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In the course of his long life (1906–1984), John Betjeman became the most popular British poet of the late twentieth century. He outsold his contemporaries (including W. H. Auden); several of his lines entered the national bloodstream (mainly from ‘lighter’ poems such as ‘Slough’, ‘A Subaltern’s Love-song’, ‘How to Get On in Society’); and he became a television celebrity before the term was invented. Furthermore, in a career which was at once separate from and entwined with his life as a poet, he spearheaded a movement to change public aversion to most things Victorian into general approval of that period’s buildings and styles. As an example of a writer helping to create the taste by which he wished to be judged, it is an achievement to compare with T. S. Eliot’s championing of modernism.

Yet Betjeman – who was briefly taught by Eliot at Highgate Junior School in north London – is widely regarded as modernism’s great opposite; as the poet who managed, in Philip Larkin’s words, to ‘knock over the “No Road Through to Real Life” signs that this new tradition erected’. Even at the height of his fame, this created problems for Betjeman, and for his audience. It meant that readers who defended his use of traditional forms, his moments of music hall comedy, his accessibility and lack of writerly guile, were branded as reactionaries, while people who attacked him risked seeming doctrinaire, academy-bound, and interested in newness to the exclusion of everything else. No one wrote about this better than Larkin. In the longest of several essays on Betjeman – the Introduction to a Collected Poems for a largely uninterested American audience – Larkin admitted: ‘The quickest way to start a punch-up between two British literary critics is to ask them what they think of the poems of Sir John Betjeman. For while their author has attained nearly every honour open to a writer of verse in this country, his work and its reputation still evoke a remarkable variety of response here.’

Twenty-two years after Betjeman’s death, and in the centenary of his birth, this ‘variety’ is still evident. On the one hand there is still a flourishing Betjeman Society, a sizeable (but ageing) audience, and evidence to suggest that some of the most popular contemporary British poets (Simon Armitage, Wendy Cope) appeal to the readership he attracted. On the other hand, there is still a lack of academic interest in his work (university English departments have generally voted with the modernists), and no properly edited edition of his poems or prose.

Inevitably, this creates a sense of unevenness, even of instability, in his reputation. But there is nothing new in this. Right from the beginning of his career (his first collection, Mount Zion, was published in 1932), Betjeman went to considerable lengths to complicate the question of how seriously his readers should take him. Mount Zion itself – elaborately designed by his friend Edward James – set the pattern. Were the fancy typefaces a joke or a serious act of homage to earlier ages? And what about the poems? Some were obviously skittish (‘The ’Varsity Students’ Rag’), some were obviously sombre (‘Death in Leamington’), but many walked a fine line between the two types, or actually partook of both, in a way which confused categories. The subjects and titles of several poems compounded the problem – and its pleasures: ‘An Eighteenth-Century Calvinistic Hymn’, ‘For Nineteenth-Century Burials’, ‘The Sandemanian Meeting-House in Highbury Quadrant’. Nine years after The Waste Land, poetry-readers were used to seeing the old laws flouted – but Eliot and Pound and company did their flouting in the open, using broken forms which reflected the fragmented interior worlds of their poems. Betjeman’s rebellion was to put his new wine in old bottles, to make the staid Victorians dance, to see the airiness as well as the pathos in fast-vanishing things, and to incorporate details into the tradition (all those place names and ecclesiastical sub-groups) while producing unofficial elegies for it.

There is a word for this: camp – meaning to make light of what is in fact taken seriously. And what Mount Zion did was to introduce into British poetry a voice that makes better use of the camp range, of its subtle opportunities, unexpected depths and defensive tendernesses, than any other modern poet. It is the single most significant quality of the early work in Betjeman’s Collected Poems. But because the register of his camp is so readily mistaken for mere silliness, and because its texture has a delicacy which can easily be overlooked, it might also count as a drawback. So it is worth emphasizing that although Betjeman wrote a lot of funny poems, and said a lot of funny things, his camp (and the instinct for self-protection upon which it feeds) has its origin in very unfunny experience. It is this experience which forms the bedrock of his work, and guarantees its fundamental seriousness.

