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Introduction 

In short, the goal of this thesis would be to pair a group of readings of both Christopher 

Isherwood and W.H. Auden in order to better understand how their respective bodies of work 

correlate. Finding the collection of scholarly work written on both authors lacking in regards to 

how their texts interconnect specifically, I hope to illustrate the ways by which their 30s oeuvres 

parallel each other while distancing themselves aesthetically from 1930s authors on the whole. 

Though many studies have been written on the decade in general, pairing the works of Orwell to 

Waugh and even showing the interrelations between Auden and Isherwood, I believe these works 

fail in not viewing the two authors apart from typical aesthetic trends, overlooking how willingly 

Auden and Isherwood attempt to differentiate themselves. That is not to say they were not 

touched and influenced by other 30s authors, as I show in my text, but simply that they created a 

worldview all their own within a pocket of interwar aesthetic styles. Some work has been 

published on the interactions between Auden and Isherwood, but these texts mostly serve 

biographical functions or general overview interpretations. My work is different in that it 

observes aesthetic trends of the 1930s while circling the personalities of these two authors 

specifically, hopefully providing a piece for a larger project in which I will analyze each 

markedly unique endeavor within the decade’s predella-like composition. As an era strangely 

specific in its overarching literary endeavors, namely to pinpoint and fix societal corruption 

almost strictly through politics, the 1930s exist as a fascinating subject for looking at how one 

general theme is explored through various idiosyncratic methods. Huxley and Orwell, for 

example, align themselves with Auden and Isherwood in an attempt to advocate leftist principles 

against contemporaneous societal decay, the former group, however, attacking the effort in a 

much different manner from the latter. My ambition would be to piece together Auden and 
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Isherwood to show how they specifically insert themselves within the 1930s with a paired 

technique all their own.  

 Of course, a project like this would obviously reveal the differences between the two 

authors in addition to showing their similarities, Auden and Isherwood themselves creating 

respective subsets amid their defined two-person aesthetic group. As life-long friends who often 

traveled and worked together, Auden and Isherwood formed similar styles mostly through the 

absorption of late nineteenth-century aestheticist personalities. Following in the footsteps of 

those like Wilde and Baudelaire, the two writers clearly exemplify a technique concerned with 

form and artifice in order to position beauty as their leading prize. Isherwood’s trademark fast-

paced camp style and Auden’s legendary command over lyrical diction illustrate their interest in 

artifice in opposition to some of the more politically obsessed 1930s authors. The two’s 

uniqueness comes by way of reconciling their aestheticist principles with an alternate interest in 

the decade’s political fervor, most authors of the time only captivated by the latter concern while 

the 1920s famously created itself as artistically apolitical. In my argument, Auden and Isherwood 

do this by aestheticizing and then delving into three main topics: sexuality, the private and public 

spheres, and idealism.  

Much different from someone like Orwell who uses writing to go to politics, Auden and 

Isherwood seem to grapple with the social sphere by creating artifice and then pulling politics 

into the self-contained aesthetic product. Rather than combining an art-for-art’s-sake apolitical 

stance with the political pressures of the time, they merely skip a step and assume politics are 

within art, placing the social sphere inside an already inherited literature. The two differ in their 

conclusions and outcomes with performing this political artifice, though both seem to decide the 

reconciliation is futile even when it exists as a never-ending interplay inside art. As I will show, 
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Isherwood tends to create artifice through his characteristic farcical style before filling in a 

political realm that collapses the artistic object, forming narratives that begin as apolitical 

comedies and end as earnest catalogues of the political anxieties his characters (i.e. his aesthetic 

creations) try to ignore. Auden, on the other hand, mixes the political realm into his tightly 

controlled, traditional verse forms by way of blurring the lines between the two poles. His 

reconciled works do not collapse and fight with each other but rather rot together through their 

incestuousness. Auden writes a traditional love poem on the surface which is in reality a love 

poem about the political realm, showing that soul hurt and corruption is actually a societal hurt 

and vice versa. Both writers seem to combine the determinism of Freud and Marx but reach 

different conclusions in regards to final interactions. It is for this reason that a simultaneous 

reading of the two is justified, Auden and Isherwood sharing similar styles in regards to artifice-

driven aesthetics and the targeting of interconnected subject matter. A discussion of these two in 

conjunction with one another reveals much more in terms of 30s style than would an analysis of, 

say, Orwell and Auden. The codependent biographies of both artists correlate to a common 

literary style that scholars have often ignored, choosing to stop at historically related readings of 

the pair rather than extending criticism to aesthetic choice.  

Nonetheless, I have chosen to mostly separate my discussions of Auden and Isherwood as 

a way to demonstrate how they deal with a similar theme through their respective convictions. 

An interweaved analysis would risk confusing their identities like is done in studies on the 

overall period of the 1930s. By keeping them separated we observe how the duo are similar in 

the method and subject they choose to analyze – a method that defines them uniquely within 

1930s art – but different in their conclusions and sculpting of the endeavor. I hope to resist the 

scholarly urge to either solely conflate or divide the two personalities by first grouping them in 
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an overall thesis and then separating them in the individual sections. Restated, I take cue from 

the two’s reconciliation-driven worldviews by merging my discussions of their individuality and 

togetherness. If the unification is unsuccessful, I am only as failing as both men.  

I. Sexuality 

 Considering Auden and Isherwood’s well-known reputations as great literary figures of 

the twentieth century’s gay rights scene – as well as their connections to Freud and 

psychoanalyticism – it comes as no surprise that much of their work deals explicitly with matters 

of sexuality, usually in terms of more daring sexual stances versus traditional ones. Indeed, as 

Auden often connotes ideas of traditional poetic forms imbued with modern conceptions of sex 

and political implications, his career tends to be marked by an effort to reimagine sexuality in 

post-Freudian and Marxist vocabulary. Isherwood too finds much of his fame in a position 

within the outspoken gay rights movement, writing Christopher and His Kind in order to 

explicitly detail the sexuality he before censored in The Berlin Stories, as well as in his depiction 

of the ever-famous Sally Bowles, a figure characterized by her frank and over-indulgent sex life. 

Of course, within the 1930s the subject was hard to avoid, as historians underline the popularity 

of promiscuity and debauchery within social circles, Sally Bowles even celebrating the time as 

“divine decadence” and thus summoning the trope of a civilization’s last point before the fall 

(i.e. World War II). Authors from Orwell to Waugh portrayed high society in largely negative 

lines, attacking their vapidity, recklessness and overall degeneration in terms of sex, politics and 

finances.  

Additionally, Norman Page, in The Thirties in Britain, sums up Anthony Powell’s 

portrait of the decade as “single-mindedly dedicated to the pursuit of pleasure, his characters 

find[ing] only tedium and emptiness. His theme is the failure of hedonism,” calling to mind 
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Auden’s phrase of a “low, dishonest decade” (70). Page goes into much detail on the plots of 

Waugh’s books in particular as the figure perhaps best known for his moral disgust with the 

wastefulness of the bourgeoisie, Vile Bodies showing his generation seeking “to escape the 

problems and responsibilities of the age in a frenetic quest for pleasure…the period of the jazz 

band, the cocktail, the night club, and above all the party” (75-76). His description of Waugh’s 

formal style matches much of Isherwood’s own, with the “collage of many short scenes with 

abrupt cutting from one to another suggest[ing] something of the fragmentary and unsatisfying 

nature of the experiences recounted,” Goodbye to Berlin’s vignette-like structure doing much of 

the same; “the dialogue is often laconic and even formulaic, with much use of fashionable 

slang,” Page states, almost as if he were describing Sally Bowles’s own appearances (76). 

Though Auden and Isherwood began writing around the same time as Waugh, his influence on 

their content cannot be understated, Samuel Hynes even asserting that Vile Bodies exists as a 

“precursor of later writing of the decade…in its irony, in its bitter, farcical wit, and perhaps most 

importantly in the way Waugh has gone…beyond realism to create…a comical Unreal City of 

sad, yearning Bright Young People,” just as Isherwood uses farce and camp to exaggerate 

themes of detachment and chaos within his own group (80). Thus we see Auden and Isherwood 

positioning themselves within 1930s analyses of sexuality, absorbing the tones of those like 

Waugh while producing works of their own reconciliation-driven styles.  

 Isherwood’s twentieth-century reimagining of fin de siècle writers like Rimbaud and 

Baudelaire fits seamlessly into an endeavor to analyze the societal degeneration of daring but 

frivolous sexuality. His effort to also engage with homosexuality provides an interesting 

counterpoint, as he divides lines between positive, daring sexuality (i.e. a subversive kind which 

would allow for the deconstruction of bourgeois values while healing repressive ills) and a 
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negative, indulgent sexuality. In this way we see Isherwood embedding himself within the 

Baudelairian tradition while transforming it “by a contemporary homosexual sensibility,” 

utilizing the nineteenth-century poet’s flair for conspiracy against the middle-class but in an all-

too-1930s way (Thomas 118). Thus as Isherwood mixes his youthful, Marxist fervor into The 

Berlin Stories by appropriating the sex-obsessed Symbolist style of Baudelaire, he provides 

himself with an excellent platform for which to analyze the empty hedonism of his generation 

while still acknowledging its worth. Moreover, the Romantic mode he utilizes works to define 

the sexuality spiritually (i.e. sinful, etc. as Baudelaire would have viewed it) so that he then may 

reform the idea to fit 1930s conceptions, applying the notion of a corrupt soul to modern 

Marxism and thus making the target the public sphere. In other words, as Baudelaire asserts that 

his soul has been blackened by immoral sexuality, Isherwood appropriates the mode to illustrate 

how various forms of sexuality have rotted not the soul, but the tangible base of the 1930s social 

sphere.  

When Peter Thomas states then that the “parody of the self-consciously ‘sinful’ sexuality 

and forbidden themes of romantic decadence” fits alongside the fin de siècle cliché as disease as 

“basic to the perverse journey of the decadent through putrification to purity, through corruption 

to grace” we receive a structure to Isherwood’s novels; beginning with decadence, we are meant 

to receive a narrative that falls and then rebirths, except in Isherwood’s modern, political 

appropriation we only receive the fall into Nazism, with not much hope for the latter piece (120). 

The Romantic goal seems to be “to seek ‘cure’ through ‘sin,’” which in Thomas’s mind is what 

led Isherwood to Berlin (121). If we are to repossess Thomas’s argument towards a more social 

reading of the novel, however, the nineteenth-century idealism breaks when facing tangible, 

political realities, the detached hedonism leading to societal catastrophe through the rise of the 
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Nazi party, no symbolic rebirth in sight. Further complicated, the moral ‘purity’ that these fin de 

siècle characters are meant to reach seems to come in the form of an overly-conservative Nazi 

Party, practicing sexual purity through the imprisonment of any subversively sexual citizen. 

Isherwood’s style, then, shines through the appropriation as readers receive a sort of demented, 

campy narrative arc that uses the Baudelarian mode in a horrific yet profound joke, further 

throwing in a reconciliation-driven critique in which Isherwood attempts to find a compromise 

between unhealthily frivolous sex and repressively moralistic conservatism. As I argue, the 

sickness that grows throughout Goodbye to Berlin, affecting The Nowaks, Sally and the like as 

they dip more and more into despair, then is a fin de siècle spiritual affliction reworked for 

Isherwood’s politically conscious mind, the degeneration no longer coming from God but from 

class, gender and social issues.  

Thomas is right to use the term “disease” when defining this disrepair, seemingly filtering 

Romantic corruption through Freud and Marx and thus coming up with a medical term for the 

setting. Yet the critic underestimates how much there is to be said when he passingly points to 

the fact that in “On Rugen Island” the sexually-charged societal sickness appears to find itself 

less in the outsider, focal characters and more in the bourgeois Nazi doctor, “clearly suffering 

from the most profound sickness” (125). To take Thomas’s comment a few steps further, for 

Otto, the con of his sexuality may come through promiscuity but not in his gayness, the “disease” 

of sexuality only appearing in the frightening doctor that wants to spread his sickness and 

repression to the rest of the world. Isherwood portrays Otto’s sexuality as normal and the 

doctor’s as perverse, exemplifying a form of daring sexuality that works positively to subvert the 

corrupt realm of those in power. Acknowledging the interplay between traditional and 
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experimental sexuality, Goodbye to Berlin works to target “disease” in both forms of extremism, 

depicting the negatives of all sides either self-caused or exacted by an equally unhealthy society.  

