to catch on...96

Tnis dangerasusly evshoric pastime is what Jung calls transcendence:
The greatest and most important problems are basically all
insoluable; they must be so because they express the neces-
sary polarity immanent in every sslf-regulating system. They
cannot be solved but only_&gégscended...97

Auden meintzins, however, that transcendence is deceptive in so far

Art mekes us believe that we have, by the deepening of our emotions

Life's problems. After an evenlng at the theatre, having llved, as

were, another life, hsving run through a gamut of emotions and come

cleansed and elevateds
We are wet with sympathy now,
Thenks for the evening but how
Shall we satisfy when we meet,
Between Shall-I and I-Will,

The lion's mouth vhose hunger
Yo metaphors can £111798

as

solved

it

out

In order to make his point about Life and Art, Auden has underlined

the symbolism of The Temnest even more heavily than Shekespeare did.

Ariel

representc Art, Calivan, imperfect mortality and Prospero, the artist. In

dismissing Ariel, Prospero mekes a cholce, not however, in favor of

ban, who remeins as a reoroach to his self-deception and negligence,

Cali-

but

96 W. H. Auden, "Tne Sea and the Mirror," Collected Poetry, 399-400.
97 C. 6. Jung's The Secret of the Golden Flower, €€, quoted in Jacobi's

Tre Psychology of Jung, 125.
95 W. H. Auden, "The Sea and the Mirror," op. cit., 351,
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but turning his back on his maglc which always made everythlng too easy,
he embarks upon the Journey of the moral life.
And now in oy old ege, I waxe, and this journey really exists,
And I bhave actuxlly to tzke it, inch by inch,
Alone and on foot, without a cent in my vocket,
Through & universe where time is not forshortened
Yo animsls talk, and there 1s neither floatlvz nor flying.99
This 1s the Journey thazt faces everyone, and the artist in particuler,
while his Art mey lead him into gruces hes alweys the danger of discover-
Ing too late that the temporary harmony he created for himself 1s only a
shabby aporoximation of the rezl Word, that in his mirror, beccuse of his
imperfect knowledse and shaking will "all our meanings are reversedt100
and the feeble reflection, far from being worthy of anr alleglance for
its own merits, 1s a mere shadow of the "werfected Work which 1is not ours.
The shift in relationship between Life, Art, and Myth which was ex-
nressed in "The Hew Year Letter" now becomes even clearer. Myth looms up
before the other two which, in their human falibility, crouch at its feet.
And this time, myth 1s not simnly an idea which will orient the world in
a certain ccnvenient way, but the only possible answer, the finzl perfec-

tion beside which the drezdfu’ corfusion of history in which both Ariel

and Caliban huve a part, final perfection beside which the dreadful con-

nol

fusion of bhistory in which both Ariel and Caliban have & part is like grand

opera rendered by a proviucial touring company.

Our performance —-- for Ariel and I are ... Jjust as deenly
involved as any of you ... has been so indescribably in excu-
sably ewful....We floundered on from flasco to fiasco, the
echmalz tenor never gquite able &t his big moments to get right
up nor the ham brass right down, the stud contralto gurgling
through her maternal grief, the ravished coloratura trilling
madly off-key and the re-unlited lovers half a bar apart...1 2

99 W. H. Auden, "The Sea and the Mirror," on. cit., 351.
100 1pi4, 402,
101 1bid, 402,
102 1bid, 401.
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When the whole ewkwerd vnerformance is finished, its players who &ars all
of us, discover that the noise, the feke properties, the fiolish pretenses
have been nothing but an evesion of the terrible reality.

Yet, at this very moment wher we do at last see ourselves es

we are, neither cozy nor playful, but swaylng out on the ul-

timate wind-whipned cornice that overhangs the unabiding void

--- we have never stosd anywhere else -—-— when our reasons

are silgnced by the heavy huge diversion --- there is nothing

tn say.103
But before he condemns the &rtist to eternal silence Auden, turning around
on himself, reinstates Art in its humble, but still useful position as a
bridge, although a feeble one between the Ultimete and 1ts shabby subjects.
The position that Matthew Arnsld held is now completely reversed in Auden.
Religion, rather than being a hand-mziden to poetry is now comfortably
seated on the throne where neither Caliban nor Ariel can ever replsace her,
In thelr subject state, however, they draw closer together for Auden no
longer draws his llne between Life and Art, but between perfection and two
kinds of striving toward perfection, both of them faulty andi doomed to be

" only an apnroximation, but inseparably connected in their relationshis to

the "Whnlly Cther Life."

Tre most important way in which Auden uses myth in "The Sea and the
Mirror" is in the orientation of the poem itself, ts foundation rests
upon the Christian myth although 1ts problems are resolved this time not
in terms of an intricate legalistic theology but in terms of the bare con-
cention of the ultimate Word.