In his verse autobiography Summoned by Bells (1960), Betjeman admits to the embarrassments and difficulties of growing up in wartime England with a name that sounded German:

“Your name is German, John” –

But I had always thought that it was Dutch . . .

That tee-jay-ee, that fatal tee-jay-ee

Which I have watched the hesitating pens

Of Government clerks and cloakroom porters funk.

I asked my mother. “No,” she said, “it’s Dutch;

Thank God you’re English on your mother’s side.”

O happy, happy Browns and Robinsons!

It wasn’t just the ‘tee-jay-ee’ that was ‘fatal’; there was the question of whether his name ended in ‘-n’ or ‘-nn’, too. And although Betjeman would have poo-poohed the idea of submitting the name-business to a thorough Freudian analysis, there is enough readily available evidence in the poems to prove that his upbringing was fraught with issues of belonging, identity, acceptance, and tradition. It helps to explain why, through his prep school, then Marlborough, and even more decisively at Oxford, he went out of his way to cultivate the cultivated – as well as the rich and titled. It also sheds light on why he preferred the old forms in his writing. He wanted to be himself, to maintain a watchful distance, but he also needed to develop contacts with the national past, and particularly with the Victorian period – which represented stability and prosperity – because his personal past was less than he wished it to be.

Around and beneath the formative name-drama lies an even more vitalizing difficulty: Betjeman’s relationship with his father as both man and tradesman. Betjeman senior spent all his life in the family firm (founded 1820) making furniture – most of it for the luxury market (‘Maharajahs’ dressing-cases’, ‘the Tantalus / On which the family fortune had been made’, ‘The Alexandra Palace patent lock’, ‘The Betjemann trolley’). Although many of these objects were beautiful, and produced to a high standard, the young Betjeman spurned them, along with the idea that he should enter the family Works. He would have been the fourth generation to do so, but this was not the kind of tradition he wanted. It was trade, and therefore beneath him.

Betjeman senior was understandably upset by his son’s decision, and by the feelings which informed it. (He might have felt a little baffled, too: weren’t these Tantaluses and so on the domestic equivalent of much of the architecture that Betjeman spent his life defending?) Their relationship suffered accordingly – though Betjeman generally had the good grace to keep quiet about this, in print at least, during his father’s lifetime. But after his father died, he turned to writing about him at regular intervals, and what had once been a figure of fun and dislike became deeply touching – so touching, in fact, and so haunting, that Betjeman senior lives through the Collected Poems, let alone Summoned by Bells, as a quietly admonitory spirit: deaf, suffering, pathetic, and terminal:

“Oh, little body, do not die.

You hold the soul that talks to me

Although our conversation be

As wordless as the windy sky.”

So looked my father at the last

Right in my soul, before he died,

Though words we spoke went heedless past

As London traffic-roar outside.

Poems such as this (‘A Child Ill’) appear to be a far cry from the facetiousness of Mount Zion – and indeed many of Betjeman’s best poems have the same compelling clarity of utterance and directness of gaze. Yet they spring from similar ground. The campery is a form of protection for Betjeman’s deepest feelings – it converts them into forms and a diction that is entertaining and unthreatening. The poems about his father show deep feelings with the protective veil ripped away. They are studies of remorse and self-accusation, howls about death in general and the prospect of his own death in particular, and frettings about time. They prove his remarkable range as a poet, but they also show that its two opposite poles are connected.