In the preceding chapter, named for Sally Bowles, Isherwood refrains from casting 

judgment on the title character while still illustrating how her nonchalant sexuality negatively 

affects her own social life as well as society’s. Burning through multiple lovers who all appear to 

use her for some sort of empty sexual gratification – Sally herself hardly guiltless on her own 

side – partners like Klaus only emotionally damage while further fueling her delusional idealism, 

creating an unstable younger generation in which members like Sally refuse to take social 

responsibility. Her dream to become a sort of hyper-sexualized performer living out the joie de 

vivre of the nineteenth-century leads her to take no control of her financial and general 

independence and even manifests itself quite tangibly in the episode with the conman. Promising 

to introduce Sally to a glamorized life in Hollywood, the crook manipulates her into romantically 

spending the night with him only to reveal his true character in the morning: “Anyhow, he 

wasn’t such a looney, after all, because, when I looked in my bag, I found he’d helped himself to 

all the rest of my money, as well as the change from the three hundred marks I’d lent him the 

night before” (275). Receiving little sympathy from the officials, Sally stands as a perfect symbol 

of the “disease” of reckless sexuality – and particularly sexual idealism – that keeps the 

oppressed out of power and socially detached.  

Of course, perhaps the best illustration of the social consequences of the modern 

reimagining of nineteenth-century sexual idealism comes by way of the abortion procedure the 

social sphere essentially forces upon Sally. Unequipped to deal with any sort of social 

responsibilities after living a life entirely built upon idealistic performance, the option to keep 

and raise the child hardly crosses Sally’s mind, society feeding her public detachment and thus 
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convincing the nineteen-year-old that she has no obligation to societal concerns. Indeed, it is 

important to realize that Isherwood wishes to portray Sally as a victim of the loop of history, 

acknowledging that she desires to participate in the public realm while feeling sadness at her lack 

of confidence in doing so: 

You know, Chris, in some ways I wish I’d had that kid…. The last day or two, I’ve been 

sort of feeling what it would be like to be a mother. Do you know, last night, I sat here 

for a long time by myself and held this cushion in my arms and imagined it was my 

baby…. I imagined how it’d grow up and how I’d work for it, and how, after I’d put it to 

bed at nights, I’d go out and make love to filthy old men to get money to pay for its food 

and clothes… (260)  

Desiring an attachment to the social responsibility of raising a child – note how her definition of 

motherhood is providing financially for the baby – Sally’s intense alienation from the public 

sphere moves to the foreground within an illustration of her longing for a traditional, 

domestically connected way of life. When Chris asks, “Well, why don’t you marry and have 

one?” Sally responds, “I don’t know… I feel as if I’d lost faith in men,” exemplifying the 

yearning for social connection but the lack of faith in being able to do so (260). “Even you, 

Christopher, if you were to go out into the street now and be run over by a taxi… I should be 

sorry in a way, of course, but I shouldn’t really care a damn,” Sally states, for, in her case, an 

engagement with the public sphere may only come through the channel of sex with men – Freud 

makes Marx – and throughout all of her experiences she has only been discarded by lovers. She 

is an outsider because she cannot embed herself within the domestically defined social sphere 

that only allows women – and, in some ways, men, though with lesser constraints – to participate 

through sex and marriage. In the Nowaks’s case class prohibits their engagement while for 



 Lonsberry 12

Bernhard it is race. In Sally’s situation, however, Isherwood chooses to highlight the sexual 

aspect of her public persona, exemplifying the interplay and conundrum of his generation that 

can neither participate wholly in experimental sexuality nor traditional sexuality, finding blocks 

and repercussions within each.  

 The culmination of the “diseased” sexuality created through narcissistic love and 

solipsistic private spheres arrives during Frau Nowak’s sanatorium scene, a symbol of the 

heights to which a detachment from the public sphere can disease and quarantine individuals. 

Arguably a sanitarium for all of the previous characters within Goodbye to Berlin, the location 

exemplifies how each socially detached citizen has become completely isolated from the world, 

left to be consumed by their own private social malaise. Isherwood uses the scene to illustrate 

specifically how sex has festered into sickness, the hospital seeming to have reverse-aged the 

women and turned them into sex-obsessed pubescent girls. Again, to mix Thomas’s argument 

with an attention to gender, it seems readers are led to believe this is what Sally’s promiscuity 

and sexual idealism could turn into if left uncontrolled, Otto most likely going down the path as 

well as he romantically participates with the women in the hospital. Starved for male attention, 

an attention that, as with Sally, functions as the only connection to the public realm (if a woman 

loses interaction with men, then she is no longer attached to the social realm and is thus 

quarantined into isolation, or a sanatorium), the women pathetically obsess over male sexuality 

and let 1930s hedonism manifest without the actual sex, creating a “grim parody of sexual 

rapacity” (Thomas 129). As Thomas describes it:  

Frau Nowak tells how Erika has been “educated” since entering the sanatorium. “Would 

you believe it, Herr Christoph – her aunt sent this little manikin for Christmas, and now 

she takes it to bed with her every night, because she says she must have a man in her 
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bed.” The doll-man, the “hungry” woman with “a kind of desperate resolution,” who tells 

of the husband who beat her and of the sexual dream she still has of him…carries with it 

hints of…necrophiliac absurdities. (129) 

In my eyes, the manikin personifies an idea of narcissistic, hedonistic love in which sex only 

requires a face-less body, and the overall grimness of the interactions exemplify the peak of 

sexual disease, which has corrupted this microcosm of society in disrepair. Isherwood’s analysis 

culminates when he agrees to kiss Erna: “My mouth pressed against Erna’s hot, dry lips. I had no 

particular sensation of contact: all this was part of the long, rather sinister symbolic dream which 

I seemed to have been dreaming throughout the day” (341). Bizarre, unreal and largely 

disgusting, sex has become an entity completely detached from social realities, remaining a 

solipsistic symptom and cause of public fracturing.  

 Figures like Natalia again, however, remind us of the negatives of strict sexual 

conservatism, Isherwood portraying the girl as being totally detached from the public sphere for 

opposite reasons as previous characters. Highly wealthy and sexually shy, Natalia possesses no 

awareness of her role within society and often comes off as being highly naïve, Isherwood 

illustrating how the deeply promiscuous and poor can alarmingly detach themselves from the 

world as well as the antithesis can. “Christopher himself repeatedly points out the more 

unsettling aspects of Natalia’s personality,” Alan Wilde states, “her tightly held standards, which 

make her, as he thinks, resembles Bernhard; and above all the almost pathological fastidiousness, 

which leads her to avoid ‘all contacts, direct and indirect’” (75). Wilde misses how crucial these 

traits are, however, when applied to Natalia’s outside interactions, Isherwood attacking the 

extremism of both sides and depicting how disconnected they are from each other when Natalia 

and Sally meet: “I found myself getting increasingly annoyed with both of them – with Sally for 
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her endless silly pornographic talk; with Natalia for being such a prude” (365). Observed in the 

tension between the women, Isherwood uses the two characters to demonstrate how dependent 

the social sphere is on sexuality, coming to the conclusion that the best solution would be to 

reconcile both sides but finding little hope in being able to do so. The detachment between the 

two does not appear to be worked out in any manner, and the novel shows the opposing but all-

too-similarly detached worlds floating in their respective, diseased courts.  

 Auden, too, does much to absorb the sexual currents running through 1930s society in 

order to filter it through his form and subject matter. Historically less outspoken than Isherwood 

concerning his homosexuality, Auden works in subtler ways to underline themes, oftentimes, in 

his characteristic aesthetic, utilizing it to enhance form rather than blatant poetic content. Various 

critics have discussed the manifestations in which Auden’s homosexuality has expressed itself, 

reading metaphors as double meanings and arguing how the poet uses sexuality as an aesthetic 

and political tool to assert ideas. In Auden’s work his sexuality seems to be less a main topic for 

discussion than it is a bridge to other analyses, a facet of his personality rather than a centerpiece. 

Florian Gargaillo, in his discussion of Housman’s influence on Auden’s style, claims that, 

through his channeling of Housman as well as in his general aesthetic, Auden attempts to make 

homosexuality a problem of form even when undetected. Gargaillo asserts that Housman’s 

characteristic understated style, from which Auden borrows, results from societal pressures on 

the former’s homosexuality, Housman attempting to counteract and grapple with the public 

realm through form: “Auden evidently sensed a descant of self-conscious constraint in Housman, 

and that his purpose…was to impose a certain matter-of-factness onto a subject (and way of 

living) he knew to be perceived quite otherwise” (142). Of course, this “way of living” alludes to 

the poet’s homosexuality, and thus we see Housman, as well as Auden when he appropriates his 
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form, using sexuality explicitly in relation to the political sphere. Working to restructure 

historical perspectives of homosexuality, Housman and Auden fashion their poetic voices – 

especially when discussing homosexuality – as wholly controlled, flipping the notion of gayness 

as unrestrained on its head. Naturally, however, Auden chooses to take possession of Housman’s 

personalized, controlled style and apply it to the general realm, making the matter of 

homosexuality a societal issue rather than an individual one. As I argue elsewhere, Auden makes 

all matters of the private a problem of the public, and thus turns Housman’s individual struggle 

with social conceptions of homosexuality into a larger struggle in which sexuality decides and is 

decided by the public realm – as well as by socially conscious aesthetics. 

 Richard Bozoroth, too, discusses how Auden appears to use his homosexuality largely as 

a subversive agent against bourgeois cultural norms, mixing his Marxist upbringing with his 

sexual personality in order to tackle the public realm. Throughout his oeuvre, Auden “unsettles 

the distinctions between ‘orthodoxy’ (literally, straight doctrine) and subversion, reticence and 

revelation,” meaning that, as a way to both reconcile and deconstruct progressive and traditional 

sexuality, the poet blurs lines as to what is normal and in power, tearing down bourgeois 

principles. “If homosexual desire was troublingly contradictory from a psychoanalytical angle,” 

Bozoroth states, “so were its political valencies for Auden,” pointing to the espionage themes 

throughout Auden’s early work that seem to mix homosexual melodies with thriller politics 

(182). Critics often read poems like “Control of the passes was, he saw, the key,” “Who stands, 

the crux left of the watershed” and “From scars where kestrels hover” as allegories for being in 

the closet, exemplifying Auden’s social interest in “the idea that sexual marginality can lend 

itself to ‘a subversive detachment from mainstream culture’” (183). If applied to my own thesis, 

tackling this topic through espionage subject matter underlines the idea that his personal, 
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secretive sexuality functions as a way to interact with the public sphere, Auden turning his sexual 

identity wholly into an aesthetic link to social politics. 

 The poem “Journal of an Airman” functions as an excellent encapsulation of these 

themes, Auden using the figure to exemplify a sort of rebellious, political fighter who hints 

frequently at his own homosexuality. Though never explicitly stated, the Airman’s 

homosexuality is largely implied. Constant references to the mysterious ‘E’ seem to allude to his 

lover, a major fuel for the Airman’s erratic and aggressive behavior within his warfare dealings. 

Fascinatingly, this poem reveals much of Auden’s ambivalence towards the subject of political 

sexuality, believing that homosexuality can work to engage with the public sphere if asserted 

strongly enough but eventually concluding that dominant cultural norms will crush all hopes at 

individual involvement. The portrait of the Airman is largely unflattering, with the figure 

standing as a subversive agent of homosexuality while appearing to be largely out of control of 

himself, a mess of a man that seems to be the pessimistic antithesis to the Housman-influenced 

self-restrained gay man. Eventually falling to his cause, the speaker of the poem appears to be 

more a martyr than a champion, Auden acknowledging the sadness of a futile fight for sexual 

political agency with his words acting as an elegy more than a call to action. “In making the 

Airman a practical joker at war with an ever-present ‘Enemy,’” Bozoroth states, “Auden seems 

to have been indulging and critiquing his own pretensions as a politically subversive homosexual 

poet. The Airman’s suicidal demise comes from his realisation of inescapable complicity (he 

calls it ‘infection’) with the Enemy,” and thus points to the constant oscillation between two 

sides that characterizes most of Auden’s work (182). Attempting to reconcile subversive 

sexuality with societal structure, Auden acknowledges the futility within the endeavor, using the 

Airman to imply the poet’s “ultimate dismissal of such ambitions as symptoms of an arrested 
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development bred by mainstream culture” (182). Bourgeois politics will hammer all individuality 

out, and in this particular case Auden seems to assert that Marx makes Freud, turning the latter’s 

will into a good try but a try nonetheless.  

