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INTRODUCTION

Alfred Edward Housman’s life was full of contradictions:
kind and unkind, friendly and rude, gregarious and painfully
silent, reclusive and bon-viveur; his belief that life was
dreadful and death welcome, but also that death ended one’s
enjoyment of cherry trees; a gourmand who lived frugally, a
traditionalist who loved to fly to France in the dangerous days
of pioneering aviation.

Itis easy to love his poetry, to be impressed by his academic
brilliance, to be fascinated by the contradictions so prevalent
in his tormented character, to be sympathetic to his emotional
plight — but to like him as a person is hard, and to understand
him even harder. Perhaps we can hope only to reach a
meaningful understanding, or, as one biographer put it: ‘It
became clear that there were some shadowy areas in his life...
butIknew enough to have... a fairly shrewd idea of the truth.”
And yet, despite all, if Housman were to have befriended me
I cannot be sure that I wouldn’t have relished the prospect,
perceived it as a rare and peculiar privilege and would have
engaged with a generous heart, a lively wit and a stimulating
raconteur, a brilliant mind and a loyal companion. Perhaps.

To his admirers he is a man who has penned some of the
most sublime lines in the poetic lexicon of the English

language, impossible to read in public without a tear or a gulp.

1 Richard Perceval Graves, English biographer including 4.E. Housman: The
Scholar-Poet, Faber & Faber, 1979, poet and lecturer born 1945, best known for
his three-volume biography of his uncle Robert Graves.
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Yet he was a strange man, offering different aspects of
character to different audiences, ignoring some, generous and
thoughtful to others, dry in presentation as a lecturer, but a
noted after dinner speaker with a rarely experienced sense of
humour and what he couldn’t or wouldn’t express in the
spoken word or in prose — although he was ‘one of the wittiest
writers in the English language’, ‘the wit which flashes out
here and there’, ‘the sharpness of his wit’ — he managed to do
with focus, deceptive simplicity and apparently effortlessly in
verse, verse which came not from conscious effort but
mysteriously.” He claimed it came unexpectedly, suddenly, he
knew not where, adding that the final line or two might take a
year to produce when the other lines, the spontaneous ones,
the better ones in his view, took mere seconds — spontaneously
from the pit of his stomach, leaving him exhausted. He wrote
to his brother Laurence ‘I hear that Kipling says I am “dead
right” about the pit of the stomach.” We shall see that this was
not quite true as Housman often redrafted his poems, and in
a few cases many times. Producing poetry, for Housman, was

as much a physical process as a mental one.
phy p

2 D.R. Shackleton Bailey reviewing Classical Papers in Cambridge Review, 1973.
ASF., Gow, A.E. Housman: A Sketch, Macmillan, 1936, p.5. D.S. Robertson in
The Classical Review. There are plenty of examples of Housman’s lovely prose
style despite his instruction to his brother Laurence, ‘I direct my brother
Laurence Housman to destroy all my prose manuscripts in whatever language’,
(in Housman’s will) Times Literary Supplement, 24 October, 1936.

3 Housman’s “The Name and Nature of Poetry’, Leslie Stephen Lecture 1933.
Letter Housman to Laurence, 24 May, 1933. Hereafter correspondence cited by
date alone can be found in either A. Burnett, (ed.), The Letters of A.E. Housman,
Oxford, 2007 or H. Maas, (ed.), The Letters of A.E. Housman, London, Rupert
Hart-Davis, 1971.

10
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According to the poet Wilfred Scawen Blunt he ‘refused
absolutely’ to read his poetry aloud.* He said to his brother
Laurence, ‘only the archangel Raphael could recite my poetry
properly’, and to his friend and publisher, Grant Richards, he
wrote, ‘T don’t allow the wireless people to recite my poems.”
His poetic output was relatively meagre, yet he was possibly
offered the Poet Laureateship — which he declined — and the
Order of Merit, which he also rejected, the former an even
more extraordinary prospect at the time when only 4
Shropshire Lad and Last Poems had been published.

He said that he lost his religious faith at 13 but he still
acquired an encyclopaedic knowledge of the Bible which he
used extensively in his poems; he never wished to be regarded
as a war poet, but his verse lent solace to the bereaved in two
world wars. Many of the most eminent contemporary
composers attempted to put his poems to music but in
Housman’s eyes, at least, most failed.

He was homosexual but almost certainly repressed. A few

argue strongly that he was not, others that if he was, why

4 Wilfred Scawen Blunt, 1840-1922, English poet and writer, inveterate traveller
with his wife Lady Anne Blunt in the Middle East; they together were
instrumental in preserving the Arabian horse bloodlines.