Given this, it is not surprising to find Betjeman searching time and again for a mood or a place he can consider safe. The word ‘safe’, or ‘safety’, appears like a nervous tic in his poems – ‘safe in bed’, ‘safety with old friends’, ‘safe in G. F. Bodley’s greens and browns, / Safe in the surge of undogmatic hymns’: there are at least ten uses of the word in the one hundred-odd pages of Summoned by Bells, and it connects with every one of his interests and allegiances: his passion for the seaside (especially Cornwall), which distils childhood memories of feeling coddled and secure; his enthusiasm for parish churches and their time-honoured reassurances; his addiction to Victoriana, with its elaborate manifestations of solidity. Even his snobbishness forms a part of the pattern: it wasn’t greed or the wish for an easy life that drew him to posh people, it was his sense of their ancient rootedness. And there is a camp manifestation, too: Betjeman’s notorious teddy bear Archibald, much mentioned in his poems, much filmed in his films, and evidently much loved, is an image of childhood security (‘my safe old bear’) that he worked hard to unite with his public persona.

It is only a short step from Betjeman’s search for safety to his devotion to things – to objects that defy the passage of time, and accumulate significance as they do so. The few people to have written well about his work have often commented on this, enjoying the skill with which he uses hard facts and proper names to evoke time past. They are right to do so: he has a wonderfully sharp eye and a brilliant memory, and a sure sense of the pathos which lurks in half-forgotten or easily missed details. In this respect (and paradoxically) his work recalls James Joyce – a modernist who revelled in the everyday, but whose experimental forms seem entirely at odds with Betjeman’s own styles.

It is not simply that, for Betjeman, things, and the names of things, are a source of nostalgic pleasure. Rather, they become for him a means of conveying strong feelings that he may well choose not to deliver directly – either because the subject is especially inaccessible or awkward, or because his poetics require him to deal with ‘sensations’ rather than ‘thoughts’. One of his best poems, ‘Devonshire Street W.1’, is a good case in point. The street and consulting room, which we see at the beginning of the poem, act both as a background for the reticence which forms an important part of the poem’s subject, and also as a way of dramatizing the unspoken fears of the two central characters – an elderly husband and wife. As readers, we are then allowed into the mind of the man, and hear him wondering, ‘Why was I made / For the long and the painful deathbed coming to me?’ It is a moment of shocking candour, from which Betjeman characteristically turns away in the final quatrain to concentrate on everyday things. But this re-focusing is not an evasion. It is a way for the wife simultaneously to accept her husband’s reserve, find brief comfort in the familiar, and register a literally unspeakable sadness:

She puts her fingers in his as, loving and silly,

At long-past Kensington dances she used to do

“It’s cheaper to take the tube to Piccadilly

And then we can catch a nineteen or a twenty-two.”

Time and again in the Collected Poems, and throughout Summoned by Bells, things are trusted to carry the emotional burden. The process has the great advantage of making the poems feel intimate, and of allowing them to retain their impact in a way that would be impossible if their conclusions had been more obviously spelt-out. Think of ‘that wide bedroom with its two branched lighting’ in ‘Oxford: Sudden Illness at the Bus-stop’, or the hock and seltzer, the astrakhan coat, the morocco portmanteau, and the palms on the staircase in ‘The Arrest of Oscar Wilde at the Cadogan Hotel’. They are adornments, of course, and often enjoyably actual and shrewdly positioned. But they are, more significantly, the means of conveying whatever fear, dread, desire, sorrow, delight is the poem’s main subject.

There is another side to this. Things anchor Betjeman – they allow him to show his heart without speaking his mind – and to that extent they are a comfort and pleasure. But they can have the opposite effect too. Physical reminders of death terrify him (the crumbling teeth, failing limbs, deaf ears, and rotting corpses we find in some of his finest poems – ‘On a Portrait of a Deaf Man’, for instance, or ‘I. M. Walter Ramsden’). And living bodies can shame him – either because they are trapped in a situation that he regrets (being ‘that strange, rather common little boy’), or because they are repellent. The ‘large behinds and jingling chains, / And riddled teeth and riddling brains’ of an early poem like ‘The City’ manifests a discomfort that swells with time and eventually includes himself (‘For I am bald and old and green’).

