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Thou art so magical 
  Thou makest me afraid, 
Lest some great bolt of desolation fall, 
  And thou in dust be laid 
With Babylon and Nineveh the tall; 
Or some enchanted lake will cover thee all, 
  And through quadrangle, cloister, colonnade, 
Four-coloured fishes swim, and, faint and small, 
Up through the waves at midnight the bells of Magdalen call. 
Through midnight waters mighty Tom will call. 

Or when, perchance, the pall 
  Of some nocturnal shade 
Unstarred, more dewy-dark than usual, 
  Lifts upon hill and glade, 
I fear lest sunrise strike upon no wall, 
No winding street not ghost-white pinnacle-- 
  Only on level woodlands, lonely made 
Of thee, as once, by arts incredible, 
The holy castle vanished behind Sir Percival, 
At morning light was not, for Percival. 

Lay IV. 
OP. 1. 
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Inscription 

This first volume of DLS, American Journal of Sayers Studies, 2018, is inscribed to the women 

students, tutors, instructors, principals, and dons of Oxford University in the early years of 

the twentieth century. These brilliant women, young and older, found themselves in an 

academic environment replete with mixed messages regarding their right to partake in 

advanced intellectual studies based upon prevailing nineteenth-century social norms and 

standards.  

With determination and creativity, Oxford women overcame the stale arguments 

against their right to an advanced education and exposed the errors in judgment of those 

disapproving academics who held tenaciously to the popular belief of supposed female frailty, 

physical and intellectual, considered inherent to the female gender. These women academic 

pioneers at Oxford University were in a  curious situation but through their determination 

and personal resourcefulness eventually opened to all women the previously closed doors of 

Oxford academia.  

Brava, Emily Penrose, principal of Somerville College, for insisting that your women 

students partake in the full academic program even though an official academic degree was 

denied them.  Your foresight eased their path to qualification for the first academic degrees 

awarded to women in October 1920. Dorothy L. Sayers was in that historic graduating class, 

having earned two degrees, an undergraduate degree in Mediæval Literature and advanced 

degree in French Modern Language Studies. Brava, also, Mildred Pope of Somerville, 

instructor and tutor extraordinaire in Mediæval and Modern English and French Literature, 

for your expertise and academic guidance to the learning experiences and translations of a 

young Dorothy L. Sayers. Her literary nod to your academic roles and problem-solving skills 

at fictional Shrewsbury College in Gaudy Night became another door opened to us regarding 

women’s resourcefulness in the complex underworld of academia at Oxford University and, 

by extension, of academia everywhere. 

Brava, finally, of course, to Dorothy L. Sayers, Muriel St. Clare Byrne, Amphilis 

Middlemore, Marjorie Barber, Charis Barnett, Muriel Jaeger, Margaret Chubb, Vera Brittain, 

Winifred Holtby, Christine Blackwell, Dorothy Rowe, Catherine Godfrey, Margaret Kennedy, 

Agnes E. Murray, Doreen Wallace, and all the strong female minds and wills of Somerville 

College in the early twentieth century who caught the academic ball and ran with it to fulfill 

their own life purposes. They became authors, scholars, social activists, health field pioneers, 

nurses, playwrights, artists, English teachers, and war correspondents. Through DLS, we 

acknowledge and celebrate their independence, creativity, vision, and life choices. 
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Welcome
We are delighted that you have come to visit Dorothy L. Sayers in Oxford through 
DLS, American Journal of Sayers Studies. This 2018 inaugural volume of DLS comes, 
with celebration, in the year of Dorothy L. Sayers’ one hundred and twenty-fifth 
birthday, Dorothy having been born in Oxford on June 13, 1893. 

Within this first volume of DLS, we share an adventure with Dorothy Sayers; 
that of her three years, 1912-1915, at Somerville College, Oxford University, and 
several years after when she continued to live in the city of Oxford while working 
for young Basil Blackwell and his publishing company lately inherited from father 
Benjamin Henry (Harry) Blackwell. 

During her Oxford undergraduate student tenure, Dorothy Sayers experienced 
a world very different from that of her sheltered home life and those of her high 
school years at Godolphin School. In her “enchanted town” of Oxford, Sayers tried 
her fledgling writer’s wings, experimenting with varied structures and themes of 
poetry, very often of a legendary and mythic nature, and later tried her hand at 
playwriting and short stories. Poetry remained uppermost in her mind and heart at 
Oxford, culminating in Sayers’ first two books, OP. I. and Catholic Tales and 
Christian Songs, each reflecting Romanticist literature as well as Medieval and 
Classical legend, yet each with a different focus and approach toward those areas of 
interest and study.  

DLS has been created for the specialized reader as well as for the general Sayers 
enthusiast. In this first volume of DLS, we consider Dorothy L. Sayers’ literary 
experiences at Oxford, as language student, poet, writer, and social commentator. 
We discuss, briefly, the classes Sayers took at University, as well as her teachers’ and 
tutor’s perceptions of her as student. Then we look at Sayers’ application of literary 
and mythic themes to poems in her first published poetry book, OP. I. We also 
present several of Sayers’ poems earlier published in The Fritillary, Oxford Magazine, 
and Oxford Poetry, most of which were later included in her two poetry books.  

This 2018 first annual volume of DLS is organized into three sections.  Part I is 
concerned with the theme of the current issue, Literature, Legend, and Poetry at 
Oxford. In future volumes, Part I will always deal with one theme, taken from any 
and all parts of Sayers’ available writings, translations, life experiences, mysteries, 
music, the world wars, her publishing career with Basil Blackwell, creating Lord 
Peter Wimsey, being a literary critic, her advertising career and the Mustard Club, 
writing and directing sacred plays, her colleagues in the Mutual Admiration Society, 
and later in the Detection Club, and, of course, her Dante years. The life of Dorothy 
L. Sayers was rich with varied, intriguing, dramatic, and sometimes curious, events
and individuals. We will bring attention, through DLS, to the wealth of experience,
linkages to fascinating characters, and written thought on varied topics left by
Sayers within the legacy of her writings, formal and informal.
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In Part II of this volume, we get to the heart of Sayers’ literary work by including 
several of her published poems written between 1912-1922 and published in Oxford 
Magazine, Oxford Poetry, and in The Fritillary, an Oxford magazine created and run 
by women students which highlighted literature, reported sports club events, and 
shared news about each respective woman’s college. We also include poems from 
Sayers’ first book, OP. I. (1916).  
 It appears that several additional writers from the Mutual Admiration Society 
have insisted upon being included in this volume as well, so we are happy to present 
a selection of published poems by Charis Barnett, Muriel St. Clare Byrne, Dorothy 
H. Rowe, and Agnes E. Murray, all of whom shared their writings with Dorothy 
Sayers during weekly MAS meetings. 
 In future volumes, we will include more of Sayers’ early published poetry as 
well as a variety of available published articles and commentary from various periods 
of her life and writing career. Those writers, colleagues, associates, and friends of 
Sayers who have contributed to our understanding of her adventurous life also shall 
have a place in this journal. Further, we hope to share short stories and poetry with 
a Sayers theme from submissions by modern writers. 
 Part III is a treat we title Artemisia & Fritillaries. Here we include unusual, 
rarely-found, helpful, or curious information and sources relating to different 
aspects of Sayers’ life or those of her friends and acquaintances in early to mid-
twentieth century Britain. In each of our volumes, we will include a selection of the 
vocal score from J.S. Bach’s Mass in B Minor, Dorothy’s favorite choral masterpiece. 
In Volume I, we present the Kyrie Eleison, No. 3, Chorus, published by Novello in 
1908, from the print version used by the Bach Choir during Dorothy’s years as choir 
member. We like to think Sayers sang the contralto parts from this copy. 
 “The Bibliophile’s Record” will supply, for the benefit of your personal Sayers’ 
library, all relevant bibliographic information on a selected one of Dorothy L. Sayers’ 
published works. We start with OP. I, courtesy Colleen B. Gilbert (1978) along with 
information from The English Catalogue, Whitaker’s, and the Library of Congress 
Catalog of Copyright Entries. In each annual volume we will include one or several 
book reviews, Sayers’ writings included, sometimes reviews of talks, lectures or 
papers, announcements, recommended further readings, submission guidelines, 
and acknowledgments. The final word is usually given, of course, to Dorothy L. 
Sayers. She would probably have taken it anyway. 
 We hope you enjoy your visit with Dorothy Sayers at Oxford in this, our first 
volume, and continue to join us as we accompany Sayers on her many writing and 
life experiences through future issues of DLS, American Journal of Sayers Studies. So 
now let us start our Oxford adventure together with Dorothy L. Sayers, but also 
remember, in the wise words of Wimsey: 

“There’s something about this place that alters all one’s values.” 

 

The Editors 
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In Aeternum Floreant: 
A Divergent Introduction 

to the Oxford World of Dorothy L. Sayers 
(complete with notes and uninvited commentary) 

 

Part I 
The Editors 

 
 

Not all things at a given date in the past are   
equidistant from the present. 

       C.S. Lewis, Die Audiendis Poetis 

 
 Perhaps, like Dorothy L. Sayers in The Mysterious English, we are taking our lives in our 
hands by attempting an introduction to her Oxford world, although never having attended 
Oxford University and, yet worse, having at all times lived across the pond, trained in a very 
different academic system. Still, true to American presumption, we have ventured on this 
path and will not retreat. We will, however, offer various views of the early twentieth-century 
Oxford world in several volumes of DLS, this entry comprising part one of a series. Bear with 
us, gentle reader, and take for yourself from this discussion any snippet of interest,  leaving 
the rest to the uninitiated, such as ourselves, who perhaps have heard tell of great Oxford and 
rejoice in the opportunity to visit in the early twentieth century. So, we begin…  
 Dorothy L. Sayers entered Somerville College of Oxford University on October 11, 1912, 
and her undergraduate student life spanned three years. Completing her course of study in 
modern languages, she received a certificate of First Honours in French, taking part in the 
Going Down ceremony of June 1915. Sayers was eventually awarded two official degrees from 
Oxford University, an undergraduate degree, B.A., in Mediæval Literature and an advanced 
degree, M.A. (Oxon.), in French Modern Language Studies. She participated in the first 
Oxford women’s graduation ceremony on October 14, 1920.  
 After teaching at Hull High School until April 1917, Sayers became an intern with the 
publishing company of B.H. Blackwell on May 1, 1917. She lived in the city of Oxford until 
August 1919 when she left for France to work as a bilingual secretary for Eric Whelpton who 
was beginning an educational bureau for exchange students in association with L’Ecole des 
Roches, Verneuil sur Avre, in Normandy. She stayed in France until September 1920, at which 
point Sayers returned to England and headed directly to London where her advertising and 
mystery writing careers were to begin and, with time, flourish. 
 Therefore, we are reasonably sure that from 1912 to 1915 and 1917 to 1919, Sayers studied, 
lived, worked, wrote, and published her first two books, OP. I. and Catholic Tales and 
Christian Songs, in Oxford. Both the University and city of Oxford were to remain major 
influences on Sayers throughout her life. 
 The world of Oxford University in 1912 was a time of transition, of cultural movement, 
when formalized, traditional, rules of behavior and expectation were most unwillingly 
introduced to social, political, and academic change. Women were becoming, increasingly, a 
presence on campus, within several colleges, and within classroom culture. Pre-World War I 
Britain was a mixed cauldron of staid social standards fermenting with volatile political and 
revolutionary movements.  Although changing social class distinctions were often disdained 
at Oxford, they were always hovering in the background. It was a time when modernism and  
socialistic revolution ran head first into the wall of traditional Victorian and Edwardian 
cultural norms. Dorothy L. Sayers began her undergraduate life at Oxford University during 
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this early twentieth-century era of unsettled social and political conditions. For the most part, 
we believe, she ignored them. 
 In order to disentangle, understand, and appreciate this point in history at Oxford, we 
must look to the words of those who experienced it. They were there. The words of individuals 
who personally experience an event, episode, or certain period of history are a time machine 
to the past and to an oftentimes accurate and detailed description of events as they occurred 
within a timeframe of reality and within the perspective of personal experience. We may not 
trivialize memoirs or narratives of such experience. Those are the keys to history, and to 
herstory. 
  In that spirit, this discussion as well as future discussions, will center on several first-
hand narratives, in effect short vignettes, or written snapshots, from students of Oxford 
University in the early years of the twentieth century. Their narratives and letters shall be 
presented in what is hoped to be a realistic, yet personal, montage of undergraduate student 
life at Oxford during the early years of the century. Therefore, one may skip to vignettes that 
are of particular interest and skip over those which are not. 
 The first of these verbal memories comes, of course, from Dorothy Sayers, who wrote 
numerous letters home to her parents while at Oxford. We shall quote several of Sayers’ 
letters directly from the classic volumes of Barbara Reynolds (1993, 1995) and indirectly from 
manuscripts in the Sayers archives at the Marion E. Wade Center in Wheaton, IL., a veritable 
treasury of Sayers’ writings. We set these in the larger perspective of Somerville archivist, 
Pauline Adams (1996). Several snippets from The Fritillary provide a golden key to events in 
the Oxford life of women students. A bit of Vera Brittain’s Somerville story is tossed in, and, 
lastly, we get a young man’s written memory of this early twentieth-century Oxford world, in 
Oxford Ways (1925) by Blair. In fact, we shall start with the last narrator as he recounts the 
formal processes and personal experiences attached to being a new undergraduate at Oxford 
in the beginning years of the twentieth century, the formalities being similar for both male 
and female students. 
 