 Still though, the martyr-like function of the poem creates much beauty in the futile 

attempt for art – and the individual through art – to change historical norms. Much of the 

Airman’s actions resemble efforts to dispel the social idealisms about sexuality, his words 

implying that the idealism with which he is most interested is that love must be between a man 

and a woman. Very much like an appropriated Romantic poet placed in modern times, the 

speaker mourns the difficulties of love in an almost heavy-handed way, defining love as 

‘awareness of difference’ and classifying himself as the “Agent of This Central Awareness.” 

“His war on the Enemy is actually a war of love,” Bozorth claims, “for his tactics of subversive 

practical joking aim to expose the Enemy’s foolish assumption that everyone and everything is 

what he thinks it is: it is an agenda of exposing difference,” alluding to the political element of 

sexuality within the analysis (183). To apply, then, Bozorth’s argument to my own, Auden 

cleverly underlines how, in the twentieth-century, sex is now a political entity in full regard, 

mixing a Romantic poet’s language into political concerns to exemplify the ties between the two. 

The Airman’s language about difference manifests in a political context, as if issues of love must 

be issues of the social sphere and asserting that sexuality can never fully be stripped of its 

political implications. Placing modern themes in archaic forms, Auden reveals to us his primary 

aesthetic for a description of the contemporary world.  

 A more optimistic view appears in “Sir, no man’s enemy” in which Auden defines the 

past as having not much difference from the future, cataloguing, in a way, all future events as 

merely ingrown and shut-off manifestations of the past: 
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  Send to us power and light, a sovereign touch 

  Curing the intolerable neural itch, 

  The exhaustion of weaning, the liar’s quinsy, 

  And the distortions of ingrown virginity. (8-9) 

The optimism, of course, comes in the overall call for change, a reversal of old values in order to 

nurture a growth towards something new, for without a change in values there will be no 

discernable difference between the past and present. An earlier work, the poem captures Auden’s 

characteristic 20s positivity in a Marxist agency against old constructs, asserting that value 

comes through the allowance of change-oriented personalities:  

  Publish each healer that in city lives 

  Or country houses at the end of drives; 

  Harrow the house of the dead; look shining at  

  New styles of architecture, a change of heart. (9) 

Whereas in “Journal of an Airman” the “awareness of change” seemed admirable but futile, the 

tone of this poem clearly values change as a positive goal for which to strive, accessible if only 

society’s ideals would alter. Though this “difference” is more general than the sexual difference 

the Airman speaks of, the idea works if applied to Auden’s overall career, much of his earlier 

poems discussing the possibility of destroying old values in subject matter while his late 

30s/early 40s works physically create the change by inserting modern themes into old forms. He 

often does this by appropriating traditional love poetic forms, as if to say sexuality is wholly 

linked to political concerns and a destruction of unhealthy sex-related values are one in the same 

with unhealthy political constructs. An excellent example would be “Refugee Blues” in which 

Auden takes a traditional blues form and imbues it with the contemporary political realities of 
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deportation (“Say this city has ten million souls, / Some are living in mansions, some are living 

in holes: / Yet there’s no place for us, my dear, yet there’s no place for us”) (91). The poem 

asserts a notion of the sadness that presumably Jews have no place to live and thus no place to 

live with each other, depicting the melancholy by way of using a love-associated lyric form that 

equates the loss of a home with the loss of a lover (“Once we had a country and we thought it 

fair, / Look in the atlas and you’ll find it there: / We cannot go there now, my dear, we cannot go 

there now”) (91). Resembling the language of an idealistic poet wistfully remembering the 

happiness s/he achieved when possessing an old love, the poem makes politics an issue of love 

and love an issue of politics.  

 Not unreasonably, one could apply these themes of doomed and prohibited love caused 

by identity discrimination to Auden’s life as a gay man, hiding his sexual identity in a poem that 

discusses the Jewish struggle but leaving the reader to make the leap nonetheless. Having no 

home and no home with which to live with each other, the gay community would have identified 

with Jewish deportation at least to some degree, Auden turning the issue of his own private 

sexuality into a political matter, the result of social activity. Spending a career calling for change, 

and at many points sexual change, the poem asks when the political sphere will alter in order to 

allow for homosexual citizens, using political terminology to do so and thus turning sexuality 

into a political cause: “Went to a committee; they offered me a chair; / Asked me politely to 

return next year: / But where shall we go to-day, my dear, but where shall we go to-day” (91). 

Auden wishes to destroy old conceptions of sexuality from within, appropriating the traditional 

style of love poetry that is primarily responsible for modern conceptions of sexuality – we 

remember Wilde’s quotation about life imitating art – and reinventing it by imbuing it with 

modern political concerns as well as modern sexuality as a political concern. Fascinatingly, in 
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Auden’s earlier years he seems to come to the conclusion that an individual’s ability to change 

society is limited, and thus decides to begin changing it through apolitical things. Rather than 

following the traditional 1930s path of engaging his art with politics, he makes politics engage 

with art after his individual person has already been placed within the poems; the individual does 

not go to the public sphere, for Auden knows this has little chance of working, but instead makes 

the public sphere come to the him or herself. Auden soaks old aesthetics – what he already has 

(i.e. Keats, Byron, etc.) – in politics and thus interacts with society by making everything already 

within him about society; homosexuality is an inherently political issue without one having to 

bring it to Parliament for a panel discussion. Fascinatingly, then, we see Auden as a gay-rights 

artist on the same level as Forster or Whitman, taking a different route towards change but in 

some ways a much cleverer one. One step ahead of the curve, he refuses to make gay activism an 

issue of his because he is an issue of gay activism.  

II. Private vs. Public 

Decades after the dust had settled from the tumultuous literary period of the 1930s, 

Stephen Spender famously summarized the decade in an assertion that interwar writers “were 

divided between [their] literary vocation and an urge to save the world from Fascism” (78). In 

other words, just as Auden and Isherwood believed that the private could never fully grapple 

with the public, literature, as a private creation, could never fully deconstruct societal concerns. 

At the early period of their careers, 1930s writers found themselves doomed to acknowledge how 

much their art owed to society, while Auden and Isherwood differentiated themselves by 

choosing to turn away from any endeavor to solve or grab hold of political problems. 

Exemplified through this chapter, the two authors do much to illustrate the connection art has to 

the private sphere and continue the pull from the individual to the public. Unique in their efforts, 
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Auden and Isherwood seem to make private and public art a balancing act through a 

simultaneous targeting of both sides, underlining the interaction between the two rather than 

focusing merely on the public – as most 1930s writers did – or merely on the private – as most 

1920s did.   

Indeed, Auden in particular positions himself towards Spender’s assessment through his 

own distinctive additions to the private/public interplay analysis. As an heir to T.S. Eliot, Auden 

works to balance his high modernist precursors while still finding a voice of his own, arriving at 

an aesthetic that seems to reconcile the private and public in its very foundation. Undoubtedly a 

poet attempting to change literature after the weighty high modernist period would find 

his/herself battling the forces of a largely impersonal and intimidating influence base (i.e. the 

Eliot-based modern detached aesthetic), forming an individualized voice almost against the 

group and thus operating within an aesthetic that concerns private and public interplay at its core. 

Richard Bozoroth comments on this in a more psychoanalytical sense, stating that as Auden 

tends to be viewed as a champion of Eliot and the writer’s “advocacy of an aesthetics of 

impersonality,” readers tend to miss how privately Auden treated his work, with “his artistic 

investigations of desire follow[ing] from his personal concerns with love and sex” (179). In other 

words, the fuel for Auden’s overarching analyses of society came largely from individual 

experiences he himself had, making his subject the private and the public by default.  

Certainly the way he handles the Housman influence also does much to underline 

Auden’s attempts at reconciling the private and public through his form. Gargaillo provides an 

excellent comparison of the two poets’ styles and how Auden seems to take hold of Housman’s 

characteristic humble, personalized tone in an effort to then apply it to a more generalized human 

condition. Auden’s “Funeral Blues”: 
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 Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone 

Prevent the dog from barking with a juicy bone, 

Silence the pianos and with muffled drum 

Bring out the coffin, let the mourners come 

compared with Housman’s “The True Lover”: 

  Oh loud, my girl, it once would knock, 

You should have felt it then; 

But since for you I stopped the clock 

It never goes again 

reveals a desire on Auden’s part to borrow the theme of a personal love being destroyed by time 

but in a manifestation that is geared towards the public. As Gargaillo states, Auden’s poem 

“retains the function of elegy while avoiding…the embarrassment of personal confession,” and 

readers observe Housman writing an entirely individualized work while Auden by contrast writes 

a public work applied to the individual (143). Moreover, by adopting Housman’s style of using 

small, physical pains to describe larger, emotional pains, Auden further asserts ideas of the 

interconnectedness of private and public life, making generalized emotion private and private 

emotion more generalized. When Housman and Auden make emotion physical, “the internal is 

made external,” and thus the private is projected into the exterior world (146). The interplay then 

becomes intertwined as the formation of generalized love affliction, so well known by anyone 

even remotely exposed to poetic conceptions of affection, becomes an individualized, belittled 

hurt, transforming worldly pain into very personal and private terms. Thus, if one were to take 

Gargaillo’s argument a step further, Auden cleverly grabs Housman’s reduction technique, 

which was meant to make the large small – or the general individual – and turns it inside out, 
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keeping the large small but then pasting the small over the entirety of the public sphere. The 

mode fits well with Auden’s political agenda, allowing him to “refocus global violence as a 

fundamentally human problem,” or, in other words, emphasize the idea that public malaise is a 

result of individual, private malaise collected into a large societal group (148).  

 In the face of heavy political tumultuousness, Auden does much to highlight the 

individual’s worth within the public sphere as well, differentiating himself from other highly 

social writers of the decade by focusing on the private in relation to the public rather than just the 

public concern. His mixing of Christian themes with socialism seems to be an attempt at this, 

envisioning divine worship as a very personal way to correct and heal the world while socialism 

functions as the societal solution for moral betterment. Patrick Deane points to what Louis 

MacNeice says about 1930s conceptions of Christianity, providing a wonderful description of 

how Auden too probably viewed the belief system: “the teaching of Jesus is fundamentally 

nonpolitical in that it regards all institutions as a product of the heart, the form of which can be 

changed, and only changed by a change in the latter” (24-25). In Auden this manifests through 

illustrations of how private purity will undoubtedly form public purity, believing that each public 

distress did not have a unique solution but could be fixed along with all others once the private 

sphere was purged. As Auden thinks that Christian values are the cure for private ills – along 

with socialism, which, in Auden’s eyes, is the most Christian form of societal organization – he 

believes that if one were to practice ideals like peace and love, then they would in turn spread 

across the public sphere, eventually being enacted back onto the private sphere and thus creating 

a loop of moral betterment. One overt example would be in “September 1, 1939,” a poem largely 

about the need for the individual to maintain goodness in the face of public evil (“May I, 

composed like them / Of Eros and of dust, / Beleaguered by the same / Negation and despair, / 
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Show an affirming flame”) for the individual is the last line of defense against a public sphere 

turned a “low dishonest decade”: “There is no such thing as the State / And no one exists alone; / 

Hunger allows no choice / To the citizen or the police; / We must love one another or die” (97). 

Clearly stated, the solution lies in the individual, but the individual specifically as a member of a 

societal group (“There is no such thing as the State” but “No one exists alone). The idea is for the 

private to better itself through its interactions with the public, which would in turn better the 

public itself; “We must love one another or die” (italics mine), implying the choice comes from 

the private, but the action must then be mapped onto the public.  

