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Abstract

The focus of this study is on the altering and altered significations of categories of
‘public’ and ‘private’ in selected British writings of the thirties. Its aim is to explore
and further delineate possible ways in which the decade’s major writers struggled
to reconcile the realm of the private self, with its range of individual drives,
neuroses and incongruities, with the impersonal and frequently hostile forces of
the public, socio-political domain, during a period in which historic circumstances
brought relations between the two realms into sharp focus to a degree unique
within twentieth-century literary history. Concentrating primarily on writing by
Stephen Spender, Louis MacNeice, Christopher Isherwood, George Orwell and W.
H. Auden, and using a range of interpretative models, this study seeks to determine
and interrogate the distinct and distinctive ways in which such a reconciliation
might have been conceived and rendered by the individual authors under
discussion, and considers the difficulties inherent in imaginatively realising and
articulating such a conception through any single aesthetic or linguistic
programme, and, consequently, the multiplicity of conceptualisations and
categories of writing marshalled in pursuit of such a project. Thus, whilst thirties’
writing has frequently been characterised as a site of confrontation between the
public and private realms (most famously in Samuel Hynes’s seminal book, The

" Auden Generation (1976)) my investigation further qualifies existing accounts of
the period through an emphasis on the range of concepts, beliefs and theorisations
underpinning the self/world interface within the individual texts and authors
examined. The original contribution to knowledge which emerges from this study
is an enhanced appreciation of the range of literary-aesthetic, intellectual and
theistic perspectives and traditions drawn upon by the decade’s key writers in
their attempts to negotiate and give voice to the newly-troubled encounter
between the individual and history. In particular, attention is paid to ways in which
thirties’ writing relies upon differing and distinct models of the self or ‘subject’ in
its dealings with contemporaneity, in ways which, crucially, are shown to lie
beyond the scope of much of the dominant critical and generic debate surrounding
the literature of the period.
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Introduction

Literature is a social process, and also an attempt to reconcile the
conflicts of an individual in whom those of society will be mirrored.

William Empson

‘This study is concerned with the changing significations of categories of ‘public’
and ‘private’ within thifties literature, and enquires after the location of the subject
or ‘I’ at the interface of the public and private realms, the boundaries between
which were radically called into question during the decade. Bearing. in mind,
firstly, the questions of canonicity which have necessarily added to the range of
critical discourses surrounding thirties’ writing, I would acknowledge at the outset
- that the present study accepts (though not without qualification) the eminent
status widely afforded to the writers under consideration. The following chapters
draw upon a wide range of perspectives and insights, ranging from the
biographical and ‘theoretical’, through to the philosophical and theological, and
explores the range of literary-aesthetic models used by my chosen authors in their
respective explorations of the public/private binary. These include the use of the |
lyric genre, the drawing upon both Classical and Christian mythologies as sources>A
of metaphor, and the uses of the Grotesque and the Pastoral as modes of writing.
The overall impetus behind the present study is towards a re-stating and a
re-justification of the place of the writers featured within the literary history of the
period, and, by implication, a re-stating of the importance of thirties’ writing
within twentieth-century literature more widely. Emphasis is placed on particular
themes and tropes which have either been neglected by past critics or are in need
of further attention, but which, it is suggested, are integral both to our
understanding of the individual authors in question, and to our wider
understanding of the periods’ writing. In particular, the dissertation draws upon
insights offered by the various and competing theorizations of selfhood and
subjectivity, in order to better scrutinize the methods by which the relationship
between the public and private realms, brought sharply into focus by the period’s

atmosphere of accelerating crisis, is variously represented in the work of the

!'William Empson, Some Versions of Pastoral (London: Hogarth, 1986) p. 19.
' 4
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Poems (1933) Vienna (1934) and The Still Centre (1939); MacNeice’s Poems (1935)
The Earth Compels (1938) and Autumn Journal (1939); Isherwood’s novels, Mr
Norris Changes Trains (1935) and Goodbye to Berlin (1939); Orwell’s novel, Coming
up for Air (1939) and Auden’s Another Time (1940). In singling out these particular
authors and texts for consideration, my principal criteria for selection has been to
choose those works which, as this thesis demonstrates, provide a significant
compliment to the dominant social and political conditions of the time, both in
order to offer fresh readings of the texts in question, and to further qualify the
respective statuses of these authors as important, and (which is in greater need of
qualification) ‘representative’ thirties’ writers. I would stress that these authors
are included not on the basis of possible similarities and mutual influences which
might be seen to operate within a (perceived) homogeneous ‘clique’, but rather
precisely because of the differences between them, drawing attention to the fact
that amidst this small group of writers whose work has formed the basis of much
thirties critical discourse, there is a series of distinct and individual voices, each in
its own way seeking to negotiate the shifting territory between the public and
private realms. Certain additional texts and authors are cited, but in the main this
is only where they can afford additional insights into the main text under
discussion. I have devoted one chapter to each author considered, and in each case
have provided an introductory section in order to lay out my approach to the
author in question and to give reasons for their inclusion within the study. What
emerges from the study as a whole is an account of the various and distinct
representations of ‘public’ and ‘private’ within the body of writing considered, and
effort is made to foreground key points of contrast which operate between the
authors and texts studied, thus stressing the diversity of approach at work within

the period’s writing.

No new analysis of the literature of the thirties can proceed very far without first
revisiting the familiar question of the positioning of the period’s writing in relation
to modernism. Certainly the literary-historical view of the thirties as a period

which saw a marked and decisive shift away from modernism’s overt

5 .
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literature, eschewing the modernist emphasis on the self and on aesthetic and
stylistic considerations, and bringing about in an inevitable decline in literary and
artistic standards, still holds considerable appeal. As critics such as Dennis Brown

have argued,

Although Auden, in parti.cular, assimilated much of the mood, and
some of the mode, 'of Modernism, thirties writing, overall, appears
something of a reaction against the preoccupations and textual
complexities of the previous movement. The ‘I’ that becomes ‘a
camera’ has suppressed the problems of selfhood and its

representation to focus on the realities of the social nexus.2

More will be said shortly about the proliferation of the ‘myth of the thirties’,
however, suffice to say at this point that such formulations, however convenient
for literary historians, (and the undergraduate syllabus) are liable to distort and
over-simplify. Rather, this study maintains that it was precisely those ‘realities of
the social nexus’ which reinvigorated and brought the modernist interest in the
instability of the self, and thus the representation of the ‘I’, into sharper focus.
Indeed, as Valentine Cunningham has pointed out in his classic study, British

Writers of the Thirties,

The thirties make a kind of apotheosis of Romanticist
individualism in a literature of self-regard that got fuelled by the
new psychology and philosophy and the mass of great writers -
Conrad, James, Lawrence, Proust, Joyce, Woolf, T.S. Eliot, to name
no others - attendant in their train. This is a period
when...autobiography, the published lettervand diary, the self-
declarative title with [ in it, the eagerly egotistic self-explanation

(‘Why I write”) flourish as never before.3

2 Dennis Brown, The Modernist Self in Twentieth-Century English Literature — a study in self-
fragmentation (London: Macmillan, 1989) p. 176. _
3 Valentine Cunningham, British Writers of the Thirties (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988) p.214

6
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this must be understood as a consequence both of the literary modernism which
was their immediate inheritance, and of the need to understand and express their
experience of contemporary events in ways which incorporated yet also
challenged the self-consciously aesthetic and stylistic preoccupations
characteristic of the modernist project. Certainly it is worth noting the efforts of
critics such as Steven Matthews and Keith Williams towards challenging the
aftermyth of the thirties as a homogenous anti-modernist decade’.* The following
chapters therefore remain alert to the operations of those particﬁlar modernist

voices - of Rilke, Eliot, Pound, Lawrence, Joyce - within the texts under discussion.

Just as the immense historic rupture of the First World War and its profound
psychological after-effects were instrumental in the direction and development of
modernism, so its after-effects continued to reverberate within the writings of the
thirties (the altering effect of the war on the wider sensibility is treated in greater
detail in chapter 4 with particular reference to George Orwell’s Coming up for Air
(1939)). In his book, Rites of Spring (1990) Modris Eksteins discusses the nature
and impact of this historical fracture and the important shift in the contemporary

consciousness which it precipitated,

As the war’s meaning began to be enveloped in a fog of existential
questioning, the integrity of the ‘real’ world, the visible and -
ordered world, was undermined. As the war called into question
the rational connections of the pre-war world - the nexus, that is,
of cause and effect - the meaning of civilisation as tangible
achievement was assaulted, as was the nineteenth-century view
that all history represented progress. And as the external world
collapsed in ruins, the only redoubt of integrity became the
individual personality...as the past went down the drain, the /

became all-important.>

4 Steven Matthews and Keith Williams, Rewriting the thirties, Modernism & Afier (Essex: Longman,
1997) p. 1.

3 Modris Eksteins, Rites of Spring — The Great War and the Birth of the Modern Age (London: Black
Swan, 1990) pp. 286-287.
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modernist writing. However, it is also true that the after-effects continue to
register, in varying and altered forms, throughout the work of those writers who
came of age during the thirties. As the High Modernist dual preoccupation with
formal innovation and with rendering visible the inner life receded in favour of an
ostensibly more socially and politically engaged literature, the importance of the T’
did not diminish, but in fact intensified as writers sought to negotiate a viable path
between subjectivism and the new and evolving social and political reality. It is
perhaps easy to underestimate the intensity with which the anxieties generated by
| such a situation were felt. Rex Warner’s poem, ‘Sonnet’, was written in 1937, ata
time when the Spanish Civil War (which had begun the previous July) had started
to engage the imaginations of British writers. The poem serves as a good exemplar
of the mindset which was engendefed by such events, neatly encapsulating the
discord between the imaginative and emotional territories yearned for but which
were, it seemed, no longer available, and the moral imperatives brought about by

the newly invasive realities of the public realm,

How sweet only to delight lambs and laugh by streams,
Innocent in love wakening to the early thrush,
To be awed by mountains, and feel the stars friendly,

To be a farmer’s boy, to be far from battle.

But me my blood binds me to remember men
more than the birds, not to be delicate with squirrels,
or gloat among the poppies in a mass of corn,

or follow in a maze endless unwinding of water.

Nor will my mind permit me to linger in the love,
the mother kindness of country ascending among trees,
knowing that love must be liberated by bleeding,

fearing for my fellows, for the murder of man.

How shou]d I live then but as a kind of fungus,
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Here, the opening pastoral vision is vitiated by intimations of war, private guilt,
and the call to action, a contrast foregrounded by Warner’s title and the sonnet
form he uses. Nostalgic recollections of life on the land as a farmer’s boy are met
with the language of violence, of ‘knowing that love must be liberated by bleeding’.
But it is the rhetorical structure of the poem which can be read as constituting an
important paradigm within thirties’ writing: that of the struggle which must first
be undergone in order that the kinds of experience and values to which Warner’s
poem alludes be thus preserved and granted a fresh legitimacy. Thus, as Rod
Mengham has pointed out, any reading of thirties’ literature has to attend to the
problems that writers encountered in determining a position and perspective from
which to speak.”

Raymond Williams, in his study of George Orwell, stated the difficulty in
memorably stark terms, pointing out that, rather than presenting writers with a
choice between whether or not to expose themselves to the social and political
reality, it was truer to say that, ‘the bitterness of the thirties was that no decent
man could choose not to be exposed’.8 From such a situation came the wider
anxiety that the nature and urgency of public events was liable to curtail the
creative imagination of the writer. Certainly, Spender’s own use of the word
‘hounded’ with regard to external events betokens a private ambivalence over the
perceived intrusion of the public realm on the world of the writer. The wider
search for a more public and collective function for poetry, and desire to reach out
to an audience alienated by the esoteric practices of modernism, was thus
tempered by a shared sense of unease over the extent to which this newly-
discovered impulse towards a more democratic literature might prove
imaginatively and aesthetically limiting. The case of W.H. Auden has frequently
been cited as a case in point regarding the supposedly fallacious notion of any

marriage between politics and literature. As Peter McDonald has written,

% quoted from Robin Skelton (ed.), Poetry of the Thirties (London: Penguin, 1964) pp. 101-102.

7 Rod Mengham, ‘The thirties: politics, authority, perspective’ (eds.), Laura Marcus and Peter Nicholls,
The Cambridge History of Twentieth Century English Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2004) p. 359.

8 Williams, Orwell, p. 33
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politically engagé to the politically disillusioned, from the urgent
(if opaque) messages of Poems (1930) to the elegant resignation
of ‘September 1, 1939’, functions as a parable of the
irreconcilability of poetry and politics, keeping intact the liberal
consciousness but questioning the notion of feasible individual

action.?

More so than Spender or Auden, Orwell was inclined to view tensions between the
public and private realms in terms of artistic compromise, Orwell complaining of
being forced into becoming, in his words, ‘a sort of pamphleteer’.1° In his
retrospective piece, ‘Writers and Leviathan’ (1948) Orwell discusses what he and
others had perceived as the uniquely forceful nature of the public situation of the

time,

The invasion of literature by politics was bound to happen [...]
because we have developed a sort of compunction which our
grandparents did not have, an awareness of the enormous
injustice and misery of the world, and a guilt-stricken feeling that
one ought to be doing something about it, which makes a purely

aesthetic attitude to life impossible.11

As Williams has been apt to point out in his analysis of Orwell’s experience during
the thirties, social awareness in writers was by no means a new phenomenon by
this time, having been widespread and growing since the Nineteenth century.
Certainly, in discussing the predicament faced by the thirties’ writers, it is

- important not to inadvertently imply (as Orwell’s remarks do to some extent) the
existence of a somehow ‘pre-political’ era during which writers felt at liberty to
occupy themselves solely with ‘aesthetic’ matters, dealing primarily in the subject
matter of private interpersonal relationships, and ignoring the public world
altogether. However, the following comments from R. D. Charques, in |

Contemporary Literature and Social Revolution (1933) will serve as an exemplar of

9 Peter McDonald, Louis MacNeice - The Poet in his Contexts, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991)

p.3
10 George Orwell, ‘Why I Write’, 1946, Essays (London: Penguin, 2000) p.4

1 Tbid, p. 454.
| 10
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literature at a time of emerging social and political crisis,

It is idle to speak of artistic neutrality at an acute stage of the
struggle. Literature cannot be neutral...There is, in fact, very little
material difference between the fin de siécle doctrine of art for |
art’s sake and this new conception of art for detachment’s or
philosophy’s or transcendentalism’s sake. Both are founded on the
assumption that there must necessarily be a favoured section of
the community - an artistic section - which enjoys complete .
economic security and is undisturbed by the accidents of political

strife.12

Whilst these comments are clearly embedded within and substantially motivated
by a Marxian materialistic critique of the conditions of literary production
operating during the period and in the preceding decades, they retain a
paradigmatic significance in expressing the increased wider consciousness of those
material factors which had in the past often been considered external and
extraneous to the more narrowly ‘aesthetic’ practices of the writer. Moreover,
whilst Charques argues (in what seems a partial rebuke against Nineteenth-
century realism and naturalism) that ‘there is no art in merely reproducing social
chaos or in depicting horrors and enormities and the most realistic of novelists is
not the most creative’,13 the particular external pressures encountered during the
decade - the General Strike, the Slump, the rise of Hitler, the Spanish Civil war, and
the consequent felt need for action - nonetheless unarguably focused for the
thirties’ writers with a fresh and acute intensity the common problem of
simultaneously holding in play literary and societal demands, and the difficulty of
imégining and forging an adequate literary and creative response to the \prevailing
external conditions. The relations between writer and world wére thus newly
problematized by the pressing nature of the decade’s events, precisely because the

situation itself threatened to force a damagingly simplistic polarisation of the

12 R, D. Charques, Contemporary Literature and Social Revolution (London: Martin Secker, 1933) pp.
52-53. '
13 Ibid, p. 158.

11
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neither on moral or literary grounds.

That the situation, thus described, inevitably gave rise to a certain level of
mythologizing around the period was noted by such eminent critics as Frank
Kermode, who, in his 1987 Clarendon lectures, offered the following summary of

the thirties’ myth,

There are myths about all periods (periods are myths) and we use
them as formulas, as algorithms to programme the past and make
it manageable...the thirties myth goés something like this: some
writers of the time - somé of the best writers of the time - were
induced by its unfamiliar political pressures to write against their
own bents. Uneasily allured by Communism, they professed a fatal
interest in unemployment, the Spanish Civil War, the death throes

of capitalism, the imminence of revolution and of world conflict.14

Certainly, Kermode is correct in drawing attention to those processes of
mythologization which can distort or falsify our understanding. As Williams and
Matthews point out, such periodising can be drastitally inadequate for the task of
illuminating the actual matrix of creative relations between the writers of the
thirties and their modernist precursors.!> Yet one possible effect of such a
statement might also be to lead us to too readily dismiss the operations of those
historic factors which remain unarguably paramount. The public crises of mass
unemployment, the rise of fascism and the Spanish Civil War remain integral to
any proper understanding of the thirties literature, and the fact that such events
are well-recognised in existing critical accounts of the period ought not to tempt
the author of any fresh assessment to underestimate the psychological impetus
they provided.

Stella Deen’s summary of the situation faced by writers during the inter-

war period can help us further here. Whilst seeking to align herself with those

14 Frank Kermode, History and Value (Oxford: Clarendon, 1990) p. 5.
15 Matthews and Williams, p. 2.

12



ICSISLLIILE wildL Le CILCIVE dd d JITECIIIVIIIL VOIOIUIL UL 1ILLLIdLl ¥ 1110LUL ¥ dllu
YV B J J

value’,16 Deen nonetheless identifies a period characterised by

[...] a widely shared urgency to reassess the world in the wake of
the European war: to grapple with loss on an unprecedented
scale, to craft art forms appropriate to a world that was felt to be
Vast]y changed, and to identify the global patterns that would
expose hitherto unperceived social and human realities, including

those that had produced the war.1?

| If those modernist authors writing after the Great War indeed undertook to
contend with such challenges then it is to this extent possible to point to
important continuities from post-war modernism extending through into the
literature of the thirties. Antony Shuttleworth offers the following formulation of

the thirties as a period

[...] defined by what it could not comfortably ignore, by its
obligation to thoroughly reassess what could count as a legitimate

response to prevailing and emergent conditions.18

It is precisely in the range of possible responses to the profoundly unsettling
prevailing and emergent conditions of the period that the present study is

fundamentally interested. As Stephen Spender wrote in World Within World,

The peculiarity of the 1930s was not that the subject of a
civilisation in decline was new, but that the hope of saving or
* transforming it had arisen, combined with the positive necessity

of withstanding tyrannies.1?

Indeed, as is shown in Chapter 1, Spender was among those whose work nofably

combined an at times paralysing anxiety over the shape and possibility of an

16 Stella Deen (ed.), Challenging Modernism, New readings in literature and culture, 1914-45
(Hampshire: Ashgate, 2002) p. 4.

17 Tbid, p. 4.

18 Antony Shuttleworth (ed.), And In Our Time, Vision, Revision and British Writing of the 1930s
(London and NJ: Associated University Presses, 2003) p. 12.

Y www, p. 249.

13
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sense of the creative and regenerative possibilities afforded by such a phase of

intense public crisis.

11

Some further discussion is needed at this juncture regarding my reasons for
selecting the particular authors and texts featured in the following chapters.
Among those critics who have protested against the narrowly canonical view of the
thirties which such a selection might be seen to endorse (and in particular the
‘naturalisation’ of Auden’s centrality within the period) is Adrian Caesar, who has

written,

Since about 1975, critics and literary historians have often agreed
to define Auden by use of the words ‘the 1930sf or vice-versa. So
we hear that ‘Auden’s devices of style and habits of feeling are the
thirties or a large part of the thirties’...this construction of the

decade is partial and ideologically freighted.20

Critics such as Caesar rightly draw attention to the need to question the formation
of this (or indeed any) literary canon, to the possible or even likely ‘ideological
freightedness’ of any such formation, and to the unavoidable simplifications and
distortions that occur within the processes that give rise to literary history.
However, in the case of the thirties, I would maintain that the difficulty remains
still in imagining any way in which the authors considered here, whose work
embodies a profound richness of response to the special problems of the time,
might justifiably be sidelined in the service of any fuller understanding of thirties’
literature (indeed, Auden, MacNeice and Spender still feature heavily in Caesar’s
account of the decade, albeit as the subject, or subjects, of some considerable
hostility, certainly in the case of Spender). As indicated, then, this sfudy
acknowledges the canonicity of the authors featured and the familiarity of several

of the texts under consideration, together with having necessarily excluded certain

20 Adrian Caesar, Dividing Lines — Poetry, Class and Ideology in the 1930s (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1991) pp. 2-3.

14
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fictions - which have formed the bases for alternative and/or competing critical
constructions of the period. However, since much has indeed been done since
Samuel Hynes’s seminal study, The Auden Generation (1976) to reprove the critical
view of the thirties as centred around the alleged ‘Auden coterie’ (and indeed to
extend critical interest in the period to a fuller consideration of its fiction, as well
as its poetry?1) it is pertinent and justified to revisit and rethink the possible
reasons for such a construction in the first place. I am by no means working on any
assumption that an ‘Auden-centric’ view of the period remains the only really
viable or worthwhile approach. However, I do maintain that the body of work
which is (re)considered here remains, as the following chapters demonstrate,
among that which is integral to our understanding of the period, for reasons which
are yet deserving of further scrutiny.

Certainly, the thrust of much criticism of thirties’ writing since the nineties
has centred on work which had previously been, or is seen to have been
marginalized, under-represented or undervalued in earlier critical accounts of the
period. Patrick Quinn’s Recharting the Thirties (1996) is, for example, among those
books seeking to establish a more wide-ranging literary history of the decade
through the inclusion of essays on such lesser featured (though by no means
wholly neglected) writers as James Hanley, Anthony Powell, Edward Upward,
Elizabeth Bowen, Katharine Burdekin and Rex Warner. Alongside this there has
been the emergence of a more sustained critical interest in women writers of the
period, most notably in Janet Montefiore’s Men and Women Writers of the 1930s
(1996).22 Montefiore may also be numbered among those critics who, é]ong with
Andy Croft in his book, Red Letter Days, (1990) and Chris Hopkins in English Fiction

in the 1930s, (2006) have sought to establish an alternative account of thé thirties’
| literary scene through emphasising the work of hitherto under-appreciated
authors. Whilst one might take the view that the respective categories of
‘women’s’, ‘working-class’ or ‘leftist’ writing utilized and endorsed by such studies

are themselves as potentially delimiting as the more ‘canonical’ approaches they

21 Other books including The 1930s: A Challenge to Orthodoxy (1978) edited by John Lucas, have
worked to this end, and have to this extent served as a helpful corrective to the earliest critical surveys of
the period, among which are Francis Scarfe’s Auden and After (1942), Poetry of the Thirties (1967) edited
by Allan Rodway, Poets of the Thirties (1969) by D.E.S. Maxwell, and The Poetry of the Thirties (1975)
by A. T. Tolley. .

22 Also published in the same year was the anthology, Women s Poetry of the 1930s, edited and
introduced by Jane Dowson (London: Routledge, 1996).

15
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played in (re)justifying the concept of the thirties as a coherent literary period.
Others, such as James Gindin in his book, British Fiction in the 1930s (1992) are
somewhat closer to the spirit of the present study in seeking to expand and qualify,
without wishing to overturn, the (in)famous ‘Auden Generation’ formulation.23
Moreover, volumes such as And in Our Time, Vision, Revision and British Writing of
the 1930s, (2003) edited by Antony Shuttleworth, have undoubtedly had a hand in
helping to redress the marginalization of the thirties within accounts of twentieth-
century British writing more widely, through an emphasis less on ‘neglected’ texts
and authors, than on the range of ways by which thirties literature might be seen

as unsettling existing critical accounts of the century.

I1I

As I have indicated, this study is predicated on the idea that the terms ‘public’ and
~ ‘private’ around which it is centred have multiple and shifting meanings and
significances. Whilst theorists such as ]iirgen Habermas have enquired into the
evolution and concept of the ‘public sphere’ and subsequent interpenetration of
the public and private,2¢ | would stress that I am concerned here with qualifying
and expanding the usefulness of such terms for understanding thirties literature in
ways which do not necessarily reside within the scope of such enquiries. Rather,
the following chapters seek to explore ways in which, in the texts considered,
private forces are seen to be variously and often disturbingly manifest within the
public realm, examining the shifting and interacting discourses and practices
which explore and express such manifestations. As I have suggested, the
forcefulness with which the public world bore down upon the private life during
the thirties ensured that the question of the positioning of the ‘I within the
literature of the beriod was granted a renewed urgency. It will therefore be useful
at this point to give some indication of the possible theorisations and

representational difficulties surrounding the use of the ‘', in order to provide an

23 James Gindin, British Fiction in the 1930s (London: Macmillan, 1992) p. 3.
24 See: Jiirgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (Cambridge, MA:
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 1989).
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Bakhtin, Michael Holquist has written of the ‘I’ as follows,

It has long been recognised that the formal means for expressing
subjectivity occupy a unique place in any language [...] if ‘I’ is to
perform its task as a pronoun, it must not be a noun, i.e. it must not
refer to anything as other words do. For its task is to indicate the
person uttering the pfesent instance of the discourse containing
‘I, a person who is always changing and different. In Jakobson’s

’

suggestive phrase, ‘I’ is a ‘shifter’ because it moves the centre of
discourse from one speaking subject to another: its emptiness is
the no man’s land in which subjects can exchange the lease they
hold on all language by virtue of saying ‘1." When a particular
person utters that word, he or she fills ‘I’ with meaning by proving
the central point needed to calibrate all further time and space
discriminations: ‘I’ is the invisible ground of all other indices in
language, the benchmark to which all its spatial operations are -
referred, and the Greenwich mean by which all its time
distinctions are calibrated. ‘I’ marks the point between ‘now’ and
‘then,” as well as between ‘here’ and ‘there.’ The difference
between all these markers is manifested by the relation each of
them bears either to the proximity of the speaker’s horizon (here
and now) or to the distance of the other’s environment (there and

then)...The gate of the ‘T’ is located at the centre not only of one’s’

own existence, but of language as well.25

Thus, the ‘I’ is best understood less as any concrete entity than as that element
which is both shifting and stable; present and elusive; central and de-centred
within thirties literary discourse, confronting both writer and reader with the
recurring and multi-faceted question of precisely how one can legitimately utter T
ina tiAme of crisis. The following passage from Louis MacNeice (written in 1940)
testifies precisely to this sense of the ‘I”s simultaneous centrality and radical

instability,

25 Michael Holquist, Bakhtin and his world (London: Routledge, 1994) pp. 22-23.
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‘So am I to speak only as myself,” the poet might say, ‘my whole
self and nothing but myself?’ If you know what my whole self is
and my only self is, you know a lot more than I do. As far as I can
make out, I not only have many different selves, but I am often, as
they say, not myself at all. Maybe it is just when I am not myself -
when I am thrown out of gear by circumstances and emotion -

that I feel like writing poetry. 26

These comments both correlate with and enact Holquist’s description of the ‘I’ as ‘a
person who is always changing and different’. The closing remarks in particular,
whilst issuing in part from modernist (and arguably proto-postmodernist) notions
of multiplicity, are revealing of the role played by contemporary history in the
thirties configuration of the T’. Yet it is precisely this ever-fluid, perpetually
shifting self which MacNeice finds uniquely capable of responding, in creative and
imaginative terms, to the public and private crises it encounters.

Whilst recognising, then, the importance of the historic and political
‘conditions of production surrounding the texts discussed, this study is concerned
to integrate an awareness of such contexts with a consideration of these works in
view of particular ‘theoretical’ debates concerning the construction of the ‘I’ and
competing notions of subjectivity. In his genealogical study of subjectivity, Nick

Mansfield emphasises the ongoing centrality of the ‘I’ in Western culture,

The ‘I’ is...a meeting point between the most formal and highly
abstract concepts and the most immediate and intense emotions.
This focus on the self as the centre of both lived experience and of
discernible meanihg has become one of the - if not the - defining

“issues of modern and postmodern cultures.?’

Mansfield thus restates Holquist’s conception of the ‘I’ as the point of confluence

between the space occupied by private experience and the multiplicity of external

26 Louis MacNeice, The Poetry of W B Yeats (London: Faber, 1967) p. 146. Cited hereafter as PWBY.
%7 Nick Mansfield, Subjectivity, Theories of the Self from Freud to Haraway (NY: New York University
Press, 2000) p. 1.
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self and world, positing the interdependence of public and private expérience,

‘Subjectivity’ refers [...] to an abstract or general principle that
defies our separation into distinct selves and that encourages us
to imagine that, or simply helps us to understand why, our
interior lives inevitably seem to involve other people, either as
objects of need, desire and interest or as necessary sharers of
common experience. In this way, the subject is always linked to
something outside of it - an idea or principle or the society of other

subjects. It is this linkage that the word ‘subject’ insists upon.28

Whilst the interpenetration of public and private worlds has been an insistent
theme throughout thirties critical discourse, it is necessary to quéstion the notion
(which had been to some extent encouraged by writers including Spender and
Orwell in particular) of the two realms as necessarily and inevitably antagonistic.
Rather, in re-examining the work of these (and other) authors, I would maintain
that it is more fruitful to consider the extent to which writers embraced the
‘traumatic history of their time as a spur to a new creativity, where tensions arising
from such public traumas might be imaginatively exploited, rather than treated as
necessarily limiting. It is worth noting that Spender himself, who recognised and
outlined with notable clarity the dilemmas faced by his generation, later came to

recognise this possibility as such,

(M)ay we not say that the position of a writer who sees conflict in
something which is at once subjective to himself and having its external

| reality in the world - the position outlined in Auden’s ‘Spain’ - is one of
the most creative, realistic and valid positions for the artist in our

time?29

The question alone of what might constitute a ‘valid’ position for the writer was
indeed, and for reasons I have outlined, very a much live issue during the thirties.

As Spender notes with reference to Auden’s poem, ‘Spain’, the relationship

2 Ibid, p. 3
2 cited in: Cunningham, p. 263
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period, and the following chapters all proceed on the basis that those thirties texts
which continue to best repay critical scrutiny are works which engage and seek to
represent the inextricability and multifaceted-ness of the public and private

realms.

The following chapter, then, attends to Spender’s thirties’ poetry, arguing that the
poems represent a sustained engagement with the task of integrating and
reconciling the awareness of public crisis with a pervasive susceptibility to |
introspection and the exposition of the subjective. Spender’s engagement with the
crises of the decade is read in terms of the evolving confrontation between the
omnipresent ‘I’ of the poems, and the political, social and economic forces seen as
operating externally to the private consciousness. Chapter 2 interrogates notions
of a poetic ‘middle-way’ as a means of approaching Louis MacNeice’s thirties
poetry, drawing in particular on the influence of MacNeice’s early reading of
Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy (1871) alongside the wider classical and pastoral
underpinnings of his dialectical rendering of the public/private binary. Chapter 3
concentrates on Christopher Isherwood’s novels, Mr Norris Changes Trains and
Goodbye to Berlin, arguing that these texts partake of a discourse of selfhood-as-
style in a way that demonstrates the politically dangerous logic inherent in the
relinquishing of any stable, integrated sense of self. Interwoven with this is a
consideration of these novels in relation to specific theorizations of the grotesque
tradition in literature. Chapter 4 focuses on George Orwell’s novel, Coming up for
Air, examining how the novel’s engagement with ideas of public and private selves
is interrelated with the employment by Orwell of the dualistic structures inherent
in the péstoral mode, as a means of exploring the encroachment of modernity and
of history on the private world of the individual. Finally, Chapter 5 centres upon on
W. H. Auden’s poetry of the second half of the decade, (in particular the volume,
Another Time). It is interested in how the poetry subverts the too readily-made
distinction between the nominally ‘secular’ and ‘religious’ phases of Auden’s
career, and thus seeks to take greater account of the poet’s deepening acceptance

of Christianity as registered and expressed in his poetry of the mid-to-late thirties.
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Chapter 1: ‘The other lives revolve around my sight’:3? In search of the real in

Stephen Spender’s poetry of the thirties

Poetry expresses in a generalised and abstract way the dynamic
relation of the ego to the elements of outer reality symbolised\by
words. This very generalisation is the source of its ability to voice
with unique power the instinctive emotional element in man - the
physiological cbmponent of the social ego.31

Christopher Caudwell.

This chapter serves on one level as a case study, highlighting and drawing together
those particular dilemmas and anxieties which trouble and preoccupy the texts of
the thirties. Equally, it offers itself as helping to answer the continued need for
further critical analysis of Spender’s poetry in its own right. As has been pointed
out by critics such as Michael O’Neill and Gareth Reeves, anyone wishing to make '
subsfantial claims for Spender’s poetry is liable to confront an enduring
misconception, which is that the poems in themselves exist as mere footnotes,
subordinate to an unusually interesting literary life.32 The following remarks made

by Joan Bridgeman in a review of 2001 provide a good example of this view,

He (Spender) is not a figure who stands alone in the literary

firmament but always as one of a group, with Isherwood, Auden,

30 “The Mask’, by Stephen Spender, New Collected Poems, ed. Michael Brett (London: Faber, 2004) p-
139. Cited hereafter as NCP.

31 Christopher Caudwell, Illusion and Reality (London: Macmillan, 1977) p. 321.

32 Michael O’Neill and Gareth Reeves, Auden, MacNeice, Spender: The thirties poetry (London:
Macmillan, 1992) p. 35.
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his time.33

Among earlier less admiring critics is Willis D. Jacobs, who, in his essay, “The
Moderate Poetical Success of Stephen Spender’, complains that, ‘(F)requently in
longer works one winces over poem after poem spoiled as an entity by bathos,
eruptions of false notes, and dismaying errors in taste - both in language and in the
very structure of his poems’.34 Leaving aside the unsound critical practice of
dismissing an author’s work on grounds of ‘taste’, the essence of Jacobs’s
objections has, nonetheless, been reiterated in the intervening decades, and it
remains the case that Spender’s poetic output has continued to be unfavourably
compared with his considerable output of essays and critical pieces.3>

This is not to say that all critics have been similarly dismissive. In particular,
the extended close readings offered by O’Neill and Reeves in their book on the
thirties’ poets, (as well as the former’s efforts towards assessing the impact of
Romantic poetry on Spender’s work in his critical book, The All-Sustaining Air36)
have undoubtedly contributed to the critical retrieval of Spender’s work. Earlier
sympathetic critics such as Geoffrey Thurley had, meanwhile, proposed the
operation of a ‘Spenderian psyche’, which, in the essay, ‘A Kind of Scapegoat: A
Retrospect on Stephen Spender’ (1974) is described as comprised of ‘confession,
atonement and abasement’.37 Defending his subject against the charge of poetic
naiveté, Thurley insists that where such a feature exists, it asserts itself less as a
fatal flaw it might otherwise be construed as, than as one of the poetry’s most

valuable characteristics. As he argues,

[..] the naiveté is Spender, or at least an important part of him: it

goes along with a genuine innocence of eye, and a capacity not

33 Joan Bridgeman, review of Stephen Spender: A Life in Modernism by David Leeming, in
Contemporary Review (London: Jan 2001) p.52-53.

3 Willis D. Jacobs, ‘The Moderate Poetical Success of Stephen Spender’, College English, Vol. 17, No. 7
[Apr., 1956] pp. 374-378 _

35 Spender’s plight has not been helped by the fact that, prior to the publication in 2004 of the New
Collected Poems, the major volumes of poetry he published during the thirties had not been widely
available Indeed, the fact that such a volume took so long to emerge is itself indicative of the
situation.

36 See Chapter 4, ‘The Guts of the Living: Auden and Spender in the 1930s’, Michael O’Neill, The All-
Sustaining Air — Romantic Legacies in British, American and Irish Poetry since 1900 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2007) pp. 83-104.

