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ABSTRACT

“Poetry,” W. H. Auden wrote in 1939, “makes nothing happen.” Thirty years earlier
these words would have declared poetry's independence from any ethical, political, or religious
obligations. Written as they were the brink of total war, we might try to hear them instead
admitting poetry’s defeat, its failure to save the world from itself. Auden’s line continues,
however: “it survives.” The poem thus promises that Auden’s vulnerable admission of poetry’s
uselessness to be itself usable, as a counterbalance to the utilitarian violence of the world into
which it enters. My dissertation, “Irenic Modernism: The Early Work of David Jones and W.
H. Auden,” concerns this promised peace of poetry, and how its eponymous figures understood
it to be achieved through the writing of a vulnerably useless poem.

I argue that Jones and Auden converged independently on what I call an irenic, that is,
peaceful modernism, distinct from but intimately entangled with the “ire” of their closest
contemporaries’ work. These contemporaries divide into two camps, which George Orwell
described in generational terms: around 1930, “The typical literary man ceases to be a cultured
expatriate with a leaning towards the Church, and becomes an eager-minded schoolboy with a
leaning towards Communism.” In some ways Jones and Auden were like the cultured
expatriates, W. B. Yeats, James Joyce, and T. S. Eliot, writing difficult, experimental poetry
imbued with ritual significance. In others ways, they more resembled the eager-minded
schoolboys, whose guiding star was Wilfred Owen: inheriting a literary field already marked by
high modernism, they reacted not against decadent passivity, but against dehumanizing

violence. But Jones and Auden differed markedly from both generations in their understanding

viii



of poetry and the poet's place in the world. Both were both poets of what it means to live as
homo faber in a world populated by fellow artists. Unlike the cultured expatriates, they believed
the poet to have no special authority; unlike the schoolboy communists, they believed poetry to
have no particular purpose. For Jones and Auden, though a poet is born when he senses an
apparent vocation to poetry, he reaches maturity when he recognizes this sense for what it truly
is, a useless but significant mark of our common humanity.

The introductory chapter of “Irenic Modernism” explicates this theory of poetry as a
peaceful avocation as found in Jones’s and Auden’s later writings. This theory developed,
however, only after these authors had artistically worked out what an irenic poetry would look
like. The next four chapters move through a series of works by Jones and Auden, tracing how a
new approach to poetry gradually emerged over the first two decades of their careers. Chapter
2 shows how, in a series of painterly and lyrical depictions of landscape, they discovered that
poetic vision would need to emerge, not from the position of an autonomous observer, but from
that of an implicated participant. Chapter 3 looks at these authors’ experiments in poetic
theater, and how they attempted not to establish a new community of art but rather to affirm
the value of membership in the old. Chapters 4 and 5 take an extended look at these authors’
midcareer masterpieces, Jones’s 1937 prose epic In Parenthesis and Auden's 1944 closet drama
“The Sea and the Mirror,” showing how both works seek to overcome the threat of poetic
fratricide, that is, of community-destroying rivalry between poems and persons, by mediating
between individual experience and communal understanding. Finally, a concluding chapter
considers Jones’s and Auden’s direct responses to the contemporaries named above, to see what
their poetic principles look like when put into critical practice.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

This book examines the early work of two British heirs of high modernism, the painter
and poet David Jones and the poet and dramatist W. H. Auden, and finds between them a deep
affinity. By “deep,” I do not mean that it is somehow hidden from sight, but only that it will
take some time to get into focus, and that it will be worthwhile to do so, substantially
improving our understanding both of these poets and of modernist poetry in general. For these
poets discovered their modernist inheritances to pose them similar aesthetic problems, and they
approached those problems in remarkably similar ways.

To grasp the nettle of Jones’s early work we could do worse than to look at his 1924
woodcut The Nativity. As an aesthetic object, representing the traditional artistic subject of
Madonna and Child, the print is radically ambivalent, pitting hieratic impersonality and formal
composure against expressionist subjectivity and frantic claustrophobia. The entrance of the
transcendent into history is marked by an almost iconic stylization, but also by an embrace and
a gaze that seems more than just maternal. The two are embedded in the traditional pastoral
landscape, but the margins almost entirely cut it off from view, and the heavy lines of the
woodcut suggest that the stark paradox of God become man cannot coexist with the subtle
fluctuations in color true landscape requires. Even more strikingly, this representation of the
Word Incarnate devotes three-fifths of its area not to image but to words borrowed from an
ancient Marian prayer, words concerned with this very problem of how meaning enters into
matter. Though the faux-naif lettering might momentarily convince us that these words do not

signify beyond their sensual texture, still the presence of the inscription calls into doubt



whether “aesthetic object” is the correct way to describe what we see here. Does the quotation
make the print into a prayer, directly addressing God? Or does its status as Christmas card

make it instead an instrument for deepening bonds of human community?
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Hllustration 1: David Jones, Nativity, 1924. Wood engraving, 11.5 by 9.5 cm. Private
collection. Copyright the Estate of David Jones, reproduced with permission.



Similar questions to these arise, I find, when I contemplate a poem of Auden’s
published untitled in 1935, and later given the name “On This Island.”' Though sound has taken
the place of sight, still the poem stages an encounter with a rich aesthetic texture, within which
hovers a perfectly pellucid meaning that nevertheless leaves us perplexed, and uncertain for
what purpose we have been addressed:

Look, stranger, on this island now

The leaping light for your delight discovers,
Stand stable here

And silent be,

That through the channels of the ear

May wander like a river

The swaying sound of the sea.

Here at a small field’s ending pause

Where the chalk wall falls to the foam and its tall ledges
Oppose the pluck

And knock of the tide,

And the shingle scrambles after the suck-

-ing surf, and a gull lodges

A moment on its sheer side.

Far off like floating seeds the ships

Diverge on urgent voluntary errands,

And this full view

Indeed may enter

And move in memory as now these clouds do,
That pass the harbour mirror

And all the summer through the water saunter.

This poem’s texture, like that of the sea itself, is at once invitingly peaceful and surprisingly
violent. Its sentences offer no resistance and betoken no hidden meaning, yet the sonic effects

lead the reader’s attention to “wander like a river,” and he struggles to comply with the poem’s

' Auden, Collected Poems, 130-1.



opening direction to “Look” rather than listen. The second stanza, in particular, surrounds him
with “the swaying sound of the sea,” as slant-rhyme, alliteration, and enjambment, together
with the sight of the ragged right margin, suggest the “pluck | and knock of the tide” rising and
the “suck-I-ing surf” receding. Does this address have anything to teach the reader, besides the
experience it offers? The images of the cliff face where “a gull lodges | A moment on its sheer
side,” make the poem seem a temporary, if precarious, respite. A respite from what, we learn
in the third stanza, where the ships “diverge on urgent voluntary errands,” a chiasmus of

99

mistake (“diverge,” “errands”) with will (“urgent voluntary”), crying out for correction. The
ships also, however, raise the possibility of a larger community’s “full view,” in contrast to
which the solitary stranger’s “small field’s ending” feels claustrophobic. By the time we reach
the sauntering last line, we are no longer sure what to make of the first line’s claim on our
attention: are we called to respond with aesthetic appreciation? With missionary zeal? Or by
engaging in the imperfect but vital human community we share with this poem’s author?

I would mention one further resemblance, not between these works exactly, but between
the place of these works in their respective oeuvres. Each was subject to a limited but
nevertheless real act of authorial redaction. Jones found himself dissatisfied with the inscription
on the lower three-fifths of the image and cut it off the block, allowing later printings to
include only the nativity scene itself, now stripped of its explicitly oratorical and communal

context.” In 1936, Auden’s publisher, needing to move forward without Auden’s input, named

his new volume of poems Look, Stranger!, a title Auden insisted on changing for the 1937

Bankes and Hills, The Art of David Jones, 40.



American release to the less confrontational On This Island.> We can recognize in both of these
decisions a desire to pull back from direct address, as if Jones and Auden came to doubt that
the purpose of poetry could be furthered through contact with the poem’s audience.