 Deane asserts that Auden’s endeavor seems to be a synthesis of Marx and Freud, and 

claims that, as 30s writing was often slave to an interest in social situations, Auden differentiates 

his work by placing strong emphasis on the individual him/herself (42). Indeed, he does this by 

resisting the urge to be consumed solely by Marxism, valuing Freudian determinism in 

connection to the logical tracings of Marx. To apply this argument to aesthetic trends, Auden 

attempts to operate within 1930s aesthetics by repossessing 20s goals and applying them to his 

own decade, essentially inserting High Modernist solipsism into public analyses of the outside 

world – and thus reconciling 1920s and 30s styles. The idea, then, would be to psychologize 

politics through Freud, designing poems that illustrate how Marx and history are not separate 

from the private sphere but determined by the private individual – and of course the public 

sphere would then do its part to shape the individual’s psychological paradigms. Truly an ever-

looping paradox, Auden does much to reconcile the two forms of determinism and reverse the 

public-on-a-pedestal trend found in the 1930s, deciding to acknowledge the truth of the decade’s 

worldview while still asserting the individual’s worth in relation to it.  
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 Another excellent example that possesses many parallels to “September 1, 1939” is the 

“Spain” poem, written after Auden briefly visited Spain to observe its Civil War distresses.   

Frederick Buell describes the poem as being anti-romantic in nature, rejecting heavy tragedy or 

heroism in favor of a simple depiction of events. In Buell’s words, the technique highlights a 

certain poetic in “the full range and variety of human life and history, a life and history that 

accent their ordinariness by containing more than a fair share of the trivial and absurd” (148). 

More in-depth, Buell overlooks how the attempt seems to emphasize the unimportant by 

stressing, quite clearly, the little, and thus by turn emphasizes the individual’s agency and value 

in the face of grandiose public concerns. Auden drafts the Spanish scene to appear not unique, 

but wholly typical of societal sickness throughout all time, pointing to individual choice as the 

piece worth noting for any public healing would first have to take place in the private sphere:  

  On that arid square, that fragment nipped off from hot 

  Africa, soldered so crudely to inventive Europe;  

   On that tableland scored by rivers, 

  Our thoughts have bodied; the menacing shapes of our fever 

  Are precise and alive. (56) 

The poem oscillates between optimism and pessimism, however, underscoring the positives and 

strength of an individual’s actions at first and predicting the healing that will take place once the 

private sphere stabilizes (“To-morrow, perhaps the future. The research on fatigue / And the 

movements of packers…To-morrow the enlarging of consciousness by diet and breathing”) 

before dipping into a more pessimistic analysis (57). Acknowledging the ever-so realistic 

difficulties that appear when an individual champions conduct which differs from the norm – and 

which is continuously reinforced by the public sphere – Auden paints an image of a negatively 
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affected private sphere caused through actions towards the public, the “conscious acceptance of 

guilt in the necessary murder,” in other words: 

  The stars are dead. The animals will not look. 

  We are left alone with our day, and the time is short, and  

   History to the defeated 

  May say alas but cannot help or pardon. (57) 

The distress, in Auden’s mind, comes from accepting a moral weight when one takes 

responsibility for the public sphere in attempts to change it, with Auden clearly placing himself 

in this role as a poet. Interestingly, Buell asserts that the main theme of the work is simply 

“consciousness of choice,” as Auden seems merely to catalogue the highs and lows of much 

needed individual action (152). 

 Of course, outlining the pros and cons of the private and public spheres is nothing unique 

to Auden’s oeuvre, much of his work concerning itself with the reconciliation and duality of two 

unlike things. Indeed, the process by which these two worlds interact and both the desire and 

futility in trying to join them stands brilliantly at the front of most of Auden’s 1930s poetry. One 

prime example from the Look, Stranger! collection would be Poem XXX, a work dedicated to 

Isherwood that asks questions about the cross-fertilization between private imagination and 

public social concerns: 

  Lulled by the light they live their dreams of freedom; 

  May climb the old road twisting to the moors, 

  Play leap frog, enter cafes, wear 

  The tigerish blazer and the dove-like shoe. 

  The yachts upon the little lake are theirs, 
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  The gulls asks for them, and to them the band 

  Makes its tremendous statements; they control 

  The complicated apparatus of amusement. (119) 

Set in an island resort in which wealthy citizens enjoy leisurely pastimes, the poem discusses a 

sort of private and out-of-touch luxury, Auden going on to expound upon the political anxieties 

of the time and thus showing how detached the private vacations can be. Auden calls for writers 

like Isherwood to rip the private sphere out of its comfort in order to acknowledge detrimental 

public concerns (“What better than your strict adult pen / Can… / Make action urgent and its 

nature clear?”), but as Buell mentions, his faith in the ability for literature to accomplish this 

remains unconvincing, eventually dipping into a catalogue of society’s malaise: 

  The close-set eyes of mother’s boy 

  Saw nothing to be done; we look again: 

  See Scandal praying with her sharp knees up, 

  And Virtue stood at Weeping Cross… 

  Greed showing shamelessly her naked money 

  And all Love’s wondering eloquence debased 

  To a collector’s slang (120-21)  

When Auden concludes the poem, he returns to a positive description concerning the individual’s 

agency towards history (“And all sway forward on the dangerous flood / Of history, that never 

sleeps or dies, / And, held one moment, burns the hand”) revealing the characteristic oscillation 

between a desire for private/public reconciliation and an understanding that the endeavor may be 

futile (122). After cataloguing the problems of private sphere detachment he calls for 

Isherwood’s – or literature’s – help in solving the issue, eventually coming up with a humbled 
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solution of very minor, but still evident, agency on the individual’s side. The attempt to grab 

history “burns the hand,” though only after it is “held for a moment,” illustrating the compromise 

between private agency and public strength; the metaphor “does not make the idea frivolous, but 

rather humanizes it, incorporates it in the warmth of a personal tone” (Buell 122). Thus applied 

to my thesis, Auden, while illustrating the hope and disillusion with private connection, attempts 

to reconcile the private and public spheres by both downplaying the individual’s power as well 

as calling for the power to still be exerted. Interestingly, the work furthermore criticizes private 

pleasure both in terms of sea-side vacation and solipsistic art before championing publically 

engaged writing, “where a history oblivious to aesthetic enjoyment is nevertheless caught by it 

and where personal affection fuses with public theme” (123). The idea applies itself to all of the 

works in the Look, Stranger! collection and even manifests more fully into the Marx/Freud 

converging theme mentioned before 

May this for which we dread to lose 

Our privacy, need no excuse 

 But to that strength belong; 

As through a child’s rash happy cries 

The drowned voice of his parents rise 

 In unlamenting song (33) 

 “Out on the lawn I lie in bed” taking the ideas of Poem XXX but asserting that individual 

betterment will result in societal betterment as well. 

 The push and pull between the private and public spheres also appears in perhaps 

Auden’s most famous appropriated form/subject, romantic love, using the seemingly apolitical 

symbol to engage worldly concerns while analyzing how the two behave towards each other. 
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Rainer Emig, in his book W. H. Auden: Towards a Postmodern Aesthetics, uses the poem “A 

Bride in the 30s” to exemplify Auden’s attempt to “link personal with public themes as well as 

keep them apart” (101). The poem does much to capture Auden’s other side in which he desires 

detached individuality in the face of public concerns so as to attain escapism, using idealistic 

love as the channel: “Easy for him to find in your face/ A pool of silence or a tower of grace” 

(qtd. in Emig 101). In classic Auden fashion, he recognizes how artificial the strategy really is, 

remaining unsure whether the ideals posses any actual comfort in which to believe. As Emig 

says, the poem ends with a solution to “conjure a camera into a wishing rose,” with Auden 

acknowledging the fakeness of the symbols but choosing to buy into them anyways, wishing “to 

replace objective perception (of events and history) by a more optimistic, albeit illusory hope” 

(101). In contrast to this positive pronouncement, the poem “Night Mail” offers a glance at 

Auden’s struggle to decide between solutions, its constants allusions to the strength and 

separated will of the mail train (“The gradient’s against her, but she’s on time”) highlighting the 

idea that the mindless, exterior world controls humans more than they control it (qtd. in Emig 

102). The poem “first lists all the various types of mail and the variety of hopes and fears 

connected with it,” Emig states, before it adds the anxiety of the human element in relation to the 

mechanized vehicle at its conclusion: “And none will hear the postman’s knock/ Without 

quickening of the heart./ For who could bear to feel himself forgotten” (102-03). “The security of 

belonging,” summarizes Emig, “so central in Auden’s poems, is here dependent on mechanistic 

forces” (103). Of course, to apply this idea to a more recognized poem, “As I Walked Out One 

Evening” mocks the idea that individual, idealistic love could be separated from history and the 

public world: 

  And down by the brimming river 
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   I heard a lover sing 

  Under an arch of the railway: 

   “Love has no ending. 

     … 

  But all the clocks in the city 

   Began to whirr and chime: 

  “O let not Time deceive you, 

   You cannot conquer Time. (66) 

The acknowledgement of the interplay between the private and public spheres, the 

attempt to reconcile them both, and the desire to artificially escape into the private realm are all 

present in Auden’s oeuvre, making the subject infinitely rich and proving the constant troubles 

within a reconciliation of unlike things. Seen perhaps as an endeavor to merge 1920s aesthetics 

with the ever-present concerns of 1930s social unrest, Auden’s body of work does much to mix 

politics and art through various channels, one of which being the private and public spheres. 

“The solution reflects a major dilemma for the artist-fellow traveler who is not willing to 

sacrifice his art altogether to politics,” Buell states, “although he wants to be politically relevant, 

to commit himself by submitting his art to a political theme and perhaps even use, he reasserts 

his art and his artist’s superiority by the practically destructive virtuosity of the form he gives 

that message” (136). Auden gives his own individuality – or private sphere – to the public sphere 

through his very art, acknowledging his desire for the two to engage with each other while also 

asserting the worth and independence of his unique will. Auden can never firmly decide on the 

boundaries between both worlds but explores the connection anyways, finding value in the 

ambiguities of the ride rather than the end destination.  
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Along the same path, it seems many modern interpretations of Christopher Isherwood’s 

Goodbye to Berlin concern themselves largely with the form of his fictionalized memoir, asking 

questions as to why he writes about themes in an autobiographical format and why he orders 

them in a series of intertwined vignettes. Of course, the possibilities are endless, but if readers 

were to connect the openings of both the first and final chapters – both entitled “A Berlin Diary” 

and which contain perhaps the most private voice in the novel – one would find a trend of 

Isherwood observing the larger, outside world after establishing his personal relationship to it. In 

other words, we very much understand Isherwood’s voice as a “camera,” standing inside his 

interior and capturing the exterior, objective world like a documentary: “From my window, the 

deep solemn massive street. Cellar-shops where the lamps burn all day, under the shadow of top-

heavy balconied facades, dirty plaster frontages embossed with scroll-work and heraldic devices” 

(207). As he goes on to discuss the streets, Isherwood creates a description very much like an 

establishing shot in a film, simply standing away and capturing the pictorial world in front of 

him. Fascinating however, is how he positions the dichotomy between himself and the scene, 

titling the chapter “diary” to establish the private connection the writing has to himself and then 

beginning the work from “[his] window,” as if the camera begins in his room before journeying 

outwards. By pairing this sort of introduction with a body that then analyzes the public world in a 

diary format, Isherwood aims to emphasize an apparent dichotomy between the private and 

public spheres. Additionally, he intertwines vignettes that deal with people, times and places 

which have appeared in one way or another in the vignette that preceded it to exemplify the idea 

of a public sphere made up of the interconnected private spheres amid a culture – private and 

public are inextricably linked. The work does much to expound upon the idea throughout until 

Isherwood acknowledges the endeavor to reconcile the two, stating in the final chapter that 
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“Berlin is a skeleton which aches in the cold; it is my own aching” (389). Clearly underlined, 

Isherwood attaches himself to the trend in 1930s writing that attempted to reconcile unlike 

things, seen here in his conflation of Berlin and himself, as if there is no discernible difference 

between the private and public spheres. Indeed, as I argued of Auden, the endeavor can be 

viewed along the shift from highly solipsistic 1920s modernism to an attempt to focus more on 

societal concerns within British literature. 