37 Geoffrey Thurley, On Spender: A Kind of Scapegoat (1974) in: Ronald Carter (ed.), Thirties Poets:
‘The Auden Group’ (London: Macmillan, 1984) pp. 152-168.
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emotion in strong and direct expression.38

In proposing Spender’s work as the site of such qualities, Thurley paves the way
for the tracing of Romantic legacies within the poetry later taken up by O’Neill.
Earlier still, Francis Scarfe had suggested that Spender’s particular drama had
consisted in a struggle to ‘understand and perfect his individualism, and to adapt
his individualism to his social views’.3? Certainly, and as this chapter presupposes,
the pa;rticular obsessions inherent within Spender’s work are more complex, and
more important to an understanding of the problems of the age than his less
admiring critics have tended to allow. As will be seen, the problem of attaining a
coherent, integrated sense of self, and of squaring this with an evolving and often
contradictory aesthetics, was directed and problematized by external historic
events which seemed to demand not only an active response in the ‘real’ world, but
equally a careful and rigorous reappraisal of precisely what it meant to be a writer
at such a time. This chapter thus seeks to map the evolving and distinct ways in
which Spender sought to reconcile his belief in the primacy of the inner life with a

burgeoning public conscience.

There can be no denying that the perceiving, experiencing ‘I’ constitutes the
essential capital of Spender’s poetic enterprise, one which, as this chapter
contends, is profoundly rich in meditations on this ‘I’ and its relations to the public
world. Spender’s response to the public traumas of the thirties, incorporating
regular exchanges with the modernist poetics of figures including Rainer Maria
Rilke, D. H. Lawrence and T. S. Eliot, may be seen as offering a unique level of
emotional sophistication and integrity, in terms of its expression of an acute
awareness of the unique social and economic pressures which were brought to
bear on the private individual. Spender’s anxiety over his role as poet, and over the

questian of sustaining the primacy of the private self alongside the public persona,

% Ibid, p. 154. . _
3 Francis Scarfe, Auden and After — The Liberation of Poetry 1930-1941 (London: Routledge, 1947) p.
35.
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within his work is frequently both that of the public poet and the private
individual. Moreover, the sustained effort at allowing the poetry to be dominated
neither by public concerns nor private introspection, but rather holding both in
play, is for Spender also a matter of personal integrity, which emerges as manifest
in a deeply self-conscious and continually self-justifying aesthetic. The present
chapter argues that just as Spender’s sustained appeals both to the world of the
private ‘I’ and to the private values of love and friendship are increasingly posited
as the primary means of resistance to the public traumas of the decade, so the
poetic imagination is afforded the central role in negotiating the territory between
the private life and the contemporary reality which is seen to bear down so heavily
upon it. The poetry can thus be read as continually engaging and expressing the
problem of the relation of the private self to the public realm, rendering a poetic ‘I
which is at once central and decentred by external events, thus enacting the claim
by made Charles Taylor in his book, Source of the Self, that ‘decentring is not the
alternative to inwardness; it is its complement’.40

To the extent that Spender’s poetry i's expressive of a private consciousness
besieged by events occurring in a world seen as external to itself, the poetry can be
read as espousing an older, ‘essentialist’ model of selfhood, located beyond
twentieth-century theorisations of ‘the subject’, in the belief in a private,
autonomous self: that is, a subjective core upon which external forces may act but
which nonetheless, with all its innate desires and irrationalities, takes precedence
over the external world into which it is born. As Nick Mansfield has pointed out,
this particular model of selfhood is traceable to works including Rousseau’s
Confessions, (1781). Here emphasis was placed on the uniqueness and autonomy of
individual experience, with the ostensible aim on the author’s part of providing an
uninhibited and unapologetic representation of himself.4! The following poem, ‘I
hear the cries of evening’, will serve as an initial example of the frequent

privileging within Spender’s poetry of the individual, perceiving ‘T’,

I hear the cries of evening, while the paw

Of dark creeps up the turf;

40 Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self, the making of the modern identity (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996) p. 465.
41 Mansfield, p. 16.
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The hammering surf.

I am inconstant yet this constancy
Of natural rest twangs at my heart;
Town-bred, I feel the roots of each earth-cry

Tear me apart.

These are the creakings of the dusty day
When the dog night bites sharp,
These fingers grip my soul and tear away

And pluck me like a harp.

I feel this huge sphere turn, the great wheel sing
While beasts move to their ease:
Sheep’s love, gulls’ peace - | feel my chattering

Uncared by these.*2

Here, the experiencing T’ is clearly paramount (‘I hear’; ‘1 am’; ‘I feel’). Spender’s
self is, or seems presented as the recipient of passive experience, where the
intensity of the emotions is such that they are likened to physical sensations: the
speaker is subject to ‘the cries of evening’, and ‘creakings of the dusty day’, whose
‘fingers grip my soul and tear away/And pluck me like a harp’. The permeating
sense of the cenfrality of the seeing, feeling ‘I’ is reinforced within the final stanza
in the line, ‘I feel this huge sphere turn’. However, the sensation of ‘feeling the
world turn’ is also implicitly suggestive of the apprehension of external events, as
it is of the solipsistic sense of a world revolving around a central ‘I'. The speaker’s
ineffectual and unheeded ‘chattering’ portends recurrent doubts over the validity
of the poetic utterance at a time of external crisis, and the anxiety generated by
such doubts is expressed in contrast to the perceived ease and indifference of the
surrounding natural world, the ‘Sheep’s love, gulls’ peace’, and ‘hammering surf

outside. The latter image also contains a dual significance, serving as a metaphor

42 NCP,p. 5.
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theme. |

It is also worth noting here that the expressed pastoral impulse found in the
second stanza, and implied tension between urban and rural modes of living,
issues not from Spender’s self-confessedly ‘town-bred’ status, but rather from his

earliest encounters with poetry. As he recounts in World Within World,

The countryside...is fused in my mihd with my first sustained
experience of poetry. For here my father used to read to me the

- simple ballad poems of Wordsworth, ‘We are Sevén’, ‘A Lesson to
Fathers’, ‘The Lesser Celandine’. The wofds of these poems
dropped into my mind like cool pebbles, so shining and so pure,
and they brought with them the atmosphere of rain and sunsets,

and a sense of the sacred cloaked vocation of the poet.43

Here, then, are described the beginnings of the process enacted within Spender’s
poem, at the heart of which is the central ‘I’ looking to negotiate a path between

- modernity and the imaginatively fostered Wordsworthian péStorals of yoilth; in
other words, between a privately cultivated vision and the new and altogether
more disturbing realities of the contemporary public realm. Moreover, the
following journal entry made by Spender some years later tells, as John Sutherland
has indicated,** of the extent to which he desired to connect the Wordsworthian

lyrical ‘I’ with his own poetic practice,

T is Wordsworth’s whole sentient being, the instrument of self
that through the sense responds to, and is part of, nature. This
sentient ‘I’ has direct communication with nature and therefore is
not bookish - regards books as dangerous lore and intellect as

only a part of being.45

It can be seen that whilst the predilection towards the private lyric voice remained

one of the staple features of Spender’s poetry, it would not survive in any

S www,p. 87. :
4 John Sutherland, Stephen Spender: The authorised biography (London: Penguin, 2005) p. 383.
45 Unpublished journal entry, 6 August 1955 (quoted in: Sutherland, p. 383).
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Within World, Spender admits that he moved on from his youthful encounter with
Wordsworth’s poetry to develop in his early maturity a conception of poetry which
constituted a ‘separate poetic world apart from the real world.’#¢ As he explains, ‘I
thought of it as word-pictures and word-music outside everyday life’.4”

Such an attitude, however, did not itself prove satisfactory for long. The
building tension between this self-consciously aestheticist position and the
burgeoning sense of the need for engagement with the ‘real’ world can be
illustrated with reference to the following passage from Rex Warner’s allegorical
novel The Wild Goose Chase (1937). On his quest to cross the frontier, protagonist

George encounters the figure of Don Antonio,

Don Antonio: ‘Let us, if you please, avoid particularities. There is
nothing so dangerous to the elucidation of truth.’

George: ‘But actions, or conduct, are a good test for the sincerity of
a mind; for when the mind overgrows itself, so the body will pull it
back.’

Don Antonio: ‘Newfangled nonsense, my friend. It is just the
opposite of this that I maintain. The mind can and does rise SO far
above and beyond its corporeal territory that it inhabits carefree a
.world of its own, a world more real than that which ordinarily we
perceive with our senses, yet a world which is the perfect
exemplar creative in a sense of the imperfect world in which we

live.'#8

Antonio’s insistence upon the higher reality of the-mind may be read as a critique
on Warner’s part of the modernist privileging of individual consciousness over
objective reality. For Antonio, the private world exists as a realm unto itself. Thus,
it is, and constructs, its own reality, and is seen to be compromised, not enriched,
by the particularities of an imperfect external world felt to be less real than itself.
George tries in vain to persuade Antonio of his error in adhering to such notions of

self-sufficiency, asking finally, ‘is not an individual whose life is wholly unrelated to

© WWW, p. 94.
47 Ibid, p. 94. T
“8 Rex Warner, The Wild Goose Chase (London: Merlin Press, 1990) pp. 55-56.
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remaining locked in a solipsistic condition which denies the relationship between -
consciousness and social being upon which George insists. As will be seen, it is this
very relationship with which Spender, having admitted the inadequacy of such a
stance, seeks to come to terms. The above exchange thus serves as a useful
exemplar of the dialogue Spender felt obliged to hold with himself.

Whilst, then, the writing of the twenties had, for Spender, been variously
characterised by, ‘despair, cynicism, self-conscious aestheticism, and by the
prevalence of French influences’,>0 he was not alone in suspecting that a decisive
change was at hand in the way in which writers - or more precisely his generation
of writers - viewed themselves and their role within and in relation to society and
the rapidly encroaching public crisis. As Spender wrote in the following familiar

passage from World Within World,

From 1931 onwards, in common with many other people, I felt
hounded by external events. There was ever-increasing
unemployment in America, Great Britain, and on the Continent.
The old world seemed incapable of solving its problems, and out
of the disorder Fascist regimes were rising...No wonder that the
literature of this period is time-obséssed, time-tormented, as

though beaten with rods of restless days.5!

Certainly, the plight of millions of unemployed, the increaseAd momentum of the
Nazi movement, and the obliteration of the Labour and Liberal parties in the 1931
General Election, were among those events comprising a contemporary scene
increasingly difficult to ignore. The line, ‘beaten with rods of restless days’ might
indeed have been lifted from one of the poems, whilst the experience of feeling
‘hounded’ by external events reveals, as Samuel Hynes has noted, a sense of the
pressure of the public life ﬁpon the private, of immediate history as an aggressor
against the private man.52 This same sense is starkly reflected in Spender’s play,
Trial of a Judge (1938) where the judge, whose private ideals are challenged and

subsumed by the public laws he is compelled to enact, utters the lines, ‘We are

 Tbid, p. 56.

O W, p. 139.

SUWWW, p. 137.

52 Samuel Hynes, The Auden Generation (London: The Bodley Head, 1976) p. 67.
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following speech from the Judge in Act Il gives further voice to the private sense of
moral disturbance and erosion of certainty generated by the public trauma which

remained at the forefront of Spender’s mind during this period,

JUDGE. How strange it seems
That to me justice was once delineated by an inner
eye
As sensibly as what is solid
In this room, tables, chairs and walls
Is made indubitable by the sun.
But now all crumbles away
In coals of darkness,vand the existence
Of what was black, white, evil, ‘right.
Becomes invisible, founders against us
Like lumber in a lightless garret.
I refresh myself in pleasant country
Or I stare round faces in a room
And although there is gold in the corn and gaiety
In a girl’s eyes or sliding along the stream,
Everything is without a meaning.
Voices of hatred-and of power
Call through my inner darkness

Only that might is rights+

The figure of the Judge offers a noteworthy dramatization of the tension between
the public man and the private individual, in which the latter sees external events
inexorably eroding the ground upon which he stands. He notes that the old sources
of joy and vitality, the ‘gold in the corn and gaiety/In a girl’s eyes’ are present yet
no longer accessible, and is eventually compelled towards the recognition
(ironically encapsulated within the bitterly uttered slogan ‘might is right’) that the

liberal values he cherishes no longer hold good.

33 Stephen Spender, Trial of a Judge (London: Faber, 1938) p. 48.
34 Ibid, p. 46.
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As | have noted earlier, Spender’s earliest remembered experience of poetry came
from his father’s reading aloud of Wordsworth’s ballad poems during family visits
to the Lake District. It was, however, from the encounters in his early maturity
with seminal modernist texts including Ulysses (1922) and The Waste Land (1922)
that Spender derived his sense that inherently unpoetic-seeming things (for
example, the pylons which would become the subject of one of his best-known

poems)‘might themselves offer a viable basis for poetry. As he explained,

What seemed petrified, overwhelming and intractable could be
melted down again by poetry into their symbolic aspects. The
fantasy at the back of actuality could be imagined, and the
imagination could create its order...The transformation of the
sordid scene and life of the Dublin of Stephen Daedalus and Bloom
into the poetic novel...the juxtaposition of scenes of European
decline with ones recalling the greatest glories of the past tradition,
in Eliot’s The Waste Land: these showed me that modern life could
be material for art, and that the poet, instead of having to set
himself apart from his time, could create out of an acceptance of

it.55

Here, Spender offers his account of the modernist period, and of the importance of
the Imagist movement and its prose corollaries in the fictions of Henry James,
James Joyce and Virginia Woolf. The following comments from Spender’s critical

book, The Struggle of the Modern, (1963) are of relevance here,

All discussion of modern poetry is ultimately a debate about the
relation of inner and outer worlds, the extent to which a certain
ratio in past times of inner and outer life ordered traditionally can

be maintained against the new and invading imagery of science,

S Www, p. 95.
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individuals to social units.56

This account sees Spender making the distinction between the ‘non-recognisers’:
those who fail to recognise the modern situation (here the Georgian poets>7are
invoked) and ‘recognisers’ (i.e. those who do recognise it). As Spender goes on to
say, ‘(T)he modern arises from the need to express a situation outside and beyond
the present time in imagery which is of‘the time.’>8 A distinction is thus made
between ‘modern’ and ‘contemporary’ as modes of writing: whilst contemporaries
deploy a realistic prose method, the moderns are seen to use an imagistic poetic

one.>® Spender continues,

The imagistic poetic method derives from the action of the
external world upon inner sensibility. Individual consciousness is
the centre which is acted upon by the environment. Contemporary
economic conditions, politics, etc., affect it as discords in music,
screaming colours, distorted form or lack of form. These
conditions, that affect sensibility, form a ‘climate’ or 'atmosphere’
- moral. Intellectual or aesthetic - which is the complex result of
material and social circumstances, seen by the mind’s eye, just as
the physical eye sees the colours of the sunset which result from

the precipitation of dust in the air.60

As will be seen, this view of the external world as predominantly rendered in
terms of its impact upon the individual consciousness forms one of the core
constituents of the Spenderian poetic. Just as modernism legitimated for Spender

the contours and topographies of modernity as material for poetry, so itis

56 Stephen Spender, The Struggle of the Modern (London: Methuen, 1965) p. 164. Cited hereafter as
SOTM.

57 Five anthologies of Georgian poetry were published between 1912 and 1922, under the editorship of
Edward Marsh. Among the poets featured were Rupert Brooke, W. H. Davies, Walter de la Mare, D. H.
Lawrence and John Masefield. Whilst the Georgian enterprise was in fact intended to signal the
rejuvenation of English poetry, it has since tended to be regarded as synonymous with formal
conservatism and escapist or neo-pastoral verse. That Spender uses the term ‘non-recognisers’ here would
suggest that he took a similar view, and thus sought to distance his own work from that of the Georgians.
8 SOTM, p. 98.

59 Ibid, p. 117. Here Spender credits the Imagist movement with demolishing the frontier between poetry
and prose, ‘for if nothing except the image matters, and form, music, rhythm, rhyme, are of secondary
importance, then there is no boundary dividing imagist prose and imagist poetry’.

0 Ibid, p. 117.
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the private imagination as a means of ordering the external; the insistence that, as
stated by Charles Larmore in his book, The Romantic Legacy, (1996) ‘the mind does
not copy but creates, and only through the imagination lays hold of reality.’61
Indeed, it is worth examining the notable confluence between Spender’s early
poem, ‘He will watch the hawk with an indifferent eye’, and the lines on the Poet in ‘

Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound (1820). Spender’s poem begins,

He will watch the hawk with an indifferent eye
Or pitifully;
Nor on those eagles that so feared him, now
Will strain his brow;
Weapons men use, stone, sling and strong-thewed bow

He will not know®62
Whilst in Prometheus Unbound,

He will watch from dawn to gloom
The lake-reflected sun illume

The yellow bees in the ivy bloom,

Nor heed nor see what things they be;
But from these create he can

Forms more real than living man63

Given, not least, the confluence between the opening phrases here, it seems
reasonable to infer that Spender had these lines in mind when he composed his
own poem. Indeed, the points of contrast between the two works seem instructive:
whereas the figure of Spender’s poem ‘will watch the hawk with an indifferent
eye/Or pitifully’, Shelley’s poet watches ‘(T)he lake-reflected sun illume/ The
yellow bees in the ivy bloom’. Yet it is the following stipulation in both cases which
. would seem to cement the correlation: Shelley’s poet will ‘Nor heed nor see what

things they be’, whilst the ‘he’ of Spender’s poem ‘(N)or on those eagles that so

61 Charles Larmore, The Romantic Legacy (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996) p. 23.
& NCP, p. 3.
63 quoted from Duncan Wu (ed.), Romanticism, an anthology (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996) p. 898.
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over the insufficiency of poetry during a time of crisis, and for this reason Shelley’s
poet is re-conceived as the, would-be heroic ‘airman’ figure in Spender’s verse,
whose imaginativé power diminishes into pathos, and who, in his failed quest,

himself becomes the Icarus-resembling object of pity envisaged at the poem’s end,

This aristocrat, superb of all instinct, 7

With death close linked

Had paced the enormous cloud, almost had won
War on the sun;

Till now, like Icarus mid-ocean-drowned,'

“Hands, wings, are found®é4

Whilst, then, Spender’s constructions of the ‘real’ can on one level be seen to issue
from a conscious affiliation with the romantic concept of the imaginative
transfiguration of reality through the poetry, poems such as this betray a deep
uncertainly over the viability of such a project in an age where the sense of
leadership embodied in the oratorical prowess of the public figure seemed to take
precedence over (what Shelley had characterised as) the unacknowledged
legislature of the poet.65 Indeed, there is, or seems, a manifest tension between
Spender’s stated affinity with the modernist project and his desire to endorse the
romantic privileging of the imagina’tion as the primary means of accessing reality,
not least because such a privileging, with its reliance upon the personal vision, may
be held as antithetical to a (Poundian or Eliotian) modernism which, as Charles
Taylor has suggested, partially seeks to denigrate such subjectivism as an
inadequate response to modernity.56 Yet critics such as Michael O’Neill have
persuasively sought to position Spénder as working precisely within a neo-
Romantic idiom which is capable of confronting the major issues of his time.6?
Moreover, it should be pointed out that Taylor by no means denies the continuities
which are acknowledged as existing between Romanticism and Modernism, indeed

noting that the Romantic aspiration to recover contact with moral and spiritual

% NCP, p. 3.

% In his essay, 'A Defence of Poetry', (1840) Shelley famously argued the case for poets as being ‘the
unacknowledged legislators of the world’. See: Essays, Letters from Abroad, Translations and
Fragments, (London: Edward Moxan, 1840) p. 57.

% Taylor, p. 490.

7 O’Neill, The All-Sustaining Air, p. 103.
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urgent for the modernists, precisely because of the impoverishment wrought on
individual lives by a modern fragmented, instrumentalist society.68 With this in
mind, we can begin to appreciate that Spender’s own attachment to both camps is

both necessary and inevitable.

III

Spender’s introduction to his critical book, The Destructive Element (1935) is
further revealing of his conception of the historic contingencies upon which the
relationship between the individual and society rests, and of the altering
significances of public and private actions. Indeed, the genesis of the book itself is
instructive in this regard. Having begun life as a critical study of Henry James, the
book is clearly inflected by the preoccupation with inner and outer worlds

precipitated by the deepening European crisis. As Spender wrote,

In times of rest, of slow evolution and peace, society is an image of
the individual quietly living his life and obeying the laws. In
violent times the moral acts of the individual seem quite unrelated
to the immeﬁse social changes going on all around him. He looks
at civilisation and does not see his own quiet image reflected there
at all, but the face of something fierce and threatening, that may
destroy him. It may seem foreign and yet resemble his own face.
He knows that if he is not to be destroyed, he must somehow

connect his life again with this political life and influence it.6?

Thus, from the unsettling and uncanny sense generated by the personal encounter
with the moment of historic crisis, the individual, confronted with the alienating
experience of being overtaken by events, is compelled to realise and reconfigure

the connection between the public and the private. The poem ‘What I expected’ is

% Taylor, p. 490.
% DE, pp. 18-19.
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world, as experienced by the young poet, and offers a useful and instructive
paradigm for mapping the dilemmas which are seen to preoccupy much writing of
the period. The poem gives an account of a self-confessedly naive and youthfully
idealistic world-view, surprised at being overtaken by the morally corrosive effects
of time and the exigencies of the outer world. It begins by describing the desire to

locate a selfhood realised in action:

What I expected was
Thunder, fighting,
Long struggles with men
And climbing.
After continual straining
I should grow strong;

- Then the rocks would shake

~ And I should rest long.

This first stanza anticipates the chance to prove oneself through effortful struggle,
as indicated by a stream of verbs - ‘fighting’; ‘struggles’; ‘climbing’; ‘straining’ - all
emblematic of dignified, worthy endeavour, and seeming to suggest the possibility -
of a heroic self realised in action. However, it becomes clear that what had seemed
like a difficult, yet attainable route to personhood is complicated by the unforeseen
realities of the suffering precipitated (though this is not made explicit in the poem)
by the social and economic crisis. Thus, from early on in Spender’s career,
ontological concerns are met with problems of agency: the extent to which we are
able to act with intent and awareness, and how we should, or are able to change
society through concerted individual action.”? Whilst private actions seem to be
denied all meaning in the face of external crises, the relationship with the public
realm is such that, as Spender himself wrote, ‘individuals, particularly the young
[...] found themselves in a world where no action of theirs, and nothing they '
created or thought, could alter the course of events’.”! Thus the pressure of the
socio-political circumstances of the period force the writer to confront a moral

position which seems to negate the value of the private act (such as the act of

0 Donald E. Hall, Subjectivity (London: Routledge, 2004) p. 5.
T WWW, p. 286.
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in the ‘real’ world.

In the poem, then, the unforeseen external realities (‘the sick falling from
the'earth’) bring the speaker to the slow understanding that the chance for self—b
realisation he had envisaged is contingent not just upon private endeavour but also
upon the sustained negotiation of moral and temporal hurdles which, if
unaccounted for, serve to negate any solipsistic or self-contained version of

selfhood,

What I had not foreseen

Was the gradual day
Weakening the will

Leaking the brightness away,
The lack of good to touch
The fading of body and soul
Like smoke before wind,

Corrupt, unsubstantial.

The intimations of the ‘lack of good to touch’ are, on one level, expressive of the
‘yearning to be in contact with the real which runs through the poetry, revealing a

self which desires to transcend its own limitations in an effort to make contact

with a world outside its own experience. As Spender wrote in his later critical

book, The Thirties and After, (1978)

(T)he concern with being ‘real’ or ‘unreal’ arose because we felt
ourselves to be living in a contemporary reality from which we

were somehow shut out by circumstances’2.

These circumstances included not only the fact of having been born too late to
participate in the First World War, but also the relatively privileged class status of
Spender himself, and his colleagues, which in turn engendered a sense of guilt and
of separateness from the public traumas of the day. ‘What I expected’ is thus

motivated by the recognition that, in Spender’s words, ‘to realise oneself to the

2 Stephen Spender, The }hirties and After - poetry, politics, people (1933-75) (London: Macmillan, 1978)
p- 243. Cited hereafter as 744
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oneself.”3 Yet the route towards personhood is subject to the corrosive temporal
force of ‘the gradual day/weakening the will’. The desired tangible creation, the
integrated self or the completed poem, dissolves as ‘smoke before wind’, an image
which has a possible source in the Latin inscription by Mantegna on his portrait of
Saint Sebastian (noted and admired by Spender in the epigraph of T. S. Eliot’s
poem of 1920, ‘Burbank with a Baedeker: Bleistein with a Cigar’) which reads:
‘nothing endures except that which is divine; all else is smoke’.7# Indeed, this very
sense of the transience of a modern experience situated outside and beyond any
viable framework of belief reveals an understated affinity with the modernity of
Eliot’s poetry of the twenties, and may be seen as informing this and other poems
written by Spender during the early thirties. The ‘corrupt, unsubstantial’ reality
which Spender’s poem here describes can be seen to issue from a sensibility which
isin cer'tain>aspects comblementary to that informing Eliot’s poem ‘Gerontion’
(1920). Before quoting from Eliot’s text, it is worth noting that Spender’s

commentary on this poem is especially illustrative,

The ‘I’ who is the narrator of the poem [..] is the very centre of the
poem. His narration consists of the laying bare of his symptoms,
which are indistinguishable from those of the contemporary
civilisation. He is the decay of history become conscious in him.
Gerontion has no character apart from the attitudes and
symptoms he reveals, which are those of Christian civilisation in
its senescence. The poem is about what the man who is as old as
the civilisation itself sees. The reader does not stand outside
‘Gerontion’ [...] He is drawn into the vortex of conscious history.
He is made to see that he also is corrupted by living within the
decadent civilisation, and that he cannot be other than corrupted

by it.7>

Thus the distinction between what motivates the two poems may well be couched

as that between the thwarted idealism of youth and the embittered disillusion of

B WWW, p. 9l.

7 Cited by Spender in his critical book, Eliot (Glasgow: Fontana, 1975) p. 59. Spender appreciatively
adds, ‘beautiful, the Latin ‘nil nisi divinum stabile est; caetera fumus”.

75 Spender, Eliot, pp. 62-3 '
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anything like the same degree as Eliot’s, both poems record by means distinct a
process, akin to corruption, of private delusion debunked in the face of a stifling,

failed modernity. Whilst Eliot’s poem contains the warning lines,

Neither fear nor courage saves us. Unnatural vices
Are fathered by our heroism. Virtues
Are forced upon us by our impudent crimes.

These tears are shaken from the wrath-bearing tree.”6 -
Spender’s ‘I’ is unhappily subject to,

The wearing of Time,

And the watching of cripples pass
With limbs shaped like questions
In their odd twist,

The pulverous grief

Melting the bones with pity,

The sick falling from earth -

These, T could not foresee

Here is revealed how the realization of the ideal, heroic ‘I’ envisaged at the
beginning of the poem is, in actuality, perpetually deferred whilst the poet
confronts the external ’pulverous’. grief which serves to negate such a pursuit.
Whilst the speaker reacts with pity to the sufferings of the poor, the poem also
notes that such an emotion can have a debilitating effect, that of ‘Melting the
bones’, thus working as a restrictive as much as an enabling force. The ‘cripples’ of
the poem, with ‘limbs shaped like questions’ reiterates, meanwhile, the youthful
lack of regard for the world of the poor, and serves to further emphasiée thatitis
the very solipsism of the artist of which the questions must now be asked. The task
is, finally, to integrate the outer, public realm with the private, inner world; that is,

if the ‘final innocence’ described in the poem’s final stanza is to be achieved,

6 T. 8. Eliot, Collected Poems, 1909-1935 (London: Faber, 1971) p. 38.
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Some brightness to hold in trust,
Some final innocence

To save from dust;

That, hanging solid,

Would dangle through all

Like the created poem,

Or the dazzling crystal. 77

The redemptive imagery of the created poem attains a greater resonance as the
decade progresses. As is maintained here, whilst Spender asserts the autonomy of
the poem as a ‘separate and complete and ideal world’, with poetry itself operating
as ‘a function of our emotional life’,78 the creative.imagination is increasingly
posited as the means of resistance to the destructive forces at work in Europe.

Just as ‘What I Expected’ struggles to bridge the felt disconnect between the
private ‘I’ and the larger public world, so poem/VIII (also appearing under the title
“Trigorin’) may similarly be read as issuing from a sense of the disjunction between
inner and outer selves brought about by an invasion of the private self by that

world,

An T can never be great man.
This known great one has weakness
To friends is most remarkable for weakness
“His ill-temper at meals, dislike of being contradicted,
His only real pleasure fishing in ponds,

His only real wish---forgetting.

To advance from friends to the composite self,
Central T is surrounded by ‘I eating’

‘1loving’, v angry’, ‘I excreting’,

But the great ‘I’ planted in him

Has nothing to do with all these

7T NCP, pp. 9-10.
 TAA, pp. 48-52.
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functioning in the world of the operative will. This second stanza presents a state
of disunity, in which the self is deconstructed down into its composite parts (“1
eating’, ‘I loving, ‘I’ angry’, ‘1 excrefing".) Spender portrays a self which is inhibited,‘
rather than enabled, this time by both its physical being and the emotions to which
it is subject: those aspects of being human, in other words, which render us weak
and vulnerable. This state of dissipation amidst the self’s bodily and emotive
functions may be illustrated with reference to Auden’s prose work, ‘The Prolific

and the Devourer’ (1939). Here, Auden writes,

At first the baby sees the limbs as belonging to the outside world.
When he has learnt to control them, he accepts them as parts of
himself. What we call the T, in fact, is the area over which our will
is immediately operative. Thus, if we have a toothache, we seem to
be two people, the suffering ‘I’ and the hostile outer world of the

tooth. His penis never fully belongs to a man.”®

Here Auden outlines the same sense of division within the functioning self -
intimated in Spender’s poem, whereby the physical functions of the body are
conceived not as constituent parts of the central, experiencing self, but rather are
consigned to the status of ‘other’, belonging instead in the outer world of things,
and thus numbered among those external features at odds with the project, and
projection of the ‘I'. Spender records his intimations of a possible heroic identity as
separate from that self whose impulses are towards the nominally escapist
practices of ‘fishing in ponds’ and ‘forgetting’. This ‘I’ can ‘never claim its true
place’, and, rather than realising itself by some heroic endeavour, is positioned
amidst the other, fallible selves, exchanging the glimpsed heroic role for that of

quarrelsome interloper,

Resting in the forehead, secure in his gaze.

\

7 quoted from Edward Mendelson (ed.), The English Auden (London: Faber, 1977) p. 394. Cited
hereafter as EA.
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Quarrelling with ‘1 tiring’ and ‘I sleeping’

And all those other ‘I's who long for ‘We dying’.80

In citing Auden above, it is worth drawing an initial distinction between the
approaches of the two poets to the extent that, whilst (as is discussed in éhapter 5)
the latter’s work reveals an intellect consciously engaged with the intricacies of the
psyche, Spender’s poems give a contrasting sense of recording his own developing
stages of thought, so that, far from being held at bay by the opacity of the verse, the
reader is invited to recognise and to share in the experience of learning being
undergone by the speaker.

Poem XXIII (‘] think continually of those who were truly great’) recalls and
extends the theme of desired heroism found in ‘What I expected’. Here, Spender’s
‘I’ appeals to past lineage and tradition, in an utterance marked by a daring

individualist impulse towards a neo-Romantic transcendentalism,

I think continually of those who were truly great.

Who, from the womb, remembered the soul’s history
Through corridors of light where the hours are suns,
Endless and singing. Whose lovely ambition

Was that their lips, still touched with fire,

Should tell of the Spirit clothed from head to foot in song.
And who hoarded from the Spring branches

The desires falling across their bodies like blossoms.

What is precious is never to forget

The essential delight of the blood drawn from ageless springs
Breaking through rocks in worlds before our earth.

Never to deny its pleasure in the morning simple light

Nor its grave evening demand for love.

Never to allow gradually the traffic to smother

With noise and fog, the flowering of the spirit.

80 NCP, p. 6.
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- See how these names are feted by the waving grass
And by the streamers of white cloud
And whispers of wind in the listening sky.
The names of those who in their lives fought for life,
Who wore at their hearts the fire’s centre.
Born of the sun, they travelled a short while towards the sun,

And left the vivid air signed with their honour. 81

Given that this is one of Spender’s most famous poems, it is perhaps surprising
how few critics, either of Spender’s work, or of thirties’ writing more generally,
have attempted any serious or sustained analysis.82 That the poem on one level
preserits itself as an apparently straightforward expression of youthful dreams of
‘greatness’ might, in some measure, help to account for this, and it is true that the
poem is markedly resistant towards any self-protective irony which might
otherwise have shielded it from charges of mawkishness. Certainly the recurrent
contemplation of the ‘truly’ great must in part be understood within the context of
an acutely felt need for leadership during the thirties (a need explored somewhat
more obliquely through the figure of the Airman in Auden’s long poetic work of
1932, The Orators). Moreover, it is worth noting that a further inspiration for the
poem, for the ‘endless, singing hours’ it describes, may be found in Spender’s
appreciation at this time of Beethoven's late quartets,83 and that the composer
undoubtedly numbers among those ‘truly great’ figures to whom the poem is
addressed. Thus, as Samuel Hynes has put it, the poem articulateé the separation of
the present from the heroic past, and the Self from the Hero.84

The surface passion of the poem should, however, by no means be taken as
a signifier of artlessness or lack of intellectual poise. We might note at the outset
that the first line announces a strangely confessional tone, as though the admission

made were something beyond the mere act of private thought. The emphasis is

81 NCP, pp. 16-17.

82 Indeed, it seems odd that Samuel Hynes, having offered some detailed analysis of ‘What I expected’,
says that the poem ‘needs no elaborate commentary’, (Hynes, p. 69.) whilst the discussion by O’Neill and
Reeves remains among the few longer appreciations of the poem (see O’Neill and Reeves, pp. 56-57).

83 Spender corresponded over this with T. S. Eliot, who, in a letter of March 1931 (prior to the publication
in 1944 of Four Quartets) wrote of his admiration for the ‘divine joy’ of the A minor quartet, and his
hope that he might be able to capture something of this in his verse (see discussion of this in David
Leeming’s critical biography, Stephen Spender, A life in Modernism (London: Duckworth & Co. Ltd,
1999) p. 57).

8 Hynes, p. 69.
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as the spirit ‘clothed from head to foot in song’. Moreover,vthe Romanticist
tendency inscribed in the descriptions of those ‘who hoarded from the Spring
branches/The desires falling across their bodies like blossoms’ indicates that the
longing for what is called ‘greatness’ is not borne of the confrontation with
contemporary reality alone. Rather, such a confrontation has precipitated the

~ expression of more deeply held anxieties regarding the speaker’s struggle to
reconcile his individualism with a newly acquired moral sense. The concomitant
attempt to locate an identity in past lives, embedded in and reinforced by notions
of ‘the soul’s history’, represents part of a wider effort to realise a self which is
equal to the challenge thrown down by the exigencies of the period. So conceived,
this relationship between the private self and the external world ties in closely
with Spender’s belief that the poet should reinvent the world of external
impersonal forces as his inner personal world, so that, as Spender put it, the
impersonal modern world may be personalized in poetry.85 Thus, the exhortation
is that we never ‘allow gradually the traffic to smother/With noise and fog, the
flowering of the spii‘it.’