I interpret this retreat as follows. For over half a century, by the time Jones and Auden
were writing, modernist poetry had been at war with its audience. The work of art had been cut
off from its cultural context and then launched back into that context with an obscure and
threatening message. This dynamic can be dated back to the judicial condemnation of Charles
Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du mal in 1857, and by the 1920s it was sufficiently out in the open that
Robert Graves and Laura Riding could write matter-of-factly: “The quarrel now is between the
reading public and the modernist poet over the definition of clearness.”* Jones and Auden
quickly became disillusioned with these ongoing hostilities and longed instead for a poetics of
peace, one which could bring the artist, his audience, and his artwork into a harmonious
relation. The question for them became how such a relation could be achieved. In the redacting
of The Nativity and the retitling of Look, Stranger!, we can see Jones and Auden recognizing
that cultural peace cannot be achieved by fiat, that an announcement of peace, in a medium
colored by its prior use for acts of war, will inevitably harbor lingering notes of poetic wrath.
This is the double meaning of my title phrase “irenic modernism”: Jones and Auden’s
modernism is eirenikos, pacific, non-polemical, non-violent, but only through its distinctive

response to its native ire, its inherited tendency toward allegedly righteous anger.

> Mendelson, Early Auden, Later Auden, 303.
Graves and Riding, A Survey of Modernist Poetry, 84.
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The first section of this introductory chapter will elaborate on what this conversion of
the ireful into the irenic looked like, once Jones and Auden accomplished it. My approach here
will draw primarily on their later critical writings, particularly concerning the cultural status of
the poet. These prose pieces allow us to step back and sketch the broad currents of their
aesthetic thinking, and how it differs from the approaches current among their contemporaries.
This introduction’s second section will take a further step back, discussing Jones, Auden, and
British modernism in general, not through their piecemeal attempts to understand themselves,
but through the comprehensive theories of various critics and scholars. Necessarily, such a
discussion will also give a sense of this project’s intellectual lineage and affinities. I close the
introduction by summarizing the argument of the dissertation as a whole. By this point we will
have a picture of where Jones and Auden began and where they wound up. The key question,
over the next five chapters, will be how they brought themselves from one place to the other.

Before I set out, however, I should briefly address this central pairing of Jones and
Auden, which my opening readings can only do so much to motivate. I grant that the
comparison is slightly eccentric, but beg the reader’s indulgence at least until the close of the
next section, by which point it should stand on firmer ground. For now, I will say this. Both
Jones and Auden were poets of late modernism, in the sense of encountering the modernist
revolution in poetry only after the annus mirabilis of 1922 was a fait accompli. Further, both
were confessedly Christian poets, and Christians of a priestly variety, whose post-conversion
work almost always took on a theological tinge, even when the topic was entirely mundane. The

two have thus occasionally been discussed together under the heading of “Christian modernist,”



often with Eliot included as well.” It was in this guise that the idea of writing, as I initially
intended, on Jones, Auden, and Eliot together, first entered my mind. But this is no longer quite
the ground on which I seek—as I now seek—to pair Jones and Auden, and hence it proved
better to leave Eliot to the side.

My reasons for omitting Eliot from my central line of argument will become clear in the
final chapter, where he makes an extended appearance. But I will say here what the fact of
setting Eliot aside entailed. First, it meant that this could not be a study of interaction or of
influence in the usual sense. Jones and Auden both knew Eliot, and were aided early in their
careers by his work as editor at Faber, but Jones and Auden did not know one another’s work
until later in their careers, and even then any significant influence seems improbable. It would
be absurd to argue that together they constituted an identifiable school within late modernist
poetry.® But this lack of awareness only makes more significant the fact that they each

independently followed the same line of development. I am not arguing for influence, but for

> See, for instance, Medcalf, “Eliot, David Jones, and Auden,” which, however, has room only

to point out the possibility of such a comparison.

On the topic of influence, Jones seems to have disagreed with me: on hearing that Auden
had referred to him favorably in a review, he responded that “the later Auden had derived a
great deal from him, and the payment of the debt is no more than just” (Blissett, The Long
Conversation, 71). But Jones’s suggestion does not seem entirely plausible, since Auden had
not read Jones until the fifties, while we can recognize the seeds of his later conclusions in
work dating back to the thirties. At most, Auden found in Jones a handful of formulae that
accorded well with his prior convictions. Jones, meanwhile, seems hardly to have read
Auden (as he hardly read any of his contemporaries), and is reported to have said that,
“while he was grateful for Auden’s appreciation, he and Auden were utterly different and,
sadly, had nothing artistically in common” (Dilworth, David Jones, 282). Apart from this
anecdote, Auden’s name appears only in passing in the most comprehensive biography of
Jones, amid catalogues of contemporary poets who valued Jones’s work, while Jones’s name
appears nowhere in the best critical biography of Auden.

7



convergence.’ “Convergence,” of course, is a vague term, and I must specify in what way Jones
and Auden’s careers moved together. This leads me to the second effect of sidelining Eliot: I
cannot mean that they converge on “Christian modernism,” of which Eliot would have to be the
poster child. But “Christian modernism” names most of the ideological overlap between Jones
and Auden. If this does not affect my argument, it is because I do not focus on these poets’
shared ideological backgrounds. I focus, instead, on their similar aesthetic activities.

In what way similar? A superficial survey of Jones and Auden’s artistic work does not
suggest that such a comparison will be promising. Jones is remembered primarily as a painter
and as the author of In Parenthesis, a poetical prose epic narrating six months in the trenches of
the Great War in an obtrusively allusive, elusive, and yet strangely earnest style, while Auden is
best known for being, for a brief period in the 1930s, the figurehead for a generation of
politically engaged writers, his work of central importance simultaneously to poetry, prose, and
drama—a position with which he was never comfortable, and which he quickly abandoned in
favor of Horatian civility. These two do not seem very much alike, and perhaps this is why a
comparison of their poetry has not heretofore been seriously attempted.® While acknowledging
the differences, I would emphasize one point of convergence between these two brief

summaries, already visible in the fact that I was forced to describe the work it concerned, not

7 This project is in this way unlike many of the best books focused on a pair of modernist

poets—for example, Ellmann, The Poetics of Impersonality, Hammer, Hart Crane and Allen
Tate, and Longenbach, Stone Cottage—which focus on how two poets influenced one
another’s careers even after they fell out of friendship. It is closer to Gottlieb, Regions of
Sorrow, a study of a poet and a philosopher whose work converged before they became
aware of one another.

The number of scholarly works discussing the two together is really astonishingly small—the
most notable, focused on their later work, is Schmidt, “Anamnesis and the Sanctification of
Time.”



as “poetic,” but as “artistic.” Each of these men was in both theory and practice less a poet of
the lyric word than an artist in the broadest sense: Jones was “engraver, soldier, painter, poet,”
as the subtitle of a recent biography styles him; Auden, best known for his lyric poems, was
also a dramatist, librettist, and prolific essayist and reviewer. My comparison of the two will
not focus only on one or two poetic works, or even solely on poetic works, unless the word
“poetic” is taken the way Jones and Auden themselves usually took it, in its broadest sense,
including also art, music, drama, and essay. Above all, this book will be a comparison of the

two poets and their artistic lives.

1. Poetry as an Avocation

The lives of poets have long been central to their ideas of poetry. One way to tell the
story of modernist poetry is to ask: does a poet have a vocation to poetry, in the religious sense
of the word “vocation”—a special calling, from some higher power, that determines that
trajectory of one’s life? Or is poetry merely a digression from the important parts of life—an
“avocation,” we might call it—in deflationary terms, an amusement, a hobby? This section will
describe Jones and Auden’s answers to these questions. Before doing so, however, it will be
helpful to survey the responses of three prior authors with whom Jones and Auden would have
been familiar.

The first two, and the contrast between them, I borrow from Geoffrey Hill’s “A
Postscript on Modernist Poetics.” In that essay Hill attempts to organize our understanding of
British high modernist poetry, and how it establishes, or fails to establish, or refuses to establish

its own poetic authority. Hill puts great emphasis on the comparison of the poet-priest Gerard



Manley Hopkins with the magus-poet William Butler Yeats.” As Hill interprets it, this polarity
is distinct from and prior to any polarity between commitment and detachment, whether the
commitment in question be political or religious. The issue at hand is, rather, whether one can
be a poet (either of commitment or detachment) at all, or whether one can only be a human
being who on occasion writes (either committed or detached) poems. Yeats famously believed
that to be a poet was to be called to serve in “the priesthood of an almost forgotten faith,” the
faith of the religion of art.'’ Yeats’ own long career was a testament to that belief, a record of
continual reinvention, aimed at nothing besides the perfection of the poetic work. In contrast,
Gerard Manley Hopkins thought his true vocation to be to the Society of Jesus. His poetry was
at best irrelevant and at worst destructive: “I have never wavered in my vocation,” he wrote,
“but I have not lived up to it. I destroyed the verse I had written when I entered the Society and
meant to write no more [...] it is a question whether I did well to write anything else.”'" In
keeping with his scruples, Hopkins didn’t really write that much else. His post-conversion
poetry can be fit onto a few dozen pages. Hopkins, in short, was the quintessential minor poet,
while Yeats was the quintessential major one. These are not judgments of poetic merit, but of
poetic outlook: poetry was central to Yeats’s life, to Hopkins’s, it was eccentric.