Arriving & Settling In  
The academic year commences with the October (or Michaelmas) Term. As the colleges do 
not possess sufficient accommodation for all their undergraduate members, the incoming 
Freshmen dislodge the necessary number of Seniors from rooms in college to ‘licensed 
lodgings.’ Every term (regarded in its practical aspect of ‘full term,’ the usual period of 
residence) is eight weeks. Undergraduates come up on a Friday and go down on a Saturday.  
 Possibly, the new Freshman has been up before to choose his rooms. If he is none too 
rich and none too aesthetic, he will have left them pretty much as he found them, fresh from 
the life of their last occupant. But possibly he does not choose his rooms till to-day and, if so, 
his first visit to the Bursar of his college - the business-don to whom the college porter will 
have passed him on arrival - will not have concerned itself merely with how-d’you-do’s and 
certain formalities (including the principal one of depositing his ‘caution money’, a good 
round sum which protects the College against his term’s account), but the Bursar will have 
jotted down for him on a slip of paper the designations of various available sets of rooms, for 
him to go and view. Rents as a rule do not vary much, and the wise Freshman disregards 
these. Nowadays rooms are almost invariably furnished by the college and included in room 
rent.  
 Armed with his slip of paper, the Freshman goes house-hunting, encountering, as he 
crosses the quad and enters doorway after doorway, other Freshmen, each with their similar 
slip. The different stairs are numbered, and the former occupant’s name is painted over the 
outer door (the ‘oak’) of each set. A knowing fellow, he shuns the ground-floor sets, where 
the dust and the dead leaves and the mud are liable to drift in too lavishly; he shuns the attics, 
in spite of their sometimes jolly views, as being hot in summer and cold in winter and at all 
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times too small and a bore to climb up to; he goes for the first floor, and the main thing by 
which he chooses is a six-foot, indubitably downy, Chesterfield and the best kind of wicker 
lounge chair. 
 When matters have been fixed up with the Bursar, and the college messenger has 
brought the Freshman’s belongings over to his chosen rooms, the Freshman has sometimes 
been known to offer him a tip - only to be humiliatingly put off with, “No, sir - later on, sir” - 
later on being at the end of term, when all scores are settled (Blair 1925:  2-5). He has yet to 
meet The Scout.  
 
Learning the Secret Power of Scouts  
Enters a Scout - a formidable character of incredible experience, whom the student knows to 
be sizing him up - and of whom, despite the fellow’s cynical obsequiousness and his own 
careful casualness, the student is as yet secretly terrified. 
 
SCOUT: Anything more I can do for you, sir? 
FR (to himself): Does that mean…? No, I musn’t tip him. Er-no-nothing more, thanks.   
SCOUT (suavely): Can I get you any tea, sir? 
FR (almost eagerly): Oh, yes - I was forgetting - I should like some tea. (To himself) Fool! Why 
didn’t I think of that? 
SCOUT (with unction, disposing himself to deliver a lecture): Ah! Now that’s a thing, sir, that 
I can’t do. You see, sir, when I’ve cleared up your lunch, you orders anything you may be 
wanting before the buttery closes at two o’clock, and then I goes off duty for the afternoon.  
Gentlemen has their cakes and p’r’aps their hotters, and they boils their own kettle and makes 
their tea, or else they goes out and has it at one of the cafes. P’r’aps that’s what you’d better 
do today, sir.  You’ll be wanting a kettle and teapot and that, sir - and I s’pose you ‘aven’t 
ordered any coal yet? 
FR (knows where all this is leading, but is quite powerless.  Has not the hoary expert done it all 
a hundred times before?): Er-no. (He glances involuntarily at the big bright fire already making 
his sitter cheery.) 
SCOUT: Ah, well, sir - I’ve managed to get you a bit to start you.  If you’d like to leave it all to 
me, sir . . .  There’s the kettle now: I might be able to find you one second-‘and . . . 
 The Freshman ‘leaves it all to him,’ of course.  His scout gathers his rosebuds while he 
may - in their first term, while they yet are rosebuds.  The Freshman pays through the nose 
for his coal, the Scout piles it on the fire (the complaint one never has against a Scout is that 
of letting the fire go out), - and pockets his commission.  And the Scout concludes this first 
little scene, in which he has so thoroughly triumphed, with the gratuitous humiliation of 
some such little speech as this: 
 ‘Ah, sir, no doubt it all seems a bit strange-like at first, but you’ll be alright in a day or 
two. Leave it to me and I’ll pull you through.’ (This last sentence is not spoken, but thoroughly 
implied.) ‘There’ll be Freshman’s  A̕ll to-night at seven o’clock, sir. If you a̕ven’t got your gown 
yet, I dessay I can find you one.’ 
 And it is axiomatic that any evidently second-hand bath or kettle or other necessary 
which the economically-minded may allow his scout to ‘get it for him’ (a mere perquisite from 
someone who has gone down) will cost him more than a new one. But there are good scouts 
as well as wicked; and - if the Freshman did but know - he would choose his rooms entirely 
by the scout on whose stair they are, and not by the furniture. Later on, he will change his 
rooms solely to get on a stair where there is a reputed jewel of a scout (Blair 1925: 6-8). 
 It can be noted that Dorothy L. Sayers, in her novel, Gaudy Night, explored the hidden 
ability to affect events and influence opinions within the supposedly powerless position of 
scout at Oxford. In this elitist environment, social invisibility is the perfect cloak for crime. 
Sayers dealt, as well, with the complexities inherent to the personal lives of those women who 
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served as scouts, in contrast to, yet entwined with, the lives of fellows and scholars at 
Shrewsbury College. Gaudy Night becomes far more interesting a novel when one considers 
Sayers’ deft juxtaposition of the personal and professional issues at play in the various roles 
women juggled at Oxford University. The intriguing academic as well as social environment 
provided a marvelous training and testing ground for Sayers’ growing literary imagination. 
Yet, while at Oxford, Sayers identified primarily as a poet, her mind grasping easily the 
structures of poetry, although still not having discovered her own aptitude for good story 
construction. 
   …  I cannot get any ideas for prose. Prose is a thing (now is it? is it a thing?  

it’s not a person at any rate. Well, thing will have to do) – a thing I only write  
upon compulsion & then badly.  (Letter to Jim Jaeger, July 1913: Reynolds 1993:54) 

 
Tellingly, her gifts of expression included that of writing naturally amusing, well-constructed, 
and lengthy letters which Sayers did not consider to be literary in the least, yet which led her 
to construct later the easily flowing dialogues and narratives inherent to her popular mystery 
novels. Sayers had a natural talent for writing detailed narrative and conversational text, 
exercised by her frequent letters home during those undergraduate years. 
 
Of Commoners and Scholars 
The general rule is that a commoner (financed privately) has thus to turn out in his third year 

and a scholar (on a scholarship) in his fourth.1 Scholarships are usually won by Public-

schoolmen. Scholarships are either ‘closed,’ i.e., apportioned to a certain school or set of 
schools, or ‘open,’ the latter being won at a general examination held by the college offering 
them.2 There is a good deal of honour attached to the winning of one, and the emoluments 
are not necessarily retained.  
 Scholars are in every respect more important than the commoner who is simply the 
ordinary undergraduate member of a college and may feel himself less under the thumb of 
the dons than the scholar; if his term’s application to learning is regrettably below standard, 
and his record of riot above measure, he does, it is true, risk being sent down or rusticated; 
but comfortably within the laws of humanity, the risk is less for him, by whom the college 
profits financially, than for the scholar, who is in receipt of college emoluments. That is true, 
but the position of the commoner is no lordlier than that of a scholar, but rather, in fact, the 
reverse. For the commoner, even after he has taken his degree (unless he is then offered a 
fellowship), can never be so fully a member of his college as the most youthful scholar is the 
moment he comes on to the college books (i.e., We’ll take your money, but snub you anyway).  
 For the dons and the scholars, they are the college. They together compose that 
corporate institution, and every act of a college is done in the name of its Head, its Fellows, 
and its Scholars (Blair 1925: 3-4). 
 
An Unnecessary Plethora of Titles Purposely Touted in Casual Conversation to 
Confuse the New Undergraduate (and Most Others) 
The Head of a College has different titles: he is the Dean of Christchurch; the Master of Balliol, 
Pembroke and University; the Rector of Exetor and Lincoln; the President of Magdalen, St. 
John’s, Trinity and Corpus; the Principal of Brasenose, Hertford and Jesus; the Provost of 
Oriel, Queen’s and Worcester; the Warden of All Souls, Keble, Merton, New College, and 
Wadham. St Edmund Hall has a Principal.  Scholars are called Demies at Magdalen (because 
originally they had half a Fellow’s allowance), at Merton they are Postmasters. Dons are 
Students at Christ Church - a reason perhaps why this is, at Oxford and Cambridge, an 
unforgiveable term for Undergraduates. Exhibitioners are Scholars with less emoluments 
(Blair 1925: 4). 
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An Eye to Somerville   
It can be noted that Somerville College had a Principal, Emily Penrose serving in that capacity 
during Sayers’ student years. First Years were called Freshers at Somerville and, we suspect, 
most elsewhere. Sayers’ experience as a student at Oxford involved less personal freedom of 
movement than that experienced by Blair, yet both shared the experience of falling under the 
spell of that environment while not falling under the spell of academia. 
 To receive a more objective view of early twentieth-century Oxford, we may look to 
certain descriptions by University historians such as Somerville College archivist, Pauline 
Adams (1996), in her Somerville for Women, An Oxford College 1879-1993: 
 
 The students’ At Home was a normal feature of Michaelmas Term, providing them with 
an opportunity to invite friends and to organize their own form of entertainment… As the years 
went on the occasion became more and more ambitious, to the extent of hiring professional 
entertainers and caterers… Whether they enjoyed their social responsibilities or not, Somerville 
students learned to accept them with good grace… “I tried to swot (rest) a bit after lunch but it 
was our At Home day and people poured in. I swore at them inwardly, but received them 
smilingly,” reported Cornelia Sorabji in 1890.    
 