Here as elsewhere, then, the exercising of the poetic imagination is posited
as one of the few available modes of resistance. And yet the suggested transience in
the sky-writing image with which the poem finishes, coupled with the allusion to
the Icarus myth (‘they travelled a short while towards the sun’) injects a note of
doubt into the poem’s otherwise confident tone. The suggestion is that the feted
‘greatness’ of such forebears will not be sustained merely of its own volition, but
rather must be incorporated into an ongoing process of regeneration and renewal.
The poem thus Liltimately stakes its claim less as the inheritor of past values than
as part of a still living tradition. Moreover, it is only by such means that ‘The names
of those who in their lives fought for life’ might be mobilized to meet the coming
crisis. The following comments by Spender in Forward from Liberalism (1937) are

in this sense illustrative of the poet’s motives in writing the poem,

The greatest romantic poetry springs from a deep and intense
contemporary awareness, combined with feelings of hope and

deep apprehension. The romantic cannot fail to see and be

85 SOTM, p. 52.
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high ideal. The romantics did not dismiss the world of the
industrial revolution from their consciousness; they appealed to
other values, of vShakespearean or Greek poetry, against that

world.86

Whilst Spender is thus at pains to stress the flow and contiguity between Romantic
and political ideals; the extent to which the Romantic artist is engaged in the task
of, in Spender’s words, ‘struggling to comprehend the relation of men’s passional
lives to the social pattern in which they are compelled to spend their time’,87 he
also cites the attacks of schizophrenia suffered by the German Romantic poet.
Friedrich Holderlin (whose poetry Spender was avidly reading at this time) as an
instance of Romanticism’s difficulty in reconciling a world of high imaginative
values with the failure of the world to such standards.

The following translafion of Holderlin’s early ;;oem, ‘Buonaparte’ (which
appeared in John Lehman’s New Writing in 1936, having been produced in
collaboration with Spender's friend Edwin Muir as part of an abortive larger
project) expresses on the one hand a view of the poet’s role consonant with
Spender’s poetic rendering of the ‘truly great’, yet in the same breath registers the
keenly felt tension between the young poet’s burgeoning consciousness and the
adequacy of the poetic response on the one hand, and the public world of action on

the other, a tension with which Spender can clearly be seen to identify,

Holy vessels are the poets,

Wherein the wine of life, the spirit

Of heroes itself preserves. .

But the spirit of this stripling

The swift one, must he not shatter,

Where it would comprehend him, the vessel?

The poet must leave him unattempted, as nature’s ghost,
Before such matter the master becomes as a child.

Shall he live and remain in poetry?

8 Stephen Spender, Forward firom Liberalism (London: Gollancz, 1937) p. 32.
87 Ibid, p. 31.
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Holderlin’s poem (which was written in 1797, ostensibly in praise of Napoleon’s
victories in northern Italy) is configured in Spender’s translation as expressive of
the problem whereby poetry is the ‘vessel’ that preserves and sustains the heroic
spirit, yet the inherently containing properties of poetic form are posited as being
at odds with the spirit’s need to burst forth into the world of action, a progress
which ‘shatters’ the vessel of poetry which, paradoxically, supplies its essential
" nourishment. Spender’s affiliation with the conflict between thus remaining ‘in
poetry’ or ‘in the world’, remained one of his most enduring themes as the thirties
progressed, and his interest in Holderlin’s work at this time supplies further
evidence of his efforts to draw upon what he undoubtedly saw as the poetic
antecedents to his own plight.

' Poem II, ‘Rolled over on Europe’, seems to avoid direct engagement with the
public world. The poem records a moment of existential bleakness, does so,
initially at least, in a voice whose inclusive use of ‘our’ runs counter to the solitary

mood in which the poem is couched,

Rolled over on Europe: the sharp dew frozen to stars
Below us; above our heads, the night
Frozen again to stars; the stars

In pools between our coats; and that charmed moon.

There are some recurring symbols at work here: thé first is that of ‘Europe’ itself,
which may be read as symbolic of the political struggle occurring on the continent,
and so on this level revealing of a framing awareness of the unfolding crises taking
place. The image of the stars occurs frequently in the poetry, and it is here that
another of the sponsoring modernist voices, that of Rainer Maria Rilke, is heard.
The following lines, found in the ninth of Rilke’s ‘Duino Elegies’, strike a

remarkably similar note, in terms of both imagery and sentiment,

...Above all, the hardness of life,

The lohg experience of love; in fact,

8 NCP, p. 71. -
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under the stars, what use? The more deeply untellable

stars?89

In Spender’s poem, the presence of the stars is threefold, being positioned below,
above and between. The way in which the stars are conceived and represented
seems to enact an important tension which is bound up with ideas to do with fixity
and fluidity within the poem: the stars exist as transient and active natural
phenomena, yet appear as fixed, seemingly permanent entities in the sky. Here,
Spender exploits this apparent dichotomy in order to express the sense of an
indifferent universe. Yet, as becomes clear, the scheme is ultimately that of positing
‘the real’ as residing solely within the private centre of the poet’s being, situated

. precisely amidst an ephemeral external world, burning yet static. The poem |
proceeds to interweave the framing sense of contemporary political strife with

intimations of a wider crisis of belief,

Ah, what supports? What cross draws out our arms,
Heaves up our bodies towards the wind

And hammers us between the mirrored lights?

The sense of an ongoing crisis of values is ironically conveyed by the deployment
of the Christian symbol of the cross against the poem’s otherwise secularist
backdrop. In asking, ‘what supports’, Spender reckons precisely on a world

- without belief, calling into question the basis on which a sense of self might now be
forged, and gesturing towards the loss of possible values upon which such a sense
might be based. The focus of the poem’s second stanza is narrowed and brought to

bear upon the poet’s private, subjective centre,

Only my body is real: which wolves
Are free to oppress and gnaw. Only this rose
My friend laid on my breast, and these few lines

Written from home, are real.%0

8 Rainer Maria Rilke, Selected Poems (London: Penguin, 1964) p. 63.
% NCP, p. 3, my italics.
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Romantically-derived equation of self and home can be seen to persist in Spender’s
writing during this period, at least up until the end of the decade. For example, his
autobiographical novel, The Backward Son (1940) - which explores the suffocating
childhood experience of boarding school - includes the succinct yet aptly potent
phrase, ‘being I is home’.1 Whilst such strategies plainly imply the decisive retreat,
in the face of external threat or oppression, back towards the private self, ‘Rolled
over on Europe’ simultaneously brings into play a further dimension to Spender’s
quest for reality, whereby the self’'s manifestation in the physical body is reclaimed
and posited as an alternative possible site of the real, as though, in the face of
external pressures, the speaker has temporarily relinquished possession of the
abstracted ‘', seeking refuge instead in the concrete materiality of the physical
body as the sole remaining locus of a reality that might yet be fully or sustainably
owned. The poem thus records a further stage in the ongoing negotiation between
the private consciousness and the exigencies of an outside world which asserts
itself with inéreasing forcefulness.

Poem XXII (later called ‘Us’) adds a more explicitly political dimension to
the idea of reality as located in the physical self as much as in the outside world.
Here, the opening comradely exhortation gives way to a warning of imminent
revolutionary change, whereby the possession of body and soul is exalted over and

above the transient mechanics of exchange inherent in the material realm,

Oh young men oh young comrades

It is too late now to stay in those houses

Your fathers built where they built you to build to breed
money on money - it is too late

to make or even to count what has been made

Count rather those fabulous possessions

which begin with your body :‘ind your fiery soul:-

the hairs on your head the muscles extending

in ranges with their lakes across your limbs

%! Stephen Spender, The Backward Son (London: Hogarth, 1940) p. 121.
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ghosts are/prisoned’) the poem insinuates the sense of generational antagonism
characteristic of the inter-war period, (‘those ladies like flies perfect in
amber/those financiers like fossils of bones in coal’) the speaker also gestures
towards the necesséry and inevitable subsidence of existing socio-political
frameworks. The final stanza incorporates the sense of (homo)sexual liberation
(which Spender had encountered in Germany in the early years of the decade)

with, as the word ‘comrade’ suggests, the call for political rebellion,

Oh comrades step beautifully from the solid wall
advance to rebuild and sleep with friend on hill
advance to rebel and remember what you have

no ghost ever had, immured in his hall.?2

The poem thus sees Spender combining a sensual understanding (‘Count rather
those fabulous possessions/which begin with your body and your fiery soul’) with
a (seemingly) revolutionary language. This is reinforced by the image of the
entombed ghost in his hall, suggesting a life/death dichotomy operating between
the living physical and spiritual self, and a moribund social order. Such a
dichotomy may be counterpointed with Rex Warner’s poem, ‘Hymn’, which

intimates a similar relationship between valuing the body and political rebellion,

The splendid body is private, and calls for more.
No toy; not for a boy; but man to man, man to girl
runs blood, sweat oozes; each of us has a share.

All flesh is a flag and a secret code.

Just as the speaker urges the audience to ‘remember what you have,” Warner offers
the complementary suggestion of the body as a uniquely private domain to which,
‘unlike the mind, the outer world cannot gain access. The insistence that ‘all flesh is
a flag and a secret code’, with its suggestions of both public and private modes of
exchange, complements Spender’s assertion of private and shared ownership of

body and soul as allied to the possibility of revolutionary change,

%2 NCP, pp. 15-16.
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with your comfy chairs, your talk about the police,

your doll wife, your cowardly life, your newspaper, your
interests in the East,

You, there, who are so patriotic, you liar, you beast!

Come, then, companions. This is the spring of blood,

heart’s hey-day, movement of masses, beginning of good. 93

Whilst Spender was less forceful than Warner in pressing for revolutionary action,
his essay, ‘Poetry and Revolution’ (which first appeared in New Country in March
1933) offers some illumination of his own attitude towards the relations between

politics and poetry,

Apart from the remote possibility of a kind of poetry being written
which would incite people to action as effectively as the
propagandist film, poetry remains an intellectual activity which is
idealist in the sense to which most revolutionaries most strongly
object. That is to say the poet, often a potential revolutionary, is
able to escape from the urgent problems of social reconstruction
into a world of his own making. This world is a world of the

imagination only bound by the limits of the imagination.?*

Such a statement is not exactly equivalent to the claim famously made in Auden’s
elegy for Yeats that ‘poetry makes nothing happen’.s It does, however, supply
further evidence that, despite Spender’s sustained affiliation with the politics of the
left, he nonetheless attached equal importance to the exercise of the individual
creative imagination, the poetic expression of which were seen from the left
(incorrectly, in Spender’s view) as counter-revolutionary. Understandably, (and
astutely) Spender felt reluctant to position himself on either side of what he
suspected to be a false dichotomy between materialism on the one hand, and the

(supposedly) suspect ‘delights and consolations’ of idealism on the other.%6

% quoted in Skelton, pp. 59-60.

% T44, p. 48.

9 W. H. Auden, Another Time (London: Faber, 2007) p. 98. Cited hereafter as AT
% TAA, p. 49.
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much of the volume, as it traverses history in an effort both to locate and subvert

the joined and separated private lives caught between the decades and centuries,

A whim of Time, the general arbiter,

Proclaims the love instead of death of friends,
Under the domed sky and athletic sun _
The three stand naked: the new, bronzed German,

The communist clerk, and myself, being English.?7

That the ‘general arbiter’, time, proclaims on a whim ‘the love instead of death of
friends’ signals the same alertness to contingency awakened in ‘What I expected’,
and it is clear that the peace it envisages is precarious at best. Here, the ‘domed
sky’ both protects and entombs, while the closeness of the words ‘domed’ and
‘doomed’ itself serves to reinforce the poem’s delicately achieved tension between
hope and bleakness. The specific historical moment embodied within the title
would seem to locate the poem in a fixed time and place, yet the following stanza
undercuts this fixity, and unsettles the reader in encompassing both hindsight and
prophecy,
‘

Yet to unwind the travelled Sphere twelve years

Then two take arms, spring to a ghostly posture.

Or else roll on the thing a further ten

And this poor clerk with world-offended eyes |

Builds with red hands his heaven; makes our bones

The necessary scaffolding to peace.’8

It is worth drawing attention to the aptness of this stanza’s clear echoes of
Hamlet's third soliloquy, especially when we recall that the latter is a figure noted
for his obsession with the question of identity, and for hesitancy and self-
recrimination in the face of the possibility of action. The three figures in the poem
are imaginatively projected both backwards and forwards in history into

circumstances which on one level negate their ‘naked’ status as individuals, (‘the

97 NCP, p. 10.
% Ibid, p. 10.
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seeming to bring about the enactment of their latent national, social and political
identities. The figures are imagined as assuming the ‘ghostly postures’ of their
forebears, or else (in a line anticipating Auden’s notorious phrase in ‘Spain’, the
‘necessary murder’) erecting from the bones of their fellow man ‘the necessary
scaffolding to peace’. The stanza thus works to draw attention to a situation in
which individuality and friendship, those dual staples of the private life, seem
ultimately contingent upon historic circumstance.

Yet the pessimism this might imply is by no means absolute. These final
lines reiterate once more one of the key insights running through the poetry; that
private love and friendship represent the invisible means of resistance to the
dehumanising effects of war and political repression, invisible because unrecorded
in the annals of history, and beyond the reach of the sciences, or indeed the bleak
philosophies woven by ‘Our father’s mystery, the dead man’s mercy, The cynic’s
mystery’, that grimly envision the history of man as ‘lipping skulls on the revolving

rim’. For Spender, it is poetry alone that recognises

Lives risen a moment, joined or separate,
Fall heavily, then are always separate,
A stratum unreckoned by geologists,

Sod lifted, turned, slapped back again with spade.??

The speaker intimates that it is only in the recognition and recovery of such lives
that the very real public crises of the time will be adequately met. As Spender

insisted in a journal entry of September 18th, 1939,

However much one becomes involved in the struggle from day to
day, one must have a long-term view of the final issues for
civilisation and also for reconstructing people’s lives. Politics alter
from day to day, and therefore lack continuity; for this reason
private life and personé] standards become very important
because they have a continuity that one mustn’t allow to be

broken by outside events.100

% bid, p. 11.
100 Stephen Spender, Journals 1939-1983 (London: Faber, 1985) p. 37.
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Spender thus restates (to borrow from the title of his second major volume) his
ideal of the ‘Still Centre’ of the private life as a permanent locus of value, set against
the intensifying chaos and trauma of the public world. Yet it is also worth noting
that this ideal did not always endure for Spender himself. At the end of the decade,
the renewed outbreak of war in Europe coincided with a point of crisis in
Spender’s personal life, the breakdown of his first marriage. It was likely, then, that
Spender would discern some sense of equivalence between the two developments,
one public; the other private. A diary entry of the time reads: ‘It so happens that
the world has broken just at the moment when my own life has broken.’10? Thus,-
the sense here is that true crisis arrives when both the public and private realms -
are under duress: when the private realm, now itself a place of (emotional)
violence, cannot any longer be appealed to as a site of resistance. In ‘The
Separation’, written in the summer of 1939, the speaker thus feels himself to be

‘(S)huttered by dark at the still centre/Of the world’s circular terror’.102

Poem XX, ‘The Prisoners’, which first appeared in New Signatures, represents an
important stage in the development of Spender’s poetic method, and serves as a
useful example of how social concern is capable of usurping emotional territory
previously occupied by personal experience. The poem both expresses and enacts

a condition of stasis in the face of the reality it encounters,

Far far the least of all, in want,
Are these,
The prisoners

Turned massive with their vaults and dark with dark.

They raise no hands, which rest upon their knees,
But lean their solid eyes against the night
Dimly they feel

Only the furniture they use in cells.103

191 Jbid, p. 23.
102 NCP, p. 129.
103 NCP, p. 14
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somewhat in the dark as to the precise identity or location of the ‘prisoners’,104 the
significance and emotional force of the poem derive from its clear attempt to come
" to terms with the fact of human suffering. The idea of entrapment, inscribed in the
pdem’s title, and brought home by.the imagery of vaults, ‘dark with dark’, is cléarly
central, whilst the raising (or not raising) of hands is brought to symbolise both the
possibility and impossibility of action, firstly where ‘They raise no hands, which
rest upon their knees’, and later, ‘when I raise my hands to strike, /It is too late’.

The poem continues,

Their Time is almost Death. The silted flow
Of years on years
Is marked by dawns

As faint as cracks on mud-flats of despair.

My pity moves amongst them like a breeze
On walls of stone
Fretting for summer leaves, or like a tune

On ears of stonel05

In spite of the desire to ‘plant some hope’, the speaker’s pity moves among the
figures as an ineffectual ‘breeze’ (a word which, used elsewhere, would be likely to
carry somewhat more idyllic connotations) and seems the predominant emotion of
the poem. Indeed, we can see how the repetition of ‘stone’ (first ‘walls of stone’,
then ‘ears of stone’) enacts within the structure of the stanza the speaker’s mood of
futility, moving only from barrier to barrier. One might note that such a response
to the sufferihgs of the poor is permitted only by the poet’s own comparatively
privileged situation, yet the mindset within which ‘The Prisoners’ seems caught in
is one that Spender needed to (and did) find a means of progressing beyond. To
this extent, the poem’s title might be read as self-rebuke. As Spender would later

write,

104 Cunningham, p. 80.
195 NCP, p. 14
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negative, exhausting, sentimental, masochistic. The only way it
can avoid sentimentality is to plunge into extreme subjectivity and

become projected as self-pity.106

Here is the tacit acknowledgement that the marriage of public concern and private
sentiment in poetry is not an easy one. Yet within ‘The Prisoners’ itself are
contained certain emotional markers which, by virtue of their very presence,
would seem to counteract the ostensible defeatism running through the poem. In

stanzas five and six, for instance, Spender writes,

..when I raise my hands to sﬁ‘ike,
Itis too late, ‘

There are no chains that fall

Nor visionary liquid door

Melted with anger.

When have their lives been free from walls and dark
And airs that choke?
And where less prisoner to let my anger

Like a sun strike?107

Whilst anger is presented as justified though ineffectual, the very presence and
repetition of the word itself (repeated three times) within the poem is,
nonetheless, finally responsible, for the subfly—balahced tone that the poem
ultimately achieves.

Spender’s sensitivity to the contradictions inherent in seeking to represent
social suffering via the medium is further evident in poem XXX (‘In railway halls’).

The poem begins,

In railway halls, on pavements near the traffic,

They beg, their eyes made big by empty staring

106 Stephen Spender, The Destructive Element (Philadelphia: Albert Saifer, 1983) p. 218. Cited hereafter
as DE
107 NCP, pp. 14-15.
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The realism in the imagery of ‘railway halls’ and ‘pavements near the traffic’
announce the poet’s determination that this will be more than a circuitous
working-out of the speaker’s own subjective response to the plight of those

reduced to begging. In the second stanza, the speaker insists,

... shall weave no tracery of pen-ornament
To make them birds upon my singing tree:
Time merely drives these lives which do not live

As tides push rotten stuff along the shore.

The obvious paradox contained within the first line reads as a possible rebuke -
towards the inwardness and self-conscious artistry of modernism, and a literature
in which heroic prominence is afforded to the person, in Spender’s words, ‘most
conscious of himself as a receiver of impressions, and most likely to make use of
his impressions as a means of cultivating himself rather than of acting upon the
world’.108 Thus, the poem can, in response to such a literature, be seen to issue
from Spender’s desire to be, in his words, ‘on the side of the accusers’.10? The third

stanza insists that

- There is no consolation, no, none

In the curving beauty of that line |

Traced on our graphs through history, where the
oppressor

Starves and deprives the poor.110

For Spender, here is a world in which lives are not actively lived, but rather are
actively prevented from being realised in any meaningful sense, and are instead

driven forward only by time itself, as passively as ‘tides push rotten stuff along the
| shore’, thus bétraying a system which reduces such individuals to the status of

automatons. The nominal ‘beauty’ of the line drawn to represent such a situation

198 I, p. 96.
199 Tbid, p. 135.
10 NCP, p. 22-23.

55



TCHEISLELS LIE LULIIIUL LADIT UIDLALILT 11 UL DULIL L TALILITD T1U Yy CU Uy UL Dtauidtividly,
and insinuates that the artist who would obscure such realities amidst the ‘tracery
of pen-ornament’ places himself on a similar footing.

To this extent, the poem would seem to evince a clear, if potentially
disabling scepticism over the limitations of bourgeois literary conventions in
conveying a world which is seen to lie emphatically outside the text, and we can
appreciate how the pathos reflected in these lines masks an alertness to the
complexities and contradictions inherent in using conventional literary modes in
order to convey social distress. As Spender himself pointéd out, ‘The artist cannot
renounce the bourgeois tradition because the proletariat has no alternative
tradition which he could adopt’.111 The poem, then, is built precisely on the poet’s
sense of the insolubility of such a paradox.

Poem XVI (later called ‘Unemployed’) is among Spender’s most successful
attempts at integrating subjectivity with a seemingly intractable subject matter. By
mid-1932, unemployment in Britain had reached its highest point, and the poem is
characterised by a sympathetic yearning to make contact with a world it manages

to describe without recourse to sentimentality,

Moving through the silent crowd
Who stand behind dull cigarettes,
These men who idle in the road,

I have the sense of falling light

They lounge at corners of the street
And greet friends with a shrug of shoulder
And turn their empty pockets out,

The cynical gestures of the poor

Here Spender sets up a shift between the collective ‘silent crowd’ and the camera-
like observer, deploying images of those who, with no work, can only ‘lounge at
corners of the street’ and ‘greet friends with a shrug of shoulder’. The references to
‘cynical gestures’ and ‘dull cigarettes’ are emblematic of the spiritual, moral and

material deprivations to which these unemployed are subject. The third stanza,

1 744, p. 51.
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whether the poem is gesturing towards a shared common humanity between the

claéses, or articulating a sense of bitterness on behalf of the poor,

Now they’'ve no work, like better men
Who sit at desks and take much pay
They sleep long nights and rise at ten

To watch the hours that drain away.

Understood in class terms, the reference to ‘better men’ ought probably to be read
as more self-effacing than self-incriminating. Certainly there is no doubting
Spender’s sympathy with the plight of the unemployed, yet there seems to be, as
O’Neill and Reeves indicate, an implicit recognition on the part of the speaker that
his involvement with the subject is wrapped up with needs of his own, such as the
longing to get in contact with ‘real’ suffering, a desire generated by his own
privileged detachment from poverty.112 It is at the end of the poem that Spender,
directing the reader’s attentien back to the experiencing ‘I’, confesses to a self-

indulgent (some might say perverse) sense of envy,

I'm jealous of the weeping hours
They stare through with such hungry eyes.
I'm haunted by these images,

I'm haunted by their emptiness.113

Here the reader is returned to the speaker’s consciousness, and we are reminded
that the images of the public world are mediated via the vexed consciousness of
the speaker. The claim of being ‘haunted’ by the images recalls the complaint of
having felt ‘hounded’ by external events, and the embedding of the language of
social reference within the personal lyric further tells of the extent to which social
conditions and outside events were directing the poet’s sensibility at this time.
Whilst such a tendency to take great issues personally could, as Hynes wryly puts

it, give the impression of every public event being a potential lyri‘c poem,114 poems

12 O’ Neill and Reeves, p. 40.
13 NCP, p. 12.
114 Hynes, p.360
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their subject matter, a complex self—awarenéss, registering a sense of pity on the
one hand, but also of ambivalence, as Spender’s concern with appearing ‘sincere’ is
tempered by an unwillingness to let his poem rest on easy indignation.

The following comments from World Within World indicate Spendef’s
aWareness of the difficulty inherent in entering into and representing experiences

which were not his own,

In poetry I was confronted with the dilemma of stating a public
emotion which had become a private one, and which yet had
never become completely my own experience because...it invaded

my personality rather than sprang out of it. 115

Spender’s only lbng poem of the decade, Vienﬁa (1935) is especially illustrative of
the difficulty he encountered in treating an invasive public topic about which he
felt strongly in a way that rang true, both for himself and for readers. Nonetheless,
the poem represents Spender’s most sustained effort at integrating subjective
experience and public trauma into a coherent poetic whole. The event which
provoked the poem was the suppression of a socialist uprising by pro-fascists in
the city in early 1934, in which the working-class areas of the city were shelled,
and some 2000 or more socialists were Killed or executed.!16 The private backdrop
was a turbulent, indeed terminal phase in Spender’s relationship with his then-
lover Tony Hyndman, coupled with a burgeoning romantic interest in the
American psychologist, Muriel Gardiner (who herself had come to Vienna to seek
out one Dr Freud). o

As with the Spanish strugglé and the triumph of German Nazism which
were to follow, the seeming simplicity of a good-versus-evil struggle of fascism
against socialism readily leant itself to myth-making, and provided a landscape
onto which Spender was able to map his own personal and psychological dramas.
Vienna documents, then, not only the poet’s indignation at the suppression at the
uprising, but is also (less obviously) concerned with a love relationship. It moves
from the interior monologue of part one, ‘Arrival at the City’, through the series of

speeches entitled ‘Parade of the Executive’, onto a relatively straightforward

1S W, p. 191
116 Sytherland, p. 171.
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comprise the ‘Analysis and Statement’. The opening section of the poem is
permeated with an acute sense of death, to the point where even the living

themselves seem dying,

Whether the man living or the man dying
Whether this man’s dead life, or that man’s life dying
His real life a fading light his real death a light growing.117

It is not, however, only the deaths of individuals with which the poem is concerned,
but also the loss of what Spender calls an ‘absolute peace’, one which is

intrinsically felt rather than consciously apprehended,

Itis not death we fear but that a memory
Reported in our veins as absolute peace
And scrolled on buildings built by ancestors

Should turn an agonised, deathly face...118

Spender’s method in Vienna may be seen to bear traces of T. S. Eliot’s influence,
most notably in terms of its movement between voices. The comparison, however,
scarcely rewards any lengthy pursuit. In spite of the suspected Eliotian imprint, the
fragmentary voices within the poem remain at odds with Spender’s natural lyric
voice. Consequently the poem displays features which (in a manner recalling the
poet’s consciousness of Holderlin’s fate) might justly be termed ‘schizophrenic’,

containing lines as comparatively impenetrable and resistant to paraphrase as

Hanging at doorways, I choose the wholly dead.
[ hold their leathern hands. Their courtesy
Like lamps through orange fog, with a glazed eye

Can preach still.11?

17 NCP, p. 49.
118 Thid, p. 50.
119 Thid, p. 50.
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around a particular conception of memory, and offering symbols of hope,

There are some flowers spring in our memory

There are some birds that cut the bare sky

Whilst the personal troubles framing the poem are not made explicit, they can
nonetheless be seen as contributing to the indignant and embittered tone of much
of the poem. The following excerpt, from the final ‘Analysis and Statement’ section,
bears testimony to Spender’s sense of the political outrage in terms of the violence

it would and had visited upon the private lives of the young socialists in the city,

0 man and woman minute beneath their larger day;
Those burrowing beneath frontier, shot as spies because

Sensitive to new contours

It seems clear from these lines that Spender wished to affiliate himself and Muriel,
the ‘man and woman minute beneath their larger day’, with the plight of hundreds
across the city; moreover, that his developing private affection for Muriel occupied
in his mind, however tenuously in reality, a key role in such an affiliation. As he

later explained,

I meant to show that the two experiences were different, yet
related. For both were intense, emotional and personal, although
the one was public, the other private. The validity of the one was
dependent on the va]idity of the other: for in a world where
humanity was trampled on publicly, private affection was also

undermined.120

It is important to note that the event and aftermath which inspired Vienna are
presented not by way of any assumed persona, but, again, are mediated via the
consciousness of the speaker. One of the effects of this is that the poem is in places

an incoherent work. Yet it is, paradoxically, the very subjectivity inherent in the

120w, p. 192.
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accommodate such seeming uhintelligibility which permits the poet’s dovetailing
of his troubled emotional state with his sense of public indignation in a manner
which, foreshadowing Trial of a Judge, grants precedence to private emotions over
political ideology.

Allied to both the personal and the public concerns of the poetry, then, is a
thematic preoccupation with love and friendship as not simply a source of intense
private emotion, matter for the personal lyric, but, equally, Spender contends, as a
force capable of reclaiming and redeeming history. Thus, poem XXIV seeks to
affirm love’s essential intractability amidst a modern civilisation built by the
'langﬁishing rich’ where ‘death stalks through life/Grinning white through all
faces’.121 The poem draws together several of Spender’s main thirties’
preoccupations, combining to powerful effect the awareness of social trauma with

a sense of the possibility of revolutionary change,

In this time when grief pours freezing over us,

When the hard light of pain gleams at every street corner,
When those who were the pillars of that day’s gold roof
Shrink in their clothes; surely from hunger

We may strike fire, like fire from flint?

And our strength is now the strength of our bones

Clean and equal like the shine from snow

And the strength of famine and of our enforced idleness,

And it is the strength of our love for each other.

Readers of this strange language,

We have come at last to a country

Where light equal, like the shine from snow, strikes all faces,

Here you may wonder

How it was that works, money, interest, building, could ever
hide

The palpable and obvious love of man for man.122

121 NCP, p. 17.
122 NCP, pp. 17-18.
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might be reiterated and upheld. The poem’s admission of its own ‘strange
language’ reveals a subtle self-awareness which might easily be missed by the
readers whom it addresses, thus anticipating and fending off the risk of appearing
merely gauche in the pursuit of a simultaneous emotional and rhetorical impact.
The refrain, ‘equal like the shine from snow’, recalls and reproves the earlier ‘hard
light of pain’, and light itself, previously used in an inverted manner, now regains
its positive meaning in a process of redemption which both mirrors and
underscores the poem’s political invocation.

The poem, ‘Acts passed beyond’ supplies an alternative to such politically
driven language, instead couching the expression and experience of love in modern

imagery borrowed from war and industry. As the narrator says in the final stanza,

So ‘very kind’ was merest overflow

Something I had not reckoned in myself,

A chance deserter from my force. When we touched hands
I felt the whole rebel, feared mutiny

And turned away,

Thinking, if these were tricklings through a dam,

I must have love enough to run a factory on,

or give a city power, or drive a train.123

The images run on open-endedly, and show how such deeply private moments as
are conveyed here became infiltrated in Spender’s mind by his consciousness of
the wider, public world. The conception of love as ‘enough to run a factory on’ or
‘give a city power’ paves the way for a vision (taken up at length in Auden’s work)
in which the sick society is symptomatic of love’s absence or failure, with the
intimation that both individual lives and whole civilisations may fail for this same
reason. Moreover, it is worth noting the extent to which the influence of D. H.
Lawrence in particular is detectable in the language of the poem. The following
excerpt from Women in Love (1921) in which Gerald agonizes over his involvement
with the running of his father’s colliery, can on one level be seen to issue from

much the same position as Spender’s poem,

123 Thid, p. 5.
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It was this recognition of the state of war which really broke his
heart. He wanted his industry to be run on love. Oh, he wanted
love to be the directing power even of the mines. And now, from
under the cloak of love, the sword was cynically drawn, the cloak

of mechanical necessity.124

Here, as in Spender’s work, love is conceived in visionary terms, needlessly at odds
with the ‘mechanical necessity’ of modernity. Similarly, in Trial of a Judge, which
concerns itself with the simultaneous need for, and failure of liberal ideéls, the
character of the Fiancée laments how ‘all we need is love. And yet we play the
meaningless game of a machine’.125 Such lines may well be construed as naively
idealistic; however the important point to be taken here, as elsewhere, is that the
preservation, rather than the forgoing of private affection, in the face of public
traumas, must underpin any recovery from them. However (and without seeking
to diminish the power of this insight) it ought also to be acknowledged that the
stance embodied in ‘Acts passed beyond’ is not necessarily quite so
straightforward. Some further reference to Lawrence, this time his 1917 essay,

‘Love’, can help us here,

The bond of love! What worse bondage can we conceive than the
bond of love? It is an attempt to wall in the high tide; it is a will to
arrest the spring, never to let May dissolve into June, never to let

the hawthorn petal fall for the berrying.126

Read in light of this passage, Spender’s poem, and in particular the image of love
‘trickling’ through a dam which otherwise holds it at bay, may be understood less
in terms of a force which might be harnessed for the betterment of humanity, but
rather in somewhat more negative terms as a force unnaturally restrained. Indeed,
the following comments from Spender’s short piece, ‘Notes on D. H. Lawrence’

endorse the belief that any revolutionary conception of love rests precisely on the

124 D, H. Lawrence, Women in Love (London: Penguin, 1921) p. 253.
125 Spender, Trial of a Judge, p. 68.
126 D, H. Lawrence, Selected Essays (London: Penguin, 1974) p. 25.
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love; indeed against the very apprehension of love as an ‘idea’,

The importance of Lawrence as a revolutionary and a preacher is
that he insisted on real and living values: real lifé, real sexual
experience, real death. All ideas of love and honour could be
sacrificed to these realities. This is revolutionary, because it is
clear that if human beings insist on having lives with these values,

they cannot accept society as it is.127

Here Spender endorses Lawrence’s insistence on the application of such insights
not in any abstract capacity, but in the real world, and by individuals in their real
lives. His poetry can thus be read in conjunction with this as placing the personal
experience, or rather, the experience of inter-personal relationships, at the centre

of his engagement with the public realm.

IV

Spender’s final volume of the decade, The Still Centre (1939) has frequently been
represented as marking the beginning of a decisive backing-away from the public
realm, and from the engagement with political and social themes which, as has
been shown, represents a distinctive feature of his earlier poems. Critics such as
Sanford Sternlichf cite Spender’s own declared intention to turn back to a ‘more
personal’ kind of writing (as if he had ever ceased producing poems which were

unarguably personal) declaring,

Intrepid Spender flew in the face of expectations: he would write a
song of himself when all thought he would continue to engage in
political battle with fascism...As Eliot fled from the wasteland to
religion and as Auden ran away to America to escape the coming

chaos, Spender retreated to the still centre on the isle of self. 128

127 DE. p. 180.
128 Sanford Sternlicht, Stephen Spender (New York: Twayne, 1992) p. 38.
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literature produced by Spender (and others) at this time a pervasive end-of-
decade-ness which can, in fact, be easily over-stated. That the poems included with
this volume retain a strong subjective core is not to beidenied. Indeed, the volume’s
title unambiguously reaffirms Spender’s commitment to rendering the personal.
And yet such an assessment, with its deliberate allusion to Whitmanesque self-
regard, gives only a partial view, one liable to obscure the continuity which exists

- between these and earlier poems. |
Certainly, the poem, ‘An Elementary School Classroom in a Slum’, clearly

retains the themes of social and spiritual deprivation that we encounter in Poems,

Far far from gusty waves, these children’s faces.

Like rootless weeds the torn hair round their paleness.
The tall girl with her weighed-éown head. The paper-
seeming boy with rat’s eyes. The stunted unlucky heir
Of twisted bones, reciting a father’s knarled disease,
His lesson from his desk. At back of the dim class,

One unnoted, sweet and young: his eyes live in a dream

Of squirrels’ game, in tree room, other than this. 12°

In spite of the thematic continuity, it is worth noting that the ‘I’ of the earlier
poems has been conspicuously dropped (while the clipped style marking the final
three lines betrays the influence of Auden’s early poetry). The poem itself revealsa
world not of ‘ships and sun and love’ evoked by Shakespeare and by the ‘Open¥
handed map/Awarding the world its world’, but of ‘the narrow street sealed in
with a lead sky’. Indeed, the poem entertains the notion that ‘Shakespeare is
wicked, the map a bad example’, since these offer only an illusory partaking of such
places to which, in reality, such children are debarred access. The rendering of the

" slum classroom itself begins ‘far from gusty waves’, later exhorting its audience to
‘show fhe children to the fields’. Here the imagery of absent pastoralia is deployed
to press home the deprivations which characterise such children’s lives,

exchanging the duality of public and private worlds for an analogously related

129 NCP, p. 101.
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traditional pastoral imagery.

That there is ample evidence to refute the notion of a decisive turn inwards
by Spender toward the end of the decade is perhaps best demonstrated with
reference to the poetry he wrote in response to the Spanish Civil War. Indeed, we
might well note that Spender’s earlier poem, ‘Who live under the shadow of a war’,
foreshadows precisely those anxieties which his encounter with the war in Spain

bought to a head,

- Who live under the shadow of a war,
What can I do that matters?
My pen stops, and my laughter, dancing, stop

Or ride to a gap.130

In spite of the seeming rhetorical method in this opening stanza, the sentiment is
as genuinely felt as it is naively expressed. The poet’s debilitating sense of the
ineffectuality of his craft (‘My pen stops’) is countered by an implied psychological
imperative to continue writing (‘1 am shot with thought’) couched, once again, in
distinctly Lawrentian terms as it seeks, finally, to affirm those ‘realer passions of
the earth’, in a poem which once more worries the gulf between representation
and reality.

