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Old People’s Home
W. H. Auden

The 10th lecture:                                                                                                                                   د.فوزية
W. H. Auden was born in 1907. He is one of the modern poets who faced the war. He is an English poet, playwright and also a critic. He was interested earlier in sconce and engineering, but later on he changed into literature. He is a major figure in the 20th century. If you look in the hierarchal system, you will see that Eliot is on the top and then Auden comes next for his effect upon the modern literary achievements. So, he is an English poet and a modernist poet. As a young student in Oxford, he joined the ‘Oxford Group’ or what is considered as ‘Auden Generation’ at that period of time. Those group were greatly influenced by the Marxist views/ Marxism and they were also influenced by Freud’s theories. And political and economical concerns occurred in their writings. His first book was in 1930 which means that he produces his first volume at a very young age. His poems represent the age of anxiety. This period 1930s is the period after the World War I and before the beginning of the World War II. In that period, Auden decided that he is going to move to the United States and he became an American citizen and he settled there. In America, he produced several works like ‘Another Time’. This collection has the best poems that he produced. In America, he won the Pulitzer Prize in 1948 for his achievements. 
If we consider the topics or the themes that he is interested in, we will find that much of his poetry is concerned with the moral issues. These moral issues have great evidence in the political, social and psychological context of his age. Still we could feel the effect of Marxist views and Freud’s views heavily on his early work, but later on this effect becomes less and less until his views were overcome by religious and spiritual influences.
Several critics considered Auden as an anti-romantic poet/a poet of analytical clarity who sought for order and universal patterns and who is interested about human existence. Others have different views. What is particular about Auden which is always described as Audenesque technique is that in his poetry he is very versatile and inventive in creating new works and he is fond of creating particularly adjectives out of the words as we will see in the poem that we will read today. His poetry sometimes turns to be epigrammatic and sometimes very long and elaborate.
One of the critics Barbara Everett commented on Barbara Everett commented on his work by saying, ““In his verse, Auden can argue, reflect, joke, gossip, sing, analyze, lecture, hector, and simply talk; he can sound, at will, like a psychologist on a political platform, like a theologian at a party, or like a geologist in love; he can give dignity and authority to nonsensical theories, and make newspaper headlines sound both true and melodious.”
If we look at her evaluation in her book about Auden, we could see a person who combines so many diverse qualities. Some critics try to compare him with Eliot, but of course they could not find in him the fragmentation and the borrowing technique that Eliot used. His style is different. Some say that he is equal to Eliot and others say no, he is less. 
This poem is not unfortunately a representative of Auden’s work. So, we cannot judge him based on only this poem. We will see in this poem a completely different technique from Eliot. The poem here is very simple. It talks about old people, some of the vocabularies used are derivatives of Auden himself; you cannot find the word in dictionary. He coins words and that is why they called his work as Audenesque because he is fond of coining adjectives. The poem is not a representative of his great intelligence of his style, but the poem here represents a new poem that talks about old people and particularly those old people who are residing in home for the elders. Auden died in 1973.



Old People's Home
All are limitory, but each has her own
nuance of damage.  The elite can dress and decent themselves,
are ambulant with a single stick, adroit
to read a book all through, or play the slow movements of
easy sonatas. (Yet, perhaps their very
carnal freedom is their spirit’s bane: intelligent
of what has happened and why, they are obnoxious
to a glum beyond tears.)  Then come those on wheels, the average
majority, who endure T.V. and, led by
lenient therapists, do community-singing, then
the loners, muttering in Limbo, and last
the terminally incompetent, as improvident,
unspeakable, impeccable as the plants
they parody. (Plants may sweat profusely but never
sully themselves.)  One tie, though, unites them: all
appeared when the world, though much was awry there, was more
spacious, more comely to look at, it’s Old Ones
with an audience and secular station.  Then a child,
in dismay with Mamma, could refuge with Gran
to be revalued and told a story.  As of now,
we all know what to expect, but their generation
is the first to fade like this, not at home but assigned
to a numbered frequent ward, stowed out of conscience
as unpopular luggage.
As I ride the subway
to spend half-an-hour with one, I revisage
who she was in the pomp and sumpture of her hey-day,
when week-end visits were a presumptive joy,
not a good work.  Am I cold to wish for a speedy
painless dormition, pray, as I know she prays,
that God or Nature will abrupt her earthly function?