 For a general description of the interior of Sommerville, we cite the words of a French 
guest who visited in 1892.3 The interior did not vary significantly from the date of his 
observations to the time of Dorothy Sayers (1912). 
 
  The lady student who showed me over Somerville Hall hardly troubled to conceal the 
disdain my astonishment inspired. Here is the gymnasium with its parallel bars, its horse, and 
its bicycles; the drawing room, plain but comfortable, and provided with pianos and violoncellos. 
As we went up a delightful staircase, she asked me about the most famous French 
geometrician… (Bardoux 1899: 14). 
  
Women’s Dress at Somerville 
Vera Brittain, who arrived at Oxford in 1914 and whose presence at Somerville, as well as her 
future as influential writer, was to make an impact on this college in various ways, recalled 
the impression that her style of dress made while she interviewed with Emily Penrose for a 
place at Somerville. 
 
 Being quite ignorant of the Plain-Jane and no-nonsense conventions of Oxford women 
dons, I had carefully changed, in accordance with the sartorial habits of Buxton, into evening 
dress, and was wearing a flimsy lace frock under a pale blue and grey reversible satin cloak, and 
an unsubstantial little pair of high-heeled white suede shoes. So unlike the customary felt hat 
and mackintosh of the average 1913 woman student was this provincially modish attire, that the 
Principal actually referred to it as she interviewed me during the Scholarship examinations in 
the following March. “I remember you,” she said immediately, “you’re the girl who came across 
the lawn in a blue evening cloak.” (Brittain 1978: 66) 
 

Miss Penrose, however, was known to be more gentle in her approach toward student 
indiscretions in dress than had been Miss Shaw LeFevre, her predecessor as Principal. A young 
Dorothy L. Sayers was known for her affection toward large, sometimes remarkable, earrings. 
One pair of dashing earrings worn to breakfast - a set of large scarlet and green parrots sitting 
each in a gilded cage and hanging almost to her shoulders - was immediately noticed by Miss 
Penrose across the hall who then asked an older student, Vera Farnell, to explain quietly and 
with gentle persuasion to Miss Sayers that she should never again wear those particular 
earrings to breakfast, their presence possibly causing a case of morning appetite loss among 
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those at table, or gentler words to that effect (Brittain 1960: 123). It should be noted that 
Dorothy Sayers’ enthusiasm for dashing earrings was not in the least dimmed, but she was 
known from that point to tone down at breakfast from consideration toward Miss Penrose. 
 Vera Farnell, later secretary to Miss Penrose, was also asked in 1914 to speak with 
another somewhat highly-strung student, on the delicate subject of her “dressy attire,” to 
which the student replied, “I won’t, I won’t, I WON’T be a Dowd,” choosing to leave 
Somerville at the end of Term, citing as cause the less-than-suitable accommodations at the 
college for ‘someone of her station’ (Brittain 68). 
 Dorothy Sayers was herself, certainly, not a dowdy dresser while at Oxford, favoring 
bright colors as well as noticeable jewelry, and she often described in delicious detail clothing 
purchased by herself or that worn by others. 
  
 On Friday, Aunt Maud took me to Elliston’s to choose the evening cloak. It is really rather 
a majestic affair. It is red brocaded velvet lined with silk of the same shade, with sleeves of the 
shapeless sort that come out somewhere opposite one’s waist.  It has a mysterious sort of silk 
sling at the back, like an abortive hood, and in general appearance suggests a Whitsunday cope, 
tied in round the legs… I have made myself the most ravishing little cap to wear in New College 
Chapel… It is executed in black ribbon and net, and is so becoming, the Bursar thinks it is quite 
unsuitable for a place of worship! (Letter to parents, May 1914: Reynolds 1995: 86 ) 
   
A Note on the Social Life of Women Students 
In contrast to the social opportunities afforded our previously mentioned male student, Blair, 
university societies and clubs were generally closed to women students. There were specific 
rules of behavior that women were expected to comply with, as noted in Miss Penrose’s letter 
of welcome to students who had been accepted to Somerville in 1907: 
 
 Students never go into Colleges alone. They do not attend College chapels nor walk in 
College gardens without permission and in some cases not without a chaperone. They do not 
walk ‘by the Barges’ nor along the towing path. They do not take long country walks or bicycle 
rides quite alone and if they want to go out of Oxford by train, they must always ask leave. As a 
rule, they do not walk much about the city alone. 
 When attending College lectures, they do not go in singly but two or three together. They 
all sit together and it is understood that even if they have relatives or friends attending the same 
lectures, they do not speak to them… We are always anxious that new students should 
understand this and realize how completely the reputation of the College passes into their 
hands. We have many privileges but no rights (Penrose, 6 September 1907). 
 
Clearly, this letter of welcome, a litany of Do Nots, had the intent of a warning. Little wonder 
women students to Somerville in the early century felt the burden of being in statu pupilari, 
continually being scrutinized for any little slip, however innocent, while male students were 
held to no comparable standards of behavior.4 

 It appears that Dorothy Sayers took the instructions of this letter to heart as a ‘situation’ 
developed when Sayers once attended an entertainment event at one of the Colleges. A male 
friend sat next to her, being unaware of the faux pas. She was so unnerved by this 
transgression that she arose and, climbing over several rows of students to a Senior 
chaperone, made it quite clear that the situation was not of her making. The chaperone 
laughed and assured her that it was quite alright under the circumstances.5 

 Despite the strict rules placed on behavior, there were unexpected liberties granted 
women students. For example, there was no objection to smoking at Somerville excepting in 
the Common Room (Sayers: “Isn’t that Grand?”6). Riding a bicycle was an accepted and 
welcome form of transportation, participation in inter-university sporting events was 
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encouraged, and a certain amount of personal freedom was allowed in forming societies, such 
as the Mutual Admiration Society, and in socializing among students within their own 
College communities. In the 1890’s, the founding of a joint women’s college magazine 
published three times per year, The Fritillary, provided a common meeting ground among the 
various women’s colleges and became a clearinghouse to share information and writings with 
the entire Oxford women’s community. Somerville students often served on the editorial 
board of The Fritillary.  
    
 
Uninvited  Commentary 

THE FRITILLARY 

 June 1912, No. 56 

Editorial: 

 The Fritillary, we would remind our readers, stands upon a different footing (…from that 

of other publications).  Its readers are at once both its contributors and subscribers, and as 

the organ of woman University life in Oxford it can only be a success if it is supported and 

kept alive by the whole body of students. 

THE FRITILLARY 
March 1914, No. 61 

 
THE ‘SECOND YEAR’ PLAYS  

 On the last Saturday of the Michaelmas Term the Second Year gave a dramatic 

entertainment in the Maitland Hall. This was the first occasion on which a play had been 

performed in the Hall, and in consequence new state properties and footlights had been 

provided. This added considerably to the difficulties of producing the plays, and much of the 

credit for the success of the entertainment, which went without a hitch, is due to the efficient 

work behind the scenes of those members of the year who undertook the scene shifting and 

the management of the lights and the new properties. The chief feature of the scenery of 

‘Prunella,’ the drop-scene at the back, had been specially painted to represent a Dutch garden 

by the stage-manager, A.T. Middlemore. Of the success of the plays there was no doubt from 

the enthusiasm of the large audience which filled the Maitland Hall. The pieces chosen were 

‘Prunella, or Love in a Dutch Garden,’ by Grenville Barker and Lawrence Housman; and 

‘Admiral Guinea,’ by Stevenson and Henley. 

 

 A. Middlemore as Pierrot in ‘Prunella, struck just the right note, and brought out the 

half poetic, half fantastic spirit of the play. She was well supported by the other actors. D. 

Rowe as Scaramel, M. Jaeger as The Boy, and A. Organe as the Statue of Love, being 

particularly good. The chorus of mummers acted very well together in a rather difficult role. 

 The full-blooded and melodramatic tone of ‘Admiral Guinea’ made an excellent contrast 

to the subtler charm of ‘Prunella.’ There was a certain risk on the part of the organizers in 

attempting such a play but the result was more than successful. This was largely due to the 

remarkable acting of T.M. Browne, as the broken-down ruffian, David Pew, whose 

impersonation and playing was quite above amateur standards.  She was supported by a well-

chosen cast, and the stage-managers are to be congratulated on the success of their work, and 

the whole Second Year on the evening’s entertainment. 
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THE FRITILLARY 

 June 1915 No. 65 
 

FROM THE EDITOR:  Miss Byrne, Somerville College 

… The number of entries for the three competitions announced last Term was extremely 

disappointing.  Two fables, two short stories, and one article, are hardly a creditable record 

for four hundred odd people. 

A prize of 5s. has been awarded to Miss D.H. Rowe, Somerville College, for a fable entitled 

‘The Bricksellers.’   

The other entry was more of a lyric than a fable; a refrain especially hardly fits in with that 

particular type of verse.  The idea of it was charming, but seemed slightly incongruous when 

cast into that form. 

SOMERVILLE COLLEGE 

The two events of the Term have been the migration to the St Mary Hall Quadrangle of 

Oriel and the transformation of Somerville into a military hospital.  
 
STUDENTS LEAVING THIS TERM:  A. Middlemore (SC) 
 
OXFORD STUDENTS LACROSSE CLUB 

Secretary – F.G. Lupton (S.C.) 

It would not be presumptuous to say that if Oxford had had their full team and if a large 
number of the XII playing had not been suffering from influenza during the week-end, we 
ought to have won. 
 

* * * * * * * 
 
Bicycles & Their Secretaries 
Cycling, which hit Oxford in the course of the 1890’s, was to enjoy a permanent future among 
most students. By 1896, the Somerville College coach house at one end of the drive, and the 
stable at the other, had been commandeered by students as bicycle sheds. As Somerville’s 
cyclists became increasingly more determined to employ this new form of transportation, and 
with no traffic laws in place, even the college garden became hazardous territory. In 1900, an 
Oxford Correspondent writer reported, “Cycling has… been practised with much vigour, and 
the garden has been rendered dangerous to the peaceable inhabitants by the perpetual 
gymkhana feats attempted by the more skillful riders.” (Adams, 142) 
 Apparently, the less skillful were to be strenuously avoided upon sight. However, the 
sense of freedom that bicycling gave female students quite guaranteed its continued 
popularity among Somervillians as well as among others (Adams, 142). The situation of 
regulating bicycle use at Oxford became so involved and took so much time at College 
Meetings that the duties of one elected student of three officers that comprised an 
Amalgamation Committee7 was solely to oversee bicycle use by members of a college.  
 Dorothy Sayers was elected Somerville Senior Bicycle Secretary in 1915 and took her 
responsibility most seriously, citing bicycle offenders with little mercy. She became quite 
infamous for her stringent application of bicycle law and was immortalized for her reign of 
terror in “The Bicycle Secretary’s Song” written by Sayers and performed at the 1915 Somerville 
Going Down festivities.  
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 Sayers’ intolerance toward student bicycle indiscretions is written as rather a hilarious 
little ballad, and, in true Sayers fashion, she recognizes and parodies that characteristic in 
herself. One even tends to agree with Sayers regarding the self-entitlement certain of her 
peers assumed. That which saves the song is Sayers’ obvious humor which is aimed directly 
toward herself as policeman as well as toward the perpetrators of bicycle discourtesy. It would 
have been great fun to see Sayers sing or recite the song, with her flair for dramatic posturing, 
at the 1915 play. From the Somerville records of archivist Pauline Adams (1996: 41-43): 
  

 
 

BICYCLE SECRETARY’S SONG 
   It’s well to be methodical where culprits are concerned. 
   So I’ve made a little list! I’ve made a little list! 
   Of members of this commonwealth who ought to be interned 
   And who never would be missed! Who never would be missed! 
   The brutes who borrow bicycles without their owners’ leave, 
   Who get their own in pound and ask for a reprieve; 
   Who take their breakfast on the Cher at half-past six A.M., 
   And thought the general rule did not apply to them. 
   The people with excuses that you simply can’t resist, 
   I’m sure they won’t be missed, I’m sure they won’t be missed. 
 