As critics including Valentine Cunningham have noted, the Spanish Civil
War served as that event which would summarize and test the period’s myths and
dreams, encapsulating its dominanf themes and images.131 Thus Spender, Auden,
and Orwell were among the many writers who were moved to visit Spain in order
to bear witness to (and in some cases participate in132) the ideological battle that
was being played out. Among the best-known responses to the conflict are, of
course, Auden’s elegiac poem, ‘Spain’ (which is discussed in Chapter 5) and
Orwell’s account of his somewhat more hands-on encounter with the war, Homage
to Catalonia (1938). In his thematically arranged first Collected Poems, (1955)

Spender grouped together his own poems on the subject under the heading ‘Poems

130 NCP, p. 12.

131 Cunningham, p.419

132 Those who became directly involved in the conflict included Orwell, who volunteered on the
Republican side and was seriously wounded in the throat, and Christopher Caudwell, who was killed in
action in 1937.
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historical panorama achieved by Auden. Neither is truth-telling the primary
concern (such was Orwell’s declared motive). Rather, Spender’s response sets
itself at imaginatively entering into the experiences and sufferings encountered by
people on either side of the conflict. Perhaps the best example of this approach is

found in the poem ‘Two Armies’. Here, Spender writes,

From their numb harvest, all would flee, except
For discipline drilled once in an iron school
Which holds them at the point of the revolver.
Yet when they sleep, the images of home

Ride wishing horses of escape |

Which herd the plain in a mass unspoken poem.!3

Here, then, political paftisanship is not so much obfuscated as it is overridden by a
sense of common suffering, and the acknowledgment of a shared humanity among
the protagonists. As in ‘Elementary School Classroom in a Slum’, the dynamic of the
poem is delicately structured around a tension between opposites. Thus, ‘images of
home’ are mobilized to resist the ‘inexhaustible anger’ of the soldier’s guns, and, as
with Spender’s unemployed, the desire to escape unifies the protagonists, giving
voice to a ‘mass unspoken poem’.

The poem, ‘Port Bou’, brings home emphatically, and with remarkable
syntactic poise, the theme of the action of the outer world acting upon the
experiencing ‘I'. The poem, which recounts the witnessing of a firing praétice,
opens with a description of the harbour where the shooting practice is to take
place. Here Spender uses the image of the incomplete circle to reflect the unclosed

self at the poem’s centre,

As a child holds a pet

Arms clutching but with hands that do not join
And the coiled animal watches the gap

To outer freedom in animal air,

So the earth-and-rock flesh arms of this harbour

133 Stephen Spender, Collected Poems, 1928-1953 (London: Faber, 1955)
134 NCP, p. 114
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Which, through a gap, vibrates to the open sea

Where ships and dolphins swim and above is the sun.
In the bright winter sunlight I sit on the stone parapet
Of a bridge135

Once again, Spender, his speaker located ‘at the exact centre’, gives full reign to his
drive towards place the perceiving ‘I’ centre stage. In this poem, rather than
seeking to distance himself from his subject, the speaker’s emotional response to
the scene is attentively traced, moving through a building sense of apprehension
which culminates in a state of acute physical fear. Whilst the poet seeks to justify
his initial detachment (‘Because I search for an imagé’) it is precisely the emotional
response to the events described which forms the main body and essence of the
poem, as the speaker, finding himself unable to deny the evidence of his senses,
himself fulfils the role of unwitting participant. Accordingly, the language of the
body enters once more into Spender’s discourse of the self, as the intensity of the
experience is further underlined by the figurative rendering of the scene in starkly

physical terms,

I tell myself the shooting is only for practice,

And my body seems a cloth which the machine-gun stitches
Like a sewing machine, neatly, with cotton from a reel;

And the solitary, irregular, thin ‘paffs’ from the carbines

Draw on long needles white threads through my navel.136

The admissions of physical cowardice themselves serve as testament to the
integrity with which the poem is invested. What begins as self-reflexivity by the
poet (‘seeing an image I count out the coined words’) modulates into a |
painstakingly rendered representation of the impact on the poet’s consciousness,
in which ‘My mind seems paper where dust and ink fall’. The speaker experiences
the temporary obliteration of his identity, his consciousness becoming in this

instant a mere ‘blank-slate’ onto which the moment inscribes itself. Thus, the poem

135 Ibid, p. 122.
136 NCP, p. 123.
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carries the capacity to inadvertently precipitate the negation of self.

“To a Spanish Poet’ is dedicated to Manuel Altolaguirre (whom Spender had
befriended and whose poetry he had translated). This pdem serves as a valedictory
piece, seeming to affirm, as John Sutherland has noted, that ‘what will survive of
the horror of the war is poetry and friendship’.137 Indeed, the very problem of
translation is implicit here, as it is not the experiencing ‘I’, but rather the

perceiving other, the ‘you’, which is positioned at the poem’s centre,

You stared out of the window on the emptiness

Of a world exploding: v

Stones and rubble thrown upwards in a fountain
Blasted sideways by the wind.

Every sensation except loneliness

Was drained out of your mind

By the lack of any motionless object the eye could find.
You were a child again

Who sees for the first time things happen.138

Here sensation is registered only as absence (‘Every sensation except loneliness’)
whilst the speaker records the violence of the moment not in any positive aspect,
but rather conceiving of the destruction of the city in appropriately negative terms,
as the absence of a desired stasis, the ‘lack of any motionless object’. Thus at the
heart of the moment of destruction Spender’s poet perceives an emptiness which
functions as a vacuum threatening to engulf its beholder in the very act of
perception. The perceiving consciousness has no stable object on which to fix its
gaze, and it is this sense of radical external disorder which disperses any stable
vantage point that might have been held. Rather, the poet becomes ‘a child
again/Who sees for the first time things happen’. Spender thus insinuates the
presence of the possibility of rebirth, both in personal and historical terms, at the
heart of the destructive moment.

The poem is also further revealing of Spender’s obsession with the relations

between ‘real’ and ‘unreal’ worlds, and gives voice to his persistent anxiety over

137 Sutherland, p. 246.
133 NCP, p. 141.
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offers up recollections of

Laughing images
Of a man lost in the hills near Malaga
Having got out of his carriage

And spent a week following a partridge13°

That it is the images, rather than the speaker, that are seen to be ‘laughing’, would
indicate that they occupy an autonomous realm of their own; that the warm
camaraderie and gentle humour they invoke exists inviolable, apart and
independent of the mind that recalls and relates them. Yet this inviolability seems
provisional at best: the poem is, in fact, compelled to legitimafe this private idyll

precisely by juxtaposition with

...the violet violence of the news,
The meaningless photographs of the stricken faces,
The weeping from entrails, the vomiting from eyes,

In all the peninsular places140

That the violence is seen to occur only in the peninsular places would, coupled
with the ‘meaningless’ photographs, suggest the relative marginality of these
events in the mind of the speaker. The fifth stanza takes up the perennial concern
with the indeterminacy of the boundary, especially in time of war, between ‘real’

and ‘unreal’,

Perhaps it is we who are unreal and dead,

We of a world that revo]ves,' dissolves and explodes
While we lay the steadfast corpse under the ground

Just beneath the earth’s lid,

And the flowering eyes grow upwards through the grave
As through a rectangular window '

Seeing the stars become clear and more clear

139 Ibid, p. 141.
140 Tbid, p. 142.
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Beyond these comedies of falling stone.141

There is the suspicion (which Spender does little to discourage) that the poem'’s
stark images of war are really the projections of private fears. However, the final
stanza works to validate this anxiety by situating it within a wider legitimating

context,

Oh let the violent time
Cut eyes into my limbs
- As the sKky is pierced with stars that look upon
The map of pain,
For only when the terrible river
Of grief and indignation
Has poured through all my brain
Can I make from lamentation
A world of happiness.

And another constellation42

This final stanza thus modulates into a form of secular prayer. Whilst the desired
fusion of eyes and limbs suggests an idealistic merging of perception and action,
the poet ultimately places his faith, here as elsewhere, in the alchemic potential of
the poetic utterance and its capacity to induce a change in consciousness. This
itself can be read in light of the fact that Spender’s wider creative enterprise in the
thirties marks a paradigmatic rite of passage, one neatly enunciated in the above
lines, whereby the artist is compelled, as an matter of faith, to subject himself - at
the level of the imagination - precisely to the traumas of the time, allowing the
‘terrible river/Of grief and indignation’ to flow though him, in order that a new and

newly valid creative voice, ‘another constellation’, might emerge.

141 Tbid, p. 142.
142 bid, pp. 142-143.
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Chapter 2: ‘The gap reducible only by language’:143 ‘In between states’ in
Louis MacNeice’s poetry of the thirties "

For the true poet the metaphor is not a rhetorical figure but a
representative image that really hovers before him in place of a
concept. For him, the character is nat a whole laboriously assembled
from individual traits, but a person, insistently living before his eyes,
distinguished from the otherwise identical vision of the painter by

his continuous life and action.14* Nietzsche

In spite of Louis MacNeice’s widely endorsed status as a major twentieth-century
poet, it remains worth acknowledging that critical appraisal of his work has shown
a tendency to oscillate between the less-than-generous and the unwittingly
damaging. Among the earliest commentators on MacNeice are critics such as
Francis Scarfe, who approvingly cast him as the ‘common-sense’145 figure of the
decade, discerning in his writing an intellectual ‘honesty’ which served to set him
apart from the ‘impetuous stream of Left poets’146 at work during the thirties. This
is a view which has endured, and, it must be said, is one which MacNeice himself
helped to encourage, as is suitably demonstrated by the following remarks made in
his critical book, Modern Poetry, (1938)

143 1 ouis MacNeice, ‘Memoranda to Horace’, Collected Poems (ed.), Peter McDonald (London: Faber,
2007) p. 604. Cited hereafter as CP.

144 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy (London: Penguin, 1993) p. 42. Cited hereafter as BT.

145 See Scarfe, ‘Louis MacNeice: Poetry and Common Sense’, pp.53-67.

146 Tbid, p. 59. ' » ,
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My own prejudice...is in favour of poets whose worlds are not too
esoteric. I would have a poet able-bodied, fond of talking, a reader
of the newspapers, capable of pity and laughter, informed in
economics, appreciative of women, involved in personal
relationships, actively interested in politics, susceptible to

physical impressions.147

Yet the ‘common-sense’ view of MacNeice, neatly encapsulated in the ‘fully-
rounded’ figure envisaged here (which arguably excludes as much as it purports to
sanction), as that member of the Auden coterie who sensibly refused to ally himself
with the in-vogue ideologies of the day, may also work to place undue limitations
on the way in which we read his poetry, and thus on our hnderstanding of his
particular contribution to thirties literature. Indeed in certain quarters the
‘common-sense’ view appears to have done the poet few favours. Other early
critics such as Graham Hough were notably less sympathetic than Scarfe in their
assessment, seeing in MacNeice’s work little more than ‘a rather shallow
goodfellowship; vague convwlallty, moderate attachments and quirky velleities’,148
and continuing with the somewhat dammng verdict that MacNeice was ‘neither a
man of ideas nor a creator of form’.149 Even Scarfe, who writes from a standpoint of
admiration, concludes that ‘(H)is common-sense attitude to life and poetry has led
to a series of negations: there is no centre, as yet, to his work.’150

Yet MacNeice continued (and continues) to attract substantial critical
attention, particularly in the decades following his premature death in 1963,151
and much has since been done to correct Hough’s undue indictment of his
intellectual and poetic scope. This includes a number of book length studies,152 as

well as several articles covering a range of aspects of MacNeice’s work. Yet the idea

147 1 ouis MacNeice, Modern Poetry — A Personal Essay (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1968) p. 198.
Cited hereafter as MP.

148 Graham Hough, ‘MacNeice and Auden’, in Carter, p. 122.

149 Thid, p. 122.

150 Scarfe, p. 67.

151 And indeed continues to do so, as was evident at the 2007 centenary conference at Queen’s University,
Belfast.

152 Barlier critical books on MacNeice’s poetry include: William T. McKinnon’s, Apollo’s Blended
Dream: A .Study of the Poetry of Louis MacNeice (1971); D. B. Moore’s, The Poetry of Louis MacNeice
(1972); Terence Brown’s, Louis MacNeice: Sceptical Vision (1975); Robyn Marsack’s, The Cave of
Making: The Poetry of Louis MacNeice (1982); and Edna Longley’s, Louis MacNeice: a study (1988).
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his writing. Much more recently, for example, Alan Gillis has argued that,

MacNeice’s poetic steers a course between ironic and organicist
apprehensions. His poems swerve from one pole to the other
(negation to integration) ultimately focusing on metaphorical
moments when the two are held in tension. Thus, he can retain
Adorno’s ‘non-identity between the concept and the object’ while

avoiding nihilism.153

Gillis thus points towards MacNeice's particular talent for maintaining a steady
- and carefully-wrought poetic irony, which, as this chapter shows, is capable of
registering both the world’s particularities and the social and economic
mechanisms of modernity, and whicH, far from nihilistically negating such
preoccupations, in fact enables these and other ostensibly warring or

" contradictory elements within the poetry to be held simultaneously amidst an
ongoing, generative interplay. As Alan Heuser has aptly pointed out in his

summation of the nominal ‘connoisseur of paradox’,154

MacNeice’s world may have been one of non-transcendence, of
prose, a common-sense earthy reality, yet it was transformed by
psychic types and scenes out of dream, fantasy, myth - the
imagination alive within him from childhood, from boyhood

readings of saga, epic, romance, and the picaresque...155

Focusing primarily, then, on poems within the volumes Poems (1935) and
The Earth Compels (1938) and also making reference to MacNeice’s seminal
thirties text,'Autumn Journal (1939) the aim of this chapter is towards refining and
interrogating the above notions of a poetic ‘middle-way’ as a means of approaching
MacNeice’s wofk. It draws, in particular, on the influence of his early reading of
Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy (1871) and on the wider role played by his

reading in philosophy and in the classics in his approach to the special problems of

153 Alan Gillis, Irish Poetry of the 1930s (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005) p. 41.

154 Alan Heuser, Introduction to Selected Prose of Louis MacNeice, ed., Alan Heuser (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1990) p. xvii. : :

155 Ibid, p. xvii.
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frequently noted concern with the realm of the everyday, coupled with his sense of
poetry’s social dimension. I argue that these are tempered not least (though also
not exclusively) by a pastoralism whose contexts are both the poet’s own
familiarity with the ancient pastorals of Horace and Virgil,15¢ and the
contemporary thirties notion of the challenged pastoral, in which there is a sense
of a lost Arcadia which has been displaced by the deracinating forces of

modernity.157

* Certainly, MacNeice’s perennial sense of himself as outsider in a number of
respects, a sense engendered in no small measure by his Anglo-Irish status (and in
particular by his position as thé son of a Nationalist rector in the North of Ireland)
further served to direct his response to the events of the thirties, and may be
counted among those factors helping to explain his tendency towards producing a
poetry at once aloof and involved, occupying an uncertain territdry somewhere
between the serious and the satirical. As Terence Brown has argued in his study,

Sceptical Vision,

A personality so early confronted by the knowledge of life’s
impermanence and assailed throughout life by conflicting social
and cultural loyalties would obviously not be one to whom belief

and commitment would come easy.1>8

If we are willing to accept Brown’s thesis, founded on the notion of MacNeice the
‘true exile’15? (and we cannot afford to fully discount it) then it might seem less
surprising that the poetry is frequently seen to lend itself to notions of in- '

betweenness, seeming to straddle the pure forms of modernism and the more

156 Having studied Greek and Latin at Marlborough College, and Classics at Merton College, Oxford:
MacNeice was appointed assistant lecturer in Classics at the University of Birmingham in 1930, before
moving to Bedford College, University of London: in 1936.

157 Other evidence of the interest in the pastoral mode (in its various manifestations) during the thirties
includes Cecil Day lewis’s translation of Virgil’s Georgics (1940) and the publication of William
Empson’s critical book, Some Versions of Pastoral (1935) as well as George Orwell’s critique of the
nostalgic pastoral mode in Coming up for Air, (discussed later) and the ‘leftist pastoral’ of Ralph Bates’
The Olive Field (1936).

158 Terence Brown, p. 15.

159 Ibid, p. 15.
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would be misleading to characterise the MacNeicean poetic solely in negative
terms, as largely attributable to the poet’s congenital absence of faith. Rather, the
following comments offered in MacNeice’s critical book, The Poetry of W. B. Yeats
(1914) testify to the pervasive sense held by the poet of the fundamental
inseparability and interdependence of things, which, as this chapter shows,

underpins his constructions of public and private,

The poetic self - like any human self - is ipso facto emotional and
intellectual at the same time. Emotion can be subordinated to
intellect, or vice-versa, but the two elements are always present.
Every poet does two things...He reacts emotionally to his subject
matter and he selects and arranges that subject matter in order to
square it with some intellectual system of his own. But even this

- distinction is too crude, for these two moments of the poetic
activity are inseparable like the positive and negative in

electricity.160

- This is one of several possible examples pointing to MacNeice’s persistent sense of
the non-legitimacy of any single account either of the practices of the poet or of the
reality he/she hopes to represent. The following comments, taken from The Poetry
of W. B. Yeats, serve to further elucidate MacNeice’s own sense of the precarious:
position which he occupied as a poet, one which might be construed as that

between real and ideal,

Every poem is by its nature a compromise. A poem may be a
bridge to the Unknown but it is a bridge essentially constructed in
terms of the known. Those mystics proper who have written
poetry, have had in so doing, when trying to express the ineffable,
to descend from the mystical plané; they start from a sense of
mystical union, a fusion of subject and object, and have to
translate this into the language of a world where subject and

object are separate and clearly defined. The normal poet, on the

10 PWBY, pp. 21-22.
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mystical plane from below and, as it were, incidentally. The poet’s
medium is language and the purpose of language is the making of
distinctions. Therefore, though the poet may transcend the world
of distinctions, he can only do this by a kind of bluff, by pretending

at least to recognize that world.161

MacNeice makes it clear that he does not regard his subject, Yeats, as a ‘mystical’
poet in any genuine sense (that is, as having had direct mystical experience) and
such comments bear witness to his keen sense of the materiality of language, and
the necessary demands on the ‘normal poet’ to find ways of negotiating its
inherent limitations. The following lines from the early, uncollected poem,
‘Address from my Death-Bed to Dr. Bruno, the Concrete Universal’ (written in
1929, and dedicated to the Nineteenth-century philosopher and theologian Bruno
Bauer) will serve to neatly illustrate the fine line that MacNeice pursued from the
outset between a cultivated philosophical knowledge and awareness, and the
distanced, sardonic tone which presents itself to many readers as one of the chief

hallmarks of his work,

Eh, Dr. Bruno, how do you do?
It is only by negation that you and I are two,

And too much two at that.

You are a hole in a strawberry-net
And strings divide the you that is me from the me that is you,

And it is all rather a tedium and a sweat.162

Whilst it is unclear from the death-bed of which person or persona the ‘address’ is
delivered, the question to which it gives voice (with deceptive lightness of touch)
of whether divisibility, in metaphysical terms, amounts to negation, seems to
foreéhadow the intrusion by language upon the ‘mystical union’ of subject and

object thus meditated upon some ten years hence in the excerpt above.

161 PIYBY, p. 25.
162 CP, p. 663.
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the question of the self in its conte;(t of society, giving rise to tensions in the work
of the decade’s writers between contemplation and action. MacNeice, no less than
his contemporaries, was aware of living through a time in which external
circumstances were, as he wrote, felt to be ‘making a strong assault on our sense of
values’.163 He undertook his study of Yeats in 1939, and in his introductory chapter

writes,

I had only written a little of this book when Germany invaded
Poland. On that day I was in Galway. As soon as | heard on the
wireless of the outbreak of war, Galway became unreal. And Yeats

and his poetry became unreal also.164

Here is described an instance whereby the moment of poetic apprehehsion
becomes suspended by the interruptive momentum of contemporary history. No
less than his friend and contemporary, Stephen Spender, MacNeice was aware of
the profound sense of unreality that the political exigencies of the period seemed
to foster, both in the eyes of the artist and of the wider populace. His sense of
precisely what was at stake, and of the threat of what he described as ‘genuine

spiritual imprisonment’,165 is recorded in the following passage,

My friends had been writing for years about guns and frontiers
and factories, about the ‘facts’ of psychology, politics, science,

~ economics, but the fact 61’ war made their writing seem as remote
as the pleasure dome in Xanadu. For war spares neither the
poetry of Xanadu nor the poetry of pylons. I gradually inferred, as
I recovered from the shock of war, that both these kinds of poetry
stand or fall altogether. War does not prove that one is better or

worse than the other; it attempts to disprove both.166

It is clear that MacNeice, like Spender, feared the development of a situation in

which poetry (and indeed art in general) would come to be regarded as obsolete,

163 PWBY, p. 17.
164 Tbid, p. 17.
165 SLC, p. 114.
165 PYBY, p. 18.
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stood regarding the struggle against fascism in Spain, MacNeice had outlined the

situation somewhat more flatly,

Normally 1 would only support a cause because I hoped to get
something out of it. Here the reason is stronger; if this cause is
lost, nobody with civilised values may be able to get anything out

of anything.167

Whilst, then, it is clear that MacNeice by no means underestimated the dangers
posed by. the political situation on the continent, it is equally true that his response
to events did not involve disengagement in political terms any more than it did any
well-intentioned grafting of socio-political themes onto his work; two responses
towards which any writer might understandably have been tempted. Rather, he
sought to operate from the principle that poetry should, in his words, ‘develop
organically from the organic premises of life’.168 MacNeice helpfully expands on the

notion of organicism in poetry as follows,

A poem is a self-contained entity but an organic one; it is not a
lone comet. Any particular animal is himself and no other-animal
but it is the stream of life running through him from outside of
himself that keeps him alive and allows him to affect other lives. A
poem too, is specifically itself but it has a stream of life runniﬁg
through it, otherwise in could not communicate with us; the poet
has given it legs with which it leaves him behind and treks the

. world on its own.169

Here, the aesthetic and communicative propérties of poetry are seen to be
intimately connected. Whilst poetry is on the one hand seen by MacNeice as
necessarily self-contained, these remarks signal his awareness that it is equally

embedded within a particular set of social and linguistic systems. Moreover, this

167 ed. Alan Heuser, Selected Prose of Louis MacNeice (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990) p. 42. Cited
hereafter as SP.

168 ed. Alan Heuser, Selected Literary Criticism of Louis MacNeice (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987) p.
114. Cited hereafter as SLC. v ‘

169 PIYBY, p. 194.
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MacNeice’s declaration of having ‘no.sympathy with the idea that artists are people
who should not soil their fingers with life’,170 if ‘life’ is taken to mean the everyday
concerns and practices of the ordinary citizen, thus emerges from a sense that any.
viable aesthetic programme is necessarily sanctioned only by its connection with
the external, social realm. Seen in this light, Samuel Hynes’ not unreasonable
suggestion that MacNeice had always been the ‘least political writer of his
generation’!7! could mislead us into assuming that MacNeice saw himself and the
role of the poet as embddying a transcendental aestheticism of the kind which
might be attributed to certain of his modernist forebears. The truth is perhaps
more nuanced than this, as MacNeice insists from the beginning that the poet must,
in his words, ‘transcend but not exclude’.172 It is, then, useful to consider how his
thirties’ poetry sought to approach and incorporate the external, public world, ina
way which is prepared to view the poet’s refusal to accept any one ideological
creed as symptomatic of a wider (and, for MacNeice, highly problematic)
underlying search for a system of belief to which he felt he could finally commit.173
As he wrote in May 1940, in one of a series of passionate exchanges with Eleanor |

. Clark,

I suppose you think the reason I haven’t got a lovely
comprehensive world-view is that I amn’t interested in world-
views...I did try to do without a world-view but it was a failure &I -
have known for years that that I must develop one & I am trying to
develop one but I am damned if I am going to swallow Marx or
Trotsky or ahyone else lock stock and barrel unless it squares

with my experience or, perhaps I should say, my feelings of

internal reality. 174

That MacNeice felt pressured towards any such ideological conformity as he saw it

is itself further revealing of the nature of the intellectual and political timbre of the

170 §P, p. 46.

171 Hynes, p. 294.

12 8P, p. 5. \

173 Critics such as Terence Brown have suggested that the confluence of a number of biographical factors,
in particular MacNeice’s inability to settle in Ireland, together with his rejection of Christianity as he had
initially encountered it, lay behind his scepticism about belief. (see ‘The Roots of Art’ in Sceptical Vision,
pp. 5-28)

174 ed. John Allison, Letters of Louis MacNeice (London: Faber, 2010) p. 396.
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commitment towards a monistic system of belief more in, and on his own terms,

Our life being so episodic we are always wanting to hitch our
wagons to stars. Which cannot be done. This romantic self-
indulgence is in fact a self-abnegation, and the Christian paradox -
Whoso saveth his life shall lose it - still holds good, in politics and
social life, in art, in personal relationships. Born in the epoch of
the crooked Gods - al tempo degli Dei falsi e bugiardi - our logical
conclusion, if we thought these gods supreme, would be nihilism.
And many of us admit that they are supreme but, the flesh being
too weak for nihilism, we try to is\olate something in our lives and
blow it up to become the whole. Which cannot be done. But

| anyhow it need not be done, for those gods are not supreme.17>

Here MacNeice gestures more firmly towards the ‘internal reality’ to which he
alludes in his letter. The pervasive sense of the consequent inadequacy of any
monological world-view finds voice in the poem, ‘Ode’, where the speaker insists, ‘I
cannot draw up any code/There are too many qualifications’, a line which is clearly
indicative of the poet’s sense of reality’s resistance to any attempts to codify it, at
the same time underwriting the poet’s ‘refusal to abdicate his position in Here and
Now’176 (a stance attributed by MacNeice to Yeats). His grappling with public and
private may, then, be characterised on one level as a struggle between the ‘real’
and the ‘ideal’: an effort towards a poetic fusion of the invisible world of the self
with an external world which seems incontrovertibly other. For MacNeice,
achieving the correct balance of these elements in a poem is vital to its success: as
he argued in his 1935 essay, ‘Poetry To-day’, ‘the value of a poem consists in a
ratio.”177 This formulation may of course be taken to imply division as well as unity,
and indeed may seem suggestive of the very processes of systematization that
MacNeice resisted. Yet it is in the dynamics of exchange between elements on
either side éf any such ratio that MacNeice is interested. In his later essay,

‘Experiences with Images’ (1949) MacNeice goes on to explain that his basic

175 Louis MacNeice, The Strings are False (London: Faber, 1965) p. 21. Cited hereafter as SAF.
176 PIYBY. p. 160.
177 SLC, p. 34.
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rather than the political sense’;178 that is, pertaining to metaphysical, rather than

(dialectically) material realities. He continues,

I have tended to swing to and fro between descriptive or physical
images (which are ‘correct’ so far as they go) and faute de mieux

- metaphysical, mythical or mystical images (which can never go far
enough)....But the two being interlinked, the two sets of images
approach each other. Why in some poems does the mere mention
of, say, a flower carry the reader not only out of the garden but

beyond his normal horizon?17?

Here, as so often elsewhere, MacNeice’s chief gesture is towards a sense of the
inseparability of things. Thus the distinction is made between the image
categories of the merely descriptive (which may be ‘correct’ or ‘incorrect’ but
ultimately limited in their capacity for carrying meaning) and those arising from
the poet’s sense and/or knowledge of the metaphysical, mythical or mystical, only
to collapse both down into a poetics in which each is seen as necessarily
approaching the other.

This intimation of an essential link between different types of poetic image
can be traced to MacNeice’s reading in philosophy at Oxford. In The Strings are
False, he describes his encounter there with an unsatisfactory and limited
intellectual culture, in which too much stress was placed on pitting the ancient
philosophies of Aristotle and Plato against each other, and which, he intuited, was
sorely in need of a modern counterpoint. Thus, MacNeice recalls how ‘reading F. H.
Bradley’s Logic 1 was delighted to find him saying that any judgment about
anything whatsoever is a judgment about the Universe’.180 He elaborates on his

own burgeoning philosophical position as follows,

I was drawn two ways. I wanted the world to be One, to be
permanent, the incarnation of an absolute idea...At the same time

any typical monistic system appeared hopelessly static,

178 SL.C, p. 156.
1M SL.C, p. 156.
180 S4F, p. 125.
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action...my instinct was to drag in ultimate reality everywhere.181

These comments emerge from the sense that metaphysics represents not an

abstract or scientific, but rather an artistic account of reality.182 Thus, as MacNeice

explains, ‘I tried to orchestrate my philosophical reading not only with other

literature but with the random details of life’.183 In the concluding chapter of

Modern Poetry, MacNeice further elucidates his view of the poet’s task as follows,

His object is not merely to record a fact but to record a fact plus
and therefore modified by his own emotional reaction to it; this
involves mannerism in its presentation — hence the tricks of
poetry. Poetic truth therefore is distinct from scientific truth. The
poet does not give you a full and accurate picture of the world nor
a full and accurate picture of himself, but he gives you an amalgam
which, if successful, represents truthfully his own relation to the

world.184

This ‘amalgam’ corresponds noticeably to the alchemic processes involved in the
writing of poetry later identified by Spender in The Struggle of the Modern
(discussed above) and is one towards which MacNeice himself may similarly be
seen to be striving. Whilst he makes no pretence to objectivity, neither does he
elevate the subjective above all else. His plea, rather, is for an ‘impure poetry’; that
is, for ‘poetry conditioned by the poet’s life and the world around him’.185 As he

wrote in a book review of 1936 (entitled ‘Subject in Modern Poetry’)

Not only the muck and wind of existence should be faced but also
the prose of existence, the utilities, the sine qua nons, which are
never admitted to the world, or rather the salon, of the Pure Artist.
Art for Art’s sake Vhas> been some time foundering. A masthead or

. two even now show above the water with their inconsequent

181 Ibid, p. 125.

192 bid, p. 119.

183 Ibid, p. 119.

184 MP, p. 197.

185 See MacNeice's preface to Modern Poetry, in which he wrote: ‘This book is a plea for impure poetry,
that is, for poetry conditioned by the poet's life and the world around him’.
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ceased showing themselves off as mere poets. They have better

things to do; they are writing about things again.186

I would point out that the seeming disdain expressed here for the purportedly self-
contained modernist aesthetic, and the inherent contradictions that such a view of
poetry and of the poet’s role might imply, in terms of the extent to which, in
apparently extolling a ‘common-sense’, demystified view of poetry, it would seem
to deny the poetry’s own ‘writtenness’, have been explored in some detail by
Antony Shuttleworth in his doctoral study of MacNeice’s work, and need not be
reiterated at this juncture.187 It is, however, to be expected that MacNeice’s
predilection towards a pluralistic world-view, and thus away from any single-
mindedly aesthetic or intellectual pursuit should find its most potent expression in
the poetry itself.

The poem, ‘Plurality’, sees MacNeice expressing somewhat unambiguously
his disdain for what he saw as the intolerable rigidity of any single philosophical
programme. The poem begins by berating the ‘smug philosophers [...] who say the
world is one’, insisting that ‘the formula fails that fails to make it clear/That only
change prevails, that the seasons make the year’.188 |n lines which recall the
famous lyric, ‘Snow’ (shortly to be discussed) the poet asserts that the world is ‘full
of blind/Gulfs across the flat, jags against the mind’, and postulates the manifest

creativity of the neurotic private consciousness,

Man is surely mad with discontent, he is hurled
By lovely hopes or bad dreams against the world,
Raising a frail scaffold in never-ending flux.

Stubbornly when baffled fumbling the stubborn crux18?

MacNeice’s reliance upon notions of ‘flux’ as expressing the sense of a perpetually

fluid reality is well documented, and indeed the term itself, as Neil Corcoran has

136 SL.C, p. 58.

187 Antony Shuttleworth, The Poetics of Impurity: Louis MacNeice, Writing and the thirties (unpublished
doctoral thesis, University of Warwick, 1991). See Chapter 1, ‘Impurity and The thirties’, pp. 1-39.

188 CP, p. 204.

189 Ibid, p. 205.
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remain doubtful how far Corcoran’s proposed embargo on the term might justly be
maintained, given the extent to which it is seen to resonate throughout the poet’s
work and thought. It is in The Strings are False that MacNeice states that,
‘Heraclitus recognised' the flux [...] one has to do that to be modern’,2°1 and
MacNeice’s intimation of the link between Heraclitan notions of flux and the
condition of modernity ought not to be too readily discounted when assessing his
engagements with the cultural and socio-political terrain of the thirties. He

continues,

Life is like water and water must always be on the move, it is the
only way you can realise its value...for pattern is value and a static

pattern dies on you.192

Whilst in earlier years the associations of flux for MacNeice were largely removed
from the political arena, by the time of the publication of Poems it can be seen that
the term had taken on a much more contemporary significance. Now, as McDonald
has observed, the symptomatic details of the present become aspects of a more
profoundly threatening flux, hostile to all the abstractions by which it might be
contained.193 MacNeice insists that ‘the flux is the reality, so it has to be
recognised’, though he wryly adds that ‘you can make this recognition with
style’.194 Such a statement may itself be read as countering precisely those clichéd
or over-generalized applications of the term that Corcoran targets.

To return for a moment to the poem, 'Plurality’, an instructive contrast
might, furthermore, be made here between the representation of the frailty and
heroism of collective human enterprise, and Stephen Spender’s envisioning of
worthy private endeavour in his poem ‘What I Expected’, insofar as whilst the
speaker in the latter poem peers, as it were, outwards from inside, MacNeice’s
speaker stands outside the self in order that the speaker might see and place

“himself amidst a collective of selves, thus assuming membership precisely of that

190 Neil Corcoran. ‘The Same Again? Repetition and Refrain in Louis MacNeice’ (The Cambridge
Quarterly, 38:3, 2009) pp. 214-224.