"For the Time Being," the Christmas oratorio thut follows "The Sea

and the Mirror" represents Auden's fullest use of the Christian myth, Hore,

through its directive medium the divergent pileces of Auden's vision are

103 W, H. Auden, "The Sea and the Mirror," omn. clt., 402,
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pulled together, and we meet again the psychological and political ex-
vlanation of the disease of our times, but this time, the diagnosis 1is
oriented in terms of Christianity.

The poem uses the story of the miraculous birth, not in any orne-
mental sense, but for its real and serious anpnlicatlion to the modern world.
The historiczl enalogy is & complete one, for, as the poem develops, we
discover that we ourselves are the Romans,that our world is only an ex-
tension of theirs. The situation of our time requires the same grace-
giving redemntion thzt was to descend two thousand yesrs ago. When the
ckoris describes the condition of unenlightened walting, the terribls
period of estrangement from God, the woint in history when paganism on
nne hand, &nd the unleavened law on the other had talen man s far as
they could and left him perched on a glacler where he could neither go
up without assistance, nor down without breakirg his neck, we recognize
our own dilemma as Auden envisions it,

0 where is that immortal and nameless Centre from which our points of

Definition and death are all equi-distant? Where
The will of our wish to wander, the everlasting fountain
Of the waters of joy that our sorrow uses for tears?
0 where is the garden of Being that is only known in Existence
As the command to be never there, the sentence by which
Aelphe of threbbing fact have banished into position, 1
The clock that dismisses the moment into the turbine of time?:°”

Not only if the poem drawn directly and unmistakably from our own
times, but also it uses what Auden has found to be the proper application
of the modern disciplines, Marxism and Psychology. Jung's four elements

in the human personality introduce the Annunciation. They are the four

fractured parts of the Whole, which was solit anart by the fall,

108 W, H. Auden, "For the Time Being," Collected Poems, 412-3,




Ye who are four were

Cnce but one

Before his act of

Rehellionl05
Auden, however, does not regard them in quite the seme light in which they
are presented in Jung's work, for instead of Juggling them &s Jung does
into an uneven and constantly shifting equilibrium, feeling having the
uover hand in youth, thought being the ruler of old age: Auden, whose
point of view 1s removed from the practical and the secalar, would con-
sider treir idesl state a complete union, where no disharmony 1g possible
because there are no parts to get out of adjustment., As it is, Lowever,
the lzck of understanding between the four facultles must inevitatly send
man off in foolish and wrong directions, and although it is only through
their heln that he mey have a brief glimpse of the garden, they stand net
as ready to lezd bim into error es into Grace.

As a2 dwarf in the dark of
His belly I rest:

Feeling

A nymph, I inhabit
The heart in his breast:

Sensation

A glant, at the gates of
His body I stand:

Thought

Kis dreaming Yrgin is
My fairylend. 0

The oproletariat receives his share of cttention in "For the Time Ze-

ing" but he is not, apoarently to receive the heeven on eurth that Marxi:zm

e ——-— e et et e i O e, S s

105y, H. Auden, "For the Time Reing, " 0011$E€€g Poems, L1k,
106 1p1d, 414-5.




tries to provide, but must satiefy himself in hig dull waiting with the
promise that things will be better =fter the mireculous birth, or if tr t
is not to te realiczed, with the faint but positive vnice of the Unknown
who answers for our fecr
As if it were His own
So that we renly
Ti11 the day we dle;
Mo, I don't know vhy,
But I'm glad I'm here?"107
The shepherds who are Auden's symbol tor the proletariut cre neturally
resentful toward the insincere voice of Capltalism, softened by the 1lie
of sentimentality.
Ye observe that those who assure us their education
And money would do us such harm,
How real we are Just as we are, and how they envy us,
For it 1g the centreless tree
And the uncivilized robin who are the trulynhappy,
Heve done pretty well for th=mselvess +90
Yevertheless, they, as well as everyone else, are supposed to reclize thet
it is nct the secular gnel toward which thelr expectant eyes are to bte
directed in their case, revoluticn and manzgement of their own labtor, but
tre entirely other Reality, the promise of salvation.
In "For the Time Being," Auden statec zgain hls resolution of the

eesthetic problem, that thrcuzh the sanction of the Christien myth, Art

has 1ts Justification and its rcison d'etre.