CHORUS 
She’s got them on her list, she’s got them on her list, and we’re sure they 

won’t be missed, we’re sure they won’t be missed. 
 

   The folks who leave their bikes about say twenty times a term 
   I’ve got them on the list! I’ve got them on the list! 
   Who say they had a label once, which wasn’t tied on firm - 
   I’m sure they won’t be missed, I’m sure they won’t be missed. 
   Who let your notice stare them in the face a week or more, 
   And then complain they’ve never seen the beastly thing before; 
   Who think the fines augment the Secretary’s bank account; 
   Who ask more foolish questions in a day than you can count; 
   Who rise at College meetings and who argue and insist, 
   I’m sure they won’t be missed, I’m sure they won’t be missed. 

CHORUS 
   But these are not the only pests that poison College life, 
   And I’ve made a little list! I’ve made a little list! 
   Of those who shake the midnight air with dialectic strife, 
   And who never would be missed, who never would be missed. 
   The nymphs who stroll at breakfast-time in nightgowns made of silk; 
   The people who remove your books, your matches, and your milk; 
   The blighters who drop catalogues and whisper in the Bod., 
   Or whistle Bach or Verdi as they walk across the Quad; 8 

   The superficial skeptic and the keen philanthropist, 
   They’ll none of them be missed! They’ll none of them be missed! 
       CHORUS    
  

Learning to be a Poet and Writer at Oxford 
Throughout her adult writing life, Dorothy often valued, and sometimes sought, input from 
her peers.9 At Oxford, this led her quickly (in November 1912), along with Amphilis 
Middlemore and Charis Ursula Barnett, to create the Mutual Admiration Society (MAS), a 
society, numbering six to twelve members at any given point, of aspiring student writers at 
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Somerville. Several members of this group forged lifelong relationships with Sayers, both 
personal and professional, as she developed her career. The six members at the first meeting 
of the MAS on Wednesday evening, November 7, 1912, were most probably Dorothy Sayers, 
Charis Ursula Barnett, Amphilis T. Middlemore, Dorothy H. Rowe, Margaret Chubb, and 
Muriel Jaeger. Sayers read two of her poems, “Peredur” and “Earl Ulfric.”  
 Sayers’ early training in poetic construction and her dedication to writing poetry at 
Oxford later honed and enhanced the flowing rhythm inherent to her other writings, 
particularly noticeable within her detective novels. In the course of her writing career, Sayers 
applied the structures and rhythm of poetry and dialogue to create excellent prose. This 
learning curve began to take shape during her years at Oxford University, exercised by her 
active participation in the weekly writing group of the Mutual Admiration Society from 1912-
1915. Sayers not only wrote and shared her own poetry and prose, but listened attentively to 
other members as they read or recited their work and actively critiqued one another’s writing 
efforts. As a member of the MAS, Sayers’ writing habits grew to include the advice of those 
whose opinion she valued and whose writing she admired. At Oxford, Sayers learned the 
advantages of being part of a writing community and benefitting from critical feedback. This 
would stay with her throughout life. 
 

The items read at our meetings were of all kinds – plays, sonnets, foretastes of future 
novels, a soliloquy in verse by Nero, a dissertation on Shakespeare’s Fairies. My contributions 
included a criticism of Shaw’s plays, the discussion between Dr. Johnson and Boswell on adult 
suffrage, a short story, and some verse. But my most interesting recollection is that Dorothy 
Sayers read a conversation between the three Magi – an anticipation of The Man Born to be 

King. (Frankenburg, 1975: 63)  

 
Conversational Letters and Literary Writing 
Dorothy Sayers wrote almost daily to her parents of her school experiences, and her 
impressions of Oxford were recorded from 1912 through 1915 in letters home. Sayers was a 
prolific and witty correspondent. C.S. Lewis titled Sayers one of the great letter writers of her 
time. Sayers’ letters are conversations in written form, and, in fact, they may be described as 
verbal text. As such, they are remarkably interesting to read. We receive detailed pictures of 
her daily life at Oxford from narratives about events and people, as in the following: 
  
 My dears! 
  If this letter is extremely incoherent (I warn you beforehand) it is because I have 
been suffering untold things. I have just returned from S. Barnabas, whither I had gone thinking 
to enjoy the service… I got there only just in time, and slipped into a seat at the back. We had 
risen to our feet for the first time (either during the first hymn or the epistle I suppose) when 
somebody just in front of me dropped first her glasses and then her book. I trembled with 
foreboding - ‘subita gelidus formidine sanguis deriguit’ - it was - it was Eleanor Sayers! […] - out 
of the corner of my eye I saw her turn round  and stare at me, as I stood, gazing with rapt 
attention into the ‘incense mists’.  Down I sank upon my knees in an ecstasy of silent prayer, 
waited till the general movement of the congregation obliged her to move, and fled down the 
other aisle. (Letter to parents, 10 November 1912: Reynolds 1995: 67)  
 
Or regarding people she admired: 
 
 On Friday night I went to a Suffrage meeting to hear Prof. Murray speak. He talks awfully 
charmingly and was very interesting. What a Shakespearean forehead he has got, to be sure! 
(Ibid. 68) 
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Or even mentioning her studies: 
 

Darlings!  
 Such a week of dissipation! Five times to the theatre! Isn’t it shocking? To say nothing of 
rehearsals of our own play and various excitements. As for work, I fear it was rather nowhere! 
(Letter to parents, November 1913: Reynolds 1995: 81) 
 
Sayers’ use of this conversational style of writing, in English as well as in French, is further 
noted in several academic papers, particularly when writing in-class essays on literary topics.10 

 
An Issue of Debate 
From Dorothy L. Sayers to her parents: 
 
 I forget if I told you about the Balliol debate in my note. It was very deadly. My  speech 
went off alright, though, and my dress was a great success. (Letter to parents, March 1914: 
Reynolds 1995: 86) 
 
Although Dorothy L. Sayers made a valiant effort to represent Somerville College in the 
Oxford Students’ Debating Society for several sessions, she being strong in opinion and voice 
(see “From The Fritillary” in this volume), on the whole participation in the Society was not 
favored by Somervillians. In the Society’s Log Book of 1914, after Sayers proposed the motion, 
“That in the opinion of the House, the educated classes at the present time sadly lack 
enthusiasm,” it is stated: 
 
 Enthusiasm did not seem to extend beyond the first four speakers, and the large number 
and gorgeous attire of the Somerville contingent served rather to emphasize their silence… 
 
One cannot help but note that Sayers was perfectly justified in her motion. 
 
The Great War 
All aspects of student life were affected by England’s entrance into World War I. Somerville 
became a hospital in 1914 and the students moved to Oriel, placing them at a greater distance 
from their usual sports playing fields. Students and staff were scattered in lodging-houses 
throughout Oxford and many college rituals and institutions went by the wayside. The second 
year Christmas Play was abandoned, societies found it difficult to find speakers, and even G.K. 
Chesterton who had been housed at Oriel for speaking engagements at Oxford was asked to 
move into the city for lack of space.  
 An interesting and endearing counterpoint to decreased student involvement in sport 
events occurred in 1915 when Miss Penrose joined the Somerville Boat Club and practised 
canoeing until she became a proficient rower. The Boat Club was delighted by her “ardour for 
the river, even in damp weather (Oxford Correspondent, 1915),” as she set an example for 
other instructors, administrators, and staff to keep up morale during that difficult time. 
 
Going Down 
One college ritual that survived during the war years was that of the Senior going-down plays 
(Adams, 1996: 145) although the plays moved from being indoor theatre performances to 
becoming open-air events at the St. Mary Quadrangle. This change proved to enhance 
participation in the yearly entertainment, and attendance by the general student body was 
stronger than ever. The Somerville going-down play of 1915, “Pied Pipings” was co-written by 
several students, Dorothy Sayers among them, and was directed by Dorothy Rowe. Sayers 
acted in the play, accurately and enthusiastically impersonating Hugh Percy Allen to the great 
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amusement of the audience.  For a comprehensive and perceptive treatment of Dorothy L. 
Sayers and Theatre, we recommend, Writing Performances: The Stages of Dorothy L. Sayers 
by Crystal Downing (2004). 
 At the conclusion of her first book of poetry, OP I., Sayers writes an homage to the 
experience of leaving Oxford University by her short and somewhat sadly nostalgic poem, 
“Going-Down Play.” The going down ceremony was a rite de passage for Somerville students 
who had successfully completed their course of study. Since the graduation degree was denied 
women at the time, it was the formal ceremony of closure for graduating Somerville students 
and held a great deal of significance as a ritual of departure. When degree rights were granted 
women in 1920, Dorothy L. Sayers and several Somerville students partook in the first 
women’s graduation ceremony on October 14, 1920 during which Sayers received both an 
official undergraduate and graduate degree from Oxford University, cementing for life her 
formal association with that university. Sayers then moved on to pursue a teaching position, 
became an intern at B.H. Blackwell Publishers in Oxford, journeyed to Normandy, France as 
a bilingual secretary, returned to England, and moved permanently to London, eventually 
joining the advertising firm of S.H. Benson. In London, Sayers wrote and published in 1923 
her first mystery, Whose Body? and later in 1926, Clouds of Witness. 
 Clearly, in this first discussion, we have only touched on several aspects of student life 
at Oxford in the early years of the twentieth century. Yet, through these vignettes and 
examples, we hope a picture has started to emerge which reflects the atmosphere of Oxford 
during the times just before and during the first world war, and reflects, as well, the world 
Dorothy L. Sayers entered, and in which she thrived, as student through the years 1912 - 1915.  
 Join us in Volume Two, 2019, of  DLS as we continue this journey with Dorothy  Sayers 
through Oxford, university and city, during the years 1912-1919. In the next volume, we look 
to the words of Sayers’ Somerville friend and co-member of the Mutual Admiration Society, 
Charis Barnett Frankenburg from her book, Not Old, Madam, Vintage (1975) and read the 
perspective of Sayers’ colleagues and friends, Muriel St. Clare Byrne and Catherine Hope 
Mansfield from their history of Somerville College, 1879-1921 (1931). We invite you, gentle 
reader, to continue with us, through the volumes of DLS, as we share the adventure of her 
Oxford years, and later, with Dorothy L. Sayers.   