191 S4F, p. 109.

192 Ibid, p. 127.

193 McDonald, p. 35.

194 SAF, p. 119.
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these lines belie the fact that, as this chapter shows, ideas both of individuality and

of the individual as social being are, for MacNeice, by no means clear-cut.
I

If, then, MacNeice’s work instinctively posits the interdependence of the public and
private realms, then there is indeed a distinction to be made between this
conception of public and private, and fhat which is discernible in Spender’s work,
in which the public world exerts an unsettling force from without which threatens
to corisume a private self which, nonetheless, is seen to precede it. Thus, in my
previous chapter I argue that the ‘I’ of Spender’s poems should be viewed less in
‘terms of contemporary notions of a ‘subject’ constructed by forces external to the
self, than with the longer established idea of a private, ‘essential’ self which must
negotiate the pressures and compromises foisted upon it by the external, public
world. It followed that Spender’s poetic response to the events of the thirties was
marked by his striving to come to terms with both the artistic and the moral
implications which he felt the social and political crises of the decade held for him
as a poet and as 2 man. MacNeice’s engagement with the public realm is, as this
chapter shows, of a different order to that found in Spender’s work. Whilst the
notion of the ‘I’ as the centre of lived experience remains integral to MacNeice’s
poetry, its relatedness to the external world is, in poetic and intellectual terms,
configured somewhat differently. Certainly he did not find it necessary to contend
with any predisposition towards excessive subjectivity which so defined Spender’s
work. Indeed, in his essay ‘Poetry To-day’ (1935) MacNeice suggests that the poet
ought to ‘fulfil’ rather than ‘express’ himself19, and was by temperament wary of
excessive indulgence of personality (‘Push your personality as far as it will go and
you end in a padded cell’.1%7) Moreover, as Alan Heuser has pointed out, MacNeice
may equally be distinguished from friend and sometime collaborator W. H. Auden
in his scepticism of the diagnostic and medicinal properties of psychoanalytic

practice, as is suggested by the following remarks,

195.CP, p. 205.
196 S1.C, p.40.
197 SAF, p. 144
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them, and now we are going finally to get to the bottom of it. And
so they get there, and as they have forgotten to leave anyone

behind to pull them up again, théy stay there.198

Yet despite the wariness of the perceived hegemony of psychoanalytic discourse-
(aptly expressed in the remark that ‘if you want to give your unconscious a chance
you must keep your eye on something else’199) there is ample evidence of the
extent to which MacNeice intimated the primacy of the private psycholdgical and
emotional forces at work behind the public world of external events. In The Strings

are False, he warns,

(This) adult make-believe is something we have foolishly
ignored...it is not only a mistake but a disaster to ignore those
underground motives which cause both art and war. Economic
factors? Yes, but they aren’t the whole story. Man is essentially
weak and he wants power; essentially lonely, he creates familiar
daemons, Impossible Shes, and bonds - of race or creed - where
no bonds are. He cannot live by bread or Marx alone; he must

always be after the Grail.200

Here, MacNeice draws attention to the invisible, private forces present behind

- modern civilisation, directing ‘both art and war’ (as he would write in his later
poem, ‘Woods’, ‘Make-believe dies hard...The grown-up hates to divorce what the
child joined’,?2%1]lines signalling the persistent, shaping role of the imaginative vision
acquired in childhood). The insistence that Man, as MacNeice wryly puts it, ‘cannot
live by bread or Marx alone’ signals a rejection of the idea that political
commitment might occupy a vacuum of belief left in Christianity’s wake, yet at the
same time accepts that such a vacuum exists. Equally, the refusal to accept that the
contemporary situation might be grasped in economic or materialistic terms alone
signifies both a determined resistance to overly-simplistic conclusions and further

betokens a sense of the ongoing role played by concealed emotional and

1% 'Our God Bogus', SP, pp.1-2.
199 §7.C, p. 37.
200 S4F, p. 77.
21 CP, p. 272.
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both humanistically empathetic and revealing of a need to exercise a personal
vigilance in interrogating the bases of those ideological structures upon which man
is seen to rely. |

One of the most succinct expressions of MacNeice’s scepticism over the
adoption of Marxism as an interpretive and remedial system is found in his poem,
“To a Communist’. Here the poet gestures towards the teﬁsion between the general
and the particular famously pursued in the lyric, ‘Snow’. More specifically,
however, this poem works to expose the fallacy inherent in the pursuit of
ideological closure. Sensing a climate in which, as he records in The Strings are
False, ‘young men were swallowing Marx with the same naive enthusiasm that
made Shelley swallow Rousseau,’202 MacNeice brings to bear not just his own
disinclination towards unambiguous political statement, but more importantly his
deeply intuitive awareness (which he shared with Audenj of the provisionality of

such modes of belief. The poem is short enough to cite in its entirety,

Your thoughts make shape like snow; in one night only
The gawky earth grows breasts,

Snow’s unity engrosses

Particular pettiness of stones and grasses.

But before you proclaim the millennium, my dear,
Consult the barometer -

This poise is perfect but maintained

For 6ne day only.203

There is an instructive parallel to be drawn here between the ‘shape’ of the snow
and the ‘pure form’ to which MacNeice’s narrator alludes in ‘An Eclogue for
Christmas’, (shortly to be discussed) to the extent that both pertain to a self-
enclosed and unadulterated ideal which, so far as the poet is concerned, is in
practice both unworkable and undesirable. The illusory notion of an ‘engrossing’
unity, symbolized by the snow, is set at odds with the ‘particular pettiness’ of the

stones and grasses of the earth’s surface. That such entities are registered as ‘petty

serves to ironically draw attention to their stubborn refusal to be subsumed

22 SAF, p. 146
23 CP, p. 20.
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aptly-chosen in its ability to suggest the ephemeral nature of such systems, being
destined to melt away and reveal again those features of reality they had obscured.
To this extent, the poem would seem to play out MacNeice’s apt observation that
‘even the most intelligent communist tends to relapse into crude
generalisations’.204 Yet for his part MacNeice himself was ‘intelligent’ enough to
recognise that ‘to shun dogma dées not mean to renounce belief,205and ‘Toa
Communist’ is revealing of the fact that the poet remains engaged in a search for a
viable mode of belief, one which, clearly, is not to be found in the teaching of the
Party. The wryly-offered injunction is to ‘consult the barometer’ before making the
final proclamation, although it might be pointed out that this arguably requires the
reader to overlook the barometer’s status as an instrument of scientific
measurement, and thereby symbolic of precisely the kind of rigid systematizing
which the poem purports to disavow. Perhaps, however, this is to miss the poet’s
underlying and more profound point, which is that the true measure of the times is
not to be obtained by any systemic, quasi-scientific or ideological set of codes or
co-ordinates, but is, rather, reliant upon a quite different set of antennae which are
attuned precisely to those textures and patterns operating at and below the
surfaces of daily life.
It is, then, on this basis of a sustained resistance to political and ideological
~dogmas in favour of the richness of life’s particularities that the speaker of “Train
to Dublin’ assures the reader, ‘I will not give you any idol, creed or king’, offering,
rather, only ‘the incidental things which pass’.206 The later poem, ‘Leaving Barra’,
features the expression of a state 6f»longing and sense of quest which is unlikely to

be satisfied by political ‘commitment’,

For fretful even in leisure
I fidget for different values
Restless as a gull and haunted

By a hankering after Atlantis207

204 51.C, p. 7.
205 SL.C, p. 113
26 CP, p. 17.
207 1bid, p. 88.
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Spender’s case, images of the materially deprived or the suffering of the
unemployed, but rather by what Terence Brown describes as a longing for
‘imaginative kingdoms’.208 Yet it is telling that the narrator recognises signs of
those values he hankers after not in ‘alien’ religion or philosophy, but rather as

fostered among

The beauty of the moon and music,
The routine courage of the worker,

The gay endurance of women?20?

If, however, MacNeice remained suspicious of thosé who professed their
allegiance to any sihgle political or philosophical system, then neither was he
prepared to accept in response any cult of the individual. Indeed, what is clear
from the following remarks (taken from a review of Spender’s The Destructive
Element) is that, far from viewing ‘political’ and ‘individualist’ attitudes as
antithetical in any meaningful sense, he in fact regarded them as ultimately two

sides of the same delusional, or ‘attitudinising’ coin, -

The individualist is an atom thinking about himself (Thank God I
am not as other men); the communist, too often, is an atom having
ecstasies of self-denial (Thank god I am one of a crowd); and this
too is attitudinising,. It is essential to get rid of this atomist
conception of persoﬁality, which psychology has undermined
from below and which true communism ignores frdm above. The
ego as an indestructible substrate is as obsolete as the old
philosophical conception of ‘substance’. Yeéts has recognised this

in insisting that there are no hard and fast, no private minds.z10

Itis necessary here that we note MacNeice’s concession of the dual roles played by
psychology on the one hand, and ‘true communism’ on the other, in eroding

essentialist conceptions of personality. Indeed, with regard to the latter, MacNeice

208 Terence Brown, Louis MacNeice, Sceptical Vision (Dublin, Gill and Macmillan, 1975) p. 33.
209 CP, p. 89.
20 SI.C, p. 6.
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apprbpriation by those ill-equipped to appreciate its full logic or implications. As
he goes on to say, ‘Communism in the truer sense is an effort to think, and think
into action, human society as an organism’.21! Indeed, it is worth noting that the
latter term reappears in ‘An Eclogue for Christmas’, in which urban society is
conceived precisely as ‘this vast organism grown out of us’, a construction which
powerfully affirms the poet’s sense of the interconnectedness of the public and
private realms. Moreover, there is, in MacNeice’s rejection of the concept of the
‘self-contained’ ego, a distinct foreshadowing of the argument later put forward by
Michel Foucault’s that the individual ought not to be conceived as ‘a sort of
elementary nucleus...on which power comes to fasten or against which it happens
to strike’212, This concurrence of thought, in its rejection of essentialism, further
highlights the distinction between MacNeice’s and Spender’s conceptions of
selfhood and subjectivity. MacNeice’s scepticism towards ‘bourgeois’ conceptions
of individuality finds a further correlative in Christopher Caudwell’s insistence that
‘the bourgeois is always talking about liberty because it is always slipping from his
grasp213, Yet it is, tellingly, the poet Yeats, rather than Freud or Marx, to whom
MacNeice here makes his ultimate appeal.

Poems such as ‘The Individualist Speaks’ betoken precisely this
ambivalence to these notions of individualism. The poem ironically unsettles the
‘atomist’ conception of personality just as it appears to revel in its own political

and moral irresponsibility:

We with our Fair pitched among the feathery clover,
Are always cowardly and never sober,
Drunk with steam-organs, thigh-rub and cream soda

- We cannot remember enemies in this valley.214

It is worth noting that a poem ostensibly giving voice to the individualist begins
not with ‘I’ but rather ‘we’, a feature which, together with the commercial
enticements of ‘steam-organs, thigh-rub and cream soda’, runs counter to the

individualism to which the speéker lays claim. MacNeice’s metaphorical fair,

211 Ibid, p. 6.

212 Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge (New York, Pantheon Books, 1980) p. 98.
213 Caudwell, lllusion and Reality, p. 71.

24 Cp p. 16.
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world at odds with the external destructive forces which threaten to overcome it.
The speaker, ‘always cowardly and never sober’, with his seeming defiance and
provocatively escapist stance, fails to comprehend the fallacious nature of his
sense of individualistic privacy, only dimly registering the possibility that ‘A
prophet scanning the road on the hither hills/Might utter the old warning of the
old sin’215, The speaker purports to evade the external threat from those ‘who scale
off masks and smash the purple lights’, and in a final statement which is somewhat
comical in its would-be tone of defiance, the speaker declares: ‘... will escape, with
my dog, on the far side of the Fair’. Indeed, it seems MacNeice’s individualist would
do well to take account of the following comments from Stephen Spender, who, in

Forward from Liberalism, points out,

The isolated individualist may imagine that he escapes from his
environment, that he can preserve and create values of life out of a
vacuum of surrounding fear and death. It is not true. He cannot
escape from his own consciousness: and consciousness is never
completely isolated. He cannot reject every impression of his
senses: and every impreSsion is imperceptibly coloured with the

time in which he lives.216

If, then, we can reasonably suppose that MacNeice’s own stance resides 6utside of
the persona deployed in ‘The Individualist Speaks’, then it follows that the poem’s
rhetorical position (bearing in mind that the utterance announces itself not as the
voice of one individualist, but in deliberately generic terms, as that of the
individualist) may be judged to be in accord with Spender’s insistence on the
inextricability of the individual from their environment, and of the consequent
inadequacy of the purported retreat into individualism. The title of MacNeice’s
-poem, moreover, ironically implies that the individualist’s usual condition is
silence. Yet the breaking of that silence in this projected speech constitutes in itself
an entering-into dialogue, and thereby into the social realm, a fact which
paradoxically effaces the speaker’s ostensible insistence on his own separateness.

Thus, MacNeice’s dual ambivalence over the self as individual and as social being is

215 Ibid, p. 16
216 Spender, Forward firom Liberalism, pp. 26-27.
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poem.

It is natural, then, that MacNeice’s deeply equivocal view of the primacy of
the individual should extend to include his attitude towards the lyric poet, and by
extension his own poetic practice. Indeed, in an early essay entitled ‘Our God
Bogus’ (1929) MacNeice had shown himself keen to rebuke any equation of

individualistic self-expression for its own sake with worthy artistic endeavour,

Art is necessarily conventional, superficial. To chew one’s cud in
the void may be ravishing, but it is not art. The preachers of
‘subjectivity’ send one back to moo in long-abandoned meadows.
To ‘express oneself, what need one do but moo? The essence of

art is that it expresses other people.217

Such comments are indicative of the poet’s attitude towards his craft from an early
age, underlining the fact that his interest in subjectivity, as understood against
what was a literary background of intensified autobiographical activity, is most
usefully explored in terms of how his articulations of personal experience expand
to include and sympathetically reveal and express the everyday experience of
others. Moreover, whilst the implicit concern with the social nature and function of
language and of poetry that this implies, and which underpins the above remarks,
is tempered by MacNeice’s natural scepticism towards notions of political
orthodoxy, it is worth noting the extent to which such comments reveal a striking

confluence with the thought of Christopher Caudwell, who wrote as follows,

When the bourgeois poet supposes that he expresses his
individuality and flies from reality by entering into a world of art
in his inmost soul, he is in fact merely passing from the social
world of rational reality to the social world of emotional

commonness.218

Thus Caudwell, like-MacNeice, is concerned with challenging, or at least

interrogating, the idea of the self-expressive individualist artist, both seeking to

27 P, p. 4.
218 Caudwell, Illusion and Reality, p. 141.
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T is revealing of an experience less private than might be supposed, being, on the
contrary, rooted precisely in its very commonality. As will be seen, however, for
MacNeice, this particular awareness derives in the first instance not from any
specific Marxian insight, but rather from his early encounters with philosophy and

classical literature.

I

It is especially instructive to consider MacNeice’s conception of the operations of
the subjective voice within modern poetry in light of Nietzsche’s early work, The
Birth of Tragedy, which the poet had read during his time at Oxford. Nietzsche’s
rendering of the classical Apolline-Dionysiac dichotomy via German Romanticism
held a strong appeal for MacNeice, whose conception of an instructive neo-
Hegelian dialectic operating between the Apollonian and Dionysian art impulses
may be seen as significantly derived from Nietzsche’s text.

In The Strings are False, MacNeice describes his encounter with The Birth of

Tragedy as follows,

Reading for Honour Mods. was on the whole repellent to me - 1
could not bear niggling over textual commentary - but I

sweetened it with side-dishes, was delighted for instance by
Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy, though I knew it to be perverse and
historically upside-down. It made the Greeks seem much more
human because it made them seem as gloomy as the moderns and
as orgiastic as D. H. Lawrence. ‘Up Dionysus! became my slogan; it
was a good comeback to that authority on the Greek Drama who |

overheard hexameters in the bathrooms.219

Certainly, Nietzsche’s famous assertion that ‘it is only as an aesthetic phenomenon
that existence and the world are eternally justified’?20 held considerable appeal for

MacNeice, yet he also sought and found within Nietzsche’s text what he felt was the

219 S4F, p. 110.
20 BT, p. 32.
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“Thus, the concomitant Apollonian demand for self-definition, moderation and self-
knowledge is validated only by its role in restraining the chaos which would result
from the otherwise unchecked destructive energies of the Dionysiac impulse. As
Richard White has argued, whilst the Apollonian individual would be a ‘subject’ in
the fullest sense - since the Apollonian imperative for self-definition is likely to
result in an understanding of self only as the product of the various codifications of
class, race, gender, nation, etc,, - the purely Dionysian individual also falls short of
any ideal of individual sovereignty, since it is not clear whether such an individual,
totally removed from all codes and boundaries, could r'ea_lly be a distinct ‘person’ at
all.221 Indeed, it is the very principal of individuation which, in Nietzsche’s book,
Dionysianism is seen to resist. Thus, in discussing the relation between the lyric

poet and the ‘Dionysiac-Apolline genius’,222 Nietzsche wrote as follows,

(T)hroughout the whole of art we demand above all else the
conquest of the subjective, release from the ‘self, and the silencing
of all individual will and craving; indeed, we cannot imagine a
truly artistic creation, however unimportant, without objectivity,
without a pure and disinterested contemplation. For this reason
our aesthetic must first resolve the problem of how it is possible
to consider the ‘lyric poet’ as an artist: he who, in the experience
of all ages, always says ‘' and sings us through the full chromatic

scale of his passions and desires.?23

Nietzsche asserts that the artist, in the Dionysiac process, is united with a ‘primal
oneness’ reflected to him by a ‘musical atmosphere of moods’ which precedes the
poetic idea. The ‘T’ of the lyric poet therefore issues not from any atomistic
individual voice, but rather ‘sounds from the very depths of being’224. The
‘subjectivity’ of the artist, in, as Nietzsche explains, the sense in which it is used by

modern aestheticians, is thus revealed as a falsehood, since the term presupposes a

221 Richard White, ‘Art and the Individual in Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy’, British Journal of Aesthetics,
(1988) Vol. 28, No. 1, pp. 59-67.

222 BT, p. 28. It is also perhaps worth noting that the title of MacNeice’s 1941 collection, Plant and
Phantom, is borrowed from Nietzsche: the quotation in question, ‘ein Zweispat und Zwitter von Pflanze
und von Gespenst’ can be found at the start of the collection. The poet’s interest in Nietzsche did not
dissipate as early as might be assumed.

223 1bid, p. 28.

224 Ibid, p. 29.
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MacNeice himself argued,

The word ‘lyric’ has always been a terrible red herring. It is taken
to connote not only comparative brevity but a sort of emotional
parthenogenesis which results in a one-track attitude labelled

‘spontaneous’ but verging on the imbecile.225

Thus, MacNeice colludes with Nietzsche in envisioning a lyrical ‘I' whose co-
ordinates are located beyond the usual Romantic territories of purportedly

spontaneous self-expression. Nietzsche developed his argument as follows,

The lyric poet’s images are nothing but the poet himself, and only
different objectifications of himself, which is why, as' the moving
centre of that world, he is able to say ‘I’: this self is not that of the
waking, empirically real man, however, but rather the sole, truly
existing and eternal self that dwells at the basis of being, through
whose depictions the lyric genius sees right through to the very

basis of being.226

As will be seen, poems by MacNeice including ‘Snow’, ‘Upon this Beach’, and
‘Wolves’ are, in their successive intimations of the ever-shifting and potentially
destructive forces operating beneath the deceptive fixity of the everyday and the
mundane, revealing of the continued appeal of Nietzsche’s modern reading and
rendering of the ancient mythologies of Apollo and Dionysus. As MacNeice wrote in

- his study of Yeats,

Nietzsche in The Birth of Tragedy argued that Greek tragedy is a
blend of what he calls the Apollonian and Dionysian elements,
Apollo tending to stress distinctions, Dionysus to obliterate them.

This is not the place to criticise Nietzsche’s topsy-turvy

25 SI.C, p. 155.
226 1bid, p. 30.
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Apollo - of the rational genius.227

‘It can be seen in this maturer reflection how MacNeice accepted both the necessity
and the limitations of Apollonian rationalism as conceived by Nietzsche. The Birth
of Tragedy was instrumental in enabling the poet to develop a means of framing
and expressing the tension between the poles of fixity and flux that, as Jon
Stallworthy has noted, would generate the voltage of so many of his poems for
years afterwards?28, This particular tension, rendered via Nietzsche, afforded for
MacNeice a means of accessing and drawing upon the Classical mythologies in
which he was steeped so that they might be harnessed in order to help express his
encounter with modernity.

Evidence of an aesthetic engagement with the Niezschean rendering of the

| Apollo-Dioriysus tension is present among the earliest of MacNeice’s poems. The
poem ‘Paradise Lost’ (written whilst still at Oxford) sees MacNeice invoking the
symbol of Apollo and the endangered dream of the Apollonian poet in order to
articulate the same early apprehension of the private, creative sphere under threat
from the external world found in Spender’s work. The poem, despite the archaic
diction from which MacNeice’s poetic style had yet to emerge, serves as a useful
examplé of his effort towards bridging the private worlds evoked in the first
collection, Blind Fireworks (1929) and the considerably enhanced awareness of the

external world captured in Poems (1935),

Caught in Apollo’s blended dream
On the dim marge of Poesy

My rose red lips unlock to scream.

My horticultural mind did teem
With roses once in rosemary

Caught in Apollo’s blended dream.

Now an unorthodox regime

Has whelmed my soul in lethargy,

227 Ibid, p. 83.
228 Jon Stallworthy, Louis MacNeice (London: Faber, 2010) p. 133.
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The sinister tall gas-works seem
To vitiate my destiny

Caught in Apollo’s blended dream. 229

From the outset, a tension is rendered appafent between the invoked symbol of
Apollo, the god of measured harmony and form, and the desired ‘unlocking’ of the
Dionysiac ‘scream’. Whilst the bemoaning of an ‘unorthodoﬁ regime’ and resultant
lethargic state probably allude to MacNeice’s experience at Oxford as much as to
any wider social or political shift, the notion of the ‘blended dream’ reveals the
poet’s recognition (if not yet acceptance) of the interwovenness of private illusion
and external reality, and anticipates the difficult task of achieving a poetic
accommodation of the two. As William T. McKinnon has argued, MacNeice can no
longer reflect only the world of ‘roses and rosemary’, but must accept and express
the ‘blended dream’ that includes the ‘sinister tall gas works’.230 In this sense the
poem may be read as anticipating the heightened conflict which was to occur in the
coming decade between writer and environment; the épeaker’s sense of his own
‘vitiated destiny’ revealing on one level an antipathy towards modern
industrialism which is seen to recur in varyiﬁg forms throughout the thirties. -
Moreover, whilst the rather adolescent tone of the final stanza in particular
reminds the reader that a more mature vision has yet to emerge, lines written by
MacNeice some ten years hence would appear to reiterate the same sense of a

creative impulse, the ‘horticultural mind’, diminished by circumstance,

He lived among blue prints
For a castle in the air,
Perfecting it on paper

Year by year,

Who finds now that his building
Subsidy is gone

229 CP, pp. 661-662.
230 William T. McKinnon, Apollo’s Blended Dream: A Study of the Poetry of Louis MacNeice (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1971) p. 53. .
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To build his castle on.231

Here, as before, MacNeice is describing the falling away of those structures capable
of supporting and sustaining an aesthetic project untrammelled by social or
‘political considerations. Indeed the very image of the castle in the air would seem
to suggest that such structures were, in any case, little more than fantastical
imaginings to begin with. Further lines written at this time combine nostalgia and

deep foreboding to powerful effect:

In the Nineteen-Twenties
Life was gay,
They made the clock run

Until it ran away.

Ten years later
In a desert place
They met the clock again

With murder on its face232

Thus ‘Time’, portrayed as the enemy and personified in the image of the banished
clock, returns with a vengeance, demanding payment of debts accrued by the
seeming frivolities of the twenties, in a manner directly anticipating the ‘evil time’
at the opening of ‘An Eclogue for Christmas’.

Further evidence of the operétion of Dionysiac principles within MacNeice’s
thought can be found at the end of canto I1I of MacNeice’s long poem and seminal
end-of-decade thirties text, Autumn Journal. Here, MacNeice’s narrator speaks as

follows,

None of our hearts are pure, we always have mixed motives,
Are self-deceivers, but the worst of all
Deceits is to murmur ‘Lord, I am not worthy’

And, lying easy, turn your face to the wall.

21 Cp, p. 775.
232 Ibid, p. 774.

99



ATAL 1114 Y 1 WHL W LIAALV ALAAJA V) AWWWARY WA SALAVA W RAWTT VAL vEWLS
4 r

And may my feet follow my wider glance
First no doubt to stumble, then to walk with the others

And in the end - with time and luck - to dance.233

The invoking of the ‘dance’ as the ultimate goal or ideal here is very much in tune
with Nietzsche’s exposition (which in turn emerged under the influence of the
German composer Richard Wagner) of the Dionysiac principle of ecstatic music
and dance as the expression of the relinquishment of self in favour of experiencing
a sense of primal ‘oneness’ and communion with nature. Indeed, the dance
metaphor is one which recurs within MacNeice’s work during this period: for
example, in the earlier poem, ‘Mayfly’, the invocation is to ‘Let us too make our
time elastic and/Inconsequently dance above the dazzling wave.” In Autumn
Journal, this can in turn be read in light of the narrator’s earlier geéturing away
from cultural elitism, and decrying of the material inequities such an elitism

implies, towards a notably more inclusive and egalitarian ethos:

... It is so hard to imagine
A world where the many would have their chance
without
A fall in the standard of intellectual living
And nothing left that the highbrow cared about.
Which fears must be suppressed. There is no reason for
thinking
That, if you give a chance to people to think or live,
The arts of thought or life will suffer and become rougher

And not return more than you could ever give.234

Thus, MacNeice can be seen extolling a more democratic ethos even as he admits
(or implies) the culturally elitist and hence politically right-wing and ultimately
fascist route down which a Nietzschean-driven aesthetic might otherwise
logically proceed. The end of the poem sees MacNeice revisiting the idea of music

as expressive of the dynamic formlessness symbolised by the Dionysiac, yetin a

233 CP, pp. 106-107.
234 Ibid, p. 106.
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of which it permits:

What is it we want really?
For what end and how?
If it is something feasible, obtainable,
Let us dream it now, ‘
And pray for a possible land
Not of sleep-walkers, not of angry puppets,
‘But where both heart and brain can understand
The movements of our fellows; |
Where life is a choice of instruments and none

Is debarred his natural music235

‘Snow’ is one of the most frequently cited of MacNeice’s shorter lyrics,
though the ‘Dionysiac’ properties which inform the poem, and the moment of
epiphany which is its culmination, have gone largely unnoticed. The poem
harnesses a succession of images which, as Terence Brown has suggested, attempt
to catch the exact, particular essence of an experience,?3¢ in such a way that
purports to evade the limitations imposed by ‘the deliberating brain’ which,
MacNeice declared, ‘tends to hamper, rather than to assist, those experiences

which are forming new wholes’.237 The poem begins

The room was suddenly rich and the great bay-window was
Spawning snow and pink roses against it
Soundlessly collateral and incompati‘ble:

World is suddener than we fancy it.

The poem thus opens with the arresting interplay of ‘Spawning snow and pink
roses’ against the room'’s great bay-window. With its plethora of images and use of
alliterative sound, the poem enacts the very sentiment to which it gives voice,

insisting that

235 Ibid, p. 163.
236 Terence Brown, pp. 114-24.
BTSLC, p. 24.
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World is crazier and more of it than we think,
Incorrigibly plural, I peel and portion
A tangerine and spit the pips and feel

The drunkenness of things being various.

That the speaker emotionally intuits, rather than intellectually apprehends the
‘drunkenness’ of things being various stresses the poem’s emphasis precisely on
knowing by intuition rather than intellect, just as in ‘Aubade’, a poem similarly
concerned with the interplay of subjectivity and the external world, the speaker
has ‘felt with fingers that the sky is blue’238. The final stanza of ‘snow’ returns to the

poem’s opening imagery of the snow and roses:

~ ...the fire flames with a bubbling sound for world
Is more spiteful and gay than one supposes -
On the tongue on the eyes on the ears in the palms of one’s
hands -

There is more than glass between the snow and the huge roses. 23°

Here the poet arrives at the vérge of epiphany, as the reader is left with a
tantalising final line focusing attention back onto the central dual image of the
snow and the roses. The ‘world’ here, expressed by the fire’s ‘bubbling sound’,
incorporates both the tumultuous social}and political events of the time and a
more deeply-held sense of the creative-destructive Dionysiac forces which are
seen to precede them. Whilst the reader is left to consider what is located between
the roses on the one side of the glass and the snow on the other, any search for
readily definable metaphorical resonance must be undertaken with caution. Here
as elsewhere, the poetry works to resist precisely any such notions of
epistemological finality, continuing to search, rather, for a seamless language, the
harnessing of which would restore to the window in the poem its proper symbolic
function as imaginative portal rather than linguistic barrier.

That the medium of language itself served, paradoxically, to hinder the

conveyance of the sense of ‘ultimate reality’ and of the world’s ‘suddenness’ proved

28 CP, p. 28.
239 1bid, p. 24.
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apprehension of a gulf between the poet’s own consciousness and the external

world:

I do not want to be reflective any more

Envying and despising unreflective things

Finding pathos in dogs and undeveloped handwriting
And young girls doing their hair and all the castles of sand

Flushed by the children’s bedtime, level with the shore

In rejecting (or appearing to reject) the search for the ‘poetic’ in the everyday, the
poem mediates an inherently paradoxical desire for a somehow unmediated
experience, whereby the barrier is removed that exists between writer and world.
This suggests a tendency by MacNeice to view language, and even the poetic
medium itself as necessarily obstructing, rather than facilitating his engagement
with the world. Moreover, it can be seen that this impuls’e towards a direct, and
thus by definition unattainable communion with reality has its antecedent for

MacNeice in The Birth of Tragedy,

The realm of poetry does not lie outside the world, a fantastic
impossibility, the product of a poet’s mind; it wishes to be
precisely the opposite of this, the unadorned expression of truth,
and must for this very reason cast off the mendacious finery of the

man of culture.240

The second stanza of ‘Wolves’ sees the poet deploying, but then undercutting the
conventionally poetic and emblematic image of the sea, seeking to re-infuse an old

symbol with a fresh, and personal significance241,

The tide comes in and goes out again, | do not want
To be always stressing its flux or its permanence,

I do not want to be a tragic or philosophic chorus

240 BT, p. 41. _
241 MacNeice himself grew up near the coast and would recall his childhood impressions of the sea in his
essay, ‘Experiences with Images’ (SLC, p. 158.)
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And after that let the sea flow over us.242

The narrator’s desire for unreflective immersion in the world of ‘things’ conveys a
sense of himself as exiled from the experience he craves, whilst the insistence on
not being ‘a tragic or philosophic chorus’ appears to signals a rejection of the
Nietzschean justification of the world in aesthetic terms alone. Indeed, to this
extent the poem is suggestive of MacNeice’s awareness of the need to develop
beyond his classical Background in order to explore new means of articulating the
interactions between the trajectory of his own life and external events. Yet behind
the reluctance to look beyond the ‘nearer future’ lies the apprehension of
irresistible catastrophe; the intimation that the social unity, here represented by
the circle of joined hands, is incapable of resisting the destructive forces at work
just beyond the waves, on the European continent, and we may, to this extent,
discern some critique of the leftist politics adopted and espoused by MacNeice’s
peers. Yet this is by no means the primary motive of the poem. Any such critique is
subsumed beneath the poem’s more fundamental desire to, as it were, ‘un-write’
itself, in such a way as to dissolve the attitudes of pathos towards the ‘unreflective’
in the recovery of the moment of experience, a process which is underwritten

precisely by those external dangers which serve to guarantee the primacy of the

experiential moment. The poem ends as follows:

Come then all of you, come closer, form a circle,
Join hands and make believe that joined |
Hands will keep away the wolves of water

Who howl along our coast. And be it assumed

That no one hears them among the talk and laughter.z43

Whilst this third stanza invites the reader to ‘Join hands and make believe that
joined/Hands will keep away the wolves of water’, the speaker himself seems
unwilling to enter the circle; that is, unable to partake of the make-believe he
seems to advocate. The poem ends with a veiled sense of menace and of thwarted

escape, as the speaker seems to warn; ‘be it assumed/That no one hears them

22 NCP, p. 27.
3 CP, p. 27.
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expresses the desire for escapism, yet steadfastly avoids becoming ‘escapist’ in
itself. v

The desire for an experience unrefracted through the artist’s lens is
pursued further still in the poem, ‘Upon this Beach’. Here, it is coupled with a more
fundamental doubt over the ability of language (or rather art itself) to properly

reflect and represent the textures and the contours of reality,

Upon this beach the falling wall of the sea
Explodes its drunken marble

Amid gulls’ gaiety.

Which ever-crumbling masonry, cancelling sum,

No one by any device can represent -

In any medium.

Turn therefore inland, tripper, foot on the sea-holly,
Forget those waves’ monstrous fatuity

And boarding bus be jolly.244

MacNeice signals his awareness of the limitations of the linguistic medium where,
as he wryly notes in a review of R. C. Trevelyan’s translation of Virgil’s Eclogues
and Georgics, ‘as words cannot do everything, poets have often to compromise’24>,
Here, the speaker’s reduction of the sea’s ‘drunken marble’ to mere ‘monstrous

- fatuity’, set against the frivolous gaiety of the world of the day-tripper, seems to
signal a rejection of private meditation in favour of celebrating basic, everyday
pleasures. Indeed, the concern to grant greater privilege and precedence to the
submerged experience of the everyday realm, and concomitant belief that art
‘expresses other people’ (see above) is reiterated in the poem ‘Hidden Ice’ (The
Earth Compels, 1938). Just as, in ‘Leaving Barra’, the poet sets alongside the
‘beauty of the moon and music’ the ‘routine courage of the worker’, here the

speaker laments the fact that

There are few songs for domesticity

244 CP, p. 24.
25 S1.C, p. 124.
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Though these are apt for eulogy or for tragedy.246

The poem proceeds to evoke the commonplace realities of everyday life, praising

the adaptability and ‘inconceivable stamina’ of those,

Who work to the clock and calendar and maintain
The equilibrium of nerves and notions,

Our mild bravado in the face of time.

Again, the use of the collective ‘our’ over the solitary ‘I’ is designed to imply shared
experience, whilst the attention drawn to a strenuously maintained ‘equilibrium of
nerves and notions’ echoes the same balance and tension which is fundamental to
MacNeice’s poetic. At the same time, one of the striking features of this jaoem is the
way in which the prosaic nature of the first four stanzas gives way to complex

poetic imagery, the significance and meaning of which are by no means clear-cut,

But some though buoyed by habit, though convoyed
By habitual faces and hands that help the food
Or help one with one’s coat, have lost their bearings

Struck hidden ice or currents no one noted.

One was found like Judas kissing flowers
And one who sat between the clock and the sun
Lies like a Saint Sebastian full of arrows

Feathered from his own hobby, his pet hours.247

It becomes clear that the poem is by no means an unequivocal celebration of the
day-to-day world, or of the private practices which are seen to underwrite it.
Whilst these latter stanzas suggest the existence of a private realm beneath the
visible surface of the everyday; the privately passed ‘pet hours’, the deployment of
the Saint Sebastian image suggests that MacNeice’s concern is equally with the

accumulated grief, the ‘hidden ice’, beneath the shared surface and the reassurance

26 CPp, p. 89.
247 Ibid, p. 90.
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invisible forces which persist beneath the ‘calm upholstering’ of the domestic
realm. Moreover, the overt manner in which the measured, observational tone of
the earlier stanzas gives way to intimations of a darker, unruly undertow beneath
the surface; of the creative-destructive impulse either harnessed and/or
expressed, or else privately squandered, corresponds once more to the underlylng

Apollonian-Dionysiac tensions similarly at work beneath the surface of the poetry.