This awkwardness gains a special edge in Betjeman’s love poetry. Typically – and in line with his general tone of camp – he makes a joke of it by showing off about how much he likes big girls. He seems to be saying: look, these women are obviously slightly grotesque, so how could anyone believe I liked them really? Think of ‘Pam, I adore you, Pam, you great big mountainous sports girl’, or the ‘Ringleader, tom-boy, and chum to the weak’ that is ‘Myfanwy’ (‘Were you a hockey girl, tennis or gym?’), or the ‘golden hiking girl’ of ‘Senex’, or Miss Joan Hunter Dunn with her ‘speed of a swallow’ and ‘grace of a boy’, or the ‘sturdy’ and ‘flannel-slack’d’ legs in ‘The Licorice Fields at Pontefract’, or the beefy racket-squeezing Amazon of ‘The Olympic Girl’. In every case Betjeman seems to be letting himself off the charge of being taken seriously as a lover. Yet as the evidence accumulates, we realize the joke is on us. These big girls truly are desirable – and for reasons that chime tellingly with his other thoughts about safety. They are made unthreatening by recurring as a type. They are reassuringly familiar to the extent of being part-male (Betjeman always insisted that none of us is wholly straight or gay, but a variable percentage of both). And they take charge.

One of the highest accolades Larkin gave Betjeman was to call him ‘an accepter, not a rejecter, of his time and the people he shares it with’. This quite properly emphasizes what is democratic in Betjeman, in spite of his reputation for being a snob preoccupied by the horrors of ‘ghastly good taste’. But Larkin might have added that Betjeman accepted his own self, too – his flaws and fears and primitive needs, as well as his sociable gifts. This helps to explain why the nostalgia in his poems, and their instinct to run for cover, does not often turn into sentimentality. Betjeman is generally a tough-minded, as well as a tender-eyed, poet. That is reason enough for thinking that in the years following this centenary, his star will remain bright. But it will only attain its proper height if his readers can attune themselves to what is complex and unusual in his poems: their cultivation of comedy for serious ends, and their reliance on familiar things to express unusually intense feeling. ‘I do not think that what is said or written matters, but what is felt. Often most “serious” feelings are expressed in a joke. I very rarely talk about what I really feel.’ So Betjeman wrote to his father in 1929. He could equally well have said it every other day of his life.

Andrew Motion


 

Death in Leamington
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She died in the upstairs bedroom

By the light of the ev’ning star

That shone through the plate glass window

From over Leamington Spa.

Beside her the lonely crochet

Lay patiently and unstirred,

But the fingers that would have work’d it

Were dead as the spoken word.

And Nurse came in with the tea-things

Breast high ’mid the stands and chairs—

But Nurse was alone with her own little soul,

And the things were alone with theirs.

She bolted the big round window,

She let the blinds unroll,

She set a match to the mantle,

She covered the fire with coal.

And “Tea!” she said in a tiny voice

“Wake up! It’s nearly five.”

Oh! Chintzy, chintzy cheeriness,

Half dead and half alive!

Do you know that the stucco is peeling?

Do you know that the heart will stop?

From those yellow Italianate arches

Do you hear the plaster drop?

Nurse looked at the silent bedstead,

At the gray, decaying face,

As the calm of a Leamington ev’ning

Drifted into the place.

She moved the table of bottles

Away from the bed to the wall;

And tiptoeing gently over the stairs

Turned down the gas in the hall.



 

Hymn
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The Church’s Restoration

In eighteen-eighty-three

Has left for contemplation

Not what there used to be.

How well the ancient woodwork

Looks round the Rect’ry hall,

Memorial of the good work

Of him who plann’d it all.

He who took down the pew-ends

And sold them anywhere

But kindly spared a few ends

Work’d up into a chair.

O worthy persecution

Of dust! O hue divine!

O cheerful substitution,

Thou varnishéd pitch-pine!

Church furnishing! Church furnishing!

Sing art and crafty praise!