 The Nowaks stress this theme perhaps best in the novel, with Isherwood illustrating the 

family as a perfect microcosm and parallel for the German public sphere. When he catalogues 

the endless plights that affect the Nowak home he means to connect them to the German people 

more generally. Peter Thomas states that “Consuming disease and the gestures of fantasy 

symbolize the realities of Germany at large, not only the Nowak home” (127). As stated 

elsewhere, Isherwood’s voice becomes less and less comedic as the narrative progresses, 

eventually becoming swallowed up by seriousness as well as anxieties surrounding the public 

world. Private and individualistic at first, the novel’s protagonist deals with figures like Sally 

Bowles on a mostly personal level, with only hints of the repercussions of her actions on the 

societal sphere. Near the end, we get more explicit references to exteriority, as in the controversy 

surrounding her clandestine abortion, until sections like the Nowaks and the Landauers connect 

the reader fully to public anxieties via class and race. Isherwood designs the revelation to happen 

gradually and subtly, such as with scenes in “On Ruegen Island” in which the protagonist 

attempts to read or write only to be interrupted by societal concerns, namely the explicitly 

homosexual relationship between Peter and Otto: “I was turning over the pages of a book, not 

paying much attention to them. Suddenly Peter slapped Otto hard on both cheeks” and “I 

worked. Peter read. The hours went slowly by…. Peter had dozed off in his chair. Just as I was 
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wondering whether I should wake him, I heard Otto coming up the stairs” (291; 297). The scenes 

exemplify not only the inability for Isherwood to escape into aesthetics in the face of the public 

sphere but also his inability to remain private; whenever he attempts to read or write privately he 

is overtaken by the overwhelming social concerns that surround him. Again, as the work 

positions itself as a diary of sorts, we see Isherwood emphasizing the interconnectedness 

between public and private spheres, further asserting that art, a seemingly private activity – 

especially in high modernist terms – cannot feasibly remove itself from the public world.  

 Further into the Nowaks chapter we see Isherwood illustrating this microcosmsic 

connection to exteriority through his placement of Frau Nowak in the sanitarium. Beginning with 

a discussion of Frau Nowak’s own personal relationship to the hospital, Chris eventually sees the 

people and place as one collective mass: “And now the patients came running out to meet us – 

awkward padded figures muffled in shawls and blankets, stumbling and slithering on the 

trampled ice of the path” (336). As Thomas states, “’muffled’ and ‘padded’ the figures are 

significantly anonymous, a denial of style and individuality. The sickness is now a mass 

affliction,” hinting at the observation that the sicker the Nowaks get, the more anonymous they 

become, Chris moving out of their home while retaining only minor relations at the section’s 

conclusion (129). What first began as a cough on Frau Nowak’s part has turned into a tainting 

disease across a large group, moving from individual affliction to public malaise. Her private 

illness functions not only as a domestic parallel for Germany at large but also a personal trait that 

determines her public placement; private actions have public consequences, in other words. As 

the Nowaks deteriorate due to harsh social circumstances (e.g. economic depression, a domestic 

policy that does little for the lower classes) they represent a spreading deterioration across the 

nation as a whole, not to mention the concentration camp-like quality of the sanitarium itself. 
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The sick, desperate anonymity of the patients uncomfortably resembles prisoners in a work 

camp, and Chris’s constant mentioning of the dream-like quality of the visit (“Everything which 

happened to me today was curiously without impact: my senses were muffled, insulated, 

functioning as if in a vivid dream”) calls to mind Otto’s dream of the “great big black hand 

stretching over the bed,” probably a reference to the Nazi doctor tagging him as a boy that needs 

“discipline,” that “aught to be put into labour-camps” (338; 316; 294). Indeed, Isherwood does 

much to exemplifiy how personal attributes, controlled and uncontrolled, dictate public 

placement.  

 Lisa Schwerdt, in her more biographical study of Isherwood, mentions a possible catalyst 

for the writer analyzing how public events shape private lives and vice versa. As Isherwood 

moved to Berlin in large part for the promise of homosexual freedom, his actions were highly 

undercut once Hitler and the Nazi party came to power: “Germany’s deteriorating political 

situation in 1933 began to impinge directly on Isherwood’s personal life. With Hitler in power, 

the boy-bars closed, and unemployed young men being sent to work in the country, Isherwood 

grew concerned over the fate of his German friends” (53). She goes on to mention how he more 

personally began to worry about the fate of Heinz, his young German lover on whom some of 

Otto is based. Thus the first instance of German public life affecting Isherwood’s private life 

makes an appearance, and we even see the roots of how his personal relationships provided 

material for the subject matter within The Berlin Stories. This mode of the fictionalized memoir, 

then, reveals itself as the base and logical device for an exploration of the deeply complex 

interplay. A way to understand the public sphere through its effects on the private sphere as well 

as a way to illustrate how the public sphere creates the private sphere stands at the forefront of 

Isherwood’s endeavors; he names two autobiographical works The Berlin Stories, after all – not 
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the Isherwood stories. As I argued of Auden, Isherwood intends to view Marx and Freud 

together, asserting that the former forms the latter and vice versa.  

 Schwerdt points out that the name of The Last of Mr. Norris’s protagonist even comes 

from Isherwood’s own, Christopher William Bradshaw Isherwood, allowing the author to fully 

connect himself to the work (57). Of course, Isherwood writing an autobiographical novel to be 

published and read by the public exists as perhaps the most concrete example of the 

private/public interaction, all art being personal to some degree and clashing with the outside 

world once it reaches the market. Alan Wilde sees it along a trend of 30s literature that attempted 

to understand the social sphere through introspective writing, a sort of mixture between highly 

solipsistic high modernism and new politically charged art. Wilde calls Isherwood’s Berlin 

Stories a “retreat from the world,” seen in the detached worldviews of both protagonists at the 

beginning of each novel, “an attempt, not always fully conscious perhaps, to recover the self. It 

would be futile to pretend that the attempt is usually or even often successful, but it is obvious 

that the best work of the period is both autobiographical and ‘engaged’” (54). Just as I illustrated 

with Auden, Isherwood works within his era by using himself as a case study for the public 

realm, the fiction writer choosing the memoir as the prime form of personal analysis while 

Auden chose poetry for introspection. Schwerdt calls it the “discovery of the self as inseparable 

from others,” as Isherwood connects the dots of his interactions with Berlin citizens in order to 

draw a complete picture of the city (87). Every private interaction Chris and Bradshaw have 

looks to have its parallel in larger public action; collectively, Chris’s  “goodbyes” to each 

individual characters make up one complete “goodbye” to Berlin.  

 Part of Isherwood’s endeavor, however, is to show how detrimental actions that do not 

consider either the public or private are on the opposing group. Actions and situations that do not 
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consider the private are somewhat obvious, namely Hitler’s policies and the general economic 

slump faced by each character, but the ways individuals neglect the public sphere remain much 

more nuanced, sharper in Isherwood’s ink. Wilde links the alienated, almost farcical tone of both 

novels to the fact that each character exists largely solipsitically, having no connection to society 

or other human beings and thus providing humor from exaggeratedly individualistic actions. 

Indeed, he emphasizes the alienation as one of the chief timbres of the fiction, claiming that, in 

Isherwood’s eyes, even the endeavor to connect people appears futile: “The unwillingness or the 

inability…to communicate is even more apparent at those rare moments when people do become 

personal – when, through force of circumstance, they are obliged to face one another – than at 

those more usual ones when they are prepared to avoid the menace of directness” (61). We see 

then another attempt on Isherwood’s part to reconcile the private and public spheres, creating 

situations in which individuals are forced to interact with each other only to come up empty 

handed. The effort underlines the trend in Auden and Isherwood’s work of reconciling the 

private and public only to recognize the futility of the endeavor; the characters do come together 

at points but always drift apart, as in the Sally-Christopher relationship. Isherwood even sees this 

disconnect as the cause for such dramatic explosions like World War II, Wilde stating that the 

tension builds until the conclusion of each novel: “...any threat to the habituation displacement of 

emotion leads, therefore, to expression in terms of abrupt and physical…. In Berlin ‘hate 

exploded suddenly, without warning, out of nowhere’” (61). In other words, as each character 

avoids interaction with the public sphere throughout the fiction, the anxiety and destruction 

unleash themselves on both the public and private spheres once all characters are forced to 

interact with the societal world. This event emerges, of course, at the end of each novel and at 
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the time Hitler comes to power, pulling seemingly detached people like the Nowaks into a 

maelstrom of social realities, crushing them in the process.  

 Fascinatingly, Chris Hopkins, in “Leftists and Thrillers: The Politics of Thirties Sub-

Genre,” traces the rise of the thriller format in 1930s fiction to the fact that artists were 

consciously or unconsciously trying to make writing more attached to the public sphere – in 

Hopkins mind because of Marxist influence. As the sub-genre possibly appeared to challenge 

elitist and capitalist power structures by providing a campier, more generally appreciated style, it 

also by turn provided subversion wholly in its form. The reaction was against the high 

modernism of the 1920s: “Modernism, it was argued, turned away from the social world it feared 

facing; the thriller exaggerated that fear into an end-product, substituting a sensation for analysis, 

action or insight” (148-49). In other words, the form made interaction the primary subject rather 

than the introspective meditation of authors like Woolf and Joyce. Of course, many authors 

producing the sort of mass-market, train station thrillers of the era were unaware of the shift and 

its more Marxist leanings, but some authors, including Isherwood and Orwell, consciously took 

advantage of the style to put forth aesthetic agendas. To apply Hopkins’s observation a step 

further, Isherwood’s Mr. Norris Changes Trains exists as a sort of reimagined mode of the sub-

genre, Norris himself moving through actions and areas quite quickly and supplying much 

suspense to the narrative. The first meeting with Norris appropriates thriller clichés and leads 

readers to believe he is performing some sort of illegal activity, made even more generic by the 

fact that it remains mysterious:  

Pale stout men in blue uniforms strolled up and down the platform with that faintly 

sinister air of leisure which invests the movements of officials at frontier stations. They 

were not unlike prison warders…. [Norris] was extremely nervous. His delicate white 
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hand fiddled incessantly with the signet ring on his little finger; his uneasy blue eyes kept 

squinting rapid glances into the corridor. His voice rang false. (8-9)  

Undoubtedly, the novel’s excitement comes from this event and all other enigmatic auras we 

receive from Norris in subsequent meetings, much of the plot, it could be argued, concerning 

itself with Bradshaw merely trying to figure out what Norris is and what his motivations are.  

The exaggeration aspect that Hopkins mentions can be made more interesting when 

applied to Isherwood’s often discussed camp style, with all appearances of the social world 

described absurdly and providing much humor. Cleverly, it is almost as if the perception of the 

public world through the eyes of the private individual can only exist in an absurd manifestation, 

underlining the overarching idea of the futility of private-public reconciliation and connection. 

Norris is a largely comedic figure, with his sadistic sexual practices and the like, and if one were 

to read Mr. Norris Changes Trains as a novel in which the private (Bradshaw) attempts to 

understand an exterior person – or the public (Norris) – then an argument could be made that the 

private can only see the public as absurd, mysterious, senseless and forever disconnected from 

the individual. Bizarrely funny, Bradshaw’s first description of Norris even makes the enigma 

character exaggeratedly mysterious, fake and a obvious construction of a the thriller archetype:  

There was no mistaking his warmth. He had a large blunt fleshy nose and a chin which 

seemed to have slipped sideways. It was like a broken concertina. When he spoke, it 

jerked crooked in the most curious fashion and a deep cleft dimple like a wound 

surprisingly appeared in the side of it. Above his ripe red cheeks, his forehead was 

sculpturally white, like marble. A queerly cut fringe of dark grey hair lay across it, 

compact, thick, and heavy. After a moment’s examination, I realized, with extreme 

interest, that he was wearing a wig. (5)  
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Of course, comically blunt, the wig symbol provides even more humor when Bradshaw notices it 

“with extreme interest;” we are operating within a cliché thriller narrative, and since wigs are 

something mysterious and identity concealing, Bradshaw naturally responds by being hooked on 

and attracted to the one Arthur owns. Isherwood exaggerates the genre even more by making the 

“thrill” of the narrative solely about figuring out what Norris is, not necessarily what crime he 

has committed. The mystery must be solved by the protagonist, William Bradshaw, and concerns 

itself with understanding what action, or the public sphere, really does. In other words, the novel 

explores the effort of the private figuring out the public, symbolized in one person understanding 

the actions of another. 