As you could see from the style of the poem, there are new words that you have never heard of. The whole idea is that the speaker was on his way to visit one of the elderly in an elderly home. It seems that it is not his first time because he knew who are there/ who reside in his home/ the kind of people and the treatment that they receive. It seems that as if the speaker here is in a kind of a mental journey in which he think of himself if he grows old, what will happen to him? Will he end up in one of these elderly homes or what will happen to him?
All are limitory, but each has her own
nuance of damage.
Here he is talking collectively about the elderly/ how each elder male or female has a certain kind of damage which is the damage of old age. As we know man is born and he grows to maturity and then he starts a stage of decay. In our faith, we appreciate the presence of the elderly people in the house, but for those unfortunate people, they could not have someone to take care of when they have certain healthy issues that they have to be taken care of in certain elderly homes. So, the speaker here talks collectively about what kind of damage that happen to all of those old people. And then he starts to list the varied characteristics of those old people. He started with the first one >>>the elite old people.
The elite can dress and decent themselves,
Those are the people with good health. They are the elite. You see the classification here. They are the elite of the class because they can dress and decent themselves; they can depend on their own by dressing themselves.
are ambulant with a single stick, adroit
ambulant= they are able to walk, but they need the help of a stick to depend on.
                                adroit
to read a book all through,
adroit= skillful, capable of reading a book.
               
                  or play the slow movements of
easy sonatas.
 
Sonatas= like a kind of music instrument that they can even compose some kind of music.
So, that is why they are considered the elite. They have the ability to depend on their own, they can dress themselves, they can depend on a stick to walk, they can read and they can play music. 
                            (Yet, perhaps their very
carnal freedom is their spirit’s bane:
They are dependent on others. Carnal freedom= their physical needs/ their activities. They are yearning for being independent on their own but they cannot, so it is a kind of pain and agony for them. 
                                      intelligent
of what has happened and why,
People who have elderly people feel that sometimes the elderly people either complain all the time or sometimes they are so patient and they do not say a word. Here we have a reference to the psychology of those elderly people.  Even though that, they are considered the elite.  
                  they are obnoxious
to a glum beyond tears.)  
obnoxious= unpleasant thing. You could feel the remorse/ the pain in their eyes because they are unable of doing things they used to do in the past.
These are all the characteristics of the elite he considered in this elderly home. They are still residing in this home. They need someone to help them.
Then we go to the second classification.
 Then come those on wheels, the average
majority,
They are the people who have to use wheels/ the people who cannot walk. They are the majority.
Then come those on wheels, the average
majority, who endure T.V. and, led by
lenient therapists, do community-singing,
Those are the majority. They are always on wheels. They have to sit in front of T.V. Notice he says endure T.V. they watch it and maybe they cannot do other activities, not like the elite. They have to be trained by therapist either to walk or to practice some physical exercise and so on. And they sing together in a community in their group just to pass the time. So, this is the second group of residents of the elderly home. 
                           then
the loners, muttering in Limbo,
The loners are the ones who isolate themselves. They are alone. They are living in a psychological hell in a way as if they are in limbo. So, this is the third kind of elderly people. Limbo refers to inferno; one of the layers of hell.
The fourth kind:
                             and last
the terminally incompetent,
terminally incompetent= unable to move. 
and last
the terminally incompetent, as improvident,
unspeakable, impeccable as the plants
they parody.
Improvident= thoughtless. Impeccable= faultless. So, the terminally incompetent might refer to the people who are in a state of comma or cannot move and achieve anything. (as the plants they parody)>> There is a simile here. He compares them like plants. They are not fruitful.