Hill’s account suggests the possibility of a third way between Hopkins and Yeats’s ideas
of a poetic vocation, one which claims for the poet the mantle of the priest, but only in a

provisional or paradoxical sense. Though Hill does not identify any modernist poet with this

’ See “A Poscript on Modernist Poetics” in Hill, Collected Critical Writings, especially 571.

10 Yeats, Collected Works TV:150.
""" Hopkins, The Major Works, 249.
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position (perhaps reserving it implicitly for himself'?), one writer who fits the bill is James
Joyce. Consider a scene from his quasi-autobiographical novel A Portrait of the Artist as a
Young Man, in which the young man of the title, Stephen Daedalus, for a time considers
joining the Catholic priesthood. Here Daedalus converses with the director of his Jesuit-run
school*:

—Have you ever felt that you had a vocation?

Stephen parted his lips to answer yes and then withheld the word suddenly. The priest

waited for the answer and added:

—I mean, have you ever felt within yourself, in your soul, a desire to join the order?

Think.
—I have sometimes thought of it, said Stephen.

But in the end, Stephen does not join. He perhaps has a vocation, but not to the Catholic
priesthood: he longs to be, as he later calls himself, “a priest of the eternal imagination,
transmuting the daily bread of experience into the radiant body of everliving life.” "

Joyce’s position seems at first little different from Yeats’s declaration of the poet’s
natural priesthood—but certain qualifications need to be made. Stephen’s self-description, to
begin with, is not Joyce’s. Portrait may be quasi-autobiographical, but it is also self-ironizing,
as Joyce reinforces in his next novel, Ulysses, in which Stephen shows up as a failed and self-

deluded poet. Joyce may depict his own youthful desire to become a priest of poetry, but he

does not imagine that any such ordination can in fact take place. This irony points us toward

Or, perhaps, recognizing the incoherence of treating such an unstable combination of views
as a position at all. Regarding Hill’s attitude toward poetic authority, I agree with these
words from Brett Bourbon’s essay “The Remittance of Mistrust”: “His mistrust is of the kind
that I mistrust: a latter-day disappointed romanticism, aspiring to faith and motivated by
desire for divine language, which invokes language as a redemptive power and then abuses it
as fallen and humanity as unworthy” (Bourbon, “The Remittance of Mistrust,” 281).

Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist and a Young Man, 170.

' Ibid., 240.
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another difference: Joyce only finds the metaphor of the poet-priest inadequate because he
takes it so much more seriously than Yeats ever could. For Yeats, whose faint ties to
Christianity were all to a quite low-church Protestantism, the metaphor is just a phrase, an
evocative image, at best a sociological analogy. But the cradle Catholic Joyce cannot forget his
knowledge of the Catholic theology of vocation.'” In the brief passages I have quoted we see
Joyce taking vocation seriously in two ways. First: Stephen readily admits he has thought about
being a priest, but hesitates to affirm the word “vocation.” He hesitates, I suggest, because
“vocation” means calling, and so implies the existence of one who calls, that is, of a god.
Poetry might make one long to be its priest, but it has no voice of its own (even if it is made
out of voices), and so can only call you to be its priest in a highly metaphorical sense. Second:
Stephen recognizes that a priest does not simply wield cultural authority, but performs rituals,
and particularly the ritual of eucharist. When Stephen speaks of “transmuting the daily bread of
experience into the radiant body of everliving life,” he is imagining performing an act of
aesthetic transubstantiation, of his life into living poetry, perhaps even of himself into a poetic
Christ. But since there exists no canonical form for the aesthetic sacrament Stephen desires to
enact, his rituals have no hope of achieving a general validity: he will be a Christ only for
himself.

So far I've sketched three ways in which a poet can understand the phrase “poetic
vocation.” For Yeats, the phrase is unproblematic: the poet just is a priest. For Hopkins, the

phrase is a bad joke: the poet may happen to be a priest, but there is nothing priestly about his

" A classic discussion of the distinction between Catholic and Protestant theologies of
vocation is found in Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism ch. 3, esp. note
1, p. 154-157.
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being a poet. For Joyce, the phrase is a beautiful impossibility: the poet longs to perform rituals
as deeply meaningful as those of the priest, but he can have no faith that those rituals reach out
to any divine presence, nor can he justify his claim to possess the authority required for their
performance. These are not the only possible poetic answers to the theological question with

9

which I began, but they are, I think, the three main types of answer: “yes,” “no,” and “if only.”
None, I will argue, is the answer given by David Jones or W. H. Auden. These British
modernist poets, both from the generation after Joyce and the generation before Hill, and both
caught, like Joyce and Hill, between the Hopkinsian and the Yeatsian understanding of the
poet’s authority, did not dream of an impossible aesthetic religion, but rather sought to work
out a meaningful role for the poet within a Christian framework which precludes the equation
of poet and priest.

I will begin laying out Jones’s and Auden’s conception of this role just where, as Jones
and Auden themselves told it, our authors’ poetic lives both began, with their youthful sensing
of something like a poetic vocation. It will surprise no one familiar with either poet’s work to
find that he writes about such a sense. It may be somewhat more surprising to hear that, if we
attend carefully to their words, in each case a vocation turns out to be precisely what it was not.
It is in this non-vocation that we first glimpse the alternative Jones and Auden each separately
propose to the poetic priesthood of the disappointed romantic. Here is Jones, from his
“Autobiographical Talk”:

I had decided by about the age of six that when I grew up there was only one thing that I

would do. By which I do nor mean that I was possessed of some special sense of

vocation. Not at all. I mean simply that I cannot recall a time when drawing of some
sort was not an accustomed activity and one which I supposed I should pursue later in
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life. For one thing, I was so backward at my lessons that I do not doubt but what I
regarded drawing as a counterweight to my deficiency in everything else. '

Compare this with Auden’s self-undermining vocational anecdote, which he recalled over and
over; here is one version, from the unpublished lecture “Phantasy and Reality in Poetry”:
Given my passionate interest as a boy in mines, I and my parents naturally assumed that,
when I grew up, I would become either a mining engineer or a geologist. So at Public
school I studied science and won a scholarship to Oxford in biology. It was not to be.
One Sunday in March 1922, I was walking across a field with a schoolfriend, when he

asked me if I ever wrote poetry. Good God, no I said. The idea has never occurred to
me. Why don’t you he replied, and at that moment I discovered my vocation.

When I ask myself why my friend’s suggestion met with such an unexpected response, |
now realize that, without knowing it, I had been enjoying the use of poetic language for
a long time. I had read the technological prose of my books on mining in a peculiar
way. A word like pyrites, for example, had not, to me, been simply an indicative sign, it
was the Proper Name of a Sacred Being [...]"

Jones and Auden respond in characteristically different ways to the potential for confusion
between aesthetic and religious, between the beautiful and the sacred. The prickly
defensiveness of Jones’ denial is striking. He adopts this tone, in the first place, because he
takes the religious concept of vocation seriously and does not want anyone to attribute to him a
vocation he did not believe he possessed. But even this is not quite so simple, for “vocation”
means different things in Catholic and Protestant contexts, and at the age of six Jones was an
Evangelical (and, as he tells it, an unusually devout one). In denying that God called him to be
an artist, Jones simultaneously rejects the purported equation between artist and priest, and
denies that any calling deserves the name “vocation” but a calling to the priesthood. The final
sentence’s brief act of self-analysis, wherein Jones attempts to neutralize the thought of an

artistic vocation by genealogically tracing it to his feeling of ineptitude for other work, hints

' Jones, Epoch and Artist, 26.
7" Auden, Prose V1:713.
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that the thought of an artist-priest was, for the enthusiastically Protestant young Jones, a live
possibility, and, for the older Catholic convert, a danger to be avoided.

Auden’s account is comparatively mild, though rife with subtle ironies that call into
question its apparently straightforward avowal of a poetic vocation. Auden does not reject the
word “vocation” off the bat because, unlike the Catholic Jones’ association of vocation with the
priesthood, he follows the Protestant usage in which one can have a vocation to any profession.
But his apparent vocation is a strange one, coming not from the Christian God, but rather from
“a Sacred Being” whose proper name, or one of whose proper names, is “pyrites.” The implicit
theology seems either poly- or pantheistic, and either way, by the later Auden’s lights, therefore
idolatrous, if perhaps innocently so. As Auden reports elsewhere, in 1920 he went through a
period of “religious Schwdrmerei,” but soon after the anecdote quoted above he “discovers he
has lost his faith.”'® His mineralogical Sacred Being tempts Auden into poetry in part by
making him, like Jones, unsuited for other subjects—though Auden’s unsuitability is less an
ineptitude than a misleading appearance of excellence, in the form of an Oxford scholarship.