 
Editorial Notes and More Uninvited Commentary 

1 Dorothy Sayers, being a scholar, had the right to remain for a fourth year, but chose to go down at the 

end of her third year. 
2 In March 1912, Dorothy L. Sayers sat for and won the Gilchrist Scholarship for Modern Languages to 
Somerville College, an ‘open’ scholarship and her key to attending Oxford. 
3 The account of Jaccques Bardoux, 1895. (Somerville College Records). Adams 1996: 112. 
4 Blair, pages 44-49: See, “The Rightful Oxford Rag”, “Friendship and Talk”, “The Union.” 
5 Sayers, Letter to Parents, 1913. 
6 Reynolds, 1993: 47. 
7 The Amalgamation Committees of each college were formed to administer the funds of the common 
room and the amalgamated games club, special responsibilities for bicycle stall being given to one of the 
elected student members. The Somerville Committee, established in Michaelmas Term, 1898, consisted 
of the Senior and Junior Treasurers, the Senior students of the Old Hall and of the West Buildings, the 
Presidents of the Boat and Tennis Clubs, the Captain of the Hockey Club, the Secretary of the 
Gymnasium, and three students elected annually by the college. One of those three was the Bicycle 
Secretary, a position established in 1900. Sayers was elected Senior Bicycle Secretary in 1915 with several 
junior bicycles secretaries under her watchful eye, the burden of work by that time having been too great 
for one person. She took her job most seriously and was merciless to those who violated Bicycle Law at 
Somerville. Her reign was so famous (or infamous) that a song was written and performed by Sayers and 
several others (the chorus) for the 1915 Going Down Play to commemorate her reign. It was entitled “The 
Bicycle Secretary’s Song.” (Adams 1996: 142-43) 
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8 This line actually made me smile, having often done the same while crossing the Stanford Quad, only I 
hummed rather than whistled (a skill I do not possess, but admire). I imagine that I annoyed quite a 
number of persons while so doing. Quite frankly, I would happily hum again, and almost certainly so at 
Oxford, the temptation being too great to resist. Most respectfully, Barb Prescott 
9 It is unrealistic to cast Sayers at Oxford into one of several “molds” of writer, such as “solitary” or “social.” 
Clearly, writers (and students) are of all dispositions, changing their perspectives at will, and absolutely 
insisting upon blurring boundaries imposed upon them by others. However, there is the point to be 
considered that all literary writers, to one extent or another, are solitary writers for some length of time 
or effort. If one does not write in the solitude of one’s own thoughts, that lack becomes apparent. 
Sometimes one writes with a specific kind of reader in mind, yet attempting literary writing only to please 
one’s friends is, of course, the kiss of death and very often results in exactly the opposite effect. There is, 
of course, a caveat to this point for our Somerville students: writing for the annual Going Down Play. 
Whether one chooses to share work in progress with others is solely one’s preference and right. Sayers, 
as writer or student, cannot be typecast, nor should we attempt so to do. She was as complex and versatile 
a writer, student, and person as her quick-silver mind prompted her to be. 
10 Folders 1-1a, 1-1b, 1-1c, 1-1d. DLS Ms. Oxford Papers (Various). Marion E. Wade Center, Wheaton College, 
Wheaton, IL.  
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She’s Very Intelligent, but She’s Too Smart:  
Dorothy Sayers’ Classes at Oxford and 

 Teacher Comments Regarding Her Work 
  

Mildred Pope, et. al.,  
annotated by  

Barbara L. Prescott 
 
 

She is still lacking somewhat in self-restraint. 
M. Bertham 

French Use and Translation 
Hilary Term 1914 

 
 
Miss Mildred Pope, as Oxford Tutor to Dorothy L. Sayers, a position which mirrored that of 
academic advisor, kept a record of Sayers’ class schedules and end-of-term comments from 

Dorothy Sayers’ instructors in classes from Michaelmas Term 1912 to Trinity Term 1915.1  In 
this article will be reported most of those classes taken by Dorothy Sayers, in their respective 
terms, as well as teacher comments regarding the academic work of Sayers, all of which were 
gleaned from the handwritten notebook of Miss Mildred Pope during the years 1912-1915.  

The Oxford school year began on October 11, 1912 with the onset of Michaelmas Term 
which, in total, lasted eight weeks. During Sayers’ first two terms, she prepared to take several 
examinations in order to be admitted to the Honours degree course, that in addition to her 
full course load. The first of these exams was known as “Responsions” or “Smalls” which tested 
knowledge of Latin and Greek. Sayers was sent to a Classics tutor, Mr. Herbert May, who was 
a great help to Sayers and guided her successfully through Smalls. Sayers was also coached 
through the exam, “Divinity Moderations,” known as “Divvers” in 1912 for which New 
Testament Greek was required. Sayers was successfully tested for her viva in German by Herr 
Jost and commented to him during the exam that she found Schiller’s Robbers a pleasing 
play.2 She passed all her preliminary Honours degree course exams in her first year at Oxford 
University.  

 Following is information relevant to the academic history of  undergraduate Dorothy L. 
Sayers, gathered and organized from the notebook of Miss Mildred Pope, in which are listed 
most of Sayers’ classes, instructors, and teacher comments. It is not a comprehensive list, but 
gives a fairly good picture of Sayers’ class schedules and academic experiences from 1912 - 1915. 
Dorothy Sayers appears to have been a strong B to B+ student in her classes at Oxford. 
  
Following are excerpts from the academic history of Dorothy L. Sayers at Oxford University 

deciphered from Miss Mildred Pope’s notebook1 

 

Dorothy L. Sayers’s First Year at Oxford University 
 
MICHAELMAS TERM, 1912   
Although the Term is noted at the top and underneath is stated: D. Sayers, French, Tutor: 
Miss Pope, there are no notes in Miss Pope’s Notebook for Michaelmas Term, 1912. “French” 
clearly refers to Sayers major course of study. Miss Pope’s notes appear to start in Hilary Term, 
1913. 
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HILARY TERM, 1913 
In Hilary Term, 1913, D. Sayers was registered for the following classes: 
Class       Instructor 
*French Language      Mlle. Pallez 
*German Literature &     Miss Douette 
*German Language     Dr. Willoughby3     
*French Lit. Seminar I 
(Montaigne)      Miss Jourdain  
*Drama Seminar I     Miss Bruce 
 
Teacher Comments - End of Hilary Term 1913: 
Mlle. Pallez, instructor in French, stated that Dorothy had a good accent and found little 
difficulty in expressing herself in French. This is not surprising since Dorothy had won the 
Gilchrist Scholarship in Modern Languages, her key to attending Oxford, for her excellent 
command of the language. 
 
In German, Miss Douette reported that Dorothy had a good command of the language and 
that her work was interesting and quite promising although she had not yet developed her 
sense of proportion. Truth be told, I’m not sure what that last comment meant. 
 
In the Montaigne Seminar, Miss Jourdain mentions that Dorothy has the ability and the 
power of applying readings for the course to purposes of argument. Dorothy participated 
actively in the seminar, her notes and verbal discussion were of merit, but that her end paper 
was “rather smart than appreciative in tone.” This reference to being “smart” is repeated by 
several instructors throughout Dorothy’s tenure. 
 
Miss Bruce, in the Drama Seminar, reported that Dorothy had decided ability & insight in 
discussion. Furthermore, Dorothy had a “good power of getting hold of essentials & of finding 
appropriate illustrations of her generalizations.” Dorothy also possessed “readiness of 
expression.” Dorothy’s gift of quick repartee was noted throughout her career, and she valued 
verbal dexterity in others as well. Noting G.K. Chesterton’s quick wit when challenged in his 
lectures, Dorothy remarked that she had rarely heard anyone better at quick and witty 
response to questions or challenges.4 

 

E (Eights) to TRINITY TERM, 1913 
Existing records of Dorothy Sayers’ classes during Trinity Term, 1913, also include “E” (Eights). 
Only two classes are noted in Miss Pope’s notebook, but class notes from History of the 
Renascence and Reformation are found in one of Sayers’ student note folders housed in the 
Marion E. Wade archives.5 

 
Class      Instructor 
*Drama Seminar II    Miss Bruce 
*Philology and the 
 Chanson de Roland   Miss Pope 
*History of the Renascence 

 and Reformation   Miss Rhŷs 

 
Teacher Comments at the End of Trinity Term, 1913: 
Miss Bruce, instructor of Drama Seminar II, stated that Dorothy wrote two very good papers 
which the instructor considered fresh and well organized. Again, the “smart” comment 
surfaces, “If she can resist the temptation to be “smart” she will do very well.” Dorothy 
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participated energetically in class discussions and her comments were interesting and to the 
point. Dorothy was observed to have considerable knowledge of her authors. The only 
critique Miss Bruce offers is that Dorothy seemed unable to give her full time to the work 
expected of her. It is a curious comment and one wishes that Miss Bruce had inquired of 
Dorothy what was taking up the majority of her time during Trinity Term, 1913. 
 

Miss Pope observes of Dorothy’s work in Philology and the Chanson de Roland: 

 

Miss Sayers has made a very good beginning. Her philological work has been consistently 

sound  & good; clearly thought out & well gripped. On the Chanson de Roland her class 

work & translation shows real promise of distinction.  She observes & makes deductions 

with acuteness & real insight. 
 

Dorothy L. Sayers’ Second Year at Oxford University 

 

MICHAELMAS TERM, 1913 

Pages 26-28 of Mildred Pope’s notebook yield the following information regarding Dorothy 
Sayers’ classes during Michaelmas Term, 1913: 

 

Class      Instructor 

*Old French     Miss Pope 

*French: Use and Translation  M. Bertham 

*French Lit. Seminar II   Miss Jourdain 

 

Teacher Comments at the End of Michaelmas Term, 1913: 

It is worthwhile to quote Mildred Pope directly in her opinion of Sayers’ work in Old French 

and of Sayers’ academic potential: 

 

Miss Sayers has shown quite unusual quality. She combines wide & strong literary 

appreciation & considerable insight, a real, & rather rare, liking for thoroughness, She has 

tackled the linguistic side of her work with real competence, shirked no difficulties, & so 

laid the foundations of a scholarly knowledge of her subject. I emphasise this because, 

though I was expecting essay work of quality from her, I had been afraid that she might 

seem to avoid the less attractive  philological work. (Pope, 1913: 28) 

 

According to Mr. Bertham, instructor of French Use & Translation, Dorothy’s work evidenced 

originality, and her power of expression was strong and would improve with practice. He 

observed that Dorothy appeared to be one of those students who would gain by reading 

deeply in a limited field. She would do well with specialized research on specific topics. To 

this instructor, Dorothy’s work was very promising. He bestowed upon her a collective grade 

of B to B+.  

 

In the French Literature Seminar, Miss Jourdain stated that Dorothy, at her best, produces 

“energetic and capable work with an individual point of view.” At her worst, Dorothy “runs 

off with rhetoric or journalistic slang.” The instructor also observed that sometimes a pulpit-

manner spoils Dorothy’s style of delivery. Again, Dorothy does not give enough time to the 

work expected in the seminar and Miss Jourdain expresses disappointment that a once-

promising paper was less than expected in the end, this due to extensive rehearsals for the 
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Second Year Play in which  Dorothy was performing. Miss Jourdain concludes that Dorothy 

has real capacity for French studies and hopes that Dorothy will be able to grapple with the 

various claims upon her time and that she will do her abilities justice. The instructor also 

offers the opinion that Dorothy was very pleasant to work with.  

 

HILARY TERM, 1914 

Class     Instructor 

*French Historical Syntax  Miss Pope 

*French Language Use & 

 Translation   M. Bertham 

 

Teacher Comments at the End of Hilary Term, 1914: 

Miss Pope on Dorothy’s work with French Historical Syntax: 

  

Miss Sayers’ work on Historical Syntax has shown the same quality as her work last Term. 

It is a difficult subject, but she has really striven with it, tackled the more difficult 

authorities, thought out the problems carefully, & used her own reading to elucidate or 

further illustrate the points dealt with. 

 

In her second class of French Language Use & Translation with Mr. Bertham, Dorothy has 

shown interest and assiduity in French and is noted to be bright, clever (another word for 

“smart”), and having a good deal of personality. Yet observed through an iconic statement by 

Mr Bertham, Dorothy is a bit overwhelming: “She is still lacking somewhat in self-restraint.” 

Dorothy produces work that is judged by her instructor to be unwieldly in consequence, 

although on a hopeful note, she is beginning to learn what to leave out of those unwieldly 

papers and essays. 

E to TRINITY TERM, 1914 

Class       Instructor 

*Special Subject      Miss Rhŷs 

*Old French Syntax     Miss Pope 

*French Language Use 

 & Translation     M. Bertham 

*Romantics of the 

 Early Nineteenth Century   Dr. Carlyle 

 

Teacher Comments at the End of Trinity Term, 1914: 

According to Miss Rhŷs, Dorothy’s instructor in her Special Subject, Dorothy’s translations 

were accurate, well-formed, and her philology was sound overall. 