He gave the brass for burnishing

He gave the thick red baize,

He gave the new addition,

Pull’d down the dull old aisle,

—To pave the sweet transition

He gave th’ encaustic tile.

Of marble brown and veinéd

He did the pulpit make;

He order’d windows stainéd

Light red and crimson lake.

Sing on, with hymns uproarious,

Ye humble and aloof,

Look up! and oh how glorious

He has restored the roof!



 

The ’Varsity Students’ Rag
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I’m afraid the fellows in Putney rather wish they had
The social ease and manners of a ’varsity undergrad,
For tho’ they’re awf’lly decent and up to a lark as a rule
You want to have the ’varsity touch after a public school.

CHORUS:

We had a rag at Monico’s. We had a rag at the Troc.,

And the one we had at the Berkeley gave the customers quite a shock.

Then we went to the Popular, and after that—oh my!

I wish you’d seen the rag we had in the Grill Room at the Cri.

I started a rag in Putney at our Frothblower’s Branch down there;

We got in a damn’d old lorry and drove to Trafalgar Square;

And we each had a couple of toy balloons and made the hell of a din,

And I saw a bobby at Parson’s Green who looked like running us in.

CHORUS: We, etc.

But that’s nothing to the rag we had at the college the other night;

We’d gallons and gallons of cider—and I got frightfully tight.

And then we smash’d up ev’rything, and what was the funniest part

We smashed some rotten old pictures which were priceless works of art.

CHORUS: We, etc.

There’s something about a ’varsity man that distinguishes him from a cad:

You can tell by his tie and blazer he’s a ’varsity undergrad,

And you know that he’s always ready and up to a bit of a lark,

With a toy balloon and a whistle and some cider after dark.

CHORUS: We, etc.



 

The City
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Business men with awkward hips
And dirty jokes upon their lips,
And large behinds and jingling chains,
And riddled teeth and riddling brains,
And plump white fingers made to curl
Round some anaemic city girl,
And so lend colour to the lives
And old suspicions of their wives.

Young men who wear on office stools
The ties of minor public schools,
Each learning how to be a sinner
And tell “a good one” after dinner,
And so discover it is rather
Fun to go one more than father.
But father, son and clerk join up
To talk about the Football Cup.



 

An Eighteenth-Century
Calvinistic Hymn
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Thank God my Afflictions are such

That I cannot lie down on my Bed,

And if I but take to my Couch

I incessantly Vomit and Bleed.

I am not too sure of my Worth,

Indeed it is tall as a Palm;

But what Fruits can it ever bring forth

When Leprosy sits at the Helm?

Though Torment’s the Soul’s Goal’s Rewards

The contrary’s Proof of my Guilt,

While Dancing, Backgammon and Cards,

Are among the worst Symptoms I’ve felt.

Oh! I bless the good Lord for my Boils

For my mental and bodily pains,

For without them my Faith all congeals

And I’m doomed to HELL’S NE’ER-ENDING FLAMES.
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This cold weather
Carries so many old people away.
Quavering voices and blankets and breath
Go silent together.
The gentle fingers are touching to pray
Which crumple and straighten for Death.
These cold breezes
Carry the bells away on the air,
Stuttering tales of Gothic, and pass,
Catching new grave flowers into their hair,
Beating the chapel and red-coloured glass.



 

Camberley
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I wonder whether you would make
A friend of Mrs. Kittiwake?
Colonel Kittiwake, it’s true,
Is not the sort of man for you.
I’ll tell you how to get to know
Their cosy little bungalow.
When sunset gilds the Surrey pines
The fam’ly usually dines.
So later, in the Surrey dark,
Make for Poonah Punkah Park,
And by the monument to Clive
You’ll come to Enniscorthy Drive,
Coolgreena is the last of all,
And mind the terrier when you call.