IV

In a letter written to Anthony Blunt in September 1926, shortly before his

departure for Oxford, MacNeice wrote the following:

I'm tired of theories. It will be some time before I read another
‘aesthetic’. Theories are the combination of absfractions & an
abstraction is the rough & ready term that covers a lot of
individual concretes. It saves time but it doesn’t lead anywhere.
To talk about the man-in-the-street is easy but it doesn’t give you

any information about the men in the street.248

These comments can be read in the context of MacNeice’s nominal rejection of the
doctrine of pure form (as explored by Clive Bell in his then-influential volume,
Are2 (1914)) in favour of an emphasis on the realm of the ordinary and the
‘everyday’. The poem,“Birmingham’, is revealing of such an emphasis; yet, as will |
be shown, the democratic insistence on the virtues of the ‘ordinary’ by no means
implies any lack of formal or intellectual sophistry on MacNeice’s part. N

' The tone of the poem is, characteristically, both distant and involved:
sardonic yet sympatheti-c, and the poet’s own participation in the scenes described

seems actual as well as imaginative, leading to what critics such as Edna Longley

| have described as a ‘single felt image of Birmingham’,250 a view which would

appear to situate the poem somewhere between the deliberate concentrated

248 MacNeice, Letters, p. 122.
249 See: Clive Bell, Art (London: Chatto and Windus, 1914)
250 Longley, p. 48.
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with a breathless stream of words (clearly suggestive of the influence of Joyce)

which seems to compel instant re-reading:

Smoke from the train-gulf hid by hoardings blunders upward, the
brakes of cars

Pipe as the policeman pivoting round raises his flat hand, bars

With his figure of a monolith Pharoah the queue of fidgety machines

(Chromium dogs on the bonnet, faces behind the triplex screens),

Behind him the streets run away between the proud glass of shops,

Cubical scent-bottles artificial legs arctic foxes and electric mops2>!

The use of enjambment both emphasises the hurriedness of the city-centre scene
and is suggestive of the fast-paced succession of sense impressions made on the
speaker. The poem evokes a number of the harsher realities of modern urban life -
such as the exploitation of workers by an upwardly mobile middle class, or the
reliance of modern commerce on the creation of artificial needs and desires - and
thus on one level operates as an indictment of modern commercial and industrial
life. Yet to read the poem in these terms alone fails to do it justice, since it also
reflects the poet’s desire to make and maintain contact with, as he put it in Strings,

‘the rest of the world’. As MacNeice explains:

Living in Birmingham had reconciled me to ordinary people; I

- . - o . . /
found reassurance in silent gardeners, inefficient hospital nurses,
in a golfer cupping a match in his hands in the wind, in business
men talking shop in the train. I found no such reassurance in the

intelligentsia.2>2

The idea of the continuance of ordinary life serving as a basis for reassurance is
telling here, pointing to a sense that something of value is being preserved, and
suggesting, therefore, that MacNeice attaches a moral value to such experience. Yet
the argument, as put forward by Samuel Hynes, that MacNeice’s celebration of

ordinary life and love of the commonplace functions as ‘a kind of substitute for

2LCP, p. 22,
252 SAF, p. 145.
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everyday. It is instructive at this juncture to refer back to comments made by
MacNeice in The Poetry of W. B. Yeats on relations between the figure of the

‘ordinary man’ and the poet:

The stage of thought [...] is a stage of distinctions and of
consciousness of the ego. The mystic proper transcends these
distinctions and once more merges the ego in the cosmos.
Ordinary civilized men live most of their lives in the intermediate
stage - the stage of distinctions and egoism. The poet is found
among them because the poet’s job is to be articulate and man
cannot be articulate unless he makes distinctions: the logical
outcome of mysticism is silence. On the other hand the poet
shares the paradoxical position of the ordinary man. The paradox
is this: man lives by egoism, by making distinctions, but he derives
his driving force from a stage below distinctions and he derives

his ideals from a stage above them. 254

To this extent, then, it can be seen that MacNeice is insistent upon the location of
the poet and the ordinary individual on the same existential plane, insofar as both
groups are subject to a common paradox whereby life, both lived and written, is
seen to be reliant upon the simultaneous upholding and subverting of distinctions.
At the same time the articulation of the accompanying conflict between civilized
man’s undefined pre-cognitive drives and the machinations of the private ego in
the social realm is seen to be conditional upon the exercise of certain ‘specialized
gifts’255 (not, MacNeice wants us to understand, to be confused with mysticism)
with which the poet alone is endowed. The prominence afforded to the
commonplace and the everyday in poems such as ‘Birmingham’ can thus be seen to
issue from a belief that those categories of experience which are bound up with
such realms are in no way detachable from the wider continuum. The following
stanza continues with its chronicle of ordinary life in the poet’s adoptive home

town,

253 Hynes, p. 295.
254 PIYBY, p. 24.
255 Thid., p. 24.
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Splayed outwards through the suburbs houses, houses for rest

Seducingly rigged by the builder, half-timbered houses with lips
pressed

So tightly and eyes staring at the traffic through bleary haws

And only a six-inch grip of the racing earth in their concrete claws;

In these houses men as in a dream pursue the Platonic Forms

With wireless and cairn terriers and gadgets approximating to the
fickle norms

And endeavour to find God and score one over the neighbour

By climbing tentatively upward on jerry-built beauty and sweated

labour.256

This second stanza, with its descriptions of the half-timbered houses of the
suburbs, and inhabitants attempting to simultaneously ‘find God and Score one
over the neighbour’, registers contempt for the middle-class values and ‘fickle
norms’ to which they aspire. Lines describing ‘only a six-inch grip of the racing
earth’ 'momentarily and sardonically evoke a lost closeness to nature, whilst the
subtle discord operating between the dynamic image of the ‘racing earth’ and that
of the ‘concrete claws’ is delicately though firmly suggestive of the fundamental
tensions between fixity and flux underpinning the poetry more widely. Yet the
overall poem is motivated less by a desire to lament the fact of modern life, with
the narrow and provincial attitudes which it is seen to engender, than with
dramatizing, in a poetic language replete with the objects and fixtures of modern
life, the experience of those living within its confines, and of those popular
strategies which are adopted as a means of transcending these. Thus, as Stephen

Regan has aptly pointed out,

What we see is not just an acute apprehension of the changing
urban and suburban landscape, but a skilful fusing of lyric and

dramatic modes of writing to forge a style appropriate to the

26 CP, p. 22.
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display. 257

What such comments perhaps do not take full account of is the inbuilt pathos
inherent in, for example, the ironic notion of searching for ‘Platonic Forms’
precisely amidst the material reality constituted by the surfeit of consumer goods.
Such lines serve to give voice to the poet’s consciousness of the now-proximity of
such realities to the philosophic ideals of antiquity via his own professional
engagement with them. In so doing, they bring the attendant values into
juxtaposition, not with a view towards ‘reconciling’ them as such, but rather by
way of gesturing towards the possibility that such a reconciliation might be
envisaged.

The third stanza deploys at its close the inclusive ‘we’ to suggest the
common predicament of facing a deficit which, with the references to ‘Insipid

colour, patches of emotion’, registers both on a material and a spiritual level:

The lunch hour: the shops empty, shopgirls’ faces relax

Diaphanous as green glass, empty as old almanacs ‘

As incoherent with ticketed gewgaws tiered behind their heads

As the Burne-]ones windows in St. Philip’s broken by crawling

leads;

Insipid colour, patches of emotion, Saturday thrills

(This theatre is sprayed with ‘June’) - the gutter take our old
playbills,

Next week-end it is likely in the heart’s funfair we shall pull

Strong enough on the handle to get back our money; or at any rate

itis possible.z58

Here, it can be seen how the individual ‘I’ is contained within the ‘we’ and the ‘our’,
as the private voice defers to a discerned shared experience, and the commonality
of the sense of hope which, in tandem with the routine of alternating work and

leisure, renews itselfon a weékly basis. Whilst the represeritation of such

257Stephen Regan, ‘Coming up England by a Different Line: Louis MacNeice and Philip Larkin’, eds.
Fran Brearton and Edna Longley, Incorrigibly Plural, Louis MacNeice and his Legacy (Manchester,
Carcanet, 2012) p. 250.

2% CP, p. 23.
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necessarily reflect the poet’s own, it is precisely this method which permits an
imaginative entering-into such lives. The final stanza modulates once more back to

the descriptive voice,

...the factory chimneys on sullen sentry will all night wait
To call, in the harsh morning, sleep stupid faces through the

daily gate.?59

Here, the potent simile of trams moving ‘like vast sarcophagi’ reveals a building
sense of pessimism reinforced by the reference to ‘the frayed and fading zone/Of
the West’, whilst the poem’s final line brings \t}Ale sense of a cycle concluded and
ready to resume once more. The image of the ‘daily gate’ connotes the ritualism
implicit in the common routine, and whilst, with its suggestions of entfapment,
would seem to give little cause for hope, it is worth remembering that, read in
métaphorical terms, the image of the gateway is typically syhonymous with a sense
of possibility rather than of defeat. Indeed, as Chris Wigginton has noted, the poem
attends to the commodified surfaces of city existence, whilst refusing to condemn
the masses’ involvement in them in the manner of the majority of the High
Modernists.260 ‘Birmingham’ as a whole is revealing of MacNeice’s insistence on the
communicability of the experience of modern industrialism, and in its lengthy
topography reveals his own immersion in a shared landscape inhabited by poet

and worker alike.
A%

Among the more prominent of the ways in which MacNeice is seen to have drawn
on his knowledge of ancient and Classical literatures is in his appropriations of
pastoral modes of writing. Whilst critics such as Valentine Cunningham have
portrayed’MacNeice as ‘besotted by this particular tradition - cutting his teeth on
Theocritan/Virgilian-type eclogues’6}, it is perhaps truer to say that poems such

as ‘An Eclogue for Christmas’ both evoke and subvert this ancient mode to convey

259 Ibid, p. 23.
260 Wigginton, p. 21.
261 Valentine Cunningham, ‘MacNeice and Thirties (Classical) Pastoralism’, Brearton and Longley, p. 89.
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greeted (‘I meet you in an evil time’) announces an unequivocal bleakness which,
one imagines, it would be difficult to surpass. It is understandable, then, that ,
readers should detect here the familiar apocalyptic overtones of the thirties; that,
for example, critics such as Richard Danson Brown should argue for a mood of
‘striking pessimism’262 in the face of cultural decline. To attribute such a stance,
however, is purportedly to assume that the two voices of the poem speak as one.
And yet this is exactly what the form and dialogic structure of the poem work to
avoid. Rather, it is precisely the use of multiple voices permitted by the eclogue
form which provide MacNeice a means of staging his dialectician’s vision of
contemporaneity. Thus, the poet’s deployment of the eclogue may be seen less in
terms of modifying or ‘updating’ the existing tradition, than as having adopted that

poetic model best suited to his purpose. As Paul Alpers has pointed out,

The chief interest of the modern eclogue is not in making a

significant adjustment in the order of similar poems that precede
them - rather, their points of engagement are contemporary, and
they characteristically make sense in relation not to other poems

of the same ‘kind’ but to other poemé by the poet himself.263

To this extent, then, the poem may be read as being in dialogue not only within
itself, but with other poems in the collection. Indeed, it is worth noting, as Alpers
has, that the four eclogues written by MacNeice are strikingly unlike each other.264
Moreover, it is by no means an easy task to identify with any confidence those
factors most instrumental in occasioning the seeming transition between the overt
aestheticism of Blind Fireworks and the discovery of a social voice by the time of
Poems. The following remarks from MacNeice suggest that the sociai and cultural
concerns within ‘An Eclogue for Christmas’ (the first of the Poems) came as

something of a revelation,

I wrote it with a kind of cold-blooded passion and when it was

done it surprised me. Was I really as concerned as all that with the

262 Richard Danson Brown, Louis MacNeice and the Poetry of the 1930s (Tavistock, Northcote House,
2009) p. 51.

263 Paul Alpers, ‘Modern Eclogues’, Triquarterly, (Evanston, Summer 2003) Iss. 116, p. 20.

264 Ibid.
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did. Part of me must have been feeling like that for years.265

The opening of ‘An Eciogue for Christmas’ foregrounds an encounter between poet
and audience at the same time as it introduces the alternate voices permitted by
the eclogue form. The two voices of the poem, A and B, are respectively town and
country dwellers, though it is worth noting MacNeice’s ironic reversal of the
Lawrentian ‘back to nature’ imperative where speaker B advises his companion to
‘Go back where your instincts call/And listen to the crying of the town-cats and the
taxis again.’266 Their dialogue evokes a series of distinctly modern anxieties,
ranging from the political to the existential, to which both speakers are seen to be

susceptible:

A. I meet you in an evil time.
B. The evil bells

Put out of our heads, I think, the thought of everything else.
A. The jaded calendar revolves,

Its nuts need oil, carbon chokes the valves,

The excess sugar of a diabetic culture

Rotting the nerve of life and literature.267

Here, the language of cultural decay (precipitated by the ‘excess sugar of a diabetic
culture’) and decimated selfhood (‘I...Have seen myself sifted and splintered in
broken facets’268) seems on the one to bear distinct echoes of The Waste Land
(‘These fragments I have shored against my ruins’269). At the same time, the
following lines appear to give voice to a reaction precisely against modernist

aesthetics,

I have not been allowed to be
Myself in flesh or face, but abstracting and dissecting me

They have made of me pure form, a symbol or a pastiche,

25 SAF, p. 146.

26 Cp, p. 3.

267 Ibid, p. 3.

268 Tbid, p. 3.

29 Collected Poems, 1909-1935,p.71.

114



VLY LloWW L VIV ULLY LVELLAL6 MWL UV WL IR 1AW
’ =]

Such lines serve to underscore what critics such as Chris Wigginton have correctly
described as MacNeice’s complex, ambivalent critical attitude to Modernist
aestheticism.271 Here the speaker appears to lay the blame fof his sense of
disembodied fragmentation not, as might be expected, at the door of modernity
itself, but rather on the incessant ‘sifting’ and 'splintefing’ of the self, its reduction
to a mere series of obscurely sculpted ‘abstractions scalpelled with a palette-knife’,
at the dictates of the modernist enterprise, whilst the direct and deliberate
reference to Clive Bell’s doctrine of ‘pure form’ supplies further evidence of the
poet’s increasingly ambivalent attitudes towards any attempt at upholding such
principles (‘I don’t believe in pure form. I don’t believe in pure anything’272.) For
such reasons, readers should be wary of too-readily identifying in MacNeice’s
poem a restatement of The Waste Land’s envisioning of modernity as disjointed
nightmare (indeed, MacNeice writes in Modern Poetry of having initially found
Eliot ‘repellent’: ‘His subject-matter was ugly, I did not like his form, and I found
him very obscure’273.) The dourness of the countryman’s grim insistence (couched
in suitably rural terminology) that ‘the soil is stale’, coupled with the repeated
assurance that the current malaise extends to town and country alike, is met with a

striking declaration of optimism from the town-dweller,

But yet there is beauty narcotic and deciduous

In this vast organism grown out of us:

On all the traffic-islands stand white globes like moons,
‘The city’s haze is clouded amber that purrs and croons,
And tilting by the noble curve bus after tall bus comes
With an osculation of yellow light, with a glory like

chrysanthemums.?74

Whilst, then, the poem asserts an ongoing intersection between public and private

malaise, it refuses to succumb to any full condemnation of the modern civilisation.

20 CP, pp. 3-4. : :

271 Chris Wigginton, Modernism from the Margins, The 1930s Poetry of Louis MacNeice and Dylan
Thomas, (Cardiff, University of Wales Press, 2007) p. 13.

272 MacNeice, Letters, p. 122.

273 MP, p. 56.

24 CP,p. 5.
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form of sanctuary and comfort, both visual and auditory, as it ‘purrs and croons’,
providing, if only intermittently, some relief from the sense of displacement. The
yellow light emanating from ‘bus after tall bus’ radiates with ‘a glory like
chrysanthemums’, a simile all the more arresting for its near-preposterous
juxtaposition of images. Indeed, to this extent, and in response to the forebodings
of MacNeice’s countryman, such utterances may, in the context of MacNeice’s use
of the eciogue form, be read as approaching a species of ‘urban’ pastoral, in which,
just as George Orwell’s narrator in The Road to Wigan Pier (1937) seeks warmth
and meaning around the hearth of the working-class home, so MacNeice’s speaker
finds poetic sanctuary in traditionally ‘unpoetic’ imagery and subject matter. The
envisioning of the city itself not as a hostile, external space, but rather a ‘vast
organism grown out of us’ serves as a reminder of the interdependence of self and
society at the socio-economic level, but also, and perhaps more importantly, in
terms of how it is rendered via the individual consciousness, gesturing towards
(without fully endorsing) the modernist sense of the external environment as
being as much an imaginative as it is a physical reality.

Yet at the same time the poetry remains determinedly grounded in tangible
realities, anticipating MacNeice’s insistence on what, in ‘Snow’, he terms the
‘drunkenness of things being various’27s, and assuring the reader that the
reflections on the relationship between self and society are derived not from those
‘theory vendors’ disdainfully singled out in ‘“Turf Stacks’ (shortly discussed) but
from the standpoint of an everyday experience as concrete as it is sensual.
Moreover, whilst speaker B predicts that ‘We shall go down like palaeolithic
man/before some new Ice Age or Genghiz Khan’, speaker A responds with the
suggestion that ‘it is time for some new coinage’, a statement which might equally
be read as shggestive of the need for language itself to develop and adapt in order
to be able to meet the demands that a changing society will place on it. The
comparison with Eliot’s poem may, then, be more usefully drawn in terms of the
possibilities for rebirth and renewal afforded by a period of crisis. Moreover, as
O’Neill and Reeves suggest, the poem’s picture of modern life as divided and
fragmented hints at an ideal of the complete man, where flesh and spirit, body and

soul, and intellect and experience are united.276 Indeed, if there is any meaningful

215 Thid, p. 24.
276 O’ Neill and Reeves, p. 65.
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the presence of such terms as ‘culture’, ‘nerve’ and ‘life and literature’ which, as
Edna Longley has pointed out, carry social meanings with which Eliot’s poem is not
primarily concerned.2’7 Thus, the poem finds itself, as Paul Alpers notes, poised
between public critique and troubled self-representation.278

The eclogue concludes with the deployment of a revised Christian
terminology: ‘Goodbye to you, this day remember is Christmas, this morn / They
say, interpret it your own way, Christ is born’.279 It is precisely on the act of
interpreting, on his own terms, his encounters with both political and religious
systems of belief, and with the confrontations between ‘private’ and ‘public’
worlds, that the poet insists. Moreover, given that, as has been argued, MacNeice
was temperamentally inclined to refuse any monological position, there is a
particular aptness in his adoption of one of the most typical and exemplary
pastoral structures - that of the debate (traditionally represented in pastoral
literature as bucolic dialogues and singing contests) a form precisely capable of
sustaining and exploring multiple points of view whilst resisting any final
resolution of the differences arising from them.

A further example of MacNeice’s use of structures traditionally associated
with pastoral writing is found in ‘Turf Stacks’. Here, the tension between
individualism and cultural homogenisation is analogously rendered as the poem

purports to invoke rural life as a means of critiquing modern, industrial society,

Among these turf-stacks graze no iron horses

Such as stalk, such as champ in towns and the souls of crowds,
Here is no mass-production of neat thoughts

No canvas shrouds for the mind nor any black hearses:

The peasant shambles on his boots like hooves |

Without thinking at all or wanting to run in grooves.

It is, firstly, worth drawing attention to the reference to the ‘souls of crowds’, since

the phrase seems to recall, on the one hand, Nietzsche’s conception of the ‘primal

277 Longley, p. 45. Yet there can be no doubting Eliot’s significance for MacNeice, who wrote that ‘To
find a bridge between the dominant poetry of the early nineteen-twenties and the dominant poetry of the
nineteen-thirties we have to look back again to T. S. Eliot’ (SLC, p. 21.)

278 Alpers, ‘Modern Eclogues’.

2 CP,p. 7.
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invoke the idea of the individual consciousness subsumed beneath the collective.
The latter connotation is indeed reinforced in the subsequent allusion to mass-
production, which stands both as a reference to the accelerated development of
mass-produced goods, and the concomitant homogenizing processes of modernity
leading, the poet suggests, precisely to the mass-produced uniformity of (neat)
thought(s). The latter part of the stanza leaves the reader to ponder the identity of -
the nameless v‘peasant’ who ‘shambles on his boots like hooves’, and from whose
way of life, it seems, the speaker is equally disengaged. The line deliveré a
countering image of rurality, registered not least through the use of the word
‘peasant’, which also serves to align the poem with the ostensibly ‘realist’
proclivities endemic within thirties’ writing. The archaic use of ‘peasant’ (as
opposed to, say, ‘farmer’) further testifies to the use made by MacNeice of the
pastoral form, since the term itself is used in a self-conscious literary sense to refer
in generic terms to the rural or agricultural worker. The use of the term, then, is
clearly not without irony. The shambling, seeming unreflectiveness of this figure
ought not to be read in straightforwardly derogatory terms: on the contrary, it is
precisely this perceived un-self-conscious, and hence more ‘authentic’ mode of
living which is the subject of the envy of the supposedly more ‘sophistiéated’ city-
dweller, who, by contrast, is reduced to seeking solace in the meagre consolations
of his daily and weekly routines, whose supposedly greater proclivity towards
thought and reflection does not prevent him from ‘wanting to run in grooves’. On
the contrary, it is precisely the urban trammelling of thought along pre-ordaihed
lines to which the poem draws attention.

Moreover, the class-ridden connotations of the word ‘peasant’ provide in
some measure the basis for the next stanza. Having thus established the familiar
country-city dichotomy, the poem pointedly re-deploys the term as it mounts an
attack on precisely that urban-centred bourgeois intellectualism whose theorizings

would emancipate the beleaguered peasant from his bondage to the land:

But those who lack the peasant’s conspirators,

The tawny mountain, the unregarded buttress,

Will feel the need of a fortress against ideas and against the
Shuddering insidious shock of the theory vendors,

The little sardine men crammed in a monster toy
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Here, the urban subject, in his separation from nature, lacks the ‘fortress against
ideas’ needed in order to resist the operations of the ‘aggregate beast’ in the
borrowed form of the Trojan horse, whose only gift is the commodified thought

peddled by the theory-vendors. In response, the concluding stanza asserts that

...we are obsolete who like the lesser things

Who play in corners with looking-glasses and beads;
It is better we should go quickly, go into Asia

Or any other tunnel where the world recedes,

Or turn blind wantons like the gulls who scream

And rip the edge off any ideal or dream. 280

The suggestion of obsolescence carries some degree of ironic self-effacement, with
those ‘who play in corners with looking glasses and beads’ mirroring the ‘urchins
playing with paint and filth’ in ‘The Individualist Speaks’. What does become
apparent, however, is that the speaker’s own status is outside both of the sections
of society portrayed. At one level the poem is symptomatic of a wider tendency to
invoke nostalgia for an imagined (typically rural) place of retreat as a response to
contemporary trauma - as the speaker says in the final stanza, ‘It is better we
should go quickly, go into Asia/Or any other tunnel where the world recedes’. Yet
the poem implicitly suggests the limitations of any such retrea‘t into individualistic
privacy, and in declining to state a preference for one way of life over the other,
may be read as further suggestive of the poet’s ongoing search for a centre of belief

from which to operate.

I have attempted to show, then, that MacNeice’s earlier efforts towards a fusion of
‘public’ and ‘private’ are determined by a wider impulse, closely informed by his
reading and understanding of the classics and of metaphysics, towards a
tentatively conceived philosophic and poetic unity. At the same time, the poetry is
tempered by MacNeice’s sense of his own sense of outsider-ness and ongoing quest

for a system of belief to which he felt able to subscribe. His poems do not display

280 Cp, pp. 15-16.
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approach the emotional candour which is seen to infuse Spender’s wbrk. Neither
the public or private worlds are permitted to dominate the poems, but rather hold
equal sway as the poet strives to maintain a fundamental yet delicately poised
poetic equilibrium which properly reflects his profound sense of multiplicity and
belief in the necessary impurity of any valid or viable poetic enterprise. MacNeice’s
poetry of the thirties thus endeavours to give voice to his intuitive sense that both .
the public and the private, and the ephemeral and the permanent, necessarily co-

exist.
N~
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Chapter 3: ‘The style is the man’:281 fantasy, reality and the grotesque in

Christopher Isherwood’s fictions of the thirties.

'Each age redefines the grotesque in terms of what threatens its
sense of essential humanity.

Geoffrey Harpham, ‘The Grotesque: First Principles’282

As has been shown, Spender’s formulation of the relationship between public and
private rests on the idea of a pre-existent, essential self which is liable to be
invaded by the public realm, but which nonetheless is shown to take precedence
over the external world. Thus, the task of integrating outside events into the
private consciousness remained paramount in Spender’s engagement with the 30s
public/private dichotomy. In contrast to this, as my second chapter has shown,
Louis MacNeice was no more inclined to grant full legitimacy to the primacy of the
private subjective vision thén he was to the public realm, being concerned with
rendering what he sensed was an essentially dialectical relationship between the
public and private realms, with the self most clearly discernable at the intersection
of the two.

This chapter offers a further dimension to my study of the interplays
between the public and private realms within thirties literature, and is the first of
two considerations of how the public/private binary is explored within thirties
fiction(s). It offers a re-reading of two of the decade’s most important novels,
Christopher Isherwood’s Mr Norris Changes Trains?83 (1935) and Goodbye to Berlin
(1939). Whilst these texts, in their renderings of thirties Berlin, do not, in the same
senses as outlined above, posit any single or integrated model of selfhood to be
realised and maintained, it is argued that, to the extent that they feature instead a
succession of self-invented and meretricious personae (from Arthur Norris to ‘Herr

Issyvoo’ to Sally Bowles) they partake of a discourse of selfhood as style, one which

281 Christopher Isherwood, preface to Lions and Shadows (London: Methuen, 1963) p. 70. Cited hereafter
as L&S. '

282 Geoffrey Harpham, ‘The Grotesque: First Principles’, The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism
(34.4, 1976, pp. 461-68).

283 Published in the US under the title The Last of Mr Norris.
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supplant the possibility of any integrated or authentically-realised individualism.
In so doing, these novels demonstrate the politically and culturally dubious logic
inherent in the relinquishing of any stable, integrated sense of self through the
sustained reliance on such adoptive masks. The private, yet outwardly manifest
fantasies entertained and enacted by such figures are, these texts suggest,
intimately linked to Nazism'’s reliance on spectacle and theatricality. They are
revealing of how the neurotic, self-created worlds of Isherwood’s gallery of
grotesque characters, in their reliance on precisely the same conflation of
aestheticism and reality upon which German fascism is seen to have been
predicated, reflect precisely those conditions which in turn permit and give rise to
a burgeoning totalitarianism. Isherwood thus casts the relationship between public
and private in terms of how private fantasy and public spectacle, under such
conditions, come to reflect each other. In conjunction with these modes of enquiry,
this chapter argues for the situation of Isherwood'’s texts in relation to specific
theorizations of the grotesque tradition in literature. It considers the extent to
which, in seeking a means of accommodating, in particulaf, the often
simultaneously comic and abhorrent scenes to which these texts bear witness, they
gesture towards a further modification of this long and multi-faceted aesthetic
category through the combining of particular textual features closely associated
with the grotesque mode with an explicit and radically disturbing political
dimension.

Whilst maintaining its primary focus on the two Berlin novels, this chapter
also draws on Isherwood’s fictionalised autobiography, Lions and Shadows (1938)
and reference is also made to The Mortmere Stories, whose role in Isherwood’s
literary development has yet to be properly accounted for.28¢ Whilst critics such as
Paul Piazza have pointed to Isherwood’s ostensible rejection of Mortmere
‘precisely because it has no connection with the real world’285, this chapter shows
the continuity which in fact exists between the grotesque elements found in these
early writings and Isherwood’s unsettling explorations of the dynamics of fascism.
The foilowing remarks from David Garnett, writing in the New Statesman, are

especially apt in this regard:

284 The fact that they were not published in any collected form until 1994 goes some way towards
explaining their omission from prior critical accounts.

285 Paul Piazzi, Christopher Isherwood — Myth and Anti-Myth (New York, Columbia University Press,
1978) p. 17.
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There are so many people who do not see various forms of
unpleasantness; some of us even manage not to see accidents in
the street or quarrels or acts of cruelty or horrible deformities.
Most of us see these things and are shocked...Some kind of
idealism enables us to take very little notice of the less blatant, but

equally disturbing, kinds of ugliness.286

This chapter is interested, then, in the extent to which the relationship between
public and private is rendered by Isherwood in such terms as means of delineating
the negative interplay between fantasy, artifice and fascism, using a narrative T’
which is especially complex, multi-faceted and unstable. Isherwood’s famous
‘camera’ records 1930s Berlin through a particular kind of lens, one which signals
a consciousness of precisely those unacknowledged ‘quarrels or acts of cruelty or
horrible deformities’ which are revealed as key determinants of the city’s public

and private lives.

Despite remaining relatively innocent of public events into the early part of the
thirties, there is evidence to suggest that as the decade got underway, Isherwood
joined the company of those writers now entering a period of increased political
awareness. As can be seen from a letter written to Spender in the autumn of 1931,
‘he came to have little doubt over the alarming nature of the developing situation in

Europe,

Germany is pretty bloody. This Revolution-Next-Week o

~ atmosphere has stopped being quite Such a joke and somehow the
feeling that nothing catastrophic really will happen only makes it
worse. I think everybody everywhere is being ground }down
slowly by an enormous tool. I feel myself getting smaller and

smaller.287

28 David Garnett, New Statesman (March 1939) p. 11.
287 Unpublished letter, October 1931, cited in: Peter Parker, Isherwood (London: Picador, 2004), p. 229.

123



1ITIC IS51ITI VWUUU 1 CoLdltd LT 1atllllllal HULIULIL UL ITTLHIE UIITLOTIL UVLL LAnLLL Uy pPuliis
events, and such statements might indeed tempt readers towards assuming a
closer affinity with Spender’s formulation of the ‘invaded’ self than is actually the
case. As this chapter argues, the concept of the joke-turned-sour, and
accompanying modulation of the trivial into the tragic, forms one of the key
trajectories explored in Isherwood’s thirties texts. Whilst the historical
background to these works is primarily the final years of the Weimar Republic and
the rise of the Third Reich, I would maintain that the topicality of the Berlin novels
does not reside primarily in the expression of moral indignation or liberal alarm in
the face of a developing totalitarianism (such as might be argued of Spender’s
work). Rather, as Paul Piazzi has argued, Isherwood’s stories achieve political
significance not because of their ideological commitment, but because of their
heightened sensitivity to ‘the obscure dread, the vague, unnatural menace inherent

in the last days of the Weimar Republic.’?88 Piazzi continues,

Isherwood’s method is to catch the unrest and shabby chaos of the
larger life around him in the microcosm of the individual.
Isherwood is not an archivist like Orwell, prying into totalitarian
atrocities, but rather a seismographer capable of reading the

subtlest tremors that ripple across his personal landscape.28? -

Indeed, as Antony Shuttleworth has persuasively argued, the importance of these
works arises from Isherwood’s interrogation of the possible causes of totalitarian
politics, whilst at the same time seeking to take account of their dangerous
allure.290 Certainly, such analyses have done much to help rehabilitate the Berlin
novels following, not least, Isherwood’s own repudiation of them on the basis that
he believed they were ‘callous’ and ‘unfeeling’. Indeed, Mr Norris would later be
condemned by its author as a ‘heartless fairy s'tory’.z"1 However, whilst Isherwood
himself may indeed have expressed some regret at the lack of basic compassion
which he came to feel characterised the Berlin stories, to read his work in such

terms undoubtedly risks obscuring their engagement with the manifest

288 Piazzi, pp. 88-89.

29 [hid, p. 89. _

290 Antony Shuttleworth, ‘In a Populous City — Isherwood in the thirties’, eds. James J. Berg and Chris
Freeman, The Isherwood Century — Essays on the Life and Work of Christopher Isherwood (University of
Wisconsin Press, 2001) p. 151.

! Christopher Isherwood, Exhumations (London: Methuen, 1966) p. 86.
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understanding his fictions of the thirties. Moreover, such detached and ironic
modes of narration function precisely as part of the grotesque mode within which,
as this chapter suggests, the stories may productively be seen to operate. Thus,
rather than seeking to understand or to criticise the works on moral or humanistic
grounds, I would argue that a more productive approach would be to recognise
| that the ironic reserve and understatement characteristic of such narratives in fact
represents, as Justin D. Edwards and Rune Grauland point out, a key part of the
structural dynarhics of grotesque forms.292 To this extent, grotesque offers a means
of accounting for the incongruity inherent in Isherwood’s seeming ironic treatment
of such weighty subject matter.

This is not, however, to deny the care which must be taken when seeking to
apply the grotesque as a literary or aesthetic category. As Edwards and Graulund

point out in their book on the topic, -

One of the methodological problems when approaching grotesque

texts is that the label can be over-determined: it can mean

everything and nothing. A way to deal with this problem is to

recognise that the grotesque appeals to readers and audiences

across periods and regions, but that which is considered

grotesque is tied to an historical context. What is considered

| grotesque to a twenty-first century audience, for instance, might

not have been thought to be grotesque by an Early Modern

audience. Thus, in order to understand the grotesque, the work

must be placed and understood in relation to the socio-historic

context in which it is produced.293 -
Certainly other critics have commented on the challenge inherent in approaching a
working definition of the grotesque. Geoffrey Harpham has, for example, pointed
out the extreme limitations inherent in any narrowly etymological understanding
of the term.2%¢ However, Edwards and Graulund are by no means the first to

suggest, as they do here, that its usefulness might best be understood in terms of

292 Justin D. Edwards and Rune Graulund, Grotesque (London: Routledge, 2013) p. 5.
23 1bid, pp. 11-12.
29 Harpham, ‘The Grotesque: First Principles’.

125



AP0 UJILIL) VY HMLRLUUMIML IV WYy P v MAM anvbawAL wade e DOVrLTLE AT ] VY AR

described as grotesque. Indeed, as Harpham has argued,

While one can define it in terms of the forms employed by artists
who, either consciously or unconsciously (in other words, in the
critic’s judgment) used the grotesque, or in terms of the
psychology of such an artist, easily the most crucial and
measurable aspect is the effect of the grotesque on the reader,
listener, or spectator. This is not to say that the genre of a work
depends upon the sang-froid, gullibility or sense of humour of the
audience; it is simply to recognize that while the forms of the
grotesque have changed remarkably over the centuries, the
emotional complex denoted by the word has remained fairly

constant.295

It is true, then, that the grotesque as encountered within Isherwood’s thirties’ texts
must, in accordance with the former comments by Edwards and Graulund, be seen
to operate within specific historic and cultural parameters. Whilst Isherwood’s
early predisposition towards the grotesque and the fantastical, which found early
expression in the creation of Mortmere, has been noted by critics such as Piazza,
and more recently David Garrett 1zzo, the trajectory which exists from this
youthful predilection towards what the latter has termed ‘imaginative
mythmaking’2%6 and Isherwood’s subsequent explorations of the interplays
between public and private in thirties Berlin, has yet to be éxp]ored in light of this.
Yet, as is argued here, it is precisely Isherwood’s retention and deployment of

" elements of the grotesque within the realistic frameworks frequently seen as
characteristic of his fictions of the thirties which both complements and facilitates

his unique rendering of the public/private interface.

295 Ibid.
2% David Garrett Izzo, Christopher Isherwood: His Era, His Gang, and the legacy of the Truly Strong
Man (Columbia, University of South Carolina Press, 2001) p. 8.
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The overarching purpose of this chapter is, then, to further establish the nature of
Isherwood’s engagement with the historic contexts which framed and informed his
Writing during the thirties, and to consider the literary modes and methods which
he drew upon as he strove to formulate his response. Whilst John Lehmann (to
whose magazine, New Writing, Isherwood had contributed stories which would
form the genesis of Goodbye to Berlin) recalls a shared search for a ‘new
imaginative literature’,297 Isherwood himself would later suggest that his own

motivation as a writer was rather more personal:,

..l write in order to find out what my life means and who I am, to
find out if there’s meaning in the external world, and then, I
suppose, if I decide that there isn’t, to impose a meaning of my

own.298

This notion of self-imposed, constructed meaning is integral to Isherwood’s
method of characterisation both in Mr Norris Changes Trains and Goodbye to Berlin.
Isherwood’s later remark that ‘people are not real entities - they change’??° seems
especially telling when understood in conjunction with his fictional texts, and.
would seem to confirm his continued unbelief in the possibility of a stable
selfhood. Indeed, in a diary entry of 1938, Isherwood had gone some somewhat

further in outlining his anti-essentialist view of the self,

The more I think about myself, the more persuaded I am that, as a
person, I really don’t exist. That is one of the reasons why - much
as I'm tempted to try - I can’t believe in any orthqdox religion: I
cannot believe in my own soul. No, I am a chemical compound,
conditioned by environment and education. My ‘character’ is

simply a repertoire of acquired tricks, my conversation a

27 John Lehmann, Christopher Isherwood: A Personal Memoir (New York, Henry Holt, 1988) p. 24.
2% Christopher Isherwood, Isherwood on Writing, ed. James J. Berg, (Minneapolis and London:
University of Minnesota Press, 2007) p. 54.