 

Miss Pope, in Old French Syntax, noted at half-Term that, “Miss Sayers has done work on a 

rather less congenial side of the subject. Her work has, not unnaturally been somewhat less 

individual, but is thoroughly good & sound & systematic.” Miss Pope gave Dorothy the 

collective grade of  B+. 
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Miss Mildred Pope’s Notes, 1912-1915 

Tutor Reports, page 26 

Eights & Trinity Term, 1913 

Courtesy, Somerville Library Archives 

Somerville College, Oxford 
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In his third term with Dorothy in French Language Use and Translation, Mr. Bertham 

noted that although she was making good strides, Dorothy’s prose was not yet up to First-

class level.  He had hopes, however, that it would improve rapidly due to her strong skills and 

ability in the French language. 

Most interestingly, Dr. Carlyle, instructor in the Romanticists of the Early Nineteenth 

Century, noted that Dorothy’s work was sometimes of truly good quality and had improved 

substantially during the course of the term. He stated, “She has considerable knowledge of 

the literature & much interest, but she wants to be more independent of traditional criticism.” 

This statement and his observations are of particular interest since Dorothy’s early poetry and 

later prose reflect the distinct influence of the eighteenth and nineteenth-century Romantics, 

both English and French. In her seminal poem of Catholic Tales, “Desdichado,” Dorothy 

applies the Romanticist literary techniques of Walter Scott, Victor Hugo, and French poet, 

Gerard de Nerval. She continues to interweave both Medieval and Romantic literary 

techniques in both Op. I and Catholic Tales, her two books of poetry and continues to reflect 

the influence of this literary movement later in her own Christian Romanticism, through 

poetry, fiction, and prose.  

 

Third Year at Oxford University 

 

MICHAELMAS TERM, 1914 

Class       Instructor 

*Special Subject      Miss Rhŷs 

*Old French Syntax     Miss Pope 

*French Language Use & Trans.   M. Bertham 

*Drama Seminar III     Miss Bruce 

 

Teacher Comments at the End of Michaelmas Term, 1914 

Dorothy Sayers’ Special Subject, comparable to Senior Individual Study, with Miss Rhŷs 

continued into her third year. Miss Rhŷs was supportive of Dorothy’s individual work, yet 

appeared to be waiting for a breakthrough from Dorothy, evidenced by her words, “Miss 

Sayers has done some good work on her special subject.” Some good work connotes the 

expectation of better work to come. However, the instructor comments on Dorothy’s 

extensive reading on the subject (without naming that subject), and that she has done much 

classification and detailed work on the project. 

The question arises regarding the topic that was the focus of Sayers’ Special Subject. 

There is little to no definitive information on the title of the topic, although I am still looking.  

However, there are clues. Dorothy’s notes contain much information and several drafts of her 

translation of the Romance of Tristan written in the twelfth century by Thomas the Anglo-

Norman. Furthermore, Dorothy published, in 1929, a book of her translation, Tristan in 

Brittany.  It is very likely that this was the topic of her Special Subject, the resultant work 

being later published with the editorial help of Mildred Pope, rather like a published thesis. 

Although it is not certain, I believe looking at the timeline and notes of Dorothy L. Sayers 

that resulted in the final book will yield an answer. To that end, I’ve begun the quest. 

The possibility may be corroborated by Miss Pope’s comment when writing of Dorothy’s work 

in French Syntax this term: “Has given most of her time to her special this Term. She tackles 

linguistic questions well & her unseen translation is very good indeed, quite distinctly so. Mr. 

Water’s collection on general Philology B+.” The unseen translation appears to be key. 
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Mr Bertham, in French Language use, has qualified praise for Dorothy’s work. She has worked 

regularly but her translated prose is “not quite first class.” Her work still lacks finish and 

simplicity although she has made considerable progress and is gradually nearing the A 

standard. Had she continued her academic work in French, Dorothy most probably would 

have attained that standard. 

 

In Drama Seminar III, Miss Bruce notes that Dorothy has produced a very good essay and that 

her translations are excellent. She is a lively class participant, her remarks always to the point 

and often suggestive of further thought on the subject. On the other hand, Miss Bruce states 

that although Dorothy shows strong critical skills, she may be somewhat lacking in 

imagination. That last comment we may choose to ponder. 

 

HILARY TERM 1915 

Class      Instructor 

*Medieval Literature   Miss Pope 

*English Research (A. Strawson) Miss Darbisher 

*French Composition   Mr. Eccles 

 

Teacher Comments 

Miss Pope (Med. Lit. ½ hr. essays.): Miss Sayers’ work is a little unequal. Her appreciations of 

individual authors & her treatment of questions that interest her such as prosody have real 

distinction. In big historical questions she loses herself a little at least when writing up to time.  

She will need to plan her revision carefully, but if she manages this, she should succeed in the 

schools. (p. 30) 

  

Miss Darbisher, in English Research, supplies no additional written comments in the 

notebook.  

 

Finally, Mr. Eccles, in French Composition, notes that Dorothy impresses him, overall, as a 

very able student, her French composition being distinguished although a little uneven since, 

he further notes, there may be “some regrettable lacunae in her reading.” Dorothy’s French 

essays are competent, interesting, and show a talent for literary criticism. 

E to TRINITY TERM 1915 

No classes, instructors, or teacher comments listed. 

 

With this schedule of classes and somewhat terse, yet enlightening, teacher comments 

in mind, we may begin to visualize the nuts and bolts of Sayers’ academic Oxford experiences 

as they emerge through the notes of her teachers as well as those of her tutor, Mildred Pope.   

 It should be noted that, along with a full course load (3-4 classes) per Term and Honours 

exam preparation, Sayers co-founded and participated in the weekly Mutual Admiration 

Society meetings, was a faithful member of the Bach Choir conducted by Hugh Percy Allen, 

wrote and published poetry in several Oxford magazines, Oxford Poetry included, wrote and 

acted in school plays (second year and 1915 going down play), joined the Oxford Debating 

Society, rowed with the Somerville Boat Club, went to numerous outside lectures such as 

those given by G.K. Chesterton (wouldn’t that have been an experience), attended many 

student and professional theatre performances, attended weekly church services, and visited 
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friends as well as family members on a regular basis. Her academic and social experiences at 

Oxford were full and varied. 

 Dorothy Sayers appeared to have made the decision fairly early on, possibly by her third 
term, that academic life was not to be her professional goal (Reynolds 1993: 53). She wanted 
far more social flexibility and freedom to make professional and personal choices in her life 
than those which she observed were mandatory in a cloistered university such as Oxford. 
Quite frankly, she didn’t even care to teach students as a rule, this evidenced by her mixed 
experience of teaching at Hull High School in 1916.  The life of a teacher or professional scholar 
was not for her. 
 That being said, Sayers remained an independent scholar of Medieval French and 
English literature, periodically publishing careful translations of legendary and literary text, 
such as Tristan in Brittany, in 1929 and later, of course, tackling her monumental Medieval 
Italian to Modern English translation of Dante’s La Divina Commedia, although she did not 
live to complete the Paradiso.  
 Studying Sayers’ class schedules is instructive in a further sense. During her early literary 
life, Dorothy Sayers wrote numerous poems and considered poetry her literary venue of 
choice while at Oxford. Her first two published books, OP. I. and Catholic Tales, were 
collections of poetry written mostly during her undergraduate years. When studying the 
subject matter of those poems, one may observe the deep and substantial influence of her 
Oxford studies in Classical, Medieval, and Romantic literature upon the themes and structure 
of her early poetry collections. These literary influences appeared substantially, as well, in 
Sayers’ later fiction, plays, and essays. Dorothy Sayers’ translations, first of Tristan in Brittany 
(1929) from Old French to Modern English and later of Dante’s La Divina Commedia (1954-
56) from Medieval Italian to Modern English, may be traced back directly to her training in 
techniques of Medieval literary translation at Oxford University. 
 Finally, as we, her readers, look with interest upon Sayers undergraduate academic 
schedule and teacher comments, we see clearly the strong personality of Dorothy L. Sayers 
continually rising through those comments. During the course of her remarkable life, Sayers 
remained a most intelligent woman as well as being bitingly smart, and I don’t believe she 
ever quite depressed those high spirits in a strong effort toward self-restraint. That would 
have not been the thing, at all.   

 
Notes 
With great appreciation to Somerville College Library for copies of Miss Pope’s notes 
regarding Dorothy L. Sayers, and kind permission to quote from those notes. Many thanks to 
Ms. Kate O’Donnell, Archivist, for her expert guidance and advice regarding the use of 
Somerville Library archived material.   
 
With appreciation, as well, to the Marion E. Wade Center at Wheaton, College, Wheaton, IL 
where I first discovered, to my delight, that such a notebook of Miss Pope’s existed by proof 
of seven copied pages stamped by Somerville Library, within DLS Folder I-Ia, pp. 1-7. This 
discovery prompted further research and communication with Somerville Library where, to  
my further delight, I was informed that Miss Mildred Pope’s original notebook exists in full 
and is archived in the Somerville College Library as SC/AO/RG/TR/8, one volume of tutors’ 
reports.  
 
The classes, notes, and teacher comments reported in this article will be referenced in future 
articles of DLS in which are discussed Classical, Medieval, and Romantic influences on the 
poetry, fiction, playwriting, and prose of Dorothy L. Sayers. 
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1 Somerville College Library Archives. Tutor Notebook SC/AO/RG/TR/8. ALSO Marion E. 

Wade Archives, Folder 1-1a, pp. 1-7. Handwritten by Mildred Pope. Original notebook in 

Somerville College Library. Copies of seven pages from the original notebook are housed at 

the Marion E. Wade Center, Wheaton College, Wheaton, IL. 
2 Reynolds, 1996: 66-67. 
3 Reynolds, 1993: 48 
4 Letter to Parents. In Reynolds, 1996:67. October 1913, regarding Chesterton’s talk concerning 

politics. 
5 This class is not mentioned in Miss Pope’s notebook, but Sayers’ notes from this class may 

be found in DLS Folder 1-5, Undergraduate Notes, Marion E. Wade Archives, Wheaton 

College, Wheaton, IL. 
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Snippets 

From The Fritillary 

 

Excerpt from DECEMBER 1912 NO. 57, 66-67  

New Students at Somerville & Their Previous Schools 

SOMERVILLE COLLEGE 

NEW STUDENTS (38) 

C. Adams 
D. Arning 
M. Ball 
C. Barnett, St. Paul’s School*  
F. Barry 
E. Bartlett 
M. Barton, Swansea High School* 
T. Bérenger 
T. Browne 
M. Buckley 
M. Chubb, Conamur, Folkestone* 
C. Cook 
F. Flew 
H. Fox 
C. Godfrey, Downe School, Kent* 
D. Graham 
E. Henderson 
M. Herforel 
M. Holman 
D. Hudson 
M. Jaeger, Sheffield High School*  
H. Logie, Monmouth High School 
A. Middlemore, Birmingham University* 
D. Moss 
 
 
* Mutual Admiration Society (MAS) Members 
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M. Murray     
H. Napier 
A. Organe 
E. Owen 
E. Peet 
J. Petrie 
M. Petty 
D. Rowe, Cheltenham College*    
D. Sayers, Godolphin School, Salisbury*   
A. Strawson 
Mrs. Subbarayan 
F. Thomson 
J. Thomson 
M. Whitwell 
 
* Mutual Admiration Society (MAS) Members 

 
Excerpt from MARCH 1913 NO. 58, 73 

The Debating Society 

SOMERVILLE COLLEGE 

EDITOR: MISS CAMERON 

COMMITTEE:  MISS LEYS 

OXFORD STUDENTS DEBATING SOCIETY 

MISS SAYERS (SC) 

Topic: THAT IMPARTIALITY IS NEITHER POSSIBLE NOR PROFITABLE 

THE HON. OPPOSER:  MISS SAYERS (SC) BROUGHT FORWARD MANY 

ILLUSTRATIONS TO SHOW THAT IMPARTIALITY BY NO MEANS 

NECESSITATES LACK IN INTEREST; RATHER IT IS A NECESSARY 

ACCOMPANIMENT OF ANY SENSE OF JUSTICE.  MISS SAYERS HAS AN 

ARRESTING MANNER OF SPEAKING, AND WAS EVIDENTLY FULLY 

CONVINCED OF THE RIGHTEOUSNESS OF HER CAUSE. 
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God love thee, thou enchanted town: 
Allegorical Reference to Oxford University  

through Classical Myth in the poem,  
“Alma Mater” by Dorothy L. Sayers 

 
Barbara L. Prescott 

 
              “Helen, close-girded with immortal spells 

             Of beauty and of ancient power,” 

 

             “Helen, my mother, whom I greatly love - 

             Nowise for that majestic grace, 

             The changeless beauty of the seed of Jove 

             Set godlike on thy face.” 