The drawing-room is done in pink
The other rooms are mauve, I think,
So when you see
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John Betjeman titles available from John Murray
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	 	Collected Poems

Collected Poems made publishing history when it first appeared, and has now sold more than two million copies. This newly expanded edition incorporates all Betjeman’s poems and, with a new introduction by Poet Laureate Andrew Motion, it is the definitive Betjeman companion.

9780719568503 | Paperback | £12.99
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	 	Tennis Whites and Teacakes

A treasure trove of Betjeman’s poetry, journalism, radio and television programmes and private letters, revealing his lifetime love affair with England – a place of freckle-faced girls and Oxford toffs, steam trains and country churchyards.

9780719569043 | Paperback | £8.99
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	 	Trains and Buttered Toast

Broadcasting in the golden age of wireless, Betjeman was a national treasure for millions of devoted listeners. Here his eccentric, whimsical and homespun radio talks are collected in book form for the first time. From trains and buttered toast to hymn-writing vicars and Regency terraces, he teaches us how to appreciate our heritage.

9780719561276 | Paperback | £7.99




‘Betjeman was an original and a star’ Daily Mail
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	 	Te Best Loved Poems of John Betjeman

With a new foreword by Barry Humphries, this selection is a cherished reminder for those who already know Betjeman’s poetry, and the perfect gift for those who still have in store the pleasure of discovery.

9780719568343 | Hardback | £9.99
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	 	Summoned by Bells

With a new foreword by Grif Rhys Jones, Betjeman’s verse autobiography tells the story of his growth to early manhood: seaside holidays; meddling aunts; school bullies; an unexpected moment of religious awakening; then Oxford, and sparkling pen-portraits of the literary greats he met there. His unabashedly musical verse is poignant, comic, reverent, defiant, devoted and – always – full of feeling.

9780719522208 | Hardback | £10
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	 	Sweet Songs of Zion

John Betjeman’s radio broadcasts on the subject of hymns and hymn writers were his swansong as a broadcaster. ‘Hymns are the poems of the people,’ Betjeman observes in his first talk, and he shows how this insight has been borne out over generations. Rich in anecdote, these timeless talks will inspire anyone who has a fondness for hymns and delights in Betjeman’s unique voice.

9780340963883 | Paperback | £8.99




Order your copies now by calling Bookpoint on 01235 827720 or by visiting your local bookshop



 



Read more . . .

Bevis Hillier

JOHN BETJEMAN: THE BIOGRAPHY

A masterful biography of John Betjeman, the best-loved English poet since Tennyson who became an institution

The definitive, authorized biography takes the reader from Betjeman’s troubled childhood in north London, through his blossoming at Oxford; a gay fling with W. H. Auden; a clandestine marriage to a field marshal’s daughter; pranks as a film critic; wartime service and espionage in Ireland; to the glory days of his later years when his Collected Poems became a runaway bestseller and he was Poet Laureate, a television personality and a ‘teddy-bear to the nation’.

‘Never have I come away from a biography with such a clear idea of what it must have been like to have been in a room with its subject … Hillier shows that Betjeman was as charming as his poems. It is a charm that it is fruitless to resist’ Craig Brown, Mail on Sunday

‘Bevis Hillier has tackled a lot of intricate material remarkably well, indeed brilliantly’ Anthony Powell, Daily Telegraph

‘A classic’ Jad Adams, Guardian
 
 


Order your copy now by calling Bookpoint on 01235 827716 or visit your local bookshop quoting ISBN 978-0-7195-6444-4 www.johnmurray.co.uk
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About the Author

John Betjeman was born in London on 28 August 1906. He was educated at Marlborough and Magdalen College, Oxford. In 1931 his first book of poems, ‘Mount Zion’, was published by an old Oxford friend, Edward James. His second book was ‘Ghastly Good Taste’, a commentary on architecture, published in 1934. He was knighted in 1969 and was appointed Poet Laureate in 1972. John Betjeman died on 19 May 1984 at his home in Trebetherick, Cornwall, and was buried at the nearby church of St Enodoc.
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