
wh auden as i walked out one evening
W.H. Auden's "As I Walked Out One Evening" is a poignant exploration of love, time, and
the human condition. Written in a lyrical style that combines narrative and poetic elements,
the poem captures the essence of a journey through both physical and emotional
landscapes. Auden’s work is renowned for its depth and complexity, often reflecting on
themes of existentialism, societal constructs, and the interplay between personal desires
and broader realities. This article delves into the nuances of the poem, examining its
themes, structure, and the historical context in which it was written.

Overview of the Poem

"As I Walked Out One Evening" is a narrative poem that unfolds as a dramatic monologue.
The speaker recounts a walk through a city, where he encounters various characters and
reflects on the nature of love and the passage of time. The poem is divided into several
stanzas, each contributing to the overarching themes of love's idealism versus reality.

Structure and Form

The poem is notable for its varied structure, which includes:

1. Stanzas and Verses: The poem consists of a series of stanzas that range in length,
allowing Auden to create a rhythm that mirrors the content of the narrative.
2. Rhyme Scheme: The use of a consistent rhyme scheme gives the poem a musical
quality, enhancing its lyrical nature.
3. Imagery and Symbolism: Auden employs rich imagery and symbolism throughout the
poem, with references to time, love, and nature that deepen the reader’s understanding of
the themes at play.

Thematic Exploration

Several key themes emerge from "As I Walked Out One Evening," each contributing to a
richer interpretation of the poem:

1. Love and Idealism:
- The poem begins with a declaration of love, suggesting an idealistic view of romantic
relationships. The speaker’s passionate declarations contrast sharply with the realities of
life, highlighting the tension between what love promises and what it can deliver.
- The speaker's assertion that love can conquer all is challenged by the subsequent verses,
indicating that love is not always sufficient to overcome life's obstacles.

2. Time and Mortality:
- Time plays a crucial role in the poem. As the speaker walks through the city, he reflects on
the transient nature of human experiences. The passage of time is depicted as an



inexorable force that can alter relationships and feelings.
- The imagery of clocks and the passage of seasons reinforces the theme of mortality,
suggesting that while love may be powerful, it is ultimately subject to time's relentless
march.

3. Reality vs. Fantasy:
- The poem juxtaposes the speaker's romantic ideals with the harsher realities of life. The
various characters encountered along the walk symbolize different aspects of human
experience, from the naive to the cynical.
- The tension between the speaker's fervent declarations and the circumstances
surrounding them underscores a broader commentary on the nature of human existence.

Character Analysis

The poem introduces several characters, each representing different perspectives on love,
life, and reality.

The Speaker

- The speaker is a romantic figure, embodying the idealistic notions of love. His passionate
declarations reflect a youthful exuberance and a belief in the transformative power of love.
- However, as the poem progresses, it becomes evident that the speaker's views are
challenged by the realities he encounters, suggesting a maturation process and a deeper
understanding of love's complexities.

The Lover

- The lover, who is also a central figure in the poem, represents the ideal partner in the
speaker's vision. The lover's presence is both inspiring and unattainable, highlighting the
often-unrealistic expectations people place on relationships.
- This character serves to amplify the speaker's emotional journey, as their interactions
reveal the gap between idealized love and lived experience.

The Townspeople

- The townspeople encountered during the walk serve as a contrast to the speaker's
romantic ideals. Their pragmatic views on love and life reflect a more grounded
perspective, emphasizing the complexities and challenges that accompany relationships.
- The townspeople symbolize societal norms and the collective consciousness that can often
stifle individual dreams.



Imagery and Symbolism

Auden's use of imagery and symbolism is one of the poem's defining features. Throughout
"As I Walked Out One Evening," he employs various images that enhance the thematic
depth.

Nature and the City

- The contrast between the natural world and the urban environment is significant. The city
represents the hustle and bustle of human existence, while nature symbolizes the more
profound, timeless aspects of love and life.
- This dichotomy emphasizes the tension between individual desires and societal
expectations, suggesting that love must navigate both realms.