Mr. Norris Changes Trains functions similarly in style to Goodbye to Berlin, at least in 

the detached tone of the narrators. Seemingly indifferent, Bradshaw could be explained by the “I 

am a camera” analysis presented by Chris at the beginning of the second novel, though the 

earlier character exists perhaps as a less fleshed-out manifestation of the idea. Nonetheless, 

Isherwood clearly designs Bradshaw as a reporter-like character who intends to remain non-

judgmental towards the world around him, recording the first interaction with Norris mostly 

through factual observations of his appearance and movements and without much dialogue or 

subjective opinions. This effort could be seen as a detachment of the private world from the 

public, Bradshaw not associating or being in tune with the latter. Throughout the novel, however, 

the protagonist increasingly becomes interested and involved with Norris as he interacts with 

him more and more, eventually becoming part of his life. Just like as in Goodbye to Berlin, 

Bradshaw cannot remain detached from the public sphere and is pulled into interacting with 

societal activities through Norris’s influence and affairs. Thus Norris becomes a symbol of the 
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seductive quality of the public’s presence, forcing the individual to analyze and recognize his or 

her own connection to the exterior world.  

Wilde discusses this catalyst effect of Norris on both the reader and Bradshaw, which 

lures in individuals to not only acknowledge social actions but to analyze and engage in them as 

well. As Bradshaw spends the narrative refusing to cast judgment on Norris’s behavior, the 

weight of the latter’s actions eventually forces William into analysis: “The treachery to 

Bradshaw, to the Baron, and to the Communist party…provides the turning point in the reader’s 

and in William’s understanding of Norris (Wilde 58). Fascinatingly, however, Wilde makes the 

point that Norris’s actions do less to reveal new understandings than they do to reveal already 

understood conceptions about his character; indeed “these revelations are in fact less startling in 

telling us something new –…what is there that the sordid affair can tell us about Norris that is 

not already implicit in his attitude toward individuals, causes and countries – than in placing 

what we know in a new context” (58). This new context, of course, is one of the private and 

Norris’s relation to the private, “the public consequences of Arthur’s private life,” in other words 

(58). As Isherwood shows how intertwined and blurry the lines are between the private and 

public in Norris’s actions, he even uses the character of Schmidt as Arthur’s double, the 

complete opposite of the suave Englishman who thus embodies a sort of private sickness to 

Arthur’s public elegance. Attached to Norris at every level, Schmidt suffers individually for 

Arthur’s social actions, and when the former flees the country at the novel’s conclusion, the 

private and public interplay dooms Schmidt to pursue for eternity (Wilde 62). As Arthur then 

personifies this private and public sickness that exists wholly as two sides of one coin, readers 

get another key with which to read many of the characters in Isherwood’s Berlin Stories. One 

immediate example would be the Nazi sympathetic doctor in “On Ruegen Island,” whose 
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perhaps repressed homosexuality, constantly following the three-set around and overstaying his 

welcome, manifests into a frustrated desire to stamp out degenerate, “criminal head” boys like 

Otto – who of course may only be degenerate because of his homosexual relationship with Peter 

(294). This in turn catalyzes the doctor’s vision of a German youth population as something 

purer, more masculine and Hitler-Youth oriented. Undoubtedly, the doctor’s private and 

individual emotions then reveal themselves as causes for a public Aryan movement, Isherwood 

illustrating how social situations form because of personal actions. The doctor’s private sphere 

creates and crashes into Germany’s public sphere, which in turn crashes into Otto’s private 

sphere and thus adds to the everlasting chain of private/public interaction.  

Truly, at the novel’s conclusion Bradshaw begins realizing his connectedness to society 

through Norris, being dragged into political and criminal situations through the deceiving actions 

of the Englishman. Deceiving functions as a great description of the interplay, as Bradshaw on 

the private level seems to be consistently tricked and pulled into the public sphere against his 

good conscience and will. Norris even moves Bradshaw into a Communist party meeting, an 

overt symbol of political dealings, and forces the protagonist into a habitat wholly immersed in 

Berlin’s societal anxieties. But just as in Goodbye to Berlin, Bradshaw seems to observe the 

event more than he participates in it, never fully attaching himself to the public at the novel’s 

conclusion and waving goodbye to Norris once the dust settles: “The train, gathering speed, drew 

his manicured hand from mine. I walked a little way down the platform and stood waving until 

the last coach was out of sight” (189). Readers receive, then, yet another illustration of the 

interconnectedness of two opposing things (private and public), which then crumbles into a 

symbol of the futility of reconciliation. Even though Bradshaw learns to acknowledge his 

attachment to the public sphere he does not fully feel joined and connected to society, 
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unequivocally because he is a private individual and the binary can never wholly mix. Isherwood 

demonstrates the irony of private/public togetherness and disconnection, hitting a melancholy 

and hopeless note to end both novels. As Wilde states, “during the scene at the Communist rally, 

William feels, in response to the ‘passion,’ the ‘strength of purpose’ of the audience, a sense of 

his own apartness: ‘I stood outside it. One day, perhaps, I should be with it, but never of it’ (48-

49)” (65). We see both a negation of the “I am a camera” stance and an upholding of it, 

Isherwood applying the popular doubling motif to intertwined societal interaction.  

III. Idealism 

 Undoubtedly the extraordinary characteristic of the 1930s literary scene lies in the fact 

that it was overwhelmingly social and historical, drawing on political influences much more 

overtly than other stylistically categorized eras and certainly more so than the modernist 1920s 

that preceded it. As these aggressive pushes towards social realigning stirred underneath major 

political events – social realigning, of course, eventually coming to fruition following the Second 

World War – authors, publicists, social commentators, and everyone in between began forming 

an aestheticized image of the decade as one of firm importance within the grand political 

narrative. Almost all writers of the period connected themselves with some sort of social action 

outside of their work, the exceptions being individuals who consciously reacted against the trend, 

and the 1930s garnered attention as an era in which authors were, quite seriously, 

revolutionaries, heroes tackling the reimagined King Arthur terrors of modern times. Robin 

Skelton asserts that “Even before they were quite over, the thirties took on the appearance of 

myth; the poets themselves, looking back upon the events of those years, saw heroes and dragons 

in dramatic perspectives” (qtd. in Page 130). Of course, well-known are the leftist inclinations of 

the time, contemporary readers associating much of the Ally-power 1930s with socialistic figures 
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like FDR, but conservative fervor flared as well in places other than Italy, Spain and Germany, 

Sir Oswald Mosley’s British Union of Fascists fueling highly idealistic rallies for the right side 

(Page 62-63). The massive forces and self-proclaimed massive endeavors to dissect them created 

an aesthetic atmosphere in which politics were seen as possessing the ability to firmly alter the 

exterior world – sometimes even on a metaphysical scale with works such as On the Frontier 

depicting labor strikes in term of religious crusades.  

 One attribute then that could be attached to our image of the 1930s as something 

inextricably linked with its social scene is idealism, both sides absorbing the theme into their 

endeavors and Auden and Isherwood commenting on the behavior within the movements – and 

within themselves as figures of the movements. Stephen Spender in The God That Failed 

produces lengthy passages in which he describes the – unhealthy – idealistic attraction Marxism 

and revolution held for Western intellectuals post-Lenin:  

It is obvious that there were elements of mysticism in this faith. Indeed, I think that this is 

an attraction of Communism for the intellectual. To believe in political action and 

economic forces which will release new energies in the world is a release of energy in 

oneself. One ceases to be inhibited by pity for the victims of revolution…One can retain 

one’s faith in the ultimate goals of humanity and at the same time ignore the thousands of 

people in prison camps…These lives have become abstractions in an argument in which 

the present is the struggle and the future is Communism – a world where everyone will, 

eventually, be free…The point is to fix one’s eyes on the goal, and then one is freed from 

the horror and anxiety. (Page 56-57) 

Norman Page describes the decade’s vision of Communism as being “quasi-religious in nature” 

and not far off from the way in which Germans would view Nazism and nationalism (57). Along 
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the line is Auden’s “In Memory of W.B. Yeats,” which juxtaposes the High Modernist’s death 

with a description of the future as a Romanticized apocalypse riddled with political causes, 

paving the way for a socially idealistic aesthetic: “In the nightmare of the dark / All the dogs of 

Europe bark, / And the living nations wait / Each sequestered in its hate;” (90). Fascinatingly, 

Auden and Isherwood themselves become self-reflexive towards the tendency after already 

indulging in it during the decade’s early years, commenting upon the attraction retrospectively 

while using it to analyze larger ideas of the interplay between objectivism and realism. 

 Isherwood’s experiments with idealism are of course readily seen as part of his entire 

authorial image, known for crafting an autobiographical art form in which personal and 

constructed identity become confused and overlapped. Desiring to expound on questions of true 

ingenuity in the manner of the Hindu philosophy he would later adopt in the United States, the 

30s writer probed the idea of there being a sincere identity as opposed to a performed one, 

coming to the conclusion that the only sincere identity is the performed one as performance is 

linked with identity itself. Brilliantly questioned from the objectivist side in the “I Am a Camera” 

Goodbye to Berlin, Isherwood began the discussion with focus more on idealist identity in Mr. 

Norris Changes Trains, underlining how one’s personality, views and beliefs are formed by the 

idealism s/he advocates and inherits. Fitting within the aesthetic agendas of the Auden-

Isherwood duo, Mr. Norris positions itself as a template for various familiar forms filtered 

through modern social and philosophical mindsets. A thriller, a fin de siècle treatise and a camp 

comedy all at once, the novel concerns itself with form and form’s relationship to society.  

 It is worth reconsidering Thomas’s argument of Isherwood’s endeavor to reassess fin de 

siècle romanticism in this chapter, as the displaced nineteenth century style equipped with strong 

romanticism parallels what Isherwood saw as the romanticism within 1930s mindsets – this that 
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would lead to both the rise of Nazi powers and the indifference to societal concerns. Thomas’s 

main concern is the Baudelarian aesthetic of the detached observer, the aestheticist uninterested 

in the social realm, of which Isherwood claims to have been rampant in the years leading up to 

World War II. Sally Bowles and Arthur Norris live a joie de vivre Wildean life, unaware of the 

effects their private actions have on the public world. Though exciting to the protagonists of the 

Berlin Stories at first, the mode of living eventually reveals itself as just another symptom of the 

degraded society that would host a world war, sexual corruption more than anything being the 

cause of such actions and thus the political ramifications that would allow Hitler to come to 

power. Baudelaire’s discussion of ‘sin’ in relation to the lifestyle becomes this sexual 

neuroticism in the post-Freud world, and Arthur Norris and Sally Bowles appear as sexually sick 

individuals in their own contexts, though they would have been viewed perhaps as complicated 

romantics in the nineteenth century (Thomas 121). As I go on to discuss how Isherwood’s 

characters’ actions strongly affect the social realm they inhabit, it will become clear how this 

idealism – and in many respects sexual idealism – creates the political environment around them. 

More explicitly, their actions reveal Freud forming Marx, or private sexuality defining social 

construction, in other words.  