So the stylistic coloring of these anecdotes differs well enough—what, then, is the point
of juxtaposing them? It is not that Jones and Auden both regretted their pseudo-vocations; to
the contrary, each placed a certain faith in the felix culpa, and the goal of these examinations of
poetic conscience is not self-recrimination but self-understanding. What both poets share,
rather, is a sense of the weightiness of their youthful decisions to become poets, combined with
a religious skepticism about the propriety of that decision—whether it involved an unwarranted

assertion of authority—and a feeling that, good or bad, it was taken in ignorance—they became

' Tbid. V:154.
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poets not knowing what poets were. Both Jones and Auden are imagining their poetic calling
less as a vocation than as an avocation, both in the sense of a distraction and diversion from
gainful employment, and in the sense of a summons to answer for oneself before a higher court.
The answer required by the poetic judge is simultaneously ethical, a matter of justifying one’s
poems, those apparently aimless actions, and theoretical, a matter of explaining what these
apparently aimless actions are and are for; and, above all, it is poetic, since any answer must be
in the form of a poem.

This imagining of poetry as an avocation permeates Jones and Auden’s later critical
writing. It helps us, for one thing, to understand the sense in which each poet understands
poems to be rituals, since for neither poet do these rituals, as they did for Stephen Daedalus (if
not for Joyce himself), take the place of the Christian liturgy. Auden associates his “sacred
beings” with the ritual nature of poems in “Making, Knowing, Judging,” his 1956 inaugural
lecture as Oxford Professor of Poetry, the last few pages of which he described as a “literary
dogmatic psalm.”" His central claim runs as follows:

The impulse to create a work of art is felt when, in certain persons, the passive awe

provoked by sacred beings or events is transformed into a desire to express that awe in a

rite of worship or homage, and to be fit homage, this rite must be beautiful. This rite
has no magical or idolatrous intention; nothing is expected in return.”

When a late modernist poet says that poetry has something to do with ritual, it is hardly
surprising, indicating only that they have read Eliot’s footnotes to The Waste Land. But the way
Auden specifies the claim, particularly in the second sentence, is not particularly Eliotic. First,

Auden insists that the rite is not magical, which is to say it effects nothing, has no use. It is not

' Auden, The Dyer’s Hand, 54.
2 Tbid., 57.
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an act of the calculative intellect, but is what Auden elsewhere calls “gratuitous.”21 Second, the
rite is not idolatrous, which is to say it is not a substitute for monotheistic religion, a distinction
Auden elsewhere draws explicitly: “Catharsis is properly effected not by works of art, but by
religious rites.”** The artistic rite may be inspired by the sacred, but itself is merely beautiful. It
is an act of the “Secondary Imagination.”* Such Coleridgean vocabulary is rather alien to the
usual language of modernist criticism.

Similar terms do, however, govern Jones’s essay “Art and Sacrament,” first published a
year before Auden’s lecture (and written at the same time as Jones’s autobiographical talk). The
title, to begin with, suggests an analogy between poet and priest—but what does Jones make of
that analogy? He begins by arguing that “It is the intransitiveness and gratuity in man’s art that

is the sign of man’s uniqueness,”**

which is to say in slightly different words what Auden meant
in saying that “nothing is expected in return.” To be gratuitous is to be superfluous,
unnecessary; to be intransitive is to be directed at itself as its own end, the way one does not
seek happiness for any further purpose but just in order to be happy. That these are the “sign”
of human uniqueness means, for Jones, that they are significant of something, and so are
sacraments: “man is unavoidably a sacramentalist and that his works are sacramental in
character.”® Any artwork, in other words, is also a rite. But this is “sacrament” with a lower-

[13 ”

case “s,” quite distinct from “the Sacrament” of Christian faith, although analogous to it.*

21 Ibid., 74.
2 TIbid., 27.
» Ibid., 56.
** Jones, Epoch and Artist, 149.
> Ibid., 155.
** Ibid., 163.
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While religious Sacraments forgive sins and make God really present, artistic sacraments
instead make present “beauty,” that is, in Jones’s scholastic definition, “a reality which, having
been seen, has pleased.””’ Jones defines this achievement of beauty as the purpose of all art:
“Poussin said [...] ‘The goal of painting is delight.” And this is universally true of all art.”*® Art
does nothing useful, in a profane or a religious sense, but it constitutes a ritual whose beauty
delights.

At this point in the argument two questions arise. First, what is the nature of this
delightful beauty which poetry achieves? Second, what about beauty justifies poetry in the face
of its inutility for both profane and religious ends? Auden often raises the second question
explicitly, as in the concluding paragraph of his essay “Writing,” which begins:

The condition of mankind is, and always has been, so miserable and depraved that, if

anyone were to say to the poet: “For God’s sake stop singing and do something useful

like putting on the kettle or fetching bandages,” what just reason could he give for
refusing?*’

The question draws our attention to the ethical implications of Auden’s uncompromising theory
of poetry’s uselessness: is not art a pointless distraction? It also alludes to the fact, by now a
crucial component in Auden’s public persona, of his disillusioning experience as a Republican
volunteer in the Spanish Civil War. But the paragraph continues in a more imaginative vein:

But nobody says this. The self-appointed unqualified nurse says: “You are to sing the
patient a song which will make him believe that I, and I alone, can cure him. If you
can’t or won't, I shall confiscate your passport and send you to the mines.” And the poor
patient in his delirium cries: “Please sing me a song which will give me sweet dreams
instead of nightmares. If you succeed, I will give you a penthouse in New York or a
ranch in Arizona.”

" 1bid., 153.
2 Ibid., 164.
¥ Auden, The Dyer’s Hand, 17.
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Auden insists that poetry not act on either the imperative or the imprecation: as he says earlier
on the page, the only “ulterior purpose” of poetry, if it can be said to have one at all (about
which he seems doubtful), is, “by telling the truth, to disenchant and disintoxicate.” His ability
to imagine these scenes does not tell us anything about Auden’s life or about the nature of art
in general, but it does tell us something about Auden’s art—namely, that it contains such
totalitarian nightmares and American sweet dreams. When we think of poetic beauty, Auden
wants us to think about about how it compels us, in vain, to ask such things of it, and how it
then frustrates our expectations, remaining insistently only its useless self.

One gets a similar sense from the end of Jones’s “Art and Sacrament,” in a passage
which hovers between philosophy, history, poetic expansiveness, and poetic vulnerability.
Throughout the essay Jones has used the intentionally provocative example of the art of
military strategy,” a choice which places in stark relief Jones’s overarching assertion of art’s
inherent independence from moral concerns, and also inescapably reminds us that the defining
experience of Jones’s life was his time in the trenches of the Great War. The reminder is even
stronger in Jones’s postscript to the essay, titled “The Utile,” where he declares that “The artist
in man is the infantryman in man.”*' Whether the artist’s work has a social function, good or
evil, is not his concern; he deals only with the perfection of the work itself. All the more
striking, then, given these disavowals of political responsibility, when “Art and Sacrament”
concludes by requiring of the would-be contemporary poet “that conviction which strips off all

defensive armour, so that the sharp contradictions and heavy incongruities may at least be

3% Jones, Epoch and Artist, 159.
31 Tbid., 183.
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felt.”** Is the artist in question here still an infantryman? If so, he is the infantryman who has
stepped back from the battle, not because he remains impersonally aloof from the cultural
situation, but because refraining from active engagement allows him to feel the pain of the
situation even more strongly. Like Auden, Jones suggests that poetry has something to do with
truth, but also that poetry does not achieve this relationship with truth by pursuing any
particular goal. Rather, poetry makes itself vulnerable so as to feel the sharply contradictory
purposes we imagine for it.