Time and Clocks

- Clocks and references to time recur throughout the poem, symbolizing the relentless
nature of time and its impact on human relationships. The imagery of time serves as a
reminder that love, while powerful, is inevitably influenced by external factors.
- The clocks also suggest a sense of urgency, prompting the reader to consider the fleeting
nature of life and love.

Historical and Literary Context

To fully appreciate "As I Walked Out One Evening," it is essential to consider the historical
and literary context in which W.H. Auden wrote.

W.H. Auden's Background

- Born in 1907, Auden was a prominent figure in 20th-century literature. He became known
for his innovative use of language and form, often blending elements of modernism with
traditional poetic techniques.
- Auden's experiences during the tumultuous years leading up to and including World War II
profoundly influenced his writing. Themes of love, loss, and the search for meaning are
prevalent in his work, reflecting the uncertainties of his time.

Influences and Movements

- Auden was associated with various literary movements, including modernism and leftist
politics. His work often critiques societal norms and explores the individual's place within



the larger context of history and culture.
- "As I Walked Out One Evening" can be seen as a response to the romantic traditions of the
past, reinterpreting love's complexities in light of contemporary realities.

Conclusion

In conclusion, W.H. Auden's "As I Walked Out One Evening" is a rich and multifaceted poem
that captures the complexities of love, time, and the human experience. Through its
intricate structure, compelling characters, and vivid imagery, the poem invites readers to
reflect on their own understanding of love and the passage of time. Auden's exploration of
these themes remains relevant today, resonating with anyone who has grappled with the
ideals of romance in the face of life's challenges. As we walk through our own lives, Auden's
words remind us of the beauty and fragility of human connection, urging us to appreciate
love, even as we navigate the inevitable passage of time.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes of W.H. Auden's poem 'As I
Walked Out One Evening'?
The central themes include love and its challenges, the passage of time, the tension
between idealism and reality, and the inevitability of fate.

How does W.H. Auden portray the concept of love in 'As
I Walked Out One Evening'?
Auden portrays love as a powerful yet fleeting emotion, contrasting romantic idealism with
the harsh realities of life, suggesting that love can be both uplifting and ultimately
unsustainable.

What is the significance of the setting in 'As I Walked
Out One Evening'?
The setting, which includes a bustling city and a river, symbolizes the flow of time and life,
reflecting the journey of the speaker and the transient nature of human experiences.

How does Auden use imagery in 'As I Walked Out One
Evening'?
Auden employs vivid imagery to evoke emotions and create a sense of movement, using
visual descriptions of the city, the river, and the characters to enhance the poem's themes
and emotions.



What role does the character of the lover play in 'As I
Walked Out One Evening'?
The lover embodies the idealistic pursuit of love, representing hope and desire, but also
highlights the tension between romantic aspirations and the harsh realities of life.

How does the structure of 'As I Walked Out One
Evening' contribute to its meaning?
The poem's structure features a mix of lyrical verses and rhythmic patterns, which create a
musical quality that underscores the themes of love and time, while also allowing for a
contemplative exploration of the speaker's journey.

What is the significance of the river in 'As I Walked Out
One Evening'?
The river serves as a metaphor for the passage of time and the flow of life, symbolizing
both continuity and change, and reflecting the inevitability of fate in the face of human
desires.

In what ways does 'As I Walked Out One Evening'
address the passage of time?
The poem explores how time affects love, highlighting the contrast between the
timelessness of romantic ideals and the temporal nature of human existence, suggesting
that while love may be eternal in aspiration, it is subject to the constraints of reality.

How does W.H. Auden's background influence the
themes in 'As I Walked Out One Evening'?
Auden's background, including his experiences in a rapidly changing world and his
exploration of existential themes, informs the poem's exploration of love, loss, and the
complexities of human relationships within the context of societal change.
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