 Discussed at some length in the sexuality chapter, Thomas’s article essentially claims that 

Norris – and Bowles, if applied to her – is a parody of the detached aestheticist, turning his life 

into a piece of art and thus detaching it from all moral and societal concerns; Isherwood’s 

complaints that this leads to societal degeneration then lends itself to the idea that socially 

detached art additionally corrupts the public realm (123-124). Modeling one’s life after ideals is 

to turn one’s life into a piece of art – or an ideal; idealism, then, negatively affects society. The 

criticism arguing that Isherwood’s works are parodies of past eras of romanticism is endless, but 
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the example of Baudelaire – and similarly Wilde – will suffice for all discussions of political 

ramifications. Thomas’s description of how Arthur Norris functions as an example of this theme 

could not be better stated:  

In Mr. Norris Changes Trains, William Bradshaw, the narrator, meets Arthur Norris in 

the opening scene in a railway carriage en route to Berlin. This meeting proves to have its 

own literary flavor, for Bradshaw discovers later that Norris was a member of the 

Wildean Café Royal society. When Norris asserts, “I put my genius into my life, not into 

my art” (123), he is, of course, echoing Wilde. Much of what follows in the novel, and 

particularly Bradshaw’s ambiguous attitude towards Norris, may be understood as 

stemming from Norris’s special status as a living fin de siècle caricature….It is the 

literary significance of Norris which absolves him from Bradshaw’s moral strictures. He 

is judged by the standards of Art, not Life, for style and not truth. (123) 

To mix my own socially geared argument with Thomas’s, with Norris – and all of the Berlin 

Stories – Isherwood essentially revisits Wilde’s questioning of the relationship between art and 

society; when Herr Landauer asks Chris if “English law [was] justified in punishing Oscar 

Wilde,” the author provides a main argument for the novel (354). In the year of Goodbye to 

Berlin’s publication, John Lehmann called it “one of the few successful solutions in recent years 

of the problem of reconciling the claims of the artist and the claims of the moralist,” 

summarizing a large piece of not only Isherwood’s, but also, as I will show later, Auden’s 

manifesto (qtd. in Alan Wilde 77).  

 Thus through form we see Isherwood’s questioning of the ability to breed idealism and 

detachment without facing larger consequences. Thomas’s article concerns itself with the 

artificial style “camp,” for which Isherwood was largely known, tracing the technique through 
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Arthur Norris’s character primarily but also through Helen Pratt – whom he tags as a camp 

parody of politics itself – and through Sally Bowles: “Sally…is a caricature of the demi-

mondaine, a wraith of the 90s with a dream of the Stage, pathetically unable to sustain her role” 

(125). By creating a platform filled with idealism and artificiality, Isherwood plans a narrative 

that allows itself to fall, setting up a straw man based on the people he observed during his time 

in Germany. Seen in both novels but particularly in Goodbye to Berlin, the German situation 

appears wholly comedic in the opening sections, following a farce rampant with unserious and 

absurdist characters. As figures like the Landauers and Nowaks begin feeling the pressures of the 

contemporary social world, however, the novel becomes increasingly serious, infecting and 

tearing down the aesthetic idealism that once stood firm. “It is possible to follow several key 

motifs through Goodbye to Berlin,” Thomas states,” recognizing their increasing nightmare 

quality as Camp is swallowed up by everyday fact” (126). Too busy playing their parts to notice, 

social consequences eventually overwhelm each character, and the aesthetic comedy becomes a 

news report of the years leading up to World War II. From Frl. Schroeder to the Nowaks to Sally 

Bowles, social concerns infect the entirety of the cast, Sally Bowles’s joie de vivre promiscuity 

leading to an emotionally affecting abortion, Frl. Schroeder’s disintegration becoming apparent 

and Bernhard’s life ending suspiciously. Frau Nowak’s trip to the sanitarium becomes the 

overwhelming symbol, as Germany’s escapism turns to sickness and the quarantine resembles a 

trip to a concentration camp; “Isherwood is no longer able to retreat into style and fantasy,” 

Thomas states, for “the sickness is now a mass affliction” (128-129). “The nightmare is no 

longer confined. The Nazi reality is Camp without comedy,” as the troubles hit them while they 

are daydreaming (Thomas 130).  
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 Even more interesting is how Isherwood manipulates this trend to question the nature of 

idealism itself, analyzing political concerns as a result of its interplay with more realistic ways of 

seeing. In response to the criticism emphasizing Arthur Norris’s kinship to a detached, 

manipulative aesthete like Baudelaire, Alan Wilde states that any alternative remains just as 

unflattering: “…in all of Isherwood’s prewar novels, no ideal emerges quite without reservation; 

and those who are good in The Last of Mr. Norris are generally stupid” (62). In other words, 

then, Wilde underlines Isherwood’s assertion that being staunchly anti-idealistic is idealistic 

itself, as those who refrain from being aesthetes are simply naïve and doomed; Arthur’s 

detachment leaves him with his life, after all. Isherwood’s severely objectivistic prose exists 

under scrutiny too, with the conscious effort to be a “camera…passive, recording, not thinking” 

taken with a grain of salt (207). In the opening sections of the novel, Chris works hard to offer no 

judgments upon the cast, recording the dialogues between tenants as if he were indeed a camera. 

But the exposition offers clues to where the narrative is going, attempts to catalogue scenes in 

present time so that no filter of past or present obstructs the objectivity sometimes commented 

upon self-awarely: “A sudden vague pang of apprehension grips my bowels and I have to excuse 

myself in order to go to the lavatory” (212). Of course, one cannot be writing down events in 

present time while also using the lavatory in present time, and thus Isherwood highlights the 

chinks in the narrator’s attempt to remain a perfect reporter. Exemplified more overtly in the 

general arc of the narrative, Chris moves from emotionless tagger-along to wholly invested 

sympathizer as the narrative nears its conclusion. His attempts to be a realist are idealistic in 

themselves, and though he tries to view figures like Sally Bowles as art pieces at first, he 

eventually becomes emotionally connected to her through the abortion scandal and their general 

interactions. “Then you think I ought to give up having lovers altogether?” Sally asks, “Certainly 
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I don’t. As long as you’re sure you’re really enjoying yourself,” Chris responds, exemplifying 

the unstable push and pull between idealistic and realistic tendencies (239). The problem is that 

Sally does not enjoy herself, of course, getting her heart broken consistently and even facing 

serious emotional stress due to the abortion; Chris too tries hard to be a camera – or the epitome 

of objectivity – until human feelings pull him into an attachment to Sally Bowles and sympathy 

for the Nowaks. Choosing a side between realism and idealism seems to be the wrong way of 

going about things in Isherwood’s thesis. 

 Stephen Spender interestingly notes how the Auden-Isherwood play collaborations 

appear to fail because of the stubborn attempt to mix idealism and realism, both writers not yet 

understanding that life is a push and pull between the two with reconciliation remaining a futile 

endeavor: “[they signify] an acceptance of rather facile compromises whenever the plays 

demanded a real fusion of Auden’s fantasy with Isherwood’s ironic realism” (qtd. in Wilde 83). 

Indeed, Chris in Goodbye to Berlin first locates faults with objectivism before attempting to 

become more emotionally invested as seriousness swallows up the narrative, finding no agency 

within either style, understanding the futility in both and throwing up his hands at the effort to 

combine the two. Wilde pinpoints the theme in Journey to a War, a travel journal that intends to 

align itself with the works of other 1930s social activists by cataloguing the atrocities of the 

Sino-Japanese war but which falls short. In the end, Isherwood comes off as having done nothing 

for the cause besides observing it as a passenger: “…he is, as in the picture Isherwood presents 

on the last page of the “Travel-Diary” ‘the well-meaning tourist, the liberal and humanitarian 

intellectual [who] can wring his hands over all this and exclaim: ‘Oh dear, things are so awful 

here – so complicated. One doesn’t know where to start’’(253)” (85). His attempts to become an 

unidealistic, social activist reporter are idealistic, for what agency does a British writer have in 
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the face of warfare and trained military personnel. Poking fun at the 1930s trend of yelling 

revolution and volunteering for the Spanish Civil War, Isherwood illustrates that endeavors to 

actually do something, as opposed to idealizing about doing something, are silly and romantic. 

Again, realism and idealism are one in the same and both largely hopeless; one can guess why 

both writers largely withdrew from politics after moving to the U.S. 

 The majority of Auden and Isherwood’s literary output works to highlight this idealism 

throughout their respected societies, analyzing how it works, what it does, and just generally 

attempting to de-romanticize various aspects of contemporary culture. Some of Isherwood’s 

strategies have been discussed above, but now I hope to examine how Auden handles the theme 

in similar and differing ways. As said, Journey to a War functions as an interesting collaboration 

piece in which a prototype is created for the observations of the more immediately important 

Second World War. Some nuanced similarities can be found between the authors’ larger 

repertoires and the travel journal, but the work mostly functions as an example of the attempt to 

de-romanticize tropes of heroism, political disputes, and warfare. Wilde describes the piece as 

follows:  

In short, one has too often the uncomfortable feeling that the humanness of war is being 

swamped by a more general sense of human absurdity; the response to the immediate 

situation is continuously diluted with a string of anecdotes for which the miseries of the 

Chinese supply only one, and not the most important, of the sources. In the final analysis, 

Journey to a War is not really about a war but about a visit to a country that happens to 

be at war. (86) 

Indeed, the distinction provides a solid platform with which to begin my own argument of 

Auden’s 30s poetry.  
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 To return to the discussion of Housman’s influence, Florian Gargaillo examines Auden’s 

stylistic flair for doing just what Wilde names, that is discussing larger moral ills in relation to 

mundane humanness. “To adopt a stylistic mode of leveling moderation when writing about 

suffering,” Gargaillo states in a description of Housman’s technique, “entails both a sane 

rationalization of feeling…and a way to stave off the kind of sentimentality for which Edwardian 

verse was…attacked,” meaning he attempts to de-romanticize nineteenth century conceptions of 

love (146). The same endeavor can be found throughout Auden’s oeuvre, one target being his 

countless descriptions of death: “Whispering neighbors, left and right, / Pluck us from the real 

delight; / / And the active hands must freeze / Lonely on the separate knees” (44). Again, to 

apply Gargaillo’s argument to my own socially-focused one, as Auden creates his poetry as a 

leveling out device for love-based idealisms rampant not only in the poetry world, but in 

everyday life, he further filters the technique through his own interests, applying the devices to 

political concerns in order to de-romanticize and make them more tangible. Indeed, fitting well 

with Isherwood’s endeavors, Gargaillo tags the technique as “a strong willingness to 

counterbalance the pretensions of art with hard-nosed realism. It was precisely Housman’s 

ability to de-glamorize the artist’s life that drew Auden to him” (149). For Auden, poetry itself is 

a product of idealism, largely distanced from the world and created from artifice, with his 

conflict arising out of a desire to make the form more dependent upon societal realities. Rather 

than linking heartache to headaches, Auden instead links art to social concerns, matching himself 

with Isherwood who attempts to put the aesthete into a social novel. One can assume the style 

developed out of Auden’s concern for reconciling his Marxist fervor with a love of poetry, an art 

form generally useless – at least in 1930s Marxist terms – in the political realm and often viewed 

as being bourgeois. The 30s reveal Auden and Isherwood’s attempt to merge idealism with 
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realism, producing works like Goodbye to Berlin, which starts as a camp comedy until infected 

by political anxieties, and “Refugee Blues,” written in an idealized love-soaked verse form 

tainted by the seriousness of Jewish deportation.  

 In essence, Auden’s attempt is to confront societal realities through art rather than 

escaping into dream-like aesthetics, choosing to make inherited idealisms grapple with reality 

instead of discarding them entirely. Edward Callan discusses the sort of reimagined idealism in 

Auden’s 30s poetry, referencing the sonnet sequence “In Time of War” as a work that first tears 

down the constructs of heroism before championing the social individual as a new center for 

praise. “The next seven, a retrospect of human history markedly anti-romantic” he says, in 

reference to sonnets four through ten, “combine the evocation of a series of historical epochs 

with portraits of personified types who supplied successive ages with models of heroic 

personality: the Agriculturalist, the Solider, the Prophet, the Poet, and so on” (132). Thus, to 

apply his argument societally, Auden endeavors to make the lower, de-romanticized laborer the 

subject of poetry rather than the champion; the poet and soldier are now humble individuals who 

merely serve their craft, as seen in the description of the god-like poet of Sonnet VII:  

But her he never wanted to despise, 

But listened always for her voice; and when 

She beckoned to him, he obeyed in meekness, 

And followed her and looked into her eyes; 

Saw there reflected every human weakness, 

And saw himself as one of many men (75) 

Compared to the modern artist who “neither domineers nor lectures us on what to do, but quietly 

sets before us parables in which we may see ourselves” (134): “As we dash down the slope of 
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hate with gladness, / You trip us up like an unnoticed stone, / And, just when we are closeted 

with madness, / You interrupt us like the telephone” (5). Indeed, Callan links this influence to 

E.M. Forster’s creation of the everyday hero: “The three final sonnets, which now include the 

sonnet to E. M. Forster used as a dedication to Journey to a War, justify the work of artists and 

also of ordinary people who live simple, creative lives even in the face of apparent defeat by an 

all-powerful tyranny” (134). What Callan overlooks, however, is the social implication of this 

de-romanticization, for Auden brings poetry to a lower level solely for the purpose of tying it to 

politics.  