Pecsuse in Him the Flech is united to the Word without magi-
cal transformetion, Imegineation ls redeemed from promiscuous
fernication with her own 1mages.109

Auden's final pronouncement about Life and Art, firal in so far as his

work hes progressed, is that Life must extend itself into Art and Art in-

I07 W, H. Auden, "For the Time Eeirg," 0. cit., L39.
108 1vi4, 437 -

109 Trig, Le2




to Life =-=- thet glthough between them yewns a chasm thet will never close
ggelin since one 1s accomplished, and the other is nerpetuelly in a state
of being, Art must incorporate within its finlshed wall the broken svot
where the recognition of imperfection may creen in and Life, on the other
hand, may perceive in Art the other Perfection toward which 1t 1s so
blindly groving.

In "For the Time Eeing" Auden's use of Christizn myth fulfills the
same purpose that the QOdyssey did in Joyce's"Ulysses, "meking 1t possitle
to extend to the stubbornly vrosalc equipment of our times some of the
symbolic flavor of the past. Auden's early use of symbols such as pylons,
deserted factories, ruined irndustrial towns, although they derived a cer-
tain force frcm their netural desolation, was not entirely setisfactory
beceuse it lacked a traditional connection, Under the ausplces, however,
of Christian mythology &end the Quest, modern 1life tszkes on a bold and
curlously effective symbolism. Auden presents humorous asvects of Jo-
cevh's situation in terms of ordinary life, meintaining, as he does so
well, the light touch that relleves the over-balance of excessive ear—
nestness. BEven in light verse, Auden's zpproach is never frivolous; his
manner only to lighten the heavy burden of seriousness for

.«s Truth, like love and sleep, {igents
approaches that are too intense,

Joseph, therefore, cen be presented iIn a farcical wey without in the leest
injuring his biblical dignity and --- under the title "The Temptation of
St. Josenh" appears this verse:
My shoes were shined, my pants were cleaned and pressed,
And I was hurrying to meet

My own true love:
But a great crowd grew and grew

110 w, H. Auden, "The New Year Letter," The Double Men, 24.
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Till I could not puch my way through,
Because
A stur had fallen down the street:
¥hen they saw who I was,
The police tried to do their best,lll
Although to Auden's mind Art is a looking-glass world where the right
hand becomes the left, where the relationships are reversed so that the
failure becomes a success and the old witch turns out a beautiful prin-
cess, 1its accurazcy can be sharpened and refined by its dependence on what
he believes to be the Truth of Christiznity. Of his own art the Truth
requires two things, first that it represent the perfection that is al-
ways in sight, but tarely discernable against the herizon, end second,
man's separation from it during his life and perhaps for eternity. TFor
this reason "For the Time Reing," because it is a parable of modern times,
ends without success or fallure. In the age of anxlety which is our own
times, the well-meaning but mistaken Herods have created, because of their
fear of the sunernatural a fantastic defensive order. The flight to Zgyvot,
however, has made salvetion stlll possible, and although the modern world,
likxe & timid bather shrinks at the edge of the icy ocean, the burden of
suffering which may lead to grece 1s walting to be acssumed,
The night of agony still to come; the time is noon:
Vhen the snirit must practice his scales of rejoicing

Without ever g hostile audience, and the soul endure
A silence thet 1s neither for nor sgainst her faith,

Auden's last published book, The Age of Anxiety, is a reversed apvrozch

to the theme of For the Time Reing. The necessity for salvetion 1s pre-

sented here in terms of material rather than figuretive reality. There is,
however, an effect of realism, for the four characteres, Quent, Rosetta,

Emble, &nd Malin, are clearly symbollc of the vurious modern tyves which

111w, H. Auden, "For the Time Being," op, cit., 422.
112 1vi4, W65,
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are separzted from God, and their lives reveal a faulty orlentation to
its prover objective, the theme, again, of the quest toward whose gecal,
Auden believes, everyone is comnmelled unwittingly to struggle, no mztter
how blindly and unsuccessfully,

Although The Age of Anxiety has & realistic rather than a mythologi-

cal setting, it is infused with the Christian belief. Through a device
which Auden himself hes always found to be useful for getting at the un-
derlying $ruth behind &ppeurances, the actlion of the poem shifts from a
relatively literal to an imeginative expression, without, however, des-
troying its essential unity. The four characters, surrounded by the mean-
ingless and aimless futility which 1s 1ife without grace, through their
contcct with each other, and with the aid of a few drinks, are driven to
think and talk about themselves, their childhood, and thence to create &
fentasy which might reflect the vital and important problems of life, &Al-
though their observations are aimless, not from indifference but from their
inept unfamiliarity with the "Wholly Other Life," from their wanderings
takes on a sort of coherence, in theilr gradual recognition of & metaphy-
sical unity toward which they should strive. This use of the inner re-
sources as a wavering approzch to the truth, is not at all unlike Auden's
earlier doctrine, the wisdom of the id, but now it is transformed by a
belief in Christianity, the tool which Auden uses now for charting the ex-
panses of the inner 1life is the quest, and upon the introspection of the
four charecters, he imnoses a medievel system of categories, The Seven Ages,
and the Seven Stages, both gllegorical representations of life as a jour-