S A. Burnett (ed.), The Letters of A.E. Housman, reviewed in Housman Society
Journal (HSJ), vol.33., 2007, pp.104-109. Letter Housman to Richards, 9
February, 1927.

Grant Richards, 1872-1948, British publisher and writer, established his own
publishing firm at age 24, launched The World'’s Classics and published in
addition to Housman, amongst others, George Bernard Shaw, Samuel Butler and
James Joyce. Wrote his biography, Housman 1897-1936, London, Oxford
University Press, H. Milford, 1941 A.E.H denied being offered the Laureateship
letter 12 May, 1930.

11
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should the subject play such a central role in more recent
biographies? Presumably, he still had homosexual emotions
until the end, but any outward emotions had concealed
themselves by the time he was 30. The subject of his affection
was neither a homosexual nor even aware of the effect he had
had on Housman. Reserved, hurt and cautious as the result of
the pain he felt for unrequited love, Housman maintained a
deep reserve for the rest of his days, allowing his true thoughts
to be expressed generally in his poems and specifically to the
very few friends he ever had.

Despite being one of the greatest philologists of modern
times, he devoted 27 years to editing Manilius, a Latin poet of
the third rank whom Housman himself summed up as ‘a facile
and frivolous poet, the brightest facet of whose genius was an
eminent aptitude for doing sums in verse.” ¢ In short,
Housman is a subject worth a further look, in brief, because
Housman liked brevity! Perhaps the key to Housman is what
has hitherto been ignored; that he was surely placed
somewhere on what we would today refer to as the autistic
spectrum.

Cyril Clemens wrote:

6 ASF. Gow, A.E. Housman: A Sketch, Macmillan, 1936, p.13. A.S.F Gow,
1886-1978, English classical scholar and teacher, master at Eton College, Fellow
at Trinity College, Cambridge. Close friend of Housman. Edited many scholarly
volumes on Greek literature, published memoir on A.E. Housman. Marcus
Manilius, FL 1¥ century AD, Roman poet, astrologer and author of a poem in 5
books called Astronomica. To an American correspondent Housman wrote ‘I do
not send you a copy, as it would shock you very much; it is so dull that few
professed scholars can read it, probably not one in the whole United States.’

Wikipedia. (https://en.wikipedia.org/ wiki/Marcus_Manilius).

12
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in appearance Housman was a striking man — one
who would stand out in any crowd — five feet, nine
inches tall... a fine Roman nose; keen, piercing, kindly
eyes, grey eyes... his smile was a rare sweetness, and the
twinkle in his eye gave evidence of a keen sense of
humor [sic]. T shall always remember the stately
manner in which he walked across the quadrangle to
the dining hall.”” Another, however, conveyed a
differentimpression, ‘first scholar and poet; he looked
the part of neither. In fact, he looked like what he
started as — a competent, conscientious, scrutineer in
the Patent Office, short, precise, neatly moustached,
with thin, sensitive, probing fingers, and rather deep-
set eyes.”® Blunt described his appearance as ‘one of
depression and indifferent health.”” Richards wrote
‘look with your memory’s eye... at the wiry frame of
that man, at the lines and contours of his head’ which
suggest ‘old-maidishness’ or as A.C. Benson quipped
he ‘appeared to be descended from a long succession

of maiden aunts’.'” Housman was ‘a small person

7 International Mark Twain Society, 1987, historical series 6. Cyril Clemens,
1902-1999, cousin of Mark Twain, President of the Mark Twain Society;
Housman was invited to be an Honorary Vice President as too was Mussolini the
Italian fascist leader.

8 Canon R.G. Lunt’s address at the Housman Society dinner, 27 March 1981,
who had sat beside Housman at High Table at Trinity in 1934.

9 W.S. Blunt, My Diaries, Part II, New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 1921, p.287.
10 Richards, Housman, p.300. A.C. Benson, 1862-1925, kindred spirit to
Housman, academic, poet, man of letters and Master of Magdalene College
Cambridge. He wrote the words of the song Land of Hope and Glory, as well as
the popular Mapp and Lucia novels. Son of an Archbishop of Canterbury.

13
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with drooping moustaches and an undistinguished
appearance.’" His friend Percy Withers referred to his
‘chiselled speech, his stern and rather obdurate
physiognomy in repose.’?
This book does not attempt to analyse his poetry nor his
classical output except as a means of understanding this
apparently enigmatic person.

I have chosen a thematic approach rather than a
chronological one and therefore a brief chronology of
Housman may prove helpful.

