
Week	12	Day	1:	The	Auden	
Generation

ENGL201:	Introduction	to	Modernist	Literature



Wystan Hugh	(W.H.)	Auden	
(1907-1973)

• English	poet	
• One	of	the	most	prominent	poets	of	the	
generation	immediately	after	high	
modernism
• Known	for	accessible	style	and	perception	
of	poetry	as	a	political	tool	
• Volunteered	for	the	International	Brigades	
in	the	Spanish	Civil	War	to	serve	as	an	
ambulance	driver



Nancy	Cunard

• British	editor,	anthologist,	publisher,	poet,	
activist,	journalist,	and	socialite
• Founded	The	Hours	Press	(1928-1936),	
published	major	anthologies	like	Negro
(1935)	and	Nous	gens	d’Espagne (1945-
1949)



Our	eyes	are	directed	to	Rome,	to	Byzantium,	to	
Montparnasse,	to	Mexico,	to	the	Etruscans,	to	
the	Subconscious,	to	the	solar	plexus—to	
everywhere	except	the	places	where	things	are	
actually	happening.	When	one	looks	back	at	the	
‘twenties,	nothing	ins	queerer	than	the	way	in	
which	every	important	event	in	Europe	escaped	
the	notice	of	the	English	intelligentsia.	The	
Russian	Revolution,	for	instance,	all	but	vanishes	
from	the	English	consciousness	between	the	
death	of	Lenin	and	the	Ukraine	famine—about	
ten	years.	Throughout	those	years	Russia	means	
Tolstoy,	Dostoievski,	and	exiled	counts	driving	
taxi-cabs.	Italy	means	picture-galleries,	ruins,	
churches,	and	museums—but	not	Blackshirts.	
Germany	means	films,	nudism	and	psycho-
analysis—but	not	Hitler,	of	whom	hardly	anyone	
had	heard	until	1931.	(George	Orwell,	“Inside	
the	Whale”)



1920s 1930s

introspection activism

formal density	and	difficulty documentary	plain	style



•Tyrus Miller:	late	modernism
•Alan	Wilde:	late	modernism	(different)
•Brian	McHale:	limit-modernist
•Kristen	Bleumel:	inter	modernism
•Other	approaches:	the	Auden	Generation,	
Literature	of	the	1930s,	the	Red	Decade



How	far	it	makes	sense	to	extend	
the	term	‘modernist’	to	include	
the	writers	of	the	so-called	
’Auden	generation’	is	arguable.	
Its	very	self-conscious	sociability	
and	accessibility	certainly	suggest	
a	sharp	break	with	the	major	
modernist	writers	of	the	previous	
decade:	Auden’s	often	quoted	
declaration	in	a	1933	poem	that	
‘we	rebuild	our	cities,	not	dream	
of	islands’	is	as	good	a	way	as	any	
of	registering	the	distinction	
between	the	era	of	high	
modernism	and	what	succeeded	
it.	(Marina	McKay,	”Violence,	Art,	
and	War,”	473)



If	modernist	poetics	are	a	mesh	of	interrelated	
statements,	evaluations,	and	judgments,	then	
late	modernist	writing	is	the	product	of	the	
pressure	of	historical	circumstances	on	that	
mesh,	which	threatens	to	fray	or	break	at	its	
weakest	points.	Late	modernism	does	indeed	
deform	and	change	the	shape	and	function	of	
that	network;	yet	it	also	heightens	latent	strains	
within	it… In	their	struggle	against	what	they	
perceived	as	the	apotheosis	of	form	in	earlier	
modernism,	late	modernist	writers	conjured	the	
disruptive,	deforming	spell	of	laughter.	(18-19)



Spanish	Civil	War
• Spain	had	recently	reformed	its	government	into	
the	Second	Spanish	Republic

• Fascist	forces	led	by	Francisco	Franco	led	a	military	
coup	against	the	legally	elected	government	

• Major	Western	countries	signed	the	Non-
Intervention	Pact	to	declare	that	they	would	not	
offer	arms	or	assistance	in	the	conflict
• Germany,	Italy,	and	Soviet	Russia	did	not	stick	
to	the	pact

• International	Brigades:	between	32,000	and	
35,000	members,	15,000	who	died	in	combat,	up	
to	20,000	brigade	in	combat	at	a	time







To	the	Writers	and	Poets	of	England,	Scotland,	Ireland	and	Wales

It	is	clear	to	many	of	us	throughout	the	whole	world	that	now,	as	certainly	never	before,	we	are	
determined	or	compelled,	to	take	sides.	The	equivocal	attitude,	the	Ivory	Tower,	the	paradoxical,	the	
ironic	detachment,	will	no	longer	do.	

We	have	seen	murder	and	destruction	by	Fascism	in	Italy,	in	Germany—the	organization	there	of	social	
injustice	and	cultural	death—and	how	revived,	imperial	Rome,	abetted	by	international	treachery,	has	
conquered	her	place	in	the	Abyssinian	sun.	The	dark	millions	of	the	colonies	are	unavenged.	

To-day,	the	struggle	is	in	Spain.	To-morrow	it	may	be	in	other	countries—your	own.	But	there	are	some	
who,	despite	the	martyrdom	of	Durango	and	Guernica,	the	enduring	agony	of	Madrid,	of	Bilbao,	and	
Germany’s	shelling	of	Almeria,	are	still	in	doubt,	or	who	aver	that	it	is	possible	that	Fascism	may	be	
what	it	proclaims	it	is:	‘the	savior	of	civilization.’	

This	is	the	question	we	are	asking	you:	

Are	you	for,	or	against,	the	legal	Government	and	the	People	of	Republican	Spain?	
Are	you	for,	or	against,	Franco	and	Fascism?	
For	it	is	impossible	any	longer	to	take	no	side.	





BLESS the HAIRDRESSER 
He attacks Mother Nature for a small fee. 
Hourly he ploughs heads for sixpence, 
Scours chins and lips for threepence. 
He makes systematic mercenary war on this 

WILDNESS. 
He trims aimless and retrograde growths 

into CLEAN ARCHED SHAPES and 
ANGULAR PLOTS. 

BLESS this HESSIAN (or SILESIAN) EXPERT 
correcting the grotesque anachronisms 

of our physique. 

25 







“Will	you	please	stop	sending	me	this	bloody	
rubbish.	This	is	the	second	or	third	time	I	have	
had	it.	I	am	not	one	of	your	fashionable	pansies	
like	Auden	and	Spender,	I	was	six	months	in	
Spain,	most	of	the	time	fighting,	and	I	have	a	
bullet-hole	in	me	at	present	and	I	am	not	going	
to	write	blah	about	defending	democracy	or	
gallant	little	anybody.	
[….]
By	the	way,	tell	your	pansy	friend	Spender	that	I	
am	preserving	specimens	of	his	war-heroics	and	
that	when	the	time	comes	when	he	squirms	for	
shame	at	having	written	it,	as	the	people	who	
wrote	the	war-propaganda	in	the	Great	War	are	
squirming	now,	I	shall	rub	it	in	good	and	hard.”