ney toward some definite goal,

In The Age cf Anxlety, the quest theme becomes ever more clearly re-

ligious than 1t eppeared to be in Tke Double Mcn. According to Auden, those




who set out upon their Journey in error, who are deceived that God does
not exist and that their materiallstic oreoccunationrs are more practical
ard more sensible than the elusive life of the spirit, are never really
out of relationshin with God; thelr very etriving is an evidence of the
need within themselves to attaln the perfection which their fractured be-
ing 1is forever sttempting to regain. Auden's adeptation of the quest in

The Age of Anxletv is expressed tkhrough the medium of religicus myth,

failry tale, and modern 1dioms. Through this meens, he tells us that mo-
dern life has taken the negative way. The hero 1s not in this case equioved
with & shining horse, nor does he pursue a golden radiznce, but

On an old vhite horse, an ugly neg,
In hig fzithful youth he followed
The black ball as it bowled down hill

Piers Ploughman psychology and imzges from modern life Joln forces in both
e literel and fignretive dlagnosts of the contemmorary situation.,

Then he harrowed hell

Heated the abyss

Of torpid inetinct and trifling flux,
For he imnored the Nightmares and annexed their ranges,
Put the clawlng chimzeras into cold storage.

In the high heavens,

The ageless places,
The gods are wringing thelr great worn hands
For their watchmen 1s away, their world-engine
Creaeking and crackirg. 117

One element which 1is conspicuously lacking in The Age of Anxilety 1is

any mention of the Life-Art problem. Is it, one wonders, a temporary o-
mission, or 1s 1t no longer there because, having dlscovered the proper
relationcship, Auden finds it no longer necessary to mzke this relation-

ship a part of the subject matter of his poetry. In the continual shift-

TI3 W, K. Auden, The Age of Anxiety.




ing of 1deas and beliefs from the early period to the late, there has, I
think, been a qualitative chunge iIn the bzlance between Life, Art, and
iMvth. In the beginning the difficulty was able to be solved in a prag-
metic menner, The disturbing chaos of modern life, vhich mmust always
ma%e 1t seem a heavy burden to those who live 1t, weighs, of course, es
heavily on Auden as it does on every one else, As an artist, he has the
vossibility of meking art an escave, at least temporarily from an uneasy
reality. Choosing a different aporoach, however, Auden has granpled with
the problems of life through the clarifying and revelatory medium of Art,
the relationship between them eypressed through myth or belief which in
the early period 1s derived from the modern disciplines, Marxism and Psy-
chology. Although they ere apvroaches to the truth, these beliefs, as
far as Auden is concerned, are not to be tiken with & finagl seriousness
but to te valued for thelr efficacy in forming & pattern which 1ife, both
the inner life of the spirit and the outer life of the world, can follow,
and to provide in lieu of any prevalling traditionzl exolaration, an
epproach to the serious problems that molern 1life has carefully concesaled
beneath the factual facude,

In the later work, with the acceptance of the Christien Myth, the re-
lationehip changes. Art through its reflection from Life is & channel
which, though faulty, 1s the only approach men hes to God. Myth is no
longer a method for imposing order upon chaos, for making for 1life a self-
contained system or for transforming the materiel of 1life into 1ts figira-
tive truth through Art. The authoritarianism of the Christian doctrine
decide all moral and aesthetic questions, and Auden substitutes the limited
order that man can muke for himself for an epnroximation of a Pivine or-

der,



The criticzl problems, however, are still to be solved. The early
work discovers certainly a rich source of imegery through evocative use
of vsychological theory, but the necessarily personal nature of the sym-
bolicm derived from the underground caverns of consciousness meskes the
voetry, while it has a vigorous and mzgical effect, an unsatisfactory
comrunication to the world., With the adoptlon of the Christian myth, al-
though Auden's i1diom never becomes easy, a grezter clarity anpears,for one
reason, because Christian theology has not been entirely forgotten --- its
imagery and lengnage 1s traditional and bv lts familiarity it cen be com—-
prehended by a nominully Christian soclety, and for another, that with
greater humility, although no less fidelity to his Art, Auden belleves
thet communication is necessery.

Christianity also brings to Auden's work an added assurance and de»nth
of feeling. From a renewed commerce with Christian tradition both Art and
Life can regain the moral direction which Auden believes they must per-
netually attempt to find. And in Auden's work itself are reflected the
fruits of his struggles, the important veople he has met in the course of

the quest, and the wonderful sights that he has seen along the way.
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