What we find in these vignettes is not a reasoned justification for the poet’s decision to
refrain from offering practical assistance. Rather, we get a mythical account of the poet’s turn
from effective tool toward gratuitous artwork, a turn which purports to be in some sense more
truthful. Art began, for both Jones and Auden, with the first tool-maker who cared about the
beauty of his tool beyond what was necessary for the tool to perform its mundane task. At most
times and in most places, however, the gratuitous and the effective can exist in harmony, such
that the carpenter, the soldier, and the priest are also all artists, in this naive sense. When the
gratuitous and the effective come apart, as they do, according to Jones and Auden, in modern
technocracies generally, and specifically in their own experiences of technological warfare, it
becomes more and more difficult to remain a simple craftsman. The poet must reflect explicitly
on the choice he faces: to become either no artist at all, or an artist above all else; to abandon
beauty, or to turn away, unjustifiably, from what is practical. The vignettes just discussed depict
that moment of turning, and depict it as beautiful, not despite, but because of its

inefficaciousness.

* 1Ibid., 178.
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The beauty of the poet’s refusal of efficacious action is neither that of formal patterning
nor that of erotic attraction, but rather that of peaceful vulnerability. It is of crucial importance
that the activities from which Jones’s and Auden’s poets refrain are not simply humanitarian
endeavors like building houses and digging wells. Bandages and armor both counteract the
violence humans inflict on one another by covering up the victim. Neither Jones nor Auden
opposes such ameliorative endeavors, but both suggest that poetry operates otherwise. The
bystander who knows he should fetch bandages for the wounded, but nevertheless feels called to
sing, or the soldier who knows he should protect himself and his comrades, but nevertheless
feels called to remove his armor, are not described as the moral monsters we might otherwise
imagine them to be. We see them as both pathetic in their indecision, their uncertainty as to the
rectitude of their endeavor, and beautiful in their vulnerability, their willingness to expose
themselves to judgment. This is not to say that Jones’s or Auden’s poetry was confessional in
the usual sense—it would be difficult to confuse either with, say, Robert Lowell. Both believed
that art was not self-expressive, but rather a representation of some honorable reality. But for
both, the highest such reality which poetry could represent while remaining poetry, rather than
liturgy, was the human person, and in particular the human person’s capacity for such
imaginative appreciation. Poetry, unlike carpentry, is the art of being human.

Jones dramatizes poetry’s suspension between carpentry and liturgy in an
autobiographical anecdote written near the end of his life but dealing with his experiences
during the Great War. This passage is often noted for what it says about Jones’s first exposure
to Catholicism, and I do not mean to deny its place in his conversion narrative. I would suggest,

however, that the passage also has much to say about the place of the poet qua poet even after

21



the conversion of the human being. The setting is on the Western Front, but not yet in the

trenches; Jones has wandered away from his company and come across an apparently

abandoned barn which he hopes to dismantle for firewood. He then looks through a crack in the

wall:

But what I saw through the small gap in the wall was not the dim emptiness I had
expected but the back of a sacerdos in a gilt-hued planeta, two points of flickering
candle-light no doubt lent an extra sense of goldness to the vestment & a golden warmth
seemed, by the same agency, to lend the white altar-cloths and the white linen of the
celebrant’s alb & amice & maniple (the latter, I notice, has been abandoned, without a
word of explanation, by these blasted reformers). You can imagine what a great marvel
it was for me to see through that chink in the wall, and kneeling in the hay beneath the
improvised mensa were a few huddled figures in khaki [...] I can’t recall at what point
of the Mass it was as I looked through that squint-hole and I didn’t think I ought to stay
long as it seemed rather like an uninitiated bloke prying on the Mysteries of a Cult. But
it made a big impression on me. For one thing I was astonished how close to the Front
Line the priest had decided to make the Oblation and I was also impressed to see Old
Sweat Mulligan, a somewhat fearsome figure, a real pugilistic, hard-drinking Goidelic
Celt, kneeling there in the smokey candlelight. And one strong impression I had [...] I
felt immediately the oneness between the Offerant and those toughs that clustered round
him in the dim-lit byre—a thing I had never felt remotely as a Protestant at the Office
of Holy Communion in spite of the insistence of Protestant theology on the “priesthood
of the laity.”*

Auden, too, in his autobiographical essay “Modern Canterbury Pilgrims,” places the seed of his

conversion in a scene involving poet, priest, religious ritual, and, in the background, war—

although what Auden encounters is rather that ritual’s absence. This scene takes place during

the Spanish Civil War; Auden had traveled to Spain to help the Communists (though they did

not have much use for him):

On arriving in Barcelona, I found as I walked through the city that all the churches were
closed and there was not a priest to be seen. To my astonishment, this discovery left me
profoundly shocked and disturbed. The feeling was far too intense to be the result of a

mere liberal dislike of intolerance, the notion that it is wrong to stop people from doing

33 Jones, The Dying Gaul 249.
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what they like, even if it is something silly like going to church. I could not escape
acknowledging that, however I had consciously ignored and rejected the Church for
sixteen years, the existence of churches and what went on in them had all the time been
very important to me. If that was the case, then what then?**

More than the avocational passages discussed earlier, these scenes admirably exemplify Jones
and Auden’s distinctive prose styles. Jones’ account is full of precise and even pedantic physical
description and of historical-theological digressions (I have omitted the longest of these). They
add up to an allegorical argument—the light shining unexpectedly in darkness; the small
religious congregation united in ritual action while beset on all sides by conditions of war,
equated with conditions of iconoclasm in the phrase “blasted reform”; the artist gathering
material to make his own light and excluded from the greater light of the ritual even as he
recognizes its significance. The highly wrought description highlights the gap between Jones’
experience at the time, which lasted only a few moments, and the weight of interpretation he
now forces it to bear.

Auden’s version, in contrast, is not a story of something happening all of a sudden, but a
story of something not happening. To avoid implying that his realization was occasioned by any
particularly forceful experience, he plays down any hint of violence, not mentioning that at least
some of the churches were closed because they were destroyed, and the priests were unseen
because all those not in hiding had been killed. As with Jones, physical and social suffering are
elided into one another. Auden’s narrative hews closely to the texture of immediate perception
(or lack thereof), and for that very reason its meaning remains opaque. He suspends any

elaboration on the significance of, as he vaguely terms it, “what went on in them.” In so doing

3 Auden, Prose 111:578.
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Auden lends the phrase an additional weight which suggests that Christian rituals, that is, what
the priests did in the churches, were “very important” to him not despite, but because, having
ignored and rejected them, he did not consciously understand them.

This implicit emphasis on ritual points toward the key similarity between these two
passages, which lies in what we might call their geometry. Both passages place surprising
emphasis on the role of the priest, set apart from the congregation but thereby more closely
united to them. For Jones, it is the difference between “the Offerant and those toughs that
clustered round him” that allows for the “oneness” the rite enacts between them, and potentially
Jones also. For Auden, it is not the closure of the churches but the specific absence of the
priests that forces him to feel religious goings-on to be more than merely “people [...] doing
what they like,” and so somehow unconsciously “important” even to Auden. Further, both
passages place the poet in a peculiar position relative to priest and congregation both. The poet
stands apart from congregation, not because he is before an altar, but because he is outside the
church altogether, fascinated by but also excluded from the liturgical scene, aimlessly walking
around the city or stopping to peek through a chink in the wall.

I take this geometry to lie at the heart of both Jones’s and Auden’s religious conversions.
For Jones, the visible difference between priest and congregation reveals the inadequacy of the
Protestant doctrine of the “priesthood of the laity,” which makes everyone a priest, subjectively
speaking, at the cost of not letting anyone be someone else’s priest in an objective sense. For
Auden, similarly, the visible absence of priests (while the remainder of the congregation is,
presumably, still invisibly present) reveals that priestly actions matter whether or not one thinks

about them; one does not have the option of liberally tolerating them. These realizations both
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center on a theological principle: ex opere operato Christi, meaning that sacraments derive their
power not from the celebrant himself but from Christ acting through him. The priest is able to
unite the congregation with his liturgical actions because, in a certain theological sense, he is
not the one acting—he acts in persona Christi.

These scenes were pivotal in these poets’ conversions because they suggested new ways
to understand poetic activity—but not in the way one might expect. Both Jones and Auden
thought that poems have a certain objective reality, analogous to the objective reality of a
sacrament. The analogy is misleading, though, if we ignore that reality’s source. In the case of
the sacrament, it comes from Christ. Neither Jones nor Auden imagined that the poet could,
like the priest, act in persona Christi, and so take his rightful place on the altar before a
subservient congregation. As if to head off any such suggestion, Auden went so far as to
describe priests as almost the opposite of skilled artists: “Like some mass-produced utensil, any
priest is interchangeable with any other.”* Neither, however, could the poet simply take his
place among the congregation, participating vicariously in the priest’s in-persona-Christi
actions. Such participation would not call for anything besides attention. The poets remain on
the threshold, not yet entering the church, because the reality of poetry resides elsewhere.
Auden often attributes this reality to the poetic gift, while Jones uses even more romantic
language: “By the particular workings of [for example] Hogarth’s genius a reality is offered to
us.”*® I take the key words here to be the adjective “particular” and the article “a.” Hogarth’s

paintings are particular to Hogarth, and represent not the reality already known but a reality

% Ibid. 111:204.
36 Jones, Epoch and Artist, 175.
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newly encountered. Unlike the Christ-personating priest, the poet who writes in propria
persona cannot take for granted that the new reality of his work will be recognized. Neither can
he imagine that its recognition bears the same religious significance as does the recognition of
sacramental efficacy.