29 Tbid, p. 50. |
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purely physical, external stimuli.300

It is worth pointing out that there is a basis for such a view in more recent
theorisations of the ‘subject’ which may serve to further illustrate the model of the
‘invented’ self here espoused. Indeed, such theorisations have worked to affirm the
necessity of such invention. For example, as Michael Holquist has argued, ‘the act of
creating a self is not free: we must, we all must, create ourselves, for the self is not
given to any one of us.”301 This is not to suggest that such a situation (if we accept
it) directly precipitated the monstrous conditions which unfolded in Germany
during the thirties, but I would maintain that the interest of Isherwood’s texts does
centre around Nazism’s readiness to exploit precisely this vacuum left by the
absence of any ‘given’ self. The underlying implication is not, then, that the self
may, by virtue of its inherent instability, be freely and benignly ‘constructed’, with
meaning thus attained. Rather, the texts demonstrate that there is real danger, at
both the personal and political levels, in seeking to maintain the illusion of any
nihilistically free-standing or ‘floating’ personhood; in a continual reliance on
invented personae which, by definition, is inauthentic and, finally, unsustainable.
The implications of this idea of the priVate self as terminally untethered to any
wider stabilizing moral, emotional, cultural or economic framework to may be
illustrated with reference to Modris Eksteins’ discussion of the origins of Nazism

following the First World War. Eksteins wrote,

Nazism took as its point of departure the subjective self, feeling,
experience, Erlebnis, and not reason and the objective world. That
objective world was simply discarded. It could proVide no hope,

no warmth, no consolation. When Hitler returned from the war he
had no job, no homeland, no profession, not even an address. In
conventional terms he was a nothing, a nullity. All that he
possessed of a positive nature was his conviction of his merit as

an artist and his war experience. He was able to define himself not

in any standard social terms, only in terms of personal emotions

300 Unpublished diary, August 1938, cited in: Parker, p. 391.
301 Holquist, p. 28.
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and the way in which meaning ought to be given to life.302

Thus the idea of the subjective, feeling self, posited as central by Spender, and
regarded with scepticism by MacNeice, is inverted in Isherwood’s writing, |
ultimately revealing itself as the basis of a cultural and political abomination. The
concomitant adherence by practitioners of fascism to ‘style’ over ‘substance’ is

taken up by Piers Brendon as follows,

Fascism was a belief in the common bond of nationhood
enshrined in the personality of a charismatic leader. The gospel
that the leader preached was less important than his magical
capacity to evoke the latent genius of his people. Fascism relied
upon propaganda before policy, mythology before history. It

conjured with rhetoric, ritual, incantation and pageantry.303

As Shuttleworth has written, under these conditions, a see-saw confusion of art
and life exists where a political regime does not speak to a population so much as
create it, and where a particular form of art finds its purpose in actions which are
legitimated by nothing more than art itself.304 Thirties’ Berlin is thus cast by
Isherwood as the site of a dangerously merged and merging private and communal
fantasy, a city at once aesthetically entrancing, and hostile and inhuman, in which-
the transformation of reality into art renders obsolete any moral objection to the
conditions of such a world, since its inhabitants (of which, as is shown here, the
self-invented figures of Arthur Norris and Sally Bowles supply consummate
examples) are free to invent and reinvent the system of codes on which any such

| objection might be based. The point may be developed with further reference to

Eksteins, who accounts as follows for the popular support enjoyed by the Nazis,

It was not the substance - there was no substance to the frantic
neurotic tirades - that allowed the party to survive and later to

grow. It was the style and the mood. It was above all the theatre,

302 Eksteins, p. 413.
303 piers Brendon, The Dark Valley: A Panorama of the 1 930s (London: Cape, 2000) p. 22.
4 eds. Berg and Freeman, p. 152.
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and the street...Nazism, whether one wore brass knuckles and
carried a rubber hose or simply played along vicariously, beating
up communists and Jews in one’s mind, was action...Politics was
now to become ‘genuine’ theatre, as opposed to the pompous

posturing of the democratic era.30>

The question of collapsed and collapsing boundaries between art, myth and reality,
and the aestheticisation of politics, is addressed by the German critic Walter
Benjamin in the epilogue to his famous essay, “The Work of Art in the Age of
Mechanical Reproduction’ (1955). Here, Benjamin warns that ‘all efforts to render

politics aesthetic culminate in one thing: war.’ He continues,

Mankind(s) [...] self-alienation has reached such a degree that it
can experience its own destruction as an aesthetic pleasure of the
first order. This is the situation of politics which Fascism is

rendering aesthetic.306

Thus, under fascism, mass expression is encouraged just as private freedom is
repressed. Moreover, in speaking of man’s ‘self-alienation’, Benjamin seems to
reiterate the idea of fascism itself as facilitated precisely by the absence of a stable
and coherent sense of selfhood. As Benjamin points out (in a remark which
gestures tdwards the peculiarly modern brand of narcissism prevalent in
Isherwood’s writing) ‘mankind, which in Homer’s time was an object of
contemplation for the Olympian gods, now is one for itself’.307

Some initial reference might usefully be made here to Mr Norris Changes
Trains, where the notion of the aestheticisation of politics finds an apt correlative
in the description of the novelist Marcel Janin, encountered by the narrator and
nominal protagonist, William Bradshaw, during his ill-advised jaunt to

Switzerland, who discourses on his methods of work as follows,

305 Eksteins, pp. 414-415.

306 Walter Benjamin, ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, lluminations (New
York, Schocken Books) 2007, p. 241. ’

307 Ibid, p. 241.
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‘ Janin with the material for most of his works. And now
Switzerland was disposed of, too. Looking for fresh worlds to
conquer, he had fixed on the Nazi movement. He and his secretary
were leaving next day for Munich. ‘Within a week,” he concluded

ominously, ‘I shall know all.’308

Here (and in a seeming nod to the burgeoning popular and mass cultures of the
1930s) Bradshaw’s narrative bears witness to the perverse process whereby
Nazism, far from provoking suitable feelings of horror and outrage, is instead
commodified as the object of cheap sensationalism. As Bradshaw aptly observes,
‘M. Janin’s particular brand of pornography, if one was to judge from his clothes,
appeared to have hit the public taste’309. Moreover, that the text registers the
gathéring Nazi movement in this way serves both to reflect and reiterate the
unsettling nature of the aesthetic processes in which it is seen to be entrenched
and upon which it is necessarily dependent.

In Lions and Shadows, Isherwood’s narrator points explicitly to the ominous
trajectory which can be charted from origins located in private fantasy, to outward
expression through the sense of participation purportedly offered in the public
realm. Here, the shared sense of guilt at having missed the war and consequent
urge to be somehow ‘tested’ become inverted and transformed into an extended
daydream in which there yet remains the possibility to lead, and to thus ‘pro\ve’
oneself, '

It was no good, of éourse, pretending that my own school career
had been in any sense romantic, heroic, dangerous, epic - that
wasn’t necessary. I built up the daydream of an heroic school
career in which the central figure, the dream I, was an austere
young prefect, called upon unexpectedly to captain a ‘bad’ house,
surrounded by sneering critics and open enemies, fighting

slackness, moral rottenness, grimly repressing his own romantic

38 Christopher Isherwood, Mr Norris Changes Trains (London: Cape, 1979) p. 149. Cited hereafter as
MNCT. : :
39 Ibid, p. 149.
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obstacles, passing the test, emerging — a Man.310

As is later shown, it is in Goodbye to Berlin that Isherwood takes up once again the
issue of the Nazi movement’s particular readiness to exploit the private, egoistic
need for outward recognition; to be, as it were, ‘taken seriously’ by one’s peers.
Rod Mengham helps us to further understand the link between the sense of having
missed out on the war, and the consequent felt appeal of extreme political

ideologies, pointing out that,

The expectation of the need for sacrifice - which never came ~ and
the resentment stored up against those whb had demanded
sacrifice in their own interests, were transformed into a potent
psychological inheritance whose conflicting pressures made it
easier to accept the alternatives of Fascism and Communism;
What Fascism offered was not just the chance of fulfilling the
impulse towards self-sacrifice, but of doing it not in support of the
dominant culture, not in the service of the parental generation.
Fascism showed how to sacrifice oneself in a way that would

actually replace the old order, not reinforce it.311

Here Mengham draws attention to fascism’s revolutionary appeal, and it is clear
that the insidious nature of this appeal was far from lost on Isherwood. As is
shown in the following passage, also from Lions and Shadows, the author reveals an
acute grasp of the dangers involved where the private urge towards heroism, the
realisation of the ‘dream ‘I”, is permitted to transgress across into reality. He was
thus aware of the real possibilities for individual fantasy to find its expression in
the outward spectacle of a totalitarian political regime, an awareness which is |

expressed here in no uncertain terms,

It is so very easy, in the mature calm of a library, to sneer at all
this homosexual romanticism. But the rulers of Fascist states do

not sneer - they profoundly understand and make use of just

310788, p. 47.
311 eds. Laura Marcus and Peter Nicholls, pp. 359-360.
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should have reacted to the preachings of an English Fascist leader
clever enough to serve up his ‘message’ in a suitably disguised and
palatable form? He would have converted me, I think, inside half

an hour.312 -

As is maintained here, Isherwood’s well-developed sense of the sinister, first
captured during the production of The Mortmere Stories, is harnessed in his
thirties’ writing in order to insinuate this especially sinister feature of the
relationship between the public and the private, whereby the dominant political
structures, far from looking to suppress, to (in Spenderian terms) ‘invade’, or to
counter those ‘phantasies and longings’ harboured by the private individual, work,
rather, to realise, and thereby mobilize them precisely to its own ends. It is
certainly worth noting in the above passage the narrator’s admission of his own
vulnerability in the face of this systematic blurring of external and internal
realities. Indeed, this susceptibility is closely echoed in Mr Norris Changes Trains,
where (in a rather more comically rendered anticipation of Winston Smith'’s
interrogation by O’Brien in Orwell’s 1984) Bradshaw confesses that, at the moment
of their final parting, ‘had he (Norris) demanded it, I'd have sworn that two and

two make five’.313

II

As has been indicated, Isherwood’s writing has, from his earliest period onwards,
been revealing of a preoccupation with the relationship between fantasy and
reality, the ways in which they co-exist, and the extent to which each may be seen
as shaping and conditioning the other. The propensity towards fantasy had always
been with Isherwood, from his early immersion in the world of Beatrix Potter to
his imaginative transformation Qf his native Cheshire landscape inspired by his

adolescent reading of Emily Bronté’s Wuthering Heights. As he would later assert,

32 L&S, p. 48.
313 MNCT, p. 178.
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of the children’s book and of the fantasies that arise from it.314

Describing his childhood memories of reading Potter, Isherwood recalls ‘a feeling
that just by opening some little door, by getting through some nook or cranny you
will find yourself in another world altogether’.315 Certainly, then, the genesis of The
Mortmere Stories, which were devised in collaboration with Edward Upward
during his and Isherwood’s tifne at Cambridge, is revealing of the extent to which
Isherwood allowed his natural childish fantasies to permeate his adult
imagination, and thus his early writings. Indeed, in Lions and Shadows, the origins

of the idea for Mortmere are described as follows,

One evening, as we were strolling along Silver Street, we
happened to turn off into an unfamiliar alley, where there was a
strange-looking, rusty-hinged little old door in a high blank wall.

Chalmers said: ‘It's the doorway into the other town’.316

The Mortmere Stories thus present a parallel ‘other town’ superimposed on the
authors’ real experiences. As is explained in the ‘Introductory Dialogue’, ‘We were
Manicheans, passive resisters, psychic tourists discovering a metaphysical
University town’.317 The stories are narrated by a pair of alter-egos, the two self-
styled pornographers, Hynd and Starn,318 and centre on the invented village of
Mortmere and its eccentric, sinister (and often malicious) inhabitants, qualities
which Isherwood’s future characters can clearly be seen to have inherited. As

Katherine Bucknell has pointed out,

Certain characters in Isherwood’s early novels, such as Arthur
Norris or Sally Bowles would never have emerged so vitally from
the seedy low-life context in which Isherwood discovered their

originals had it not been for his Mortmere training in discovering

314 ed. Berg, p. 47.

315 Ibid, p. 46.

316 &S, p. 42. :

317 Christopher Isherwood and Edward Upward, ‘Introductory Dialogue’ to The Mortmere Stories
(London: Enitharmon, 1994) p. 41. Cited hereafter as TMS.

318 Although Isherwood has suggested that the figures of Hynd and Starn were initially developed
independently of the Mortmere idea itself.
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over a dreary scene the lurid and decadent atmosphere that

brings it to life for other eyes.319

Early evidence of Isherwood’s creation and deployment of grotesque characters
may, then, be found in the portrayal of figures such as the lurid aristocrat Kester
Wranvers in the Mortmere tale, ‘The Horror in the Tower’. Isherwood’s description
of Wranvers, with its combination of fascination and revulsion, clearly anticipates

his later imagining of the character of Arthur Norris.320 He is described as follows,

He was a hunchback of so pronounced a character that his torso
seemed to have been bent in half like a piece of cardboard. His
eyes were of a vivid green and his hair was ruffled on the crown of
his head like the crest of an eastern bird. But the most arresting
feature of his face was undoubtedly his mouth, which was
abnormally large and covered by a very broad and flexible upper
lip capable of extension to the dimple just above the chin or of

elevation to the nostrils.321

Itis on the horrified discovery at the end of the tale of Wranvers’ deviant eating
habits that we are brought to realise the grotesque function of the abnormally
large mouth. At the same time, however, such descriptions foreshadow the
equation in Isherwood’s later texts of physical ugliness with moral and spiritual
degeneracy. It is useful here to refer to the section of grotesque theory which
focuses not just on the image of the body, but precisely on the mouth as the

dominant grotesque characteristic. As Mikhail Bakhtin has argued,

Of all the features of the human face, the nose and mouth play the
most important part in the grotesque image of the body...but the
most important of all human features for the grotesque is the

mouth. It dominates all else. The grotesque face is actually

319 K atherine Bucknell, Introduction to The Mortmere Stories, TMS, p. 21.

320 1t should be acknowledged that Norris is also based on an acquaintance of Isherwood’s named Gerald
Hamilton, whose help Isherwood had ill-advisedly enlisted in attempting to obtain a new nationality for
his then lover, Heinz, to avoid the latter’s being drafted into the German army.

321 TMS, p. 49.
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encasing this wide-open bodily abyss.322

Certainly we may discern a notable confluence between Bakhtin’s insistence on the
facial features, and on the mouth in particular as emblematic of the grotesque, and

- the descriptions we encounter in Isherwood’s writing. Indeed, in “The Horror in
the Tower’, we see how particular emphasis is placed on the mouth as the focus for

the narrator’s increasing disgust at his host’s physical appearance,

I was struck more than ever by Kester’s resemblance to the mad
earl. Both had the same hair, the same green eyes and the same

repulsively flexible lips.323

Whilst, as I have indicated, the presence within these early writings of features
closely associated with the tradition of the grotesque has gone unremarked in
accounts of Isherwood’s work, further perspectives offered by those who have
written on the grotesque as an artistic and literary mode can help give us further
insight into the processes at work within these texts. The following comments

from Wolfgang Kayser in his important book on the grotesque are of relevance, -

(H)umour and terror are twin children of their mother
_imagination, since both are suspicious of mere facts and distrust

any rationalistic explanation of the world. Both deal sovereignly

with life by refashioning, exaggerating and stylising certain of its

aspects.324

It is precisely this process of refashioning and transfiguring reality that we can

identify as originating within The Mortmere Stories, and extending into

Isherwood’s writing of the thirties. Thus, contrary to claims made by critics such as
' Fredrick Buell that the Berlin stories are 'just the opposite of Mortmere',325 it can

be seen how the sinister and shape-shifting figures which populate this ‘other’

322 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World (Indiana Umversxty Press, 1984) pp- 316-317.

323 TMS, p. 61.
324 Wolfgang Kayser, The Grotesque in Art and Literature (Indlana University Press, 1963) p. 139.
325 Frederick Buell, W. H. Auden as a Social Poet, (Cornell University Press, Ithaca and London: 1973) p.

49,
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new and, crucially, more realistic setting, as Isherwood's fiction modulates beyond
the world of private fantasy to recognise and incorporate the public realm and its
new and far more immediate set of horrors. In his discussion of twentieth-century

Grotesque, Wolfgang Kayser thus outlines a world,

[...] in which greed and charity, love and hatred, crime and
innocence are closely allied, where not only the Self but the entire
world has become sombre and mysterious. To this world...belong
the trapdoors, the subterranean passages, and the chinks which
permit a glimpse at the hidden world. Man and his environment

are merged.326

Kayser’s discussion pertains to Gustav Meyrink’s novel, Der Golem, (1914) yet the
trapdoors and subterranean passages, set amidst the suitably ‘narrow, dark, and
labyrinthine Jewish quarter of old Prague with its strange inhabitants’327 are, it can
be seen, equally part of the imagined world of Mortmere. Indeed, the merging of
man and environment to which Kayser refers finds a noteworthy complement in
the following passage from World Within World. Here, Spender recalls his time
spent with Isherwood in Berlin, and gestureé towards ways in which both
ideological and private modes of expression may be seen as finding form in the

. topographical structures of the city itself,

The architecture of Berlin was unlike that of any other town. It
had a unity amid its diversity, and was like (as it was meant to be)
an ideological expression in stone, granite, and concrete, of certain
ideas. The streets were straight, long, grey, uniform, and all their
ornaments expressed the idea of Prussian domination. There were
a good many squares, but these had little positive character. They
were just places whose several streets halted and had a rest
before going on with their uniformed march...Other parts of Berlin
represented wild fantasies, as though the architects who had

restrained themselves when they designed the more austere neo-

326 K ayser, p. 144.
327 Ibid, p. 144.
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they came to design the cathedral and the palace.328

Spender thus draws attention to the fact that it is possible to identify a co-existent
relationship between political ideology and private fantasy which is as apparent in
the physical features of the city as it is in the behaviour of its inhabitants. Yet Mr
Norris Changes Trains and Goodbye to Berlin each reveal the consequences of the
two ceasing merely to co-exist; rather, they are seen to intersect with fresh and
radically disturbing consequences.

It is in keeping with the fantastical nature of The Mortmere Stories that the
project was never completed, and indeed that only relative fragments of ;he text
survive. Yet this lack of finality in the remaining text paradoxically made way for
an enhanced creative impetus. As Isherwood’s narrator explains in Lions and
Shadows; ‘(A)s long as Mortmere remainedvunwritten, its alternative possibilities
were infinite; we could continue, every evening, to improvise fresh situations,
different climaxes’32? Certainly Isherwood’s involvement in the production of
Mortmere was in part a function of his own wider revolt at Cambridge against
academia, a world which he felt curtailed his imaginative and creative powers, and
in which he had resolved, therefore, to fail. It is perhaps no surprise that the
experience unwittingly reawakened his natural propensity towards the creation of
alternative fantasy worlds. As Isherwood has the figure of Chalmers (a thinly-

veiled version of Edward Upward) declare in Lions and Shadows,

Cambridge is a monster, a blood-supping blasé monster. It attacks
you when you are off your guard, and before you know where you
are all poetry and individuality have been drained out of you, and
you become a motor-bike or history maniac. Beware of the
daemon of history: it is merciless, it casually eats the flesh and

heart and leaves the bleaching bones. History, history, hysteria!33°

The extravagant and comically exaggerated language and imagery of the above

passage, with its references to the monstrous and the demonic, are on the one

8 W, p. 125.
9 &S, p. 28.
0 Ibid, p. 28.
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serve as an indictment of the real external pressures which bore down on the
author’s sense of identity during his time at Cambridge. We might note that this
technique of deploying grotesque figures or imagery as a means of giving voice to a
sense of outraged selfhood is also found in the curious description of ‘The Watcher

in Spanish’,

‘The Watcher in Spanish’ was the latest of our conceits. The
phrase came, I believe, from a line in a poem, about: ‘The Watcher
in Spanish cape...” We imagined him as a macabre but semi-comic
figure, not unlike Guy Fawkes, or a human personification of Poe’s
watching raven. He appeared to us, we said, at moments when our
behaviour was particularly insincere; one might, for example, be
telling a boastful story, or preténding an interest in heraldry, or
flattering the wife of a don - and there, suddenly, he would be
standing, visible only to ourselves. He made no gesture, never
spoke. His mere presence was a sufficient reminder and
warning...never to betray ourselves by word or deed. He was our

familiar, our imaginary mascot, our guardian spirit.331

‘The Watcher in Spanish’ numbers among the gallery of grotesque figures
populating Isherwood’s thirties fiction. The figure can be taken to represent a self-
reproaching imaginary projection of the ego, whose sinister appearance supplies a
visual rendering of the disharmony between the private conscience and the
assumption of a false self through social pretension, itself a recurrent, indeed
defining pattern both here and elsewhere in Isherwood’s work. Moreover, the
combination of ‘the macabre but semi-comic’ aspect with which the Watcher is
imbued proves one of the definitive and distinctive traits of Isherwood’s writing as
it modulates from the private to the public arena.

~ Isherwood goes on to detail in Lions and Shadows the imaginative fracture
which eventually occurred between himself and his collaborator, and the need, felt
with particular acuteness by Upward, to develop beyond the privately-conceived

realm of Mortmere,

B L&S, pp. 33-34
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He was to spend the next three years in desperate and bitter
struggles to relate Mortmere to the real world of the jobs and the
lodging-houses; to find the formula which would transform our
private fancies and amusing freaks and bogies into valid symbols
of the ills of society and the toils and aspirations of our daily

lives.332

It is clear, then, that for Upward the gulf between private fantasy and the external
world remained fundamentally unbridgeable. And yet it is important to recognise
that, for Isherwood, the felt need to move towards a more ‘realistic’ mode of
writing represented precisely the fulfilment, rather than the negation of the
Mortmerian enterprise. It is pertinent at this stage to draw attention to the
distinction which theorists of the Grotesque such as Philip Thomson have made
between the fantastical and the grotesque, since this is instructive in
understanding thé transition which Isherwood underwent between the
productions of ‘Mortmere’ and the Berlin stories. Thomson makes the following

point,

(F)ar from possessing a necessary affinity with the fantastic, it is
precisely the conviction that the grotesque world, however
strange, is yet our world, real and immediate, which makes the

grotesque so powerful.333

It is precisely this postulating of a realistic framework as essential to any
meaningful conception of grotesque which provides the essential basis of the
contrast bétween Isherwood’s respective presentations of the imaginéry location
of ‘Mortmere’ and the realities of Weimar Berlin. Keen to dissociate the grotesque
from the fantastic and the fanciful with which it is often associated, Thomson

pursues his point as follows,

32 [bid, p. 168.
333 Philip Thomson, The Grotesque (London: Methuen, 1972) p. 23.
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author, with no pretensions to a connection with reality, the

grotesque is almost out of the question.334

Thus it seems that a more accurate reading of ‘Mortmere’ would point to the
presence of grotesque elements within the text whilst necessarily stopping short of
assigning the work as a whole to the category of the grotesque. Indeed, if we are
prepared to accept the position as outlined above by Thomson, then we can in fact
say thatitis precisély the transition seen to occur in Isherwood’s writing from the
closed fantasy of ‘Mortmere’ to the realistic and political textures of the Berlin
novels which enables us to describe the latter works as grotesque. The connection
between ‘Mortmere’ and the Berlin stories can thus be construed in terms of
Isherwood’s ‘importing’ of such elements - of bringing to bear his consciousness of
the grotesque - in, and into his fendering of the public/private binary as played
out in the Berlin of the thirties.

By contrast, Edward Upward’s somewhat agonised search for a literary
medium by which to express his own increasingly politicised view of the
relationship between the public and private realms eventually found expression in
the novella, Journey to the Border (1938). Here, in a narrative which occurs entirely
in the mind of the protagonist, (a young man working as a tutor for an upper-
middle-class family) the narrator’s psychological instability, reflected in his radical
questioning of the knowability of any external reality, leads him almost to the point
of breakdown. As with Isherwood’s work (though arriving at different conclusions)
Upward'’s text shows how the absence of a stable or coherent sense of selfhood in
turn leaves the individual in a state of intense doubt over the nature of reality
itself, or rather; his ability to make contact with the phenomena of the external

world,

...these names are only mental decorations foisted by you and
other ‘thinkers’ upon a non-human world which, but for your
interference; would have had no names. Can this hill think or feel
or speak, can it say ‘I am Belstreet Hill’, can it even say ‘I am

something? It cannot even say that. It has nothing to do with

3 Ibid, p. 23.
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not owe its shape to volcanic eruption or to erosion by wind,
water or ice, has no shape, has no colour, knows nothing of
science or aesthetics. Describe it, give it whatever qualities you
like, but don’t pretend that the description or the qualities have
anything to do with the real hill...the real hill is something about

which you cannot know anything at all. 335

In so positing the perceiving self’s apprehension of a perpetual disconnect between
sign and ‘referent’, Upward’s text is at once subjective and anti-subjective, since
the world of the text is the subjective world of the narrator, yet at the same time
we are presented with a consciousness seeking precisely to escape its own
limitations by appealing to an external world of things existing independently of
itself. To this extent, both Isherwood’s and Upward’s texts can be seen to feature
characters seeking either to mask or mollify their private malaise. Whilst Upward’s
protagonist ultimately locates the ‘remedy’ in revolutionary socialism, William
Bradshaw in Mr Norris Changes Trains falls prey to the charms of a terminally
duplicitous fraudster in whose illusory world his own psychological needs compel
him to believe. Yet whereas Upward ultimately found himself struggling to
integrate the external world with his own private vision,336 Isherwood set about
re-casting the relationship between fantasy and reality in a way which spoke

resonantly to the public upheavals which were to follow.

IV

Before turning to discuss the Berlin stories in detail it will be helpful to refer
briefly to Stephen Spender’s discussion of the relationship between prose and
poetry in The Struggle of the Modern. Here Spender identifies a common aim,

suggesting that: ‘the rationale and justification of each method are that itis an

335 Edward Upward, Journey to the Border (London: Enitharmon, 1994) p. 28.
33 A struggle which in fact culminated in the destruction by Upward of many of the original
Mortmere manuscripts.
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that a useful distinction between the two might be to say that,

The poetic method is seismographic, barometric: the prose

method is sociological and cataloguing.338

Spender’s view of prose and poetry as both working towards the same end, that of
‘grasping reality’, is particularly resonant when applied to thirties’ writing,
illustrating as it does the disjunction which himself and others, Isherwood
included, felt existed between their own experience and the events they saw
unfolding around them. Isherwood, for his part, sought as far as possible to keep
his writing true to the Berlin he had witnessed at first hand in the earlier years of

~ the decade. Yet the distinction Spender makes between prose and poetry is by no
means absblute. Indeed, as has been indicated by Piazzi, Ish,érwood’s method in
the Berlin novels might be seen as equally ‘seismographic’ in terms of the
underlying sense of menace which is registered in the narrative, and whilst any
expression of the author’s own political consciousness is muted, the social and
political upheaval remain omnipresent, forming an increasingly threatening
backdrop to the private inter-relations between the characters which are, for the
most part, kept at the forefront of the narrative. At the same time it is clear that the
often remarked-upon documentary-style prose owes something to the ‘sociological
and cataloguing’ tendency associated not only with the traditional realist novel but
also the neo-realism of the thirties. Yet, as this chapter presupposes, Isherwood’s
use of the realist mode is more nuanced than any such unqualified categorisation is
likely to allow. Isherwood’s frankly-delivered commentary on a draft of a novel by
Spender (entitled ‘Escape’, which Spender had sent to Isherwood whilst in Berlin)

is worth quoting here for what it reveals of his attitude towards his own craft,

(W)hat I really complain of is the book as a whole. It simply hasn’t
come off. It is so violent, so hectic, so queer, so utterly seen from
within...You must develop consciousness in your art. At present
there is none. You are right down in the scrum with your

characters, not up in the grandstand, as you ought to be. You must

37 SOTM, p. 118.
33 Ibid, p. 118.
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novel, as subject matter, is too near to you. You haven’t digested it.
You describe scenes but you are unable to suggest to the reader
what their significance is. The earliest part of the book is by far the
most digested, the most consciously ‘told’ and ‘seen’. This is no

mere accident. You are farthest away from it.339

It is worth recalling again Isherwood’s later self-rebuke concerning what he saw as
the coldness with which he approached his subject matter. Yet the criticisms
offered here are revealing of precisely this belief that reality can be properly
apprehended only at some remove from the primary raw material of experience,
the subject matter having been suitably digested in order to be re-constituted as
imaginative prose: as he wrote in Goodbye to Berlin, ‘Some day, all this will have to
be deVeloped, carefully printed, fixed’.340 Thus, what Isherwood later characterises
as undue callousness is arguably more properly regarded as a function, indeed a
condition of the success of his narrative method. The very distance between the
observing ‘I’ and the other inhabitants of the city itself assumes a central
importance for Isherwood: just as Goodbye to Berlin is revealing of the political
consequences in Europe of its citizens’ mutual isolation, so Mr Norris Changes
Trains tabitly reveals how its narrator desires to belong to a human group that
seems, when viewed from the outside, to be a ‘living and energetic whole’.341

By the mid-thirties, as Isherwood sought to establish his own voice and
literary style, his writing was clearly displaying less of the influences of Joyce,
Woolf and Forster plainly discernable in his first two novels, All the Conspirators
(1928) and The Memoridl (1932). Yet whilst these works can themselves scarcely
be described as grotesque, it is significant that Isherwood chose to resurrect and
re-employ the grotesque traits first seen in The Mortmere Stories when he came to
write about the world of thirties' Berlin. Mr Norris Changes Trains opens with
Bradshaw’s recollection of his first impression of Arthur Norris, whom he meets
during a train journey to Berlin. This primary encounter is, significantly, recalled
as being ‘aS though we had collided with each other bodily in the street’,342 a

description which is significant in that the initial physical collision foreshadows

339 Unpublished letter, spring 1929, cited in: Parker, p. 194,

340 Christopher Isherwood, Goodbye to Berlin (London: Vintage, 2003) p.9. Cited hereafter as GB.
341 Hynes, p. 180. :

32 MNCT, p. 7.
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outrage, that constitute so much of the subsequent narrative. Even more apt are

the following comments,

As he spoke he touched his left temple delicately with his finger-
tips, coughed and suddenly smiled. His smile had great charm. It
disclosed the ugliest teeth I had ever seen. They were like broken

rocks.343

Norris’s nervous demeanour in this first meeting, his eyes described as ‘startled
and innocently naughty’, endears him to Bradshaw, yet it also deludes him as to
Norris’ true nature, and throughout the novel he buries his suspicion over Norris’
conduct and character beneath an almost parental, yet at-bottom egoistic feeling of
-protectiveness bordering on the possessive. Certainly, the clues are there from the
beginning: in a seeming echo of T. S. Eliot’s remark in ‘The Burial of the Dead’ (‘One
must be so careful these days’344) Norris’s remark to Bradshaw, at the end of their
first meeting, that ‘things are so very complex nowadays’3%> betrays a flippancy
towards the suffering of others which ought not to be overlooked. Butitis clear
that Bradshaw’s ‘discovery’ of Norris and subsequently blinkered attitude to his
moral shortcomings is bound up with needs of his own. Indeed, Bradshaw readily

confesses how

I wanted to imagine him (Norris) as a glorified being; audacious
and self-reliant, reckless and calm. All of which, in reality, he only

too painfully and obviously wasn’t. 346

Thus Bradshaw draws the reader’s attention to his willingness to submerge
himself in fantasy, to suspend his own disbelief, confessing how ‘I, too, wanted to
be finally, completely convinced’.347 Certainly his friend, the hard-nosed journalist

Helen Pratt, is suitably unmoved by Norris’ performance,

33 MNCT, p. 7.

344 Collected Poems, 1909-1935,p. 63.
5 MNCT, p. 17.

36 Tbid, p. 41.

7 Ibid, p. 40,
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‘you won'’t trust that man an inch.’
‘1don’t, I said.
‘Oh, I know you. You're soft, like most men. You make up

romances about people instead of seeing them as they are.348

Correct as Helen proves to be, the important point is that Bradshaw’s construction
of Norris is inextricably linked in the novel with the construction of his own self-
image, and thus with his own private needs. Anxious that his other friends should
approve of Norris and thereby help reinforce his own delusions, Bradshaw

explains,

Stage by stage I was building up a romantic background for Arthur
and was jealous lest it should be upset...I was fond of Arthur with
an affection strengthened by obstinacy. If my friends didn’t like
him because of his mouth or his past, the loss was theirs; I was, |
flattered myself, more profound, more humane, an altogether

subtler connoisseur of human nature than they. 349

Whilst Bradshaw’s someWhat condescending attitude to his friend is in itself
enough to arouse the reader’s suspicion over his own motives, it is his un-alertness
to the more sinister implications of Norris’ congenital reliance upon performance
-and pretence which is, in certain key respects, his chief failure. Indeed, their
relationship can to this extent be understood precisely amidst the wider and
widening appeal of politics-as-theatre, a fact attested-to in chapter five, where
Bradshaw describes their attendance at a meeting of the German communist party

as follows,

..(W)hat struck me most was the fixed attention of the upturned
- rows of faces...They had not come here to see each other or to be

seen, or even to fulfil a social duty. They were attentive but not

passive. They were not specta'tors. They participated, with a

curious, restrained passion, in the speech made by the red-haired

348 Tbid, p. 39.
349 Tbid, p. 41.
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were listening to their own collective voice. At intervals they
applauded it, with sudden, spontaneous violence. Their passion,
their strength of pﬁrpose elated me. | stood outside it. One day,
perhaps, I should be with it, but never of it. At present I just sat

there, a half-hearted renegade from my own class.350

Whilst there is a humorous contrast to be drawn between the sincerity and
attentiveness of the audience, and the absurd spectacle of the self-appointed
‘comrade’ Norris, what comes through here is the sense that Bradshaw’s need fora
sense of participation in the scene witnessed is, in spite of the osterisibly
observational tone of the passage, no less than that of the people he describes. A
‘similarly telling episode is related in Goodbye to Berlin, in which is described a visit
to a clearly choreographed boxing match ata nearby fairground, which the
audience, nonetheless appears (or wants) to believe is genuine. The narrator notes

how,

The audience took the fight dead seriously, shouting
encouragement to the fighters, and even quarrelling and betting
amongst themselves on the results...The political moral is
certainly depressihg: these people could be made to believe in

anybody or anything.351

Here, ityse‘ems that it is only by virtue of the character-narrator’s separateness
from the mass whom he criticises that he is abie to attain his perception of what is
really taking place - insight is gleaned at the micro-level of the individual observer;
the roots of totalitarianism are viewed, as it were, not from above in a sweeping
panorama, (sﬁch is Auden’s tendency, to be discussed in Chapter 6) but rather
from-the-ground-up. But the passage is worth recounting here due to its revealing
of an insight which is crucial, yet which, in Mr Norris Changes Trains, has yet to be
reached. Whilst the comedy of Norris’ ‘triumph’ following his speech at the
communist rally is not lost on Bradshaw, what is missed is the more troubling

realization that such an ostensibly ludicrous figure is nonetheless capable, under

350 Ibid, pp. 53-54.
31 GB, p. 235.
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confirmed in the following scene in chapter 11, which takes places in the aftermath

of the November elections,

Several of thé bystanders laughed sympathetically. ‘Good old
Arthur! exclaimed one of Otto’s friends loudly. The name was
overheard, taken up, passed from mouth to mouth. ‘Arthur...who’s
Arthur? Why, man. Don’t you know who Arthur is?’ No, they didn’t -
know. Equally, they didn’t care. It was a name, a focus point for the
enthusiasm of all these excited young people; it served its

purpose. ‘Arthur! Arthur! was caught up on all sides. People were
shouting it on the floor above us; in the hallway below. ‘Arthur’s
here!” ‘Arthur for ever!’ ‘We want Arthur! The storm of voices had -
risen in a moment. A mighty cheer, ‘exuber‘ant, half-humorous,

burst spontaneously from a hundred throats.352

The scene is comedic yet decidedly unnerving in its depiction of the ease with
which in Arthur’s own - somewhat ironically chosen - words, ‘a clever '
unscrupulous liar can deceive millions’.353 The scene serves, in identity terms, to
decisively align Norris with Isherwood’s other characters (‘Arthur...who'’s
Arthur?’) as a figure who is not, in any integrated sense, a real entity, but who
serves instead as a receptacle for the misplaced adoration of the crowd. Moreover,
that this is, or ought to be a source of concern is not altered by the fact that the
movement in question is communist rather than fascist: as Bayer observes to
Bradshaw’s consternation, ‘the Nazi of today can be the communist of
tomorrow’.354 ‘

It is precisely the notion of a self predicated not on any positive or clearly
discernible values or beliefs, but rather on a fundamentally amoral brand of
aestheticism, which informs Isherwood’s portrayal of Norris. As Brian Finney has
pointed out, Norris’ aestheticism neatly illustrates how he contrives to turn
questions of morality into matters of taste.35° The reasons Arthur gives for joining

the communist party are substantially revealing of his attitude, and betray an

32 MNCT, p. 114.

353 Ibid, p. 188.

354 Ibid, p. 117.

355 Brian Finney, Christopher Isherwood — A Critical Biography (London: Faber, 1979) p. 113.
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facade itself,

...hatred of tyranny is in my blood. Even as a small child, I could
never bear injustice of any kind. It offends my sense of the
beautiful. It is so stupid and unaesthetic. ] remember my feelings
when [ was first unjustly punished by my nurse. It wasn't the
punishment itself which I resented; it was the clumsiness, the lack

of imagination behind it.356

Here can be seen, then, how a speech ostensibly justifying Norris’ ‘commitment’ to
communism confirms precisely the opposite. The obvious ironic humour with
which the speech is imbued is played off against the chilling suggestion of a
preference for more ‘imaginative’ forms of puhishment (which is partiélly fulfilled
in the novel’s sado-masochism scene, later discussed) and attendant implication
that the ‘justness’ or otherwise of the punishment is itself an irrelevance. That
Norris is able to condemn cruelty and injustice only on aesthetic grounds, as an
affront to his ‘sense of the beautiful’ reveals him to be, at worst, a potential
monster, and at best a disingenuous poseur. In either case, as will be shown, the
implications, translated into political terms, bode ominously. The key point is that
whilst Norris is physically ugly, it is his dubious moral sense which is revealed as
truly grotesque.