(Plants may sweat profusely but never
sully themselves.)  
So, he refers to those people who are incapable of achieving anything/ those who are taken care of as if they are dead bodies. They are living bodies, but they are dead in a way.
One tie, though, unites them: all
appeared when the world, though much was awry there, was more
spacious, more comely to look at, it’s Old Ones
with an audience and secular station.  

What unites all of these four varied classifications (the elite, the ones on wheels, the loners, and the terminally incompetent) is one home.
(One tie, though, unites them)>>>> look at the contrast here. This home which receives all the varied levels of elderly people combines them all and at the same time, it does not unite them because each one has a different case. They do not live with their families. (unties) here is a reference to their being without their families. 
                                                                         all
all
appeared when the world, though much was awry there, was more
spacious, more comely to look at, it’s Old Ones
with an audience and secular station.  
Even though that they live in this elderly home, but still they miss their families and their own homes/ their homely world. So, they seem as if they are old ones with an audience. The audience are the visitors/ their relatives who come maybe once a week, once a month or once a year. So, they are visited by the audience/ their relatives, but they are not going back to their homes. That is why he could describe it as secular station.
Then a child,
in dismay with Mamma, could refuge with Gran
to be revalued and told a story.  
Of the audience we have children. Most of the time children are coming to visit their grandmothers. Children here are significant factors in the elderly lives because children spread joy and compassion for the elderly. They reminded them of the roots/ of the connection between the generations. 
As of now,
we all know what to expect, but their generation
is the first to fade like this, not at home but assigned
to a numbered frequent ward, stowed out of conscience
as unpopular luggage.

The speaker here says that we all have to know what to expect when we grow old. As now young and having all of the energy, we have to consider what we will see when we grow older. Their generation/ the elderly generation are going to fade and end because this is the inevitability of life. Human beings are mortal. The word luggage sounds very harsh word here that the elderly are classified according to their state of weakness/ their healthy condition. So, they are divided into different wards. 


As I ride the subway
to spend half-an-hour with one, I revisage
who she was in the pomp and sumpture of her hey-day,
when week-end visits were a presumptive joy,
not a good work.  
The speaker here is envisioning the elderly home as he was on his way to visit for half an hour. Imagine the visit which is going to take only half an hour how it affected him in thinking of the elderly and their state.
Pomp= ceremony./  hey-day= an expression used to express wonder or elation.
So, he is wondering about the condition of the elderly who reside in that place. The weekend for the elderly, because of the visitors, gives them a kind of energy and a kind of spiritual feed, so that it will help them to survive their weakness as elderly people. The weekend is not like only a visit without feelings.
Am I cold to wish for a speedy
painless dormition, pray, as I know she prays,
that God or Nature will abrupt her earthly function?

(dormition)= end of life.
The speaker here is wondering by this final question. He is wondering about the lady he is visiting (maybe his grandmother or maybe he is talking about an elderly friend or elderly relative). He wonders here>>>> is the elderly here praying and wishing for an end for this kind of life or not?! Even he himself, does he wish an endless life for this elderly person because he feels that she is in pain, so that if she dies, she will have rest, or not?
He thinks this because maybe he saw the people who are in a state of comma and they are living a kind of death in life. They are motionless, they cannot hear, they sense. Actually we do not know.  So, you feel that the poem talks about the theme of inevitability of death. Man has to reach this stage of old age and sometimes he is forced to stay in an elderly home.
What we could feel is that the poem technically is conversational. It is in a way that it could be like a monologue, but it does not have all of the monologue techniques. I am not sure if I can describe it as a monologue or not. 
We notice that Auden brings new language to his poetry/ a language that is his own (Audenesque) because he is fond of reviving adjectives. Sometimes we notice that Auden’s language in a way is abstract and dry. The way that he writes is sometimes obscure/ not clear. This poem was written in 1970 when he was old because he died in 1973. I think that the poem is a reflection of his old age and how he felt with the visit to the elderly people and I am not sure if he stayed in an elderly home or not. So, this might be affective on him.
If we look to his style, sometimes we could find that there are some obscure ideas or vagueness in his poem. I think that the poem is relevant to old age and maybe it is that Auden is an old man and he starts to think of his end.
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