A word on how I have been reading both these scenes of liturgical overhearing, and the
earlier scenes of youthful avocation. In each of these cases, an allegedly historical incident
provided a metapoetic image for the poet’s place relative to his religious obligations. The same
could be said about how I have approached these authors’ theoretical writings: what these
authors intended as abstract claims about the nature of poetry I have taken for poetic
evocations demonstrating the value of poetry’s self-limitations. I justify my procedure on the
grounds that Jones and Auden were neither historians nor philosophers, but poets. The
justification for this book’s comparison of Jones and Auden lies, similarly, not in their
theoretical claims (however interesting those might be) or in the ways they organized their life
histories (however interesting those might be), but in the interlocking images with which they
defined the poet’s role: the poet as exiled wanderer—the poet as exposed soldier—the poet as
superfluous ritualist—the poet as misguided devotee, conflating the beauty of the world with
the voice of God. It will be the contention of this book that these shared poetic images point to
a deeper shared understanding—though still a poetic understanding—of the authority of the
poet and of the purpose of poetry, and, further, that these resemblances are not accidental—
they cry out for an explanation.

One last question, then, must be answered before our inquiry proper can begin: what

kind of account are we looking for? If we asked Auden, always over-generous in
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acknowledging his sources, he would likely point us to the long list of critical and poetic
predecessors he and Jones shared, from Shakespeare and Coleridge down to T. S. Eliot. Jones,
prickly on the subject of any influence not his own, might have waved away the question with a
vaguely worded appeal to the “particular historical complex,” the “cultural or civilizational
situation,” both he and Auden inhabited.’” Such genealogical and contextual explanations
certainly have their uses for understanding each poet separately. For present purposes, however,
they are unhelpfully general, failing to specify why the resemblance would obtain between these
poets as opposed to their myriad contemporaries. The account we seek must be more specific.
To explain the similarities between Jones’s and Auden’s artistic theories requires appealing to
similarities between the particular routes by which they arrived there.

As one might expect, those routes can be reduced neither to philosophy nor to history.
Jones and Auden’s biographies do have certain features in common, as we have already seen:
both decided relatively young to become professional artists; both were personally involved in
the violent conflicts of the first half of the twentieth century; and both converted to
Christianity, in part as a result of that involvement. Other minor resemblances will crop up as
the argument progresses (including, for each poet, a failed engagement and a fraught fraternal
relationship). But in other ways Jones and Auden were almost opposites: Jones rarely traveled,
and by the end of his life was a recluse, only peripherally involved in the cultural life of

London; Auden moved between England, New York, Italy, and Austria, and was a prolific book

*7 ibid., 116. The topic of influence came up in one of the few epistolary exchanges between
Jones and Auden. Auden asked about Jones and Ezra Pound; Jones responded that “critics
tend always to suppose some direct influence which, on examination, often happens not to be
true. Indirectly of course anything can happen—but then that’s only the Zeitgeist (if that’s the
right word).” Letter to W. H. Auden, 25 February 1954, Jones, Dai Greatcoat, 160
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reviewer and lecturer. Moreover, though both thought in explicitly Christian terms and placed
great emphasis on the Incarnation, they otherwise lived in wildly different thought-worlds:
Jones’s mind was saturated in post-Impressionist art and neoscholasticism; Auden’s, in
Romantic poetry and post-Hegelianism. I will not belabor the point: Jones and Auden did not
live or think alike.

Nevertheless, this book will contend, they did make alike—not in the sense that their
individual works bear stylistic similarities, but in the sense that their respective oeuvres trace
similar patterns of artistic development. Each over the first two decades of his career was
responding to a poetics—in a phrase, the poetics of British high modernism—inhospitable to
the poetry which seemed to him most urgently necessary. The high modernists were right,
Jones and Auden thought, to see art as a ritual, but wrong to infer that this ritual imposed a
quasi-religious order on a threateningly chaotic world of ordinary experience. Each sought to
avoid the violence of such an imposition by working out a theoretical understanding of poetry
as a gratuitous, peaceful, and beautiful rite, and, at the same time, by discovering a form of
poetic imagination which could embody that understanding. The emphasis throughout this book
will be on the latter of these achievements, for as it turns out, their separate quests led Jones
and Auden each to make poetic works which were, in both style and structure, quite peculiar,
and, again, peculiarly similar to one another. These peculiarities cropped up from the beginning
of their careers, but reached their apex with Jones’s mid-career masterpiece In Parenthesis, and
with Auden’s similarly central “The Sea and the Mirror.” The peculiar structures of Jones and
Auden’s midcareer masterpieces are what make their anxieties about the poet’s authority

important to the history of modernism.
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2. Jones, Auden, and Modern Poetry

That Jones and Auden taken individually are central to the history of British modernism
will be news to some, but not to all. It is worth remarking here that critical reception of both
David Jones and W.H. Auden has suffered from an incongruity between general and specialist
assessments, an incongruity not unique in kind but nevertheless in these two cases unusually
severe. Many scholars of modernism take for granted that, while Jones may have written the
best book-length work about the Great War, his later work is obscure and unrewarding, and
that, while Auden may have briefly lent his name to a generation, after his move to America he
quickly descended into uninteresting eccentricity. At the same time, both figures boast a
number of apologists—or perhaps the proper word is “devotees.” These poets of sacred
realities have become, for some of their readers, sacred realities themselves, worthy not only of
having their significance somewhat exaggerated, but of being elevated into the most important
Anglophone poet of the twentieth century.

In brief, Jones and Auden both can often appear to be all-or-nothing propositions,
requiring either immediate rejection or long-term discipleship. Thomas Dilworth, for example,
has spent the better part of four decades writing about Jones, while Edward Mendelson has
spent a similar amount of time as Auden’s literary executor. The claims each makes for his
respective protagonist are peculiar, and peculiarly alike, in two related ways. First, they tend to
assert the importance, not of those works that already command general respect, but of the
protagonist’s later creations—of whose very existence most non-specialists are only dimly
aware—which become magna opera beside which the earlier work appears mere prelude.

Second, the importance of these later works is located specifically in the author’s response to
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the problems of literary modernism, to which the author is alleged to have given the unique and
uniquely correct solution.

These solutions each have simultaneously a formal, a personal, and a political
component. For Dilworth, Jones solves the problem of modernist fragmentation, both of the
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artwork and of the worldview. He “takes literary modernism beyond irony,
subjective sincerity but into objective reality; at the same time, he “combine[s] extensive
(previously American) modernist ‘open form’ with structural unity.”** Dilworth makes the
former claim specifically for In Parenthesis and the latter specifically for Jones’s second book,
The Anathemata, but he also intends them to describe Jones’s achievement as a whole, as we
can see in the closing words of Dilworth’s biography:

A brilliant visual artist, the best modern native British poet, and the author of an

original and convincing theory of culture, David Jones may be the foremost native

British modernist. He created so much intelligent beauty during so many decades of

psychological distress, that his creative life is probably the greatest existential
achievement of international modernism.*’

The formal and the personal achievements here are logically but not actually separable: Jones’s
self-overcoming just is, for Dilworth, an exemplary instance of modernist form-making,*'
exemplary because it manages to unite beauty, that is, structural unity, with moral intelligence,
that is, openness, being beyond but not ignorant of irony. Out of modernist disintegration both
Jones the poet and Jones’s poetry arrive at an architectonic form that can hold together what

seems insoluble. That holding together is achieved through a theory of culture that is

3% Dilworth, David Jones, 191.

¥ Ibid., 271.

Y Tbid., 353.

*!" An instance, even, of “spatial form,” though not in Joseph Frank’s sense of the phrase (cf.
The Idea of Spatial Form)
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“convincing,” which is to say, in Dilworth’s estimation, correct, and in its correctness a
contribution to the public good. Since the author has provided the ideal theoretical account of
his own work, the critic’s primary task is one of explication.