Housman was born in 1859 at Fockbury, near
Bromsgrove, of a High Anglican family and his father was a
solicitor. In 1871 his beloved mother died on his twelfth
birthday. From 1870-1877 he attended Bromsgrove School as
a Foundation Scholar and in 1877 won a scholarship to St
John’s College, Oxford.

Having gained a First Class Honours in the Classical
Moderations Examination in 1879 he failed his Finalsin 1881,
leaving Oxford with no degree.

In 1882 he gained a clerkship in the Patent Office in
London, sharing lodgings with his Oxford friend, Moses
Jackson.?

11 The Listener, anonymous writer, 1936.

12 P. Withers, 4 Buried Life: Personal Recollections of A.E. Housman, London,
Jonathan Cape, 1940. Percy Withers, 1867-1945, briefly practised as a GP.
Writer, close friend of Housman.

13 Moses Jackson, 1858-1923, the subject of Housman’s unrequited love,
contemporary of his at St John’s College, Oxford, unlike Housman gaining a
First (but in Science); again unlike Housman a keen sportsman. Left England for
India in 1887, married in 1889, returning only infrequently.

Housman was Godfather to Jackson’s fourth son.

14
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In 1892 he became Professor of Latin at University
College London leaving in 1911, aged 52, to become the first
Kennedy Professor of Latin at Cambridge University and a
Fellow of Trinity College. Meanwhile, in 1896 he
selfpublished his first and most famous collection of poems,
A Shropshire Lad, and in 1903 published Volume 1 of
Manilins Astronomicon and four more volumes followed
until 1930.

In 1904 Sir Arthur Somervell composed his Shropshire
Lad cycle, the first of many composers to set his verse to
music.” In 1922 Housman published Last Poems. This was a
year before his great friend Moses Jackson died in Canada. In
1933 Housman delivered the Leslie Stephen Lecture “The
Name and Nature of Poetry’.

Housman died in 1936 and his brother Laurence, his
literary executor, published the collection known as AMore
Poems. The following year Laurence published his memoir
A.E.H: Some Letters and a Personal Memoir by bis Brother, as
well as a further collection of his brother’s poems called
Additional Poems.”

Those are the chronological basic facts of a very complex
personality. The title of this book encapsulates the challenges
Housman faced, the setbacks he endured and the

extraordinary successes he achieved.

14 Sir Arthur Sommervell, 1863-1937, English composer and song writer, one of
the most successful writers of Art Song in the English musical renaissance of the
1890s-1900s.

15 L. Housman, 4.E.H: Some Poems, Some Letters and A Personal Memoir by his
Brother, Jonathan Cape, 1937.
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1. HIS POETRY DIVIDES

‘Was reason for being born.’

‘A minor poet.’

It is not easy to think of another poet who so divides opinion,
who for some his output at its best is sublime but to others is
immature and too pessimistic. At least the majority of the
most important contemporary literary giants including Oscar
Wilde, T.S. Eliot, Thomas Hardy, Sir John Betjeman and
William Faulkner regarded his poetry as indisputably first
rate. '® Charles Brink, one of the greatest holders of the
Kennedy chair of Latin at Cambridge, and a successor to
Housman in that position, concluded ‘nearly half a century
after his death, he still goes on arousing attention, admiration,
fear, imitation, criticism, evasion or downright detestation.’”

The extremes of reaction that Housman generated in
respect of his poetry were replicated in all aspects of his life

with the one exception; he is universally regarded as possibly

16 Sir John Betjeman, 1906-1984, Poet Laureate 1972-1984, writer, broadcaster,
founder member of the Victorian Society, helped to save St Pancras station from
demolition, Vice President of the Housman Society. William Faulkner, 1897-
1962, American writer, Nobel Prize for Literature 1949, wrote novels, short
stories, screenplays, poetry, essays and a play. One of the greatest twentieth
century writers, pioneered with Joyce the use of the stream of consciousness
technique and great depth of characterisation. Amongst his best works are The
Sound and the Fury, and Absalom, Absalom!

17 C. Brink, ‘Historical Reflections on Bentley, Porson and Housman’, English
Classical Scholarship, 1986. Charles Brink, 1907-1994, distinguished holder of
the Kennedy Chair of Latin at Cambridge, born in Berlin, refugee from Nazi
Germany in 1938. On the occasion of the unveiling of the Housman memorial in
Poets’ Corner, Westminster Abbey.

17
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this country’s preeminent classicist, an area which most today
neither understand nor necessarily care about.