  

Alma Mater: 14, 24 

OP. I. 

                                                                                
In the midst of her Oxford University years, primarily between 1913-1915, Dorothy L. Sayers 
began to write poems about her impressions of Oxford and of her experiences as an 
undergraduate student. To Sayers, Oxford University was a place of legend, equal to, if not 
better than, the spellbound kingdoms about which she had earlier written in poems.1 From 
October 11, 1912, the date she entered University, to the end of her life, Sayers was enchanted 
by the world of Oxford. She was not particularly enchanted by academia,2 but she loved the 
rarified and mythical environment of Oxford University. That fascination came to life through 
her written poetry and was realized materially through publication, in December 1916, of her 
first poetry collection, OP. I., noted as No. 9 in Adventurers All: A Series of Young Poets 
Unknown to Fame, a book series published by Basil Blackwell, Oxford.3 
 Within this small book of poetry, Sayers lays out a rhythmically structured series of 
thirteen titled poems (these composed of thirty-six shorter poems)4 which incorporate 
themes of classical myth, mediæval legend, bewitchment, hypnosis, dreadful premonition, 
loss of godly gifts, spellbinding love, magical dimension, prayer, incantation, hidden 
symbolism, repercussions to betrayal, and various other aspects of divine intervention and 
supernatural power. Within this framework, Sayers’ poems weave a web of charmed 
experience, of a world where the past melds with the present and future, where fairytales and 
myth weave through mundane normative daily existence, in the world of Oxford University. 

 The poems of OP. 1. are a collection of allegorical references to Oxford University. Sayers 
employs classical, mediæval, and Christian, analogies to express her vision and 
interpretations of the Oxfordian academic world built upon the literary devices of allegory, 
symbolism, and metaphor. The book is a carefully constructed and organized set of poetic 
windows to her Oxford experience from 1912 to 1915. 
 This paper focuses on Sayers’ exploration of the first of these overarching worlds of myth 
and romance, that of classical mythology, as she applied Hellenic legend5 in allegorical 
reference to the world of early twentieth century Oxford University as a recurring motif in 
several poems of this book, particularly through her seminal epic poem, “Alma Mater,” the 
primary poem within the main text of OP. 1. The cohesive poetic ties that link “Alma Mater” 
with the second piece, “Lay,” a metrically interlaced series of twelve poems interweaving 
classical and mediæval references to Oxford, are briefly introduced.6 



42 

 

 Dorothy L. Sayers began her adult writing life as a poet and ended her writing life with 
the translation of Dante’s poetry. In fact, Sayers considered herself, in her young adult life, 
primarily a poet and translator of mediæval verse (Reynolds 1993.185; Brabazon 126). These 
interests were overshadowed in later life by Sayer’s career in fiction and playwriting, but re-
emerged in strength as she tackled the formidable task of translating La Divina Commedia in 
her last years. Furthermore, Sayers’ poetry and translation skills are in evidence throughout 
her later writings, even in her detective fiction. In truth, Sayers’ deep interest in  poetry as 
well as her skills in translation, honed while a student at Oxford, remained with Sayers 
throughout her writing career. Her reading public, on the other hand, most often associates 
Sayers with the genres of mystery fiction and theatre, further, having a layperson’s genuine 
interest in Christian apologetics. Her fame, resting on the latter genres, does not include a 
serious consideration of Sayers as poet, nor do her critics or supporters often consider the 
value of her poetry within Sayers’ written corpus (Kenney 6-7).  
 There appears to be something of a disconnection between Sayers’ view of herself, as 
poet and translator, and the opinions of her reading public who catalog her work primarily 
within the genres of prose or play-writing. The dismissal of her poetry as serious or 
professional writing has led to an incomplete view of Sayers’ overall literary corpus, or at the 
least, gives limited perspective to the true scope of her literary strength. Furthermore, the 
topics and themes Sayers explored within her poetry were, at times, vastly different from the 
themes she explored in fiction and nonfiction prose. The transcendent mythic themes and 
structures explored in her early poetry provide added dimension to our view of the grand 
imagination of Dorothy L. Sayers, further contributing clues to the well-designed structure of 
her later fiction, plays, and essays.7 

  During this early period of her life, poetry, in its designed symbolism and variant 
structure, was Sayers’ venue of choice to express images of fantasy and thoughts regarding 
legendary Oxford, particularly of her own experiences within this academic kingdom which 
opened multiple doors of knowledge to her (Coomes 63). The vehicle of poetry allowed her 
imagination free reign to explore new ideas, mythical analogies, even insightful epiphanies, 
regarding the ancient power and grandeur of Oxford. Within the boundaries of poetic form, 
Sayers’ own structured yet imaginative mind employed various literary devices, such as 
allegorical reference, analogy, and symbolism to communicate, subtly yet effectively, her own 
Oxford impressions and experiences.  As C.S. Lewis once stated, considering a genre of choice, 
at times questioned, to convey powerful messages through fantasy literature, “Sometimes 
fairy stories may say best what’s to be said.” (Lewis 310). Sayers chose, during this period of 
her life, the poetry of fantasy, myth, and legend to say best what needed to be said regarding 
her experiences as a student at Oxford University in the early twentieth century. 
 Sayers appreciated and often explored romantic, charmed, legendary worlds and 
characters, turning the ageless lessons inherent in those primeval stories toward her modern 
twentieth century world. Her interest in those mythic themes is manifested first and most 
clearly in her early poetry and often in the poetry she wrote during her Oxford years or shortly 
thereafter. In fact, young Sayers felt comfortable in the classical and mediæval realms of 
enchantment, having a skilled knowledge of both Latin and Greek, thanks to her father’s 
instruction to her in those languages at an early age. Sayer had a natural facility in learning 
the structures of language, particularly Classical languages, which appealed to her orderly 
mind. Sayers often used classical quotations in letters to her parents while at Oxford.8   
 The knowledge of these languages from a young age also enhanced her self-esteem. 
Their attendant mythologies, read by Sayers in the original language, appealed to her 
romantic nature and gave her growing mind structure as well as a sense of adventure. These 
two intertwining concepts, adventure within structure, almost define Sayers’ approach to all 
literature, as student, author, and critic. She enjoyed the distinction of being a language 
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prodigy at any early age and returned, eagerly and with scholarly skill, to that pursuit in her 
later years.  
 Sayers was clearly conversant in the worlds within which brave warriors, unpredictable 
gods, tested ladies, and spell-casting goddesses, defy the bounds of social expectation to 
partake in the adventure of heroic, star-crossed, romantic encounters. Such adventure was 
inherently tied to the magic of tragedy in various forms of obsession, betrayal, hypnosis, 
shape-shifting, spell-binding mishaps, and dreadful trials ending in death, all of which ensure 
eternal mythic recognition. In other words, Sayers reveled in the larger than life heroic 
romances of classical myth, mediæval literature, and the adventure of Christianity. Most 
fortuitously, she found and recognized her own romantically mythic kingdom in Oxford. 
Then she wrote poems about it.  
 Sayers wrote most of the poems comprising OP. I. during the years 1913-15. She wrote of 
mythic romance and adventure but experimented objectively with different poetic structures 
as technical exercises in the creation of these poems. To Sayers, myth and imagination went 
hand in hand with skill in poetic structure. This dual purpose would serve her well when later 
constructing her imaginative, amusing, yet beautifully structured, Lord Peter Wimsey 
mysteries. In a letter to Dorothy Rowe dated October 1915, Sayers writes that she had been 
practicing writing “rondeaux and other technical exercises, ‘trying different shapes and 
models with different lengths of line and arrangements of time and refrain’ […]”. They were 
written, Sayers clearly states, mainly for enjoyment. 
 

“…I thought I’d just revel a bit in the dear old obvious glories of scarlet cloaks and dragons 
and Otherworld Journeys, and the clank and gurgle of alliterations, and the gorgeousness 
of proper names.  So you are to read it in his spirit, please, if possible at night and by the 
fire.” (Reynolds 1993: 70)  

A number of these technical exercises in poetry were transformed by Sayers into her first book 

of poems titled OP. I., published in 1916 by Basil Blackwell, Oxford,  as part of the publisher’s 

series, Adventurers All, in a limited edition of 350 copies.  

 When considering the text of the book, we are first struck by the title, OP. I., i.e., Opus 

One. What does it mean? Sayers gives us several clues. An opus, by definition, is a separate 
composition or set of compositions by a particular composer, usually ordered by date of 
publication. Sayers was an active member of the Oxford Bach Choir from 1912-1915, possessing 
a good contralto voice, and joined the choir again when she returned to Oxford in 1917. She 
loved music, the structures of music, and singing in the Bach Choir. Sayers had a good ear 
which served her well in the creation of poetic rhythm, cadence, and rhyme.  The title, OP. I., 
may well have been a nod to the Bach choir conducted by Sir Hugh Percy Allen, for she 
acknowledges that choir, as well as Allen, in the dedication. As a result, the unusual title, 

OP.I., often regarded as curious, is, in truth, quite reasonable, clearly indicating a first 

published book of lyrical poems, Sayers being the composer, with the numbered title 
optimistically pointing to the possibility of other books following (Reynolds 1993.69). 
 There may be an additional reason for the abbreviation OP which is also an acronym for 
Oxford Poetry, a journal to which Sayers contributed poems from 1915 and of which she was 
an editor during the years 1917-1919. Sayers’ sense of humor would have welcomed a title 
which cleverly indicated multiple references or double meanings. She named her first book 
OP. I. to reflect her own student experiences at Oxford University and to stand as a poetic 
allegory of her personal memories formed in that enchanted kingdom of ancient wisdom and 
arcane ritual. Upon opening the book, before the title page, one meets a quotation, centered 
within a border of mythological illustrations, composed of excerpts from Tennyson’s 
“Ulysses”9 that sets the tone of the Adventurers All series of which Sayers’ book is part: 
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COME MY FRIENDS *** 'TIS NOT TOO LATE TO SEEK A NEWER WORLD * IT MAY BE 
THAT THE GULFS WILL WASH US DOWN * * IT MAY BE WE SHALL TOUCH THE HAPPY 
ISLES - YET - OUR - PURPOSE HOLDS *** TO SAIL BEYOND THE SUNSET. 
           ULYSSES   (OP. 1. [OP] frontispiece) 
   