That Mr Norris maintains a subtle and delicately achieved sense of comic
irony, despite the underlying public and private tragedies which comprise its
essential backdrop, is one of the text’s definitive features. Certainly there can be no
denying the humour inherent in the prospect of Norris being chased around the
globe by his employee-turned-nemesis, the ghastly Schmidt. Yet equally we ought
not to ignore the discordant relationship between Isherwood’s use of comedy ahd
the discomfiting reality of the political landscapes inhabited by his characters. This
is a feature of the text which was not lost on John Lehman, who commented as

follows,

3% MNCT, p. 58.
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a shock to anyone who was remotely connected with the fateful
crisis in the history of Europe which forms the near background of
the book, and in which Isherwood had made it perfectly clear that
his central character played an entirely ignoble part. The emotions
prepared in such a reader are indignation, horror and pity; and
yet one is forced to read the last few pages shaking with

laughter.357

Lehman thus draws attention to the complex emotional response engendered by
Isherwood’s text, a response whose incongruity mirrors precisely the grotesque
discord between the mirth-inducing conditions of Norris’s departure and pursuit
by Schmidt, and the burgeoning political terror in Berlin. That Norris in his outrage
pointedly refers to Schmidt as a ‘creature’ or ‘monster’ serves to heighten the
laughter, even as the use of such terms ironically underscores the real crisis.
Indeed, Norris’s scribbled postcard to Bradshaw, advising him that ‘the MONSTER
has arrived’,358 reads in political-historical terms as especially apt.

Our understanding of Isherwood'’s use of the comic mode both in this text
and in Goodbye to Berlin is, then, enhanced with reference to those theorizations of
the grotesque which insist precisely on the centrality of the comical within the
Grotesque tradition. As George E. Duckworth has argued in his study of Roman

comedy,

No grotesque, even the most timid, is conceivable in the
atmosphere of absolute seriousness. But laughter was cut down to
cold humour, irony, sarcasm. It ceased to be a joyful and

triumphant hilarity. 35°

The use of comedy as a feature of the grotesque mode may be further illustrated

with reference to Kayser’s study,

- 357 quoted in: Andy Croft, Red Letter Days (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1990) pp. 329-330. No
reference given.
358 MNCT, p. 189.
3% George E. Duckworth, The Nature of Roman Comedy: A Study in Popular Entertainment (Princeton
University Press, 1952) pp. 10-12.
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‘genre - that of comedy. At first glance, this connection between
the grotesque and comedy appears to hark back to the traditional
identification of the grotesque with comique, ridicule, and
bouffon. (Victor) Hugo acknowledged this antecedent but
considered it merely one aspect of the grotesque, the other being
the deformed and the horrible: “The grotesque...is everywhere; on
the one hand it creates what is deformed and horrible, on the

other what is comic and farcical’.360

Thus, as Edwards and Graulund point out, Kayser locates the grotesque in the
conflation of the disturbing with the comical, a combination thus liable to elicit a
paradoxical and ambivalent response from the witness to any such spectacle. An
éspecially neat example of this occurs in the ‘On Ruegén Island’ section of Goodbye
to Berlin, in which Isheryvood’s narrator describes a violent yet ludicrous

encounter between his two companions, Otto and Peter, in the following terms,

It was funny, and, at the same time, unpleasant, because rage

made their faces strange and ugly.361

It can be seen here how characters not represented as inherently grotesque in

. appearance, manner or behaviour are nonetheless susceptible under certain
conditions to habitation by grotesque forms. The faces of the two friends-turned-
" mutual assailants are not merely rendered unfamiliar by the encounter, but take
on a temporary ‘ugliness’ which renders them grotesque in the eyes of the
narrator. It is precisely the effects and the proliferation of the conditions giving
rise to such metamorphoses that Isherwood’s thirties texts work to expose.

It can be seen, thAen, how the comedy pervading Mr Norris is set at odds with
the more brutal details of what is happening in Berlin which are allowed to emerge
- towards the end of the novel (‘Hate exploded suddenly, without warning, out of
néwhere’362). The reader is carried along with the juxtaposition of experiences, by

abrupt turns comic and fearful, which are undergone by the characters. Thus, no

360 K ayser, p. 57.
%1 GB, p. 112.
3 MNCT, p. 90.
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pity than the narrative descends swiftly into nightmare,

The town was full of whispers. They told of illegal midnight
arrests, of prisoners tortured in the S.A. barracks, made to spit on
Lenin’s picture, swallow caster oil, eat old socks. They were
drowned by the loud, angry voice of the Government,

contradicting through its thousand mouths.363

Here there is a sense that, having been deprived of the spectacle of Norris’s
performance, Bradshaw is now susceptible to the more sinister implications of the
former’s constructed fantasy. It is at this point that the tales of Nazi atrocities begin
to take a hold of his imagination, with the public, political world thus asserting
itself forcefully against his own private world. Indeed, it is at the end of the novel,
when we find Bradshaw lying sleeplessly alone in his room, that the sense of
comedy becomes noticeably diminished, giving way to the feelings of dislocation
and insecurity which, we may note, themselves form a further element in Kayser’s

definition of the grotesque,364

One morning, as I stared, half asleep, at the wallpaper above my
bed, the pattern suddenly formed itself into a chain of little
hooked crosses. What was worse, I noticed that everything in the -
room was really a kind of brdwn: either green-brown, black
brown, yellow-brown, or red-brown; but all brown, -

unmistakeably.365

The invocation of the notion of pattern formation is itself significant, suggesting
the replication of the sense of fear and menace across the city, as well as the role
played by the crosses-turned-swastikas in unambiguously symbb]izing the steadily
increasingly grip of terror and violence on the wider populace. The scene gestures
towards the supplanting of the natural states of sleeping and dreaming by a |

nightmare at once constructed and real, and the tone of the narrative shifts

363 MNCT, p. 179.

364 K ayser insists upon, ‘the abysmal quality, the insecurity, the terror inspired by the disintegration of the
- world’ as ‘essential ingredients of the grotesque’. The Grotesque, pp. 51-52.

365 MNCT, p. 181 '
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of Bradshaw’s indulgencé in fantasy begins to show, as it were, its true colours.
Another dimension to Isherwood’s sense of the invasion of the personal by
the political is suggested by the scene in chapter four, in which Norris’s sado-
masochistic tendencies are comically brought to the fore. Following a new-year
celebration (in which Bradshaw is introduced to Norris’s friend, Baron von
Pregnitz, a prominent politician and homosexual whose own attempts to keep
separate his public and private lives end in ignominious suicide) Bradshaw is

startled when he happens upon Norris in the throes of masochistic pleasure,

The first person I saw was Anni. She was standing in the middle of
the room. Arthur cringed on the floor at her feet. He had removed
several more of his garments, and was now dressed, lightly but
with perfect decéncy, in a suit of mauve silk underwear, a rubber
abdominal belt and a pair of socks. In one hand he held a brush
and in the other a yellow shoe-rag. Olga towered behind him,

brandishing a heavy leather whip.366

As C.]. Summers has pointed out, Norris’s révelry in the simulated punishment of
sadomasochistic games depends on a discrepancy between fantasy and reality, yet
in the novel reality gradually intrudes into fantasy, and the make-believe torturers
are finally replaced by a truly sadistic political regime.367 Moreover, the scene
demonstrates how fantasy and artifice, as utilised by the dominant state apparatus,
have at the same time infiltrated even the most supposedly intimate aspects of the

private life.

I

In moving on to examine the novel for which Isherwood remains best-known,

Goodbye to Berlin, one can see still more clearly why his work has been seen by

36 Tbid, p. 35.
367.C. J. Summers, Christopher Isherwood (London: Lorrimer, 1980) p. 21.
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the Berlin novels sees the author imitating a mode of writing, the diary, which, by
definition, places the perceiving, experiencing ‘I’ at the centre of events. However,
it is worth considering more fully the implications, in terms of the author’s
envisaging of the self and its place in history, of this chosen mode of narration. It
can, and has, been noted that the fragmentary, episodic nature of the novel reflects
similarly the fragmented self (or selves) depicted.36® As Judy Suh has pointed out,
however, these same qualities which are associated with the diary format also
allow Isherwood to explore different modes of political observation and
perspective that strictly narrative fiction does not allow.37° To this extent, it is
possible to trace a development in Isherwood’s writing away from the more clearly
delineated narrative structures of Mr Norris Changes Trains. Given, then, that .
Isherwood has placed the ‘I’ more squarely at the centre of his work than has so far
been the case, it is notable that the essence of this same ‘I’ proves, in Goodbye to
Berlin, more elusive than ever: at both the authorial and character levels, in the
figures of Sally Bowles, and Natalia and Bernhard Landauer, any essential self has
disappeared from view.

The novel opens with the first of two ‘Berlin Diaries’. Here, the present-
tense narrative lends the writing a sense of immediacy, even as the text registers
the despondent mood pervading the city. In spite of himself, Isherwood’s narrator

finds himself emotionally compelled by the mutual isolation he records,

At eight o’clock in the evening the house-doors will be locked. The
children are having supper. The shops are shut. The electric sign is
switched on over the night-bell of the little hotel on the corner,
where you can hire a room by the hour. And soon the whistling
will begin. Young men are calling their girls. Standing down there

ih the cold, they whistle up at the lighted windows of warm rooms

368 Rebecca Gordon, for instance, argues that Isherwood ‘depicts various identities within his writing in
which the act of composition is in fact an act of construction of the self’ (see abstract, Constructed Selves:
The Manipulation of Authorial Identity in Selected Works of Christopher Isherwood, unpublished
doctoral thesis, University of Aberdeen, 2009). See also Lisa M. Schwerdt’s Isherwood’s Fiction: The
Self and Technique (London: Macmillan, 1989) on Isherwood’s multiplication of personae through
narrators.

369 Certainly the episodic nature of the book invites comparisons with James Joyce’s Dubliners, (1914) a
work which is also made up of free-standing stories which may simultaneously be read in terms of the
wider vision they reveal. . ' ’

370 Judy Suh, Christopher Isherwood and Virginia Woolf: Diaries and Fleeting Impressions of Fascism,
‘Modern Language Studies, 2008, Vol. 38, pt. 1
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-to be let in. Their signals echo down the deep hollow street,

lascivious and private and sad.371

Here is a world in which sexual desire is accompanied not by love but by
loneliness, and the utterance, ‘they want to be let in’, is imbued with an emotional
resonance beyond its literal meaning. Isherwood draws attention not only to the
barrier that separates the ‘I’ of the narrative from the lives of the individuals whom
it records, but also to the same separation which exists between each of these
other T's. As David Izzo has pointed out, Isherwood understands (as Spender does)
that one is always self-absorbed in his own consciousness as a single ‘I’ separated
from many ‘yous’.372 Indeed, it is worth remembering that what would finally
emerge as Goodbye to Berlin was conceived as part of an epic novel to be called The
Lost, a title which, as Chris Hopkins has pointed out, implies this very sense of
dislocation, and hints that the fragmentary form in which the text has appeared is
indeed appropriate to the experiences of its characters, and to the experiences of
people all over Europe.373 Moreover, it is clear from the opening paragraphs of the
first ‘Berlin Diary’ that Isherwood’s narrator is by no means deaf to the
‘despairingly human’ calls around him. Just as the account offered by the recording
‘I’ is deeply unsettling in its unwitting revelations regarding the exercise of
political power though exploiting private insecurity, the T’ itself is, equally (and
like the medium of photography itself) less unfeeling, less passive, and less
objective than it claims.

The merging of character and environment remains integral to Isherwood’s
rendering of the relationship between public and private in Goodbye to Berlin, and
is especially well instanced in the following excerpt, in which ‘Isherwood’

describes the room of his landlady, Frl. Schroeder,

The extraordinary smell in this room when the stove is lighted
and the window shut; not altogether unpleasant, a mixture of
incense and stale buns. The tall tiled stove, gorgeously coloured,

like an altar. The washstand like a Gothic shrine. The cupboard

3 GB, p. 9.
372 Izzo, p. 147. A
373 Chris Hopkins, English Fiction in the 1930s (London: Continuum, 2006) p. 88.
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King of Prussia in stained glass. My best chair would do for a
bishop’s throne. In the corner, kthree‘sham mediaeval halberds
(from a theatrical touring company?) are fastened together to
form a hatstand. Frl. Schroeder unscrews the heads of the‘
halberds and polishes them from time to time. They are heavy and
sharp enough to kill. Everything in the room is like that:
unnecessarily solid, abnormally heavy and dangerously sharp.
Here, at the writing-table, [ am confronted by a phalanx of metal
objects - a pair of candlesticks shaped like entwined serpents, an
ashtray from which emerges the head of a crocodile, a paper-knife
copied from a Florentine dagger, a brass dolphin holding on the
end of its tail a small broken clock. What becomes of such things?
How could they ever be destroyed? They will probably remain
intact for thousands of years: people will treasure them in
museums. Or perhaps they will merely be melted down for
munitions in a war. Every morning, Frl. Schroeder arranges them
very carefully in certain unVarying positions: there they stand, like -
an uncompromising statement of her views on Capital and Society,

Religion and Sex.374

In this way the room is explicitly portrayed as variously emblematic of those
frequenting its confines. The narrator’s claim that the unusual smell is ‘not
altogether unpleasant’ is suggestive of his complicity m the moral and spiritual
decay betokened by the various features, items and artefacts which comprise the
room. Whilst the manner in which ‘Isherwood’ recounts his memories of Frl.
Schroeder and others is frequently laden with tongue-in-cheek irony, the
Vdescriptions also accommodate the underlying sense of threat and disgust,
reiterating the fact that such places and the figures who inhabit them are by no
means as benign as they might initially appear. This is well exemplified by the
description of the hélberds which, we are told, are fake medieval, and manipulated
into the guise of a hafstand, yet which in spite of its fraudulent nature remains, we

are pointedly assured, ‘heavy and sharp enough to kill’. Thus, at work within the

3% GB, pp. 10-11
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designed to register and induce in the reader the same simultaneous feelings of
horror and derision experienced by the narrator, which his own account of such
encounters works to suppress. This is a further aspect of the text which aligns it
with the grotesque, displaying once more what Philip Thomson describes as the
‘co-presence of the laughable and something which is incompatible with the
laughable’.375 It is this theme of the disturbing contemporary realities operating
insidiously beneath a carefully maintained facade (reinforced in the above excerpt
by the allusion to the theatre) with which Isherwood, in Goodbye to Berlin, remains
heavily preoccupied.

The second section of the novel introduces the famous character of Sally
Bowles. She is described by Isherwood’s friend, Fritz Wendel, as an actress, a term
which, as is evident from her first appearanée (‘Her mouth opened in a fatuously
sweet smile. Ffitz and I sat watching her, like a performance in a theatre’376) refers
more to her general behaviour than to tangible career. At the end of this initial
encounter, there is the sense of some metaphorical significance in Fritz's
notoriously strong black coffee as evocative of a wider sense of toxicity following
ours, and ‘Isherwood’s’ exposure to Sally’s performance: ‘When I got back to Frl.
Schroeder’s, I felt so giddy that I had to lie down for half an hour on my bed. Fritz’s
black coffee was as poisonous as ever’377. Already, Isherwood hints at a sinister
correlation between this spectacle and the Nazi cult of the visual. As Linda

Mizejewski has argued, Sally’s particular species of eroticism,

[...] only reinforces the stereotypes of Weimar decadence, the
richness of its temptations, the multiplicities of its sexualities - a
disruption of the ‘natural order’ which leaves the society

vulnerable to Nazism’.378

Certainly, one of the clearest points of comparison with the figure of Norris is

found in the description of Sally’s hands,

375 Thomson, p. 3.

3% GB, p. 35.

377 Tbid, p. 37. , . |

378 Linda Mizejewski, Divine Decadence — Fascism, Female Spectacle and the Makings of Sally Bowles
(Princeton University Press, 1992) p. 4.
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how old her hands looked in the lamplight. They were nervous,
veined and very thin - the hands of a middle-aged woman. The
green finger-nails seemed not to belong to them at all; to have

settled on them by chance - like hard, bright, ugly little beetles.37°

Here, as with his descriptions of Norris’s rotten teeth, Isherwood reasserts the
motif of the disturbing reality beneath the surface facade as manifest in the
physical appearance of the characters (indeed, both ‘Isherwood’ and the reader are
shocked to discover that Sally herself is only nineteen years old). Berlin has, it
seems, already worked its corrupting power on Sally, and closer scrutiny betrays a
~ grim worldliness at times only thinly concealed behind the regular pose of
frivolous gaiety, her aged hands signifying Berlin’s seedy, decaying underbelly.
Like Norris, the ‘Sally Bowles’ encountered by Isherwood’s narrator is a means to
an end; the mere fulfilment of a self-assigned role, rather than a human-being ’
capable of and desiring meaningful connection with others. It is precisely in a city
populated by such figures, coupled with the readiness of the wider populace to
submit to the spectacle on offer as a means of escaping their own everyday
“hardships (such as the squalor faced by the Nowaks) that fascism finds itself well
able to thfive. Isherwood thus connects the idea of the privately disconnected,

insubstantial self with the public tragedy of fascism’s rise to political dominance.

Isherwood develops the range of grotesque meaning in his fiction still further in

“the latter sections of Goodbye to Berlin. It is in the closing sections of the novel that
the grotesque finds further expression in Isherwood’s rendering of encroaching
fascism. Here is evoked a sense of unreality borne of the unfolding spectacle of
violence and betrayal, where Hitler, now in power, is declared master of the city,
and where the tools of murder and violence are seen to be no longer sporadic but
roﬁtine. Yet at the same time, more subtle instruments of control are brought into
play, in the form of the instigation of a socio-political climate in which such

behaviours are both wittingly and unwittingly legitimated. Framed by a

31 GB, p. 43.
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such insidious modes of power and the grotesque is elucidated by Edwards and

Graulund as follows,

Power...is governed by a logic that is not only wielded by thé
executive, judiciary or legislative powers. Power is fluid. As such,
it is itself a sort of monster, an organism that can exceed the
control of individuals or groups of individuals. Power is a force
that eludes boundaries and controls as regularly as the deviants it
is meant to regulate. In this, power is often grotesque. Its _
grotesquerie operates through the faceless mechanics of the state,
in the anonymous bureaucracies of asylums, hospitals and
prisons, and in a more personalised image: the power of the

‘strong man’, the dictator.380

Isherwood’s sidelong renderings of the encroaching and increasingly disturbing
operations of the fascist dictatorial apparatus are, then, a further means by which
his work can be read with reference to the grotesque. This can be illustrated with
reference to the second ‘Berlin diary’. Here, grotesque power is discernible
precisely in terms of the dissemination of terror by a dictator. The following

passage will serve as an example,

Overhead in a cafe: a young Nazi is sitting with his girl; they are
discussing the future of the Party : The Nazi is drunk.

‘Oh, I know we shall win, all right,” he exclaims impatiently, ‘but
that’s not enough!’” He thumps the table with his fist: ‘Blood must
flow! ‘

The girl strokes his arm reassuringly. She is trying to get him to
come home. ‘But, of course, it’s going to flow, darling,” she coos

soothingly, ‘the Leader’s promised that in our programme.’381

As in earlier passages, here we see the characteristic mingling of humour and

menace. Whilst the tone with which the scene is rendered purports to be coolly

380 Edwards and Graulund, p. 27.
%1 GB, p. 245.
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disseminated violence which is poised to take hold of the city, thus laying bare the

means by which the Hitlerean ideology is to be enacted.

Just as Mr Norris Changes Trains registers an increasingly porous barrier between
the public and private realms, so Goodbye to Berlin develops this theme further
still. As the text progresses, it is evident that the chief element (although both
remain presént) is increasingly less comedy than fear. In the penultimate section of
the novel, Isherwood relates the story of the Jewish departmeht store owner,
Bernhard Landauer, who, we learn, lives in an state of apparent seclusion from the
public world (‘Isherwood’s’ account of their relationship recalling having rarely
discussed the political condition of Germany). The following passage supplies

details of the visit to Bernhard’s Berlin home,

(The) door was so heavy that I had to push it open with both
hands; it closed behind me with a hollow boom, like the firing of a
cannon. Then came a pair of doors opening into the courtyard,
then the door of the Gartenhaus, then five flights of stairs, then the
door of the flat. Four doors to protect Bernhard from the outer

world. 382

Bernhard, like Norris (though with more directly tragic consequences) is

- inevitably unsuccessful in hris bid to keep the external world at bay, and we sense
in both cases that the barrier is deployed merely to suggest its very illusoriness.
We are latéf led to infer that Bernhard has been murdered by the Nazis, a
development which further announces the destruction of any sense of private
security which by this point is already well in train. This development represents,
moreover, a further progression within the text towards the grotesque, facilitating
the gradual shift toward the profound sense of unreality finally embedded in the
novel’s famous closing remark that ‘(E)ven now I can’t altogether believe that any
of this has really happened’.383 Some further reference to the Mortmere tale, ‘The
Horror in the Tower’, is instructive here, to the extent that the memorable and

unsettling visit to a mysterious location featured in both texts serves in the latter

2 [bid, p. 192.
- 38 GB, p. 256.
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such conditions the description of the journey itself assumes a distinctly
metaphorical significance. It is worth, then, noting the similarities between the

following passages,

We reached the house at sunset, or, to be more exact, some
minutes after the sun’s disappearance behind the western moors.
A long scroll of cloud, faintly tinged with red, indicated the place
of its descent. In the hollow, into which we were about to enter,
the mists were already gathering. They formed spirals and
fantastic garlands around the dense thickets and stunted bushes,

and partly concealed from our eyes the outline of the house itself.

384

The car whirled along the black Avus, into the immense darkness
of the winter countryside. Giant reflector signs glittefed fora
moment like burnt-out matches. Already Berlin was a reddish
glow in the sky behind us, dwindling rapidly beyond a converging
forest of pines. The searchlight on the Funkturm swung its little
ray through the night. The straight black road roared headlong to

meet us, as if to its destruction.385

In tfle latter text, the narrative thus begins to assume the symbolic manner of
Marlow’s journey in Heart of Darkness, (1902) whereby just as Conrad’s
protagonist famously embarks on an odyssey which proves both béwildering and
profoundly disenchanting, finding in his quarry only an ‘impenetrable darkness’ 386
so Isherwood’s text similarly assumes the multiple incongruities of nightmare,
closely allied to gathering intimations of reality. The city itself retedes from view,
in an enactment of the novel’s title which operates on both a literal and a symbolic
level, whereby the city’s blood-reddish glow ominously portends Bernhard’s own

destruction, along with that of the city itself, which now seems consigned to the

34 TAS, p. 50.
35 GB, p. 207.
38 Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness (London: Penguin, 2007)
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arrival at the house,

We had reached the house. Bernhard opened a glass door, and we
passed through a little conservatory into a big drawing-room full
of jumping shadows from the fire burning in an open English
fireplace. Bernhard switched on a number of lamps, making the
room quite dazzlingly bright.

‘Need we have such illumination?’ I asked. ‘I think the firelight is
much nicer.’

‘Do you?’ Bernhard smiled subtly. ‘So do I [...] But I thought,

somehow, that you would prefer the lamps.’387

Bernhard’s insinuation of his companion’s sensationalistic preference for
distraction, shadow and mystery (suggested here by the reference to the open fire)
over unforgiving, hard light is not lost on him, issuing as it does an implicit rebuke
to the amoral, near-voyeuristic stance with which he has regarded much of what
he has witnessed thus far. The switching on of the lights prohibits further .
indulgence in such illusions. Moreover, it signals Bernhard’s own exclusion from
fascism'’s political aesthetic, foreshadowing the oncoming tragedy in which, far
from participating in any such spectacle, he is scheduled to be claimed as one of its
victims. Once again, it is not the predilection towards the sensational and the
spellbinding which is grotesque in itself, but the situation of such elements
precisely amidst a radically disturbing realistic framework.

Some months later ‘Isherwood’ finds himself duped into attending a social
gathering at Bernhard’s. Unable to properly immerse himself in the spirit of the
occasion, he notes with unease the forced gaiety of his host, recoiling at his
frivolous attempts at sociability, as political events in Berlin stubborniy dominate
the mood and exchanges between the guests. What emerges is an awareness that
the would-be idyll of the lakeside garden party rings decidedly false against the
increasingly discomfiting events taking place in the city. On his return to Berlin, the

latest headlines prove this prophetic sense somewhat self-fulfilling,

37 Ibid, p. 211.
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with the news of the shooting on the Bulowplatz. I thought of our
party lying out there on the lawn by the lake, drinking our claret-
cup while the gramophone played; and of that police-officer,
revolver in hand, stumbling mortally wounded up the cinema
steps to fall dead at the feet of a cardboard figure advertising a

comic film.388

The scene is a symbolically potent example of Isherwood’s adept use of grotesque
juxtaposition. Here, the two worlds evoked within the wider text are brought into |
stark and deliberate contrast, locating the events of the novel along a distinctly
tragi-comic axis which simultaneously invites and rebukes the laughter of the

reader. The advert for the comic film is appropriately rhodiﬁed by the addition of
the dead policeman, invoking and enacting the new and unfolding spectacle
postulated by the wider narrative, in which the comic and the macabre interact to
generate a disturbingly modern variety of grotesque.

The manner in which we learn of Bernhard’s death represents a further
retrenchment of Isherwood’s use of the grotesque mode. The scene offers a
freshly-disturbing reminder of the moral degradation which has taken hold, with
news of Bernhard’s apparent murder presented in an unsettling casual manner as

an item of overheard gossip in a Prague restaurant,

Two men were at the next table, talking German. One of them was
certainly an Austrian; the other I couldn’t place - he was fat and
sleek, about forty-five...
‘Seen the papers, this morning?’
‘No. Didn’t have time [...] Moving into our new flat, you know.
The wife’s coming back.’ ' v
‘She’s coming back? You don’t say! Been in Vienna, hasn’t she?
‘That’s right.’
...The fat man began to pick his teeth...
‘There was a bit in about Bernhard Landauer.’

‘Bernhard?’ said the Austrian. ‘Let’s see - he’s the son, isn’t he?’

38 GB, p. 219.
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meat with the point of his toothpick. Holding it up to the light, he
regarded it thoughtfully.

‘Whoever he is,’ the fat man flicked the scrap of meat on to his
plate with a gesture of distaste; ‘He’s dead.’

‘You don’t say!’

‘Heart failure.’ The fat man frowned, and raised his hand to cover

" a belch. He was wearing three gold rings: ‘That’s what the
newspapers said.’...

The Austrian looked very uncomfortable: Those Nazis ... he
began...

‘Concentration camps,’ said the fat man lighting a cigar. They get
them in there, make them sign things [...] Then their hearts fail.’

‘1 don’t like it,’ said the Austrian. It’s bad for trade.”

‘Yes,’ the fat man agreed. ‘It’s bad for trade.’
| ‘Makes everything so uncertain.’

‘That’s right. Never know who you’re doing business with.” The
fat man laughed. In his own way he was rather macabre: ‘It might

be a corpse.’ 389

We might detect here some homage by Isherwood to nineteenth-century Dickens-
style naturalism, to the extent that the scene bears a resemblance, not least in '
terms of the emotional response which the scene is designed to elicit, to that in-
Dickens’ A Christmas Carol, (1843) in which the characters of Joe and Mrs Dilber
are infamously glimpsed scavenging over the remnants of Scrooge’s remaining
possessions, a scene witnessed ‘with a detestation and disgust which could hardly
have been greater though they had been obscene demons marketing the corpse
itself 390 Certainly the former scene is among the more notably grotesque in
Isherwood'’s text, provoking the repugnance of the reader (and indeed the

narrator) precisely by way of the naturalistic detail on offer (the fat man

3% GB, pp. 226-229. It is worth mentioning that Isherwood himself later called into question the
feasibility of this particular episode, writing in Christopher and his Kind that ‘the timing of his
(Bernhard’s) death, so early in the persecution, is unconvincing — unless he was murdered by mistake.
The Nazis would surely have waited long enough to prepare some false charges against him’ (C&HK, p.
60). ,

39 Charles Dickens, 4 Christmas Carol (London and Glasgow, Blackie and Son Ltd, 1959) p. 98. It is
worth noting that Dicken’s relationship with the grotesque has been the subject of a full-length study by
Michael Hollington, Dickens and the Grotesque (London: Croom Helm, 1984).
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woven into the overall sense of coldness and moral degeneration reflected in the
dialogue. In particular, the repugnant manner in which the fat man is portrayed, in
terms of speech, mannerisms and physical appearance, is mirrored by his
companion’s own barely-concealed sense of disgust (which he lacks the courage to
declare outright) and is revealing of the grotesque inhumanity with which
Bernhard'’s death, and by extension the multiplying deaths of others, are regarded.
Isherwood thus depicts a distinctly grotesque situation in which murder is seen as
objectionable less from a moral point of view than because it is ‘bad for trade’:
Bernhard’s death is met not with the sense of outrage it properly merits but with a
mere ‘gesture of distaste’, recalling, once again, the cold inclination of figures such
as Arthur Norris and those like him towards measuring human behaviours against
aesthetic rather than ethical standards.

In the closing pages of the novel is found one of the most explicit
intimations of fantasy made (all-too) real. Here, the narrator reflects on the likely
fate of his friend, a young ‘communist’ named Rudi. Having wryly noted, some
pages earlier, his friend’s taste for heroic affectation, the comedy once more turns
sour as we are reminded of the danger inherent of being taken seriously at one’s

own game,

Rudi’s make-believe, story-book game has become earnest; the
Nazis will play it with him. The Nazis won’t laugh at him; they’ll
take him on trust for what he pretended to be. Perhaps at this very

moment Rudi is being tortured to death.391

'Thus, the narrative attests to a world in which ‘something describable as a mere
‘story-book game’ can easily result in being tortured to death. The sense of horror
is reinforced by the grim pathos embedded in the lines: Rudi’s friends fail to take
him seriously and only laugh at his poses; by contrast, the Nazis, it is implied, are
more than prepared to pay him the respect he deserves. Here, as is the case
throﬁghout Isherwood’s fictions of the thirties, private choices and actions are

granted a real yet terrible significance within the public realm.

1 GB, p. 245.
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Chapter 4: ‘I missed that pleasant haven’:392 Appfopriating the pastoral in

George Orwell’s Coming up for Air.

Passion for the past is a kind of spiritual homesickness
contrasting these grey walls with that bright South.
Stephen Spender393

The name of ‘George Orwell’ provided Eric Blair with both a literary and a public
identity through which he shifted and which he perpetually altered to suit his
purpose, and occupies an assured, yet oddly precarious position within thirties
critical discourse. Leaving aside for a moment the considerable and ever-growing
body of critical and biographical material dedicated to the man and his work, the
feature of his writing which is perhaps its most hard-won quality, the ‘window-
pane’ clarity of the prose, remains, paradoxically, that which is most liable toAcause
problems for the reader wishing to get under the kskin of Orwell’s texts. The
inimitably readerly prose-style is apt to give a disarming illusion of simplicity,
thereby masking the myriad contradictions, ambivalences and anomalies inherent
within the writing. Yet it is precisely this pléin—speaking tone, abundantly in
.evidence throughout Orwell’s writings, which should continue to give the reader
cause to examine the possibility of deeper significances located beneath the
surface of the texts and operating amidst the seeming transparency of the work
under scrutiny. |

In Coming up for Air (1939) the novel which is to be the subject of this
chapter, we encounter, for example, the seemingly clear-cut symbolism with which
Orwell imbues the secret pool which his protagonist and unlikely prophet, George
Bowling, hopes to rediscover. It can be seen how on one level the pool operates as
a symbol of Bowling’s neglected and decaying youth, which he returns to his home
town of‘Lower Binfield in the hope of reclaiming. However, with its concealed and
unexplored depths, the pool can in conjunction be read as subtly suggestive of the
unconscious creative processes involved in the act of writing itself. It is in thus

beginning to consider the differing levels on which such symbols operate that this

32 George Orwell, ‘A happy vicar I might have been’, ed. Peter Davison, The Complete Works of George
Orwell, Volume Ten (London: Secker and Warburg, 1998) p. 524. Originally published in The Adelphi,
December, 1936.

93 SOTM, p. 212.
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