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Sonnets from China: 
Why does Humanity War?
“What is the Chinese War like? Well, at least it isn’t like wars in history books. You know, those lucid tidy maps of battles one used to study, the flanks like neat little cubes, the pincer movements working with mathematical precision, the reinforcements never failing to arrive. War isn’t like that. War is bombing an already disused arsenal, missing it and killing a few old women. War is lying in a stable with a gangrenous leg. War is drinking hot water in a barn and worrying about one’s wife. War is a handful of lost and terrified men in the mountains, shooting at something moving in the undergrowth. War is waiting for days with nothing to do, shouting down a dead telephone, going without sleep and sex and a wash. War is untidy, inefficient, obscene, and largely a matter of chance.” –“China,” Midland Magazine 16 January 1939

Sonnets from China was originally published in a considerably different form as “In Time of War.” “In Time of War” was a sonnet sequence included in Journey to a War (December 1938), a book by Auden and Christopher Isherwood that included a travel diary, photos, this sequence, and a long poetic commentary on the sequence. For Sonnets from China, Auden omitted seven of the original sonnets, moved a dedicatory sonnet to E. M. Forster (#XXI) to last as the epilogue, and revised to a greater or lesser degree the sonnets that remain. As they stand in the Collected Poems, there are 21 sonnets: I-XI focusing on a kind of mythic history of humanity and XII-XX more centered on the experience of war in WWII, XXI perhaps giving some measure of hope as a conclusion.
I-XI
I (The Creation): The first two stanzas (the octet) describe the animals and their acquisition of abilities; the next two stanzas (the sestet) describe humanity, more fragile, able to mimic, often mistaken, but able to befriend and love. 
II (The Garden): The loss of arcadia is not so much a matter of disobeying the prohibition concerning the tree, but growing into a painful maturity. Humans no longer share a connection with the animal and plant world, and any attempt by law or metaphor to return there is cut off.
III (The Naming of the Animals): The man finds through abstraction that he can name animals, make commands, and seduce. Humans overpopulate the world and find their abstraction from self teaches them hate, desire, and oppression. 
IV (The Noble Savage): A pastoral poem that contrasts the city and the country. The noble rustic becomes separate from urban dwellers and is held up as an ideal by poet and tyrant alike.
V (The Hero): The corruption of age and warfare is modeled by the hero, who at first is attractive as military leader and sexually object, grows old and weak and abusive to family and followers.
VI (The Astrologer): The astrologer (the philosopher, the monk, the scientist) believing he is superior to those who must work with their hands, falls in love with Truth only to discover that he is subject to every human weakness, too.
VII (The Bard): The history of the fall of the poet from a divine singer of tales to a romantic solipsist to an elitist nonetheless dependent on the crowd’s approval.
VIII (The Lord): Traces the various economic moves from land to trade to mercantilism. Life becomes privatized and cut off from community.
IX (The Ruler): Based on the myth of Zeus and Ganymede, the poem examines the god who wishes to seduce the boy or educate him for what is true. Instead, the boy refuses culture but willingly serves as a ruthless solider.
X (An Age Ends): The desacralization of the world—no more giants, dragons, and kobols—leaves only poets and sculptors bereft, while the powers themselves, hidden, still bring greater evil on humanity.
XI (The Unifying Myth): Given that some were truly happy in history, in general history gives the lie to our artistic myths about ourselves. Humans have yet to show they should exist, for the modern West is no better than the past in the way it treats China. 
Discussion Questions
· Why does Auden (not yet a Christian) adopt the biblical narrative of creation and fall to tell the story of prehistoric humanity?

· How does Auden deconstruct our civilizational ideals, such as the agrarian, the hero, the thinker, or the poet?

· In turn, how does he undercut our political and economic ideals?

· Is it true that every leader must offer “the fairly noble unifying-lie”?
XII-XXI
XII (Headquarters): The contrast between the safe life of headquarters and the terror of soldiers on the field reminds us that real evil is happening in the real world.
XIII (The Common Solider): The irony of the common solider, unconcerned with great matters, who has paid with his life to maintain British presence in China.
XIV (The Military Hospital): The isolation of the wounded in the military hospital is contrasted with the joy, anger, and love shared by those in community.
XV (Two Classes of Soldiers): The life of the upper-class officers is lush and conversational, while the life of those on the front is awaiting disaster.
XVI (Loss of the Epic): With modern war, the bardiac narrators no longer have the epic tale to tell; what is left to them is slighter and full of anxiety, and the poetry of war is left with the shame of colonialism.
XVII (Popular Song): What remains is the bodily rhythm and joy of popular songs, which speak amidst the tragedies of world war. (Partout. .  is a song by French singer Charles Trenet, while Do you love me as I love you? is by American Cole Porter.)
XVIII (The Indigenous): Others long for the simple, harmonious life they once knew, now disrupted and destroyed by war and forced into the mountains.
XIX (Defeat): Set against the news of defeat and invasion, Auden wishes to remember Rainer Maria Rilke who completed the Dunno Elegies at the Maison Muzot, a castle that he described in a letter as gratefully stroking like a large animal for protecting him.
XX (Monuments): He contrasts the grand monuments to dictators with the nameless graves of the dead.
XXI (Epilogue)—“to E. M. Forster”: While, like some of Forster’s characters, we give ourselves easily over to colonialism, there are still moments when we can be forced to face up to our crimes.
Discussion Questions
· How does Auden highlight the contrasts between those sheltered and protected and those exposed to the horrors of war?

· How has modern warfare changed the way we look at battle?
· How has it changed the way poets and singers speak of war?

· Why does Auden find hope in Rilke’s accomplishment?

· Why does Auden choose to end his sequence with a sonnet dedicated to Forster’s novels? What hope do they give him?
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