Although this quotation is included by Basil Blackwell in every Adventurers All volume,9a one 
is struck by the singular appropriateness of the words to Sayers’ poetry collection, OP. I. The 
reader is introduced immediately to the promise of a new unknown world, to the promise of 
a heroic odyssey as we “sail beyond the sunset,” to a key that will open for us a mystical world 
of “the happy isles.” We are being prepared for the unexpected adventure leading to an 
ensorcelled realm in which can be found either death or new life, the ending balanced by our 
intent, the tantalizing contingency influenced by our acts. We are encouraged to hold true to 
our purpose of moving forward intrepidly into the future, but the resultant ends are 
unpredictable. Often, we are simply at the mercy of the Fates. Still we embark on the 
adventure. With that spirit, Dorothy Sayers entered Oxford, and, in that spirit, she invites us 
to take a mythical, poetic, journey with her.  
 There are thirteen titled poems that comprise the main collection of OP. 1. Sayers was 
experimenting with different poetry forms, particularly with the narrative epic poem, ballad, 
lai, sonnet, and rondel. Each of these forms may be found in OP. I. and are of importance 
when considering the overall structure of the book. However, when considering those critical 
references to Oxford University that comprise the main theme of OP. I., Sayers’ analogies, 
symbolism, and semantic links prove most helpful. In “Alma Mater,” the powerful mythic 
allegories employed by Sayers are sourced directly from Hellenic legend. 
 The first, and single longest, poem in the main body of the book is taken from the 
classical Greek myth, the Iliad, by Homer. Sayers bestows the title “Alma Mater” on this 
primary poem, an extended narrative epic of fifty-one alternately rhymed quatrains 
recounting the stories of Helen, Paris, and Idaeus.10 Sayers begins, deliberately and strongly, 
her collection with a famous tale from the Trojan Cycle, that of the abduction of Helen by 
Paris and Helen’s later return, after the death of Paris, to her first husband, Menelaus, and to 
her home in Sparta. However, in her own retelling of the myth, Sayers uses some poetic 
license in her interpretation of the plot.  
 In Homer’s Iliad, Helen’s role is that of a royal pawn, moving back and forth between 
her first war-loving husband, Menelaus, king of Sparta, and handsome Paris, son of Priam, 
king of Troy, who steals her from Menelaus and claims her as wife along with her property. 
Indeed, Helen, as described in Homer’s account, is considered herself to be valuable personal 
property as a wife claimed by each of her competing husbands.  

 
 while he himself in the middle and warlike Menelaos 
 Fight alone for the sake of Helen and all her possessions. 
 That one of them who wins and is proved stronger, let him 
 Take the possessions fairly and the woman, and lead her home […] (Iliad [IL].3.90-93) 
  
“White-armed”12 Helen is beautiful, desirable, but powerless, having little to say about her 
own destiny, marital situation, or even about her own choice of residence. She is at the mercy 
of husbands, fathers, goddesses (Aphrodite and Athena), and the warring politics of the day. 
In the story of The Iliad, Helen is a hapless tool of gods and men.  
 Helen is further portrayed as the victim of Paris, who violates the accepted laws of 
hospitality by stealing his host’s wife. Despite being acknowledged as victim, Helen is blamed, 
along with Paris, for the tragedy of the Trojan War. 
 
  



45 

 

Surely there is no blame on Trojans and strong-greaved Achaians 
 If for long time they suffer hardship for a woman like this one. 
 Terrible is the likeness of her face to immortal goddesses. 
 Still, though she be such, let her go away in the ships, lest 
 She be left behind, a grief to us and our children. (IL.3.156-160)13   

   
 Sayers, on the other hand, in her retelling of Helen’s story within the poem “Alma 
Mater,” characterizes Helen as one with formidable supernatural power, emphasizing Helen’s 
immortal status as demi-goddess (daughter of Zeus), her spellbinding hypnosis over men, 
and her ability to change history as well as the destiny of mortal lives by her innate, goddess-
like, capacities.  
  
 “I was begot by heaven out of earth, 
 Travail of earth and joy of heaven, 
 And in the slow unfolding of my birth 
 Came power; and I was given 
 
 “To man at length, to be a burning brand 
 And a Promethean fire to be,  
 Look upon me, my son, and understand  
 Why men were slain for me.”  (“Alma Mater” [“AM”] 35, 36.16) 
 

Within the context of “Alma Mater,” Helen is portrayed in remote majesty, being above the 
mundane problems of mortal men. Helen may be a tool of implacable Fate, but she can 
change the destiny of mortals by her gifts. In this interpretation, Paris is at Helen’s mercy in 
his role as obsessed Idalian shepherd-boy14 who is lifted to fame by the machinations of the 
immortals. Sayers’ Helen is, by her very existence, an invincible, destiny-shaping force, “close-
girded with immortal spells of beauty and of ancient power” (“AM” 14.12). 
 In the first half of the poem, Helen’s seductive power over Paris, and the resultant 
tragedy of obsession is explored. In the second half of the poem, Helen’s relationship with her 
natural son, Idaeus, involving a change in her role from paramour to nurturer, deliberately 
shifts the perspective of the poem. This shift by Sayers is critical to convey the dichotomous 
relationships that Helen assumes with respect to Paris and Idaeus and points to Sayers’ 
interpretation of her own university experience. By her emphasis on the three main characters 
in this mythological story,15 rather than on the plot, Sayers is directing our attention to the 
allegorical significance of these characters in “Alma Mater.” By including a shift of 
perspective, or volta, in this poem, Sayers alerts us to the possibility of double meanings 
associated with the role of each character and in the relationships of Paris and Idaeus to 
Helen. Furthermore, Sayers bestows, with deliberate intent, the title “Alma Mater” on this 
primary poem, adding allegorical weight to the narrative epic of fifty-one alternately rhymed 
quatrains recounting the stories of Helen, Paris, and Idaeus. 

 Sayers wrote the poem, “Alma Mater” while a student at Oxford. The term, Alma Mater, 
i.e., ‘Nourishing Mother’, used almost exclusively as a term of affection for one’s school, refers 
clearly to Oxford University. But why title the story of Helen and Paris, a myth of obsessive 
love, by that name? Sayers did give, initially, the poem a subtitle, “Idaeus,”16 as a hint, but that 
subtitle does little by itself to clear up the mystery. However, the primary title was no mistake. 
It had deliberate allegorical reference. Sayers knew quite well the significance, of that eternal 
beauty which casts a hypnotic spell, upon her own life and lasting relationship with Oxford. 
She observed, as well, the effect of that rarified protective environment upon the lives of 
others. It is a subtle title with a double meaning. “Helen, close-girded with immortal spells,” 
is also the nourishing mother, the Alma Mater. Mythical Helen, who so enchants yet so 
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nourishes, represents Oxford University. Hence, the title, “Alma Mater,” is a metaphor, a 
symbolic reference to the university. 
 The allegory17 which Sayers creates and explores through this poem references, 
primarily, the characters of Helen, Paris, and Idaeus. With that reference in mind, we may 
begin to view the entire narrative poem, with its mythological cast of characters, in the light 
of an allegorical story, and most intriguingly, a story which reflects Sayers’ own personal 
experiences and observations in the legendary world of Oxford University. If Helen represents 
Oxford, what (or whom) do Paris and Idaeus represent?  To answer this question, we now 
turn to the poem itself. 
 The epic18 poem is introduced by two epigraphs, the first by Harold Giles Dixey, an 
undergraduate poet and friend of Sayers, from his “Sonnet on Oxford”: 
 
 “Far beneath 
 My holier passion, in their eyes and ears 
 Enchantment vast but foolish lingereth.” (“AM” 9) 
 
The second epigraph is a rather long-winded German quotation from Sintram by Friedrich de 
la Motte Fouqué, in which it is explained to a youth, Sintram, that Paris was given an 
opportunity by the goddess Aphrodite, in exchange for the golden apple, to take Helen away 
and live with her for ten years, during which time Troy would be protected from its enemies. 
However, when ten years were over, Paris’s family and Troy would be destroyed. Sintram 
exclaims, curiously, that if Paris did not agree to that, he was a fool. 
 With this quotation,19 Sayers prepares her readers for the plot of the narrative poem. As 
Sayers was trained well to consult original sources, thus quoting the original German of 
Fouqué was a natural academic habit. When considering this passage, however, one may 
reasonably assume that the Fouqué epigraph is mere ornament, not at all essential to the 
matter of the main body of poems (Hone 1979.26). At first glance, the placement of this 
German epigraph does appear rather stuffy and unnecessary. However, taking a closer look 
at both epigraphs may be fruitful. It was not a frivolous choice. Sayers used two quotations 
deliberately and with purpose. There is specific reason for using both quotations, and that 
reason, which parallels an earlier set of poems placed at the beginning of the book, is to 
present two opposite points of view about the legendary world of Oxford University. 
Considered together, these dichotomous viewpoints set the mood for the entire book of 
OP.I.20 Sayers’ use of opposing epigraphs becomes a recognizable feature of her poetic style. 
 H. Giles Dixey, in the first epigraph, states clearly that lingering enchantment with 
Oxford by some is “vast but foolish.” He chooses a “holier passion” that directs him away from 
succumbing entirely to the enchantment of the other-worldly kingdom of the university. His 
words warn against becoming hypnotized by the rarified, artificial, atmosphere of Oxford and 
surrendering one’s life to it. To Dixey that “holier passion” may well have included protecting 
England during the war.21 As an armoured knight, one is dedicated to larger, higher, interests 
that direct one to live or die in the world. Sayers, herself, throughout her life remained drawn 
to Oxford but not to the cloistered life of academia. She chose to live in the world by 
embracing the practical professions of publishing, advertising, and writing popular detective 
fiction. Sayers recognized the hypnotic spell of the university yet was able to pull away from 
it, as did Giles Dixey. 
 The title of Dixey’s poem is telling; he wrote a sonnet on Oxford, rather than to Oxford. 
Most interestingly, Dixey eventually became assistant master at the Dragon School, a prep 
school in the city of Oxford. Like Sayers, he left the university but returned to the vicinity, 
within the enchanted sphere, of Oxford. With Sayers’ characteristic direct intent, it is 
significant that she dedicated “Alma Mater” to H. G. Dixey, her like-minded friend. 
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 The youth, Sintram, takes the opposite view. Faced with the opportunity of possessing 
Helen with all her beauty as companion and lover for ten years, Sintram cries out immediately 
that Paris would be a fool not to accept. With like reasoning, some would it consider it foolish 
not to accept the valuable gifts that are offered students and scholars by Oxford University, 
as Paris so accepted the rare, hypnotic, world of Helen. Sintram would not hesitate to accept 
the pleasure, the enchantment, despite the certainty of ultimate, looming, tragedy. Sintram 
and Paris live for the moment and for the immediate gratification of desire. 

 Sintram and Dixey, on the other hand, represent two ends of a spectrum. One will 
accept, unhesitatingly, the advantages as well as constraints within the ritualized 
environment offered by Oxford, for as long as possible; the other resists the enchantment and 
breaks free by choosing other purposes and goals in life. Sayers presents the dichotomy with 
clever clues. We, her readers, must look for it through those clues and appreciate that which 
she presents us at the beginning of this  poem. As a result, both epigraphs are necessary to 
provide the opposing choices and boundaries that structure the Oxford experience. Students 
must make their own choice to embrace the enchantment with its constraints or to resist it 
by leaving, and so move forward with their lives. Dixey and Sayers chose, each, to move on. 
 It is interesting that in the original, hand-written, manuscript of OP. I.,22 there is 
included a short, third, epigraph by François Villon: “Et mourut Paris ou Helene.” 23 which was 
later removed by Sayers from “Alma Mater” and not included in the final published version. 
It may have been considered redundant, or confusing, to the preceding epigraphs, and 
therefore, unnecessary. The extant preceding epigraphs provide, satisfactorily, the two 
opposing choices given one regarding the Oxford experience. By her deletion of this 
extraneous quotation, Sayers