Housman was certainly in vogue at the time of his death
even if some did not fully appreciate how highly he was
regarded. ‘As a youth I owned a first edition of Housman’s
tamous A Shropshire Lad given by a great-aunt who had only
boughtitbecause she happened to live in Shropshire. Needing
money, knowing vaguely that a slim grey volume was worth
something, I took it to a London bookseller. He gave me £4
4/- for it. A few weeks later I read that a copy in good
condition (as mine was) had been sold in US for about £50’
(around £900 in today’s value)."

Other comments have included, ‘No one could mistake a
Housman poem for a poem by any other writer’ and “The
People who review the poetry which is being written to-day
should read A.E. Housman ... If after reading his poems, they
can still praise the rubbish which they mistake for poetry, they
are even less intelligent than I imagine them to be.” “The best
of his lyrics are inimitable and imperishable’, wrote T. S. Eliot
adding that ‘we would all write like Housman if we could.””
Thomas Hardy mentions that when A4 Shropshire Lad first
came out he predicted that it would be a permanent addition
to English literature. The admiration was mutual: Housman
was a pallbearer at Hardy’s funeral. He was in august

company: the other pallbearers included the Prime Minister

18<An Appreciation’ at the time of Housman’s death, by William Hickey
(Thomas Driberg) in the Dazly Express.

191 Dudley Smith, ‘Snakes and Ladders’, Hymn Society of Great Britain and
Ireland, Occasional Paper 3/ ser.1. 2008, p.12.
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(Stanley Baldwin, 1* Earl Baldwin), Ramsay MacDonald
(soon to succeed Baldwin as Prime Minister), Kipling, George
Bernard Shaw and Galsworthy. * Housman, for some
unrecorded reason, heartily disliked Galsworthy. Withers, in
his biography on Housman, referred to this as follows:
‘[Housman] told me how proudly he had accepted the office
of pall-bearer... The following day he saw in the press that
Galsworthy was to be one of the number, wrote immediately
to decline the office and only capitulated as a consequence of
Barrie’s entreaties.”” Housman also seemed to heartily dislike
Walter de la Mare and W.E. Henley stipulating that his poems
must not be included in an anthology where poems from
either of these two poets also appeared.” At the request of
Siegfried Sassoon, Housman wrote a poem in honour of
Hardy, known today as ‘Last Poems XXXVIII’.* Housman
referenced most of his poems by Roman numerals and we will
follow that established custom. He also incorporated them, or

they were subsequently collected into book form as 4

20 Stanley Baldwin, 1867-1947, KG, PC, FRS, 1* Earl Bewdley, Prime Minister
on three occasions, possibly unfairly criticised for inadequate preparation for the
Second World War, considerable achievements in social welfare reform and had
to contend with the General Strike. John Galsworthy, 1867-1933, OM, Nobel
Prize for Literature 1932, English novelist and playwright especially renowned for
The Forsyte Saga, a sequence of nine novels.

21 Withers, Buried Life, p.100. Sir James Barrie, 1860-1937, OM, Scottish
novelist and playwright, principally remembered as creator of Peter Pan. 22
Richards, Housman, p.78. Walter de la Mare OM, CH, 1873-1956,

22 English poet, short story writer, novelist. James Tait Black Memorial Prize
1921, Carnegie Medal 1947. W.E. Henley, 1849-1903, English poet, writer, critic
and editor, especially known for his poem ‘Invictus’.

23 Siegfried Sassoon, 1886-1967, English poet, writer and soldier, became one of
the leading poets of the First World War.
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Shropshire Lad (ASL), Last Poems (LP), More Poems (MP)
and Additional Poems (AP). When asked why he didn’t give
titles to more of his poems he replied, ‘I found it a trouble to

reinvent titles for poems and I do not think it worthwhile.”

Oh stay at home, my lad, and plough
The land and not the sea,

And leave the soldiers at their drill,
And all about the idle hill

Shepherd your sheep with me.

Oh stay with company and mirth
And daylight and the air;
Too full already is the grave
Of fellows that were good and brave
And died because they were.

(LP XXXVIII)

Did Hardy influence Housman? Certainly Housman was an
admirer of some of Hardy’s poetry and in one letter it is clear
that he was reading Hardy’s Collected Poems of 1919 just
before he completed LPin 1922.

To another his poetry is ‘unmistakably modern’ and
‘complex, ambivalent and disquieting.”*

Oscar Wilde wrote to Housman’s brother Laurence in
1897 on leaving Reading Gaol having served a sentence for

gross indecency. ‘I have lately been reading your brother’s

24 M.H. Markel, ‘A.E. Housman’s Modern Love Poetry’, HS, vol.2, 1975, p.41.
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