Style and Structure of The Novelist by W. H. Auden

W. H. Auden’s poem The Novelist is a contemplative meditation on the unique
challenges and expectations placed upon novelists. Unlike poets or dramatists, who
can capture heightened moments of experience or dramatic conflicts, novelists must
engage with the entire scope of human life—its inconsistencies, contradictions, and
everyday realities. Auden presents the novelist as a figure who must remain both
engaged and detached, immersed in human experiences while maintaining an
observational distance. The poem’s style and structure reflect this complexity,
reinforcing Auden’s ideas about the novelist’s role.

Style

Auden employs a formal yet meditative tone in The Novelist, creating a sense of
intellectual distance that mirrors the novelist’s own detachment. The language is
precise and controlled, reflecting the novelist’s need for discipline in capturing the
nuances of human life.

1. Contemplative and Philosophical Tone

Auden’s poem is not a personal confession or a narrative but rather a thoughtful
analysis of what it means to be a novelist. The tone is serious, almost philosophical, as
he outlines the novelist’s responsibilities. The opening lines establish this reflective
quality:

“Encased in talent like a uniform,
The rank of every poet is well known;
They can amaze us like a thunderstorm,

Or die so young, or live for years alone.”



Here, Auden contrasts the poet with the novelist, suggesting that poets achieve
immediate and dramatic effects, akin to a thunderstorm. They can be brilliant in brief
flashes or endure long periods of isolation. This comparison sets the stage for Auden’s
deeper exploration of the novelist’s more sustained, less dramatic labor.

2. Contrast Between Novelists and Other Artists

Throughout the poem, Auden differentiates the novelist from other creative figures,
particularly poets. Unlike poets, who capture intense emotions in short bursts,
novelists must sustain their vision over long narratives, requiring patience and
endurance:

“Encased in talent like a uniform”

This metaphor suggests that while poets may wear their talent openly, novelists must
work within the constraints of their form, shaping their creativity through structure and
discipline.

3. Useoflrony

Auden subtly critiques the novelist’s role, highlighting the paradox of their position. They
must be deeply knowledgeable about human nature, yet remain detached from their
subjects:

“To acquire an author’s temperament one has to
Admit the foul injustice of a life

As well as its candour, if instructed so.”

Here, Auden implies that novelists must acknowledge both the good and bad in human
nature, even when it is difficult or unjust. They must accept life’s contradictions rather
than resolving them neatly, as a poet or dramatist might.



4. Enjambment and Flowing Lines

Auden uses enjambment throughout the poem, allowing thoughts to flow naturally from
one line to the next. This creates a sense of ongoing reflection, mirroring the novelist’s
continuous engagement with their characters and themes. The lines unfold in a manner
that reflects the novelist’s sustained attention to human lives rather than the sharp,
isolated moments that might define poetry.

Structure

1. Free Verse with Irregular Line Lengths

Unlike traditional poetic forms that rely on strict meter and rhyme schemes, The
Novelist is written in free verse. The irregularity of line lengths and the lack of a
consistent rhyme scheme reflect the unpredictable nature of the novelist’s work. This
choice reinforces the idea that novelists must embrace complexity and disorder in their
writing, mirroring real life.

2. Three Stanzas with Shifting Focus

The poem is divided into three stanzas, each with a different focus.

First Stanza: Establishes the contrast between poets and novelists, emphasizing the
poet’s ability to create immediate impact while the novelist must sustain their vision.

Second Stanza: Explores the novelist’s task of portraying human nature in its entirety,
acknowledging both its beauty and its flaws.



Third Stanza: Reflects on the novelist’s necessary detachment, emphasizing the
balance between engagement and distance.

This progression mirrors the novelist’s process: first understanding their role, then
grappling with the complexity of their subject matter, and finally recognizing the
emotional toll of their work.

3. The Novelist’s Emotional Distance

Auden highlights the novelist’s struggle to remain both empathetic and detached.
Unlike poets, who may write from deep personal experience, novelists must observe
and reconstruct reality without becoming overwhelmed by it:

“His motives are his own, his self alone.”

This line reinforces the idea that novelists must maintain independence from their
characters and narratives. While they must deeply understand human emotions, they
cannot become entirely absorbed in them.

4. Endingin Reflection

The poem’s concluding lines emphasize the novelist’s need for solitude and intellectual
rigor:

“But even the novelist must not be too much

With his own soul, nor too completely be”

This suggests that while novelists must engage deeply with their subject matter, they
must also retain a level of detachment. They cannot become consumed by their



characters or stories, or they risk losing the perspective necessary to create truthful
narratives.

Conclusion

W. H. Auden’s The Novelist is a deeply introspective poem that explores the unique
demands placed upon novelists. Through a contemplative tone, precise language, and a
flexible structure, Auden presents the novelist as an individual who must balance
engagement with detachment, insight with impartiality. The contrast between poets and
novelists highlights the sustained, disciplined effort required to write fiction, while the
use of free verse and enjambment mirrors the novelist’s ongoing process of observing,
interpreting, and shaping human experiences. Ultimately, the poem captures the
intellectual and emotional challenges of writing novels, emphasizing that the novelist’s
greatest strength lies in their ability to see and accept the contradictions of life.