 Cleverly, Auden forms the endeavor by way of consciously invoking romanticism so as 

to bring it down to a tangible level after touching political concerns. The technique is still 

somewhat Housman’s – with the referral of love as a stomach ache in order to make it more 

concrete – but Auden utilizes the technique in contact with larger political idealisms, linking 

those in turn with Christianity and the subject of idealism in general. Historically, the decade saw 

a tremendous swing towards Christian socialism throughout intellectual circles: “…a long 

tradition of British Christian socialism stands behind that apparently surprising confluence of 

radical political thought and religious belief we have begun to discern in the two decades which 

followed the First World War” (Deane 26). Asserting that the socialism with which 30s authors 

would have grown up remained largely anti-secular, the study obliviously suggests an interesting 

influence on Auden’s form with the style of taking old idealisms – like love and religion – and 

imbuing them with social realities in order to make them more tangible. In my contention, by 

reinventing arguably out of touch idealisms like Christianity, Auden not only makes these 

constructs more relatable in the modern, nihilistic world, but also rips them from their ivory 

tower so as to allow them to have a more efficient – if not less almighty – function; the technique 
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feels oddly reminiscent of Communist doctrine itself. Auden hopes to destroy the social dividers 

between realism and idealism, mixing the two so that both exist on par with each other, 

inextricably linked. By relating socialism to Christianity, he brings religion down to the level of 

social concerns and social concerns up to the level of religion, thus elevating what he saw as the 

most important affliction of modern times (i.e. politics and society) to the level of the heavy-

handed subject matter of the predecessors from whom he learned (e.g. Keats and love, Milton 

and God, Homer and war). Of course, meta-fictionally the method treats art itself, as an out-of 

touch-idealism, similarly to the way it treats religion: it reverses the pervasive aestheticist 

philosophy of artists like Wilde and Eliot by again making social concerns important enough to 

write about, simultaneously dispelling the idealism that art need not be attached to political 

realities. Auden interestingly applies Marxism to aesthetics and belief in general, and thus 

elevates Marxism, as a representative of social concerns, to the level of those two categories.  

 An attractive facet of this would be Auden’s tendency to visualize political revolution in 

religious terms, viewing it as a predestined and unfulfilled prophecy, which could shake society 

with almost mythical change. One example is “A Summer Night,” in which Auden paints an 

idyllic, harmonious landscape on the verge of facing gloomy events from the exterior world. As 

the scene floats dreamily and without harm, Auden designs a vision of a power functioning 

outside of the idealized area, one that welcomes an all-cleansing revolution. Already creating an 

idealized scene at the beginning, Auden’s technique is to then portray political change as an 

idealized and tainting event itself, one that seems divinely prophesized. Edward Callan even 

links the tone to the nursery prayer “White Paternoster,” a poem that “associates the four 

Evangelists with the four bed-posts” of Auden’s lyric and thus envisions the social change within 

the work as something God-ordained and spiritual (118). Asserting that the theme works its way 
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through all of Auden’s verse written around this time, Callan claims that the “images fit with a 

generalized theme of renewed life linked to a distant hope for social ‘wholeness,’ meaning he 

envisions political change as something morally renewing and soul-concerned (120). To apply 

Callan’s observation to my own thesis, then, the endeavor to use idealism against idealism – or to 

knock idealized poetry down by idealizing politics in order to successfully mix it into old forms 

– presents itself clearly, even to the point of summoning traditional nursery rhymes for the 

attempt.  

 Unknowingly applicable, Buell summarizes the term ‘Audenesque” as a mode that 

“simultaneously subverts and supports English social and literary tradition. Its brashness is a 

form of parodic rebellion, whose very exhibitionism asks for social approval, something feasible 

in a tradition in which eccentricity, extravagance, and wit are recognized values” (4). 

Isherwood’s reimagining of Baudelaire through the character of Arthur Norris thus can be 

reevaluated through “Journal of an Airman,” the poem in which the speaker serves as a 

nineteenth century hero transported into the modern world. Another neurotic hero romantically 

avoiding life through aerial warfare, the airman speaks of an enemy that is merely the product of 

his own imagination. Indeed, in congruence with my argument, the poem analyzes the mind of a 

firmly idealistic character (i.e. a twentieth century war hero), observing how the behavior ruins 

any chance of a sane understanding of the world. The same sort of interplay between realism and 

idealism appears in this work as it does in Isherwood’s fiction, the pilot going back and forth 

between belief systems and eventually finding little solace in either. The Airman recognizes at 

the end that his paradigms have been mistaken, growing more and more bloated until the hyper-

objectivistic conclusion, which frees him momentarily from the absurdity of before: 
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My incredible blindness, with all the facts staring me in the face, not to have realised 

these elementary truths. 

1. The power of the enemy is a function of our resistance, therefore 

2. The only efficient way to destroy it – self-destruction, the sacrifice of all resistance, 

reducing him to the state of a man trying to walk on a frictionless surface. (14) 

Darkly existential, the statements appear after the protagonist can no longer hold up his faith in 

idealized war and glory, finally attempting to solve his problem with extreme objectivity in the 

last entry’s listing of facts: 

 3:40 a.m. 

  Pulses and reflexes, normal. 

  Barometric reading, 30.6. 

  Mean temperature, 34°F., 

  Fair. Some cumulus cloud at 10,000 feet. Wind easterly and moderate. 

  Hands in perfect order. (15) 

 Frederick Buell describes it as Auden “playing between two fairly clear poles, between 

an interpretation of fantasy as neurotic, self-defeating, yet creative, and a concept of reality 

which, although stable, reasonable, and perhaps even enlightened, is alas profoundly dull” (16). 

The desire to find an answer between realism and idealism is again firmly illustrated, and we get 

yet another complication amid Auden’s efforts to mix social concerns into aesthetics. Of course, 

fitting with my observation of Auden’s mode of idealizing politics in order to merge them with 

other idealized forms, Buell discerns that the writers’ conception of imagination sees itself “as 

something profoundly subversive, subversive of both the normality of the individual and that of 

society, and, more generally, subversive of the Real (18). If applied towards my own thesis, then, 
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Auden describes politics in romantic terms in order to confuse and upset the conceptual 

framework behind a dichotomy of idealism and realism. In addition, scholars comment on 

Auden’s tendency to provide solutions, so to speak, at the end of highly complicated analyses of 

world trouble, Rainer Emig in particular pointing out the final line of the pentultimate stanza of 

“September 1, 1939” – that is, of the first version – which reads “love one another or die” after 

listing “very little love in the rest of the poem” (111). I believe Emig is correct in stating that the 

final line must be ironic, but I differ from him in interpreting Auden’s goal for doing so. The 

poet inserts the line as he does with many of his other poems with the futility of reconciliation 

between realism and idealism in mind, asserting an idealistic absolutism at the end in order to 

underline how little agency he really has – just like Isherwood does with Chris at the conclusion 

of Goodbye to Berlin. Once Chris understands realism, he understands just how little he can do 

in the face of the Third Reich, and in the face of that same enemy, Auden knows his only options 

are to believe he can realistically do nothing or idealistically do something. Thus he idealizes 

social concerns in order to insert them into poems and romantically attempts “To undo the folded 

lie, / The romantic lie in the brain” (97). He creates an idealized aesthetic persona within the 

poem in order to attack the idealized politics that are within the poem as well; he constructs the 

platform (i.e. the poem, the ideal) and then inserts himself within it, showing “an affirming 

flame” as his poetic and romantic solution (97). Indeed, Auden successfully brings politics into 

the aestheticized object, choosing to make the outside world come to him rather than fastening 

poetry around the outside world.   

Conclusion 

 In essence, the endeavor of Christopher Isherwood and W. H. Auden’s 30s work seems to 

be an overarching push towards reconciling an array of interconnected but unlike things. 
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Merging strongly defined conceptions of sexuality before tying the behavior into a larger private 

vs. public interplay, the two authors shape the argument of aesthetic and political interaction by 

upholding each side’s value, underlining, as well, the give-and-take that tears them down. By 

mapping three defined topics (sexuality, private/public, idealism) across comprehensive analyses 

of aesthetics, Auden and Isherwood effectively use three categories to trace the relationship 

between art and the social sphere. Rather than going the traditional route of 1930s literature, 

which chose to utilize aesthetics as a way to go to politics, the two writers undertake the effort of 

reconciling opposing things to then reconcile art and the societal realm. The three main 

categories function in a way to show the strong interconnectedness between art and politics, 

serving simply as subcategories and ways to expound upon the thesis. Auden and Isherwood 

refuse to move aesthetic trends towards society by illustrating how the two are already merged 

together, creating artistic objects that are then injected with societal concerns in order to force 

politics to come to them as only apparent distanced aesthetes. Indeed fascinatingly, the two 

authors seem to position themselves firmly within Orwell’s ever-famous “Inside the Whale” 

metaphor, choosing to be artists who attempt to embrace the world through art rather than change 

it, as Orwell wishes to do. Auden and Isherwood’s oeuvre has a little of both, however, deciding 

to stay inside the whale while actively pulling political discourse into the sealed container. One 

step ahead of Orwell, both writers participate in the public realm without having to forfeit their 

home-field advantage. 

 The three categories within which they accomplish this revolve around an effort to 

reconcile private determinism and public determinism, blurring the bold line between the two 

and attempting to make Freud clash with Marx. Sexuality becomes not only a private ailment and 

centerpiece but a societal skeleton as well, deciding how people interact with each other and how 
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they interact according to class and gender. If there were to be a central section to the thesis, it 

would be the private vs. public analysis, sexuality and idealism being main driving forces behind 

the private/public interplay while always orbiting around an apparent individual/society 

dichotomy. The idealism section would then function as a discussion of aesthetics – and more 

specifically, societal mindsets as defined by aesthetics – providing a look at the artistic side 

following two sections that are more societally based. Of course, the artistic and political points 

link together throughout all three chapters, the idealism section concerning itself primarily with 

artistic idealism in reference to sexuality, which is more tangibly discussed earlier on. As said, 

the private vs. public section includes the art/society debate at its core, for the first step of the 

interaction comes merely by way of an individual artist publishing writing to be received by the 

public. Certainly if Auden and Isherwood’s 1930s work had to be summed up in one phrase, it 

would be Marx and Freud within art but art as an inherent piece of both.  

 Truly the ideas are lofty, but much of the poetry comes in the epic battle between them 

all, Auden and Isherwood working feverishly to reconcile pieces of Marx and Freud while 

throwing up their hands at the difficulty of the task. When Isherwood’s two novels peter out in 

wooziness or when Auden asserts some self-acknowledged romanticism at the end of a verse, 

readers receive a perfect encapsulation of their aesthetic identities. Intelligent enough to realize 

the lack of any defined success or failure in the world, both writers refuse attempts to change 

things while simultaneously refusing to not change anything at all. Like the great film 

Fitzcarraldo taught us, life is about liminality and a never-ending effort to turn the ship sideways 

and disrupt the grey area. Forever in Purgatory we ceaselessly attempt to break into the black or 

white in hopes of defining, finding and creating something concrete, no one ever getting over the 

mountain but success coming by way of the effort. Auden and Isherwood’s main goal is to 
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encase and articulate societal and individual interaction, failing to prove anything in an easily 

stated summation but realizing that the acknowledgement of that failure is part of the endeavor. 

The two gather up their artistic inheritance and try to move the boat over the hill, watching, as 

Fitzcarraldo does, the huge mass slide down the mud embankment. When it falls back into the 

river they are only at where they started: the long space of Hesiod’s chaos, struggling to define it 

through an art that ebbs time and time again into the water. 
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