In his two-volume biography Mendelson emphasizes a similar theoretical ascent from
the abyss on the part of Auden. The terms of praise are similarly exalted: for Mendelson,
Auden “became the most inclusive poet of the twentieth century, its most technically skilled,
and its most truthful.”** These words, though from the first volume, nevertheless point forward
to the later Auden whose work the early Auden unconsciously anticipates. (The second volume
of the biography is almost twice as long as the first.) Mendelson’s Auden spends the first two
decades of his career shedding the modernist paradigm of poet as an ironic prophet crying out
in the desert in favor of the poet as anonymous builder of the city. What he builds is open
without being chaotic and ordered without being oppressive:

An aesthetically tolerant reader who wants to defer the second question [“What kind of

guy inhabits this poem?”] while enjoying the pleasurable difficulties of the first [“How

does the poem work?”] is made uncomfortable by the moral intelligence of [Auden’s]

poems, by their transformation from a beautiful picture into an unflattering mirror. A

morally censorious reader who prefers to skip over the first question is scandalized by

the poems’ self-delight, the pleasure they take in their bravura elegance of language and
form. But to the reader willing to ask both questions, Auden’s poems offer responses

that combine the consoling triumph of form with the disturbing uncertainties of
freedom.*

The two questions to which Mendelson refers are Auden’s own; like Dilworth with Jones,
Mendelson trusts Auden to explain to us his own poetry. The resulting explanation again has to

do both with the personality of the poet and with the freedom of the reader; the open

2 Mendelson, Early Auden, Later Auden, 12.
“ Ibid., 336.
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relationship between them must move beyond mere beauty or empty irony. But this freedom is
somehow intimately related to literary form in the most literal sense, the patterns in the
arrangement of words and the delight we take in them.

Like most who write about Jones I have learned much from Dilworth,* and like most
who write about Auden I have learned much from Mendelson.* But I also find sobering a point
made in Geoffrey Hill’s review of Mendelson’s first volume, which applies equally to Dilworth’s
work: “a mass of explication may in fact impede clear definition and accurate distinction.” It
can impede them above all by suggesting the presence of more worth explicating than is really
there:

It is not Professor Mendelson’s fault that, in our pushing, inflationary age of “exclusive

rights” and “definitive” assessments, the broker [which is to say, the critic concerned

with a particular poet] has emerged as a cultural power, creating a climate in which
each new claim must be staked in terms increasingly solipsistic and grandiose.*

The critical grandiosity and the critical solipsism, Hill is suggesting, go together: when we
spend more and more time explicating a single author, we lose track of how that author’s
achievement actually relates to the broader literary landscape, becoming mired in the mass of
language with which the author justified to himself his own project in essays and letters. What

a critic can do to counteract this tendency toward myopia it is a difficult question, and an

* Of numerous subsidiary works, sharing a common spirit with Dilworth even if differing at
points, two are worth particular mention here: Staudt, At the Turn of A Civilization, which
emphasizes the theological dimensions of the poetry, and Bankes and Hills, The Art of
David Jones, an account focused on the visual art.

Other helpful books in the Mendelsonian vein include Jacobs, What Became of Wystan?
Change and Continuity in Auden’s Poetry, about Auden’s turn against Romanticism; Kirsch,
Auden and Christianity, about Auden’s existential theology; and Arana, W. H. Auden’s
Poetry, about the poetry of his final decade.

¢ Hill, “Review of Edward Mendelson, Early Auden.”
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instructive one.

We should notice first that the danger cannot be avoided through a heightened
skepticism, for a hermeneutic of suspicion will tend simply to invert appearances according to
well-known rubrics. We can see this in the symptomatic readings that have been offered of
Jones and Auden. There has been a long tradition of suspecting the later Auden of failures of
self-theorizing. Reviewing Auden’s 1960 volume Homage to Clio, for example, Philip Larkin
put his finger on Auden’s departure for America on the eve of the Second World War: “At one
stroke he lost his key subject and emotion—Europe and the fear of war——and abandoned his
audience together with their common dialect and concerns.”*’ For Larkin, Auden’s poetic
genius required him to feel a certain way about his political situation, and by achieving political
circumstances in which he would not feel that way, he lost the requisite inner drive to poetry.
Larkin recognizes that all this was no accident, but does not much enter into Auden’s reasons
for the shift, and for this reason Auden’s partisans dismiss his concerns for failing to recognize
what Auden was attempting. Lucy McDiarmid does enter into such reasons, while retaining a
fruitful suspicion of their validity, making her book the most valuable act of suspicion
available. For McDiarmid, the later Auden came to see art as incorrigibly narcissistic, and so
sought to create art whose main purpose was to express its awareness of its own incorrigibility
and deny itself the higher purpose it desired. If this began as a quest of self-purification, it
wound up with Auden sounding “smugly pleased with the refinements of his own civilization,

and not too preoccupied by ethical or spiritual matters.”**

7 Larkin, “What’s Become of Wystan?”
* See, for example, McDiarmid, Auden’s Apologies for Poetry, 7.
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What the best of these “suspicious” accounts have in common is a simultaneous
attention to the political and the psychological—unsurprisingly, perhaps, for Auden, given his
documented interest in both Marx and Freud. The more obscure Jones shared this interest in
psychoanalytic and anti-capitalist thinking (though he favored a somewhat nostalgic
distributism), but unfortunately the suspicion cast in his direction—and there has been less of it
—has tended to focus exclusively on one or the other. An early study by Elizabeth Ward
attacked Jones’s cultural theorizing as confusedly reactionary: because he is unable to issue
more than vague indictments of ‘technocracy,” both his poetry and prose “tend to become at
once abstract and self-referring under the pressures of ideology,” and to suffer from
“repetitiveness and eccentricity.”* While Ward’s book has not been well received by readers of
Jones, it remains a valuable aid to piercing through the hagiographic haze enveloping him.
Similarly helpful for that purpose is Jonathan Miles and Derek Shiel’s study of Jones’s visual
art, which attacks his later work for accumulating detail without adding up to significant form.
They offer an intriguing, if ultimately reductionist, psychoanalytic interpretation of this failure:
“By the late thirties, there was a tendency for Jones’s painting to be either an expression of his
repressed sexuality or a vehicle for his ideas and philosophy.”™ Jones’s art, in other words (and
in words that might just as well have applied to Auden’s), declined because it grew politically
and personally self-indulgent, lacking the more fraught relationship to biographical and

historical context that had been the genius of the earlier work.

* Ward, David Jones Myth-Maker, 222.
50 Miles and Shiel, David Jones, 292.
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To be sure, such “suspicious” readings as the above offer valuable insight into their
subjects. But however ideologically or psychoanalytically deep they might go, their suspicious
attitude makes it difficult for them to be any more poetically sophisticated than the canonizing
readings they seem to oppose. My objection is not that suspicious readings are uncharitable
(though they can be this as well).”' Rather, it is that both kinds of reading depend on a
romantic view of poetic inspiration as an instinctive reaction against external pressures. They
differ only in which half of the equation they emphasize. When they emphasize the reaction,
they make poetry out to be more autonomous than it really is, ignoring the way in which books
are made of and in response to other books. When they emphasize the pressures, they
underestimate poetry’s autonomy, flattening poetry’s relationship to its contexts from one of
reason to one of reflex, such that the only ideas worth discussing in relation to poetry are non-
poetic ones. Either way, they misconstrue the autonomy of poetry to be a matter of physical
force (which side of the equation will turn out to be the weightier?). We ought rather to say
that the autonomy of poetry lies in how the poet consciously intends one particular thing as
opposed to the other things he might have intended. We avoid excessive solipsism by making
comparisons and drawing distinctions between poets, especially between apparently similar
ones; we avoid excessive suspicion by tracing back what the author has done, not to irrational
motives, but to the author’s poetic intentions.

Such is the approach I take in the present book. I do not trace a common unconscious or

ideological theme running through a range of British modernists; rather, I assert that two poets

31 Jacobs, A Theology of Reading argues intelligently for the importance of charitable reading
against both suspicion and solipsism.
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chose the same response to an aesthetic problem. For this reason my method of comparison
somewhat differs from that of many critical projects. My focus is always binocular, and indeed
stereoscopic: I am engaged in an experiment to see how far one can get by looking at these two
poets’ oeuvres as if they were the work of a single author, on the hypothesis that the answer is
“quite far” (though of course not “all the way”—while I will not emphasize the differences
between them, I will often point them out, and they are in many cases of great significance). At
the same time, and indeed just because I am making an argument about how Jones’s and
Auden’s poetics are unusually similar, I make extensive reference to other authors, seeking to
show how the kinship I identify is not merely a question of a common historical genus.

My engagement with these touchstones is to some extent consciously non-methodical.
For example, I do not confine myself to “Jones’s Shakespeare” or “Auden’s Shakespeare,” if by
those phrases we mean the pictures of Shakespeare that we can explicitly base in Jones or
Auden’s theoretical writings, but neither do I engage extensively with the vast scholarly
literature on the bard. Rather, I attempt imaginatively to reconstruct interpretations which seem
sympathetic with what Jones or Auden did write, and which also seem critically plausible and
fruitful. This does not, however, mean that I am only interested in these other poets, and, more
generally, in Jones and Auden’s literary context, for the light they shed on Jones and Auden. On
several questions I aim to enter into wider conversations about British high modernism and
about modernist poetry in general, and to suggest that Jones and Auden should play a more
central role in these conversations than they have until now.

The first such conversation worth mentioning here concerns the category of war poetry.

It might seem strange to bring Jones and Auden together under this heading: Jones would seem
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to belong in a study of literal soldiers of the Great War such as Paul Fussell’s The Great War
and Modern Memory, which focuses on the trauma of war, while Auden would seem to belong
in a study of the inter-war generation such as Samuel Hynes’s The Auden Generation, which
explores the feeling of having missed out on the excitement. Much recent scholarship, however,
has been devoted to expanding our sense of the term “war poetry,” emphasizing that all writing
during the Great War and in the interwar period registered to some degree war’s psychological
effects.”® I find expanding the category in this way helpful for understanding Jones and Auden,
particularly in how it offers an opportunity to refactor the category’s constitutive elements.
Helpful as it may be to categorize poets by their positions relative to particular wars, it is
equally important to understand them in terms of their differing approaches to the very idea of
war poetry. Jones and Auden, I will argue, were both a specific kind of war poet, and one
which fits only with difficulty into the frameworks mentioned above. Fussell finds in war poetry
an alienated irony, but cannot fit Jones’s subtlety into his scheme, and so deems him a failed
romantic. Hynes takes Auden’s name for his title, but also recognizes Auden as the author who
most fully escaped the cliché of the “thirties poet” who engages politically as recompense for
his failure to be born early enough to fight. This is so, I argue, because (as we saw above) each

of these poets emphasized not so much poetry’s registering of psychological effects as its

>> One book in this vein I've found particularly helpful is Sherry, The Great War and the
Language of Modernism, which delves deeply into the British high modernists who did not
fight, principally Pound, Eliot, and Woolf, to show how the war subtly but crucially shifted
their sense of modernist language. Two historical studies offering pan-European perspectives
are also worth mentioning: Eksteins, Rites of Spring, which emphasizes how the ironies the
war “unleashed” were in fact already present in the pre-war avant-garde, and Marsland, The
Nation’s Cause, which emphasizes how, considered in quantitative terms, most of the Great
War poetry was (1) written by civilians, not soldiers, and (2) politically diverse, but far from
aesthetically avant-garde.
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peculiar responsiveness-without-a-response to war’s ethical quandaries. Jones and Auden were
war poets who did not think poetry could do anything about war.

For both Jones and Auden, to write poems about war is to write poetry that is secular,
not in the sense of rejecting religion, but in the sense of concerning itself with the present age,
the present saeculum, and the way it does or does not break with ages past. The second
scholarly conversation to which this project speaks concerns the relationship between
modernism and religion. The secularization thesis has for some years now been out of favor,
and modernist studies have since witnessed a “religious turn.” Often, as suggested by the title of
one of the turn’s standard-bearers, Pericles Lewis’s Religious Experience and the Modernist
Novel, the focus has been on how religion shapes modernism, such that modernist poets can
transform but not shed entirely religious forms of life. Jones and Auden, however, were far
from subconscious Christians, and my interest in the religious commitments of these and
adjacent poets has less to do with their experiences or habits than with their concepts,
particularly with how their theological and poetic ideas interacted. One way in which such an
interest can be cashed out is in close attention to an author’s reading in academic theology and
its influence on his work, but this is not my approach. While I have benefited from several such
studies of Jones and Auden,’® my focus in what follows will be rather on the poetry itself. I am
interested above all in how these committed Christian poets try to carve out a space for poetry

apart from—>but still compatible with—religious faith.

> T have found particularly helpful three books in particular, Mutter, Restless Secularism, Soud,
Divine Cartographies, and Domestico, Poetry and Theology in the Modernist Period, which
together make up a kind of survey of the field: no one poet receives a chapter in all three,
but Jones, Auden, Yeats, and Eliot each receive one in two of them.
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The chief way in which Jones and Auden achieve this separate peace I have already
sketched above: through a poetics of ritual which is not meaning-making and does not attempt
to justify itself, but rather offers gratuitous, vulnerable beauty. They arrived at this distinctive
poetic self-understanding within a specific literary-historical context; to take a wide view (as is
done too rarely in writing about Jones and Auden), they did so within the later stages of pan-
European modernism. Many modernists, beginning, as we usually tell the story, with Wagner,
responded to the crisis of secularism by attempting to unify all of the arts into a total work of
art that could provide a new basis for cultural unity.>* Approaching Jones and Auden in terms
of the modernist impulse toward Gesamtkunstwerke helps us to understand why Jones refused
any clear demarcation between his work as poet and his work as painter and printmaker, and
why Auden began his poetic career writing dramas and switched midway through to libretti.
Each was committed, both theoretically and practically, to an understanding of poetry which
encompassed not only lyric verse, but also carpentry, musical composition, and, most
importantly, the combination of all three. But Jones and Auden came to modernism late in the
game, at a time when the melodramatic totalizing of Wagnerian opera no longer seemed
plausible; it had come to appear theatrical, in a negative sense, and in need of purification. >
The British high modernists’ attraction to the idea of poetic ritual was in part a means for such

purification, hearkening back as it did to a mythical pre-modern moment of impersonal cultural

> Two helpful recent books about this impulse are Albright, Untwisting the Serpent and
Roberts, The Total Work of Art in European Modernism.

> The sense of such a need is as old as Wagnerian opera itself, as we see in Nietzsche, The
Birth of Tragedy. In my understanding of the post-Wagnerian dilemma I have been
particularly influenced by the theoretical arguments of Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the
Age of Mechanical Reproduction” and Fried, “Art and Objecthood,” and by the historical
account of Puchner, Stage Fright.
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unity. Which is to say that ritual, like impersonality itself, was a way of rooting their poetic
authority in something that transcended the immediate cultural context.”

Such is the significance of ritual in the British modernists who most influenced Jones
and Auden—but it is not its significance in Jones and Auden themselves. Scholarship about
Jones has, unfortunately, tended to elide the ways in which his sense of poetic ritual is personal
and non-authoritative, making him into an exemplar of the modernist will to ritual in its purest
form.”” (Since scholarly conversations about modernist ritual and impersonality are among the
only ones that regularly include Jones as a major figure, this omission has likely contributed to
Jones’s obscurity.) Writing about Auden has a better track record of differentiating him from
other British high modernists—Mendelson, for example, suggests that Auden is more like
Brecht than Eliot.”® Still, I think, Auden criticism has frequently misunderstood his approach to

poetic ritual. Auden has often been seen as a deconstructive epilogue, adopting Yeats’ and

°% That impersonality is an aesthetic achievement, not a natural feature of poetic works, I take
for granted. Two helpful, quite different recent books about the reasons a poet might desire
an impersonal effect are Warren, Fables of the Self and Cameron, Impersonality. For
Warren, it is a question of how to find the self into the work without veering into the
confessional; for Cameron, it is one of violently making nonsense of the author’s personality
so as to make contact with impersonal reality. Two good books on poetic authority in
general are Longenbach, The Resistance to Poetry and Hallberg, Lyric Power. Von Hallberg
describes the “vatic” or “orphic” mode as one of many of poetry’s sources of power.
Longenbach argues more subtly that all poetic power derives from its suspicion of and
resistance to itself.

See, for example, Korg, Ritual and Experiment in Modern Poetry, which connects the
impersonality of ritual with the impersonality of experiment, and Query, Ritual and the Idea
of Europe in Interwar Writing, which connects it with the impersonality of a transcendent
cultural ideal (Europe). Both devote a chapter to Jones’s later work The Anathemata and find
it—I think implausibly—a paradigmatic expression of the modernist ideal of
comprehensively meaning-making ritual. Query, I should note, also has a helpful chapter on
Auden.

% Mendelson, Early Auden, Later Auden, 10.
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Eliot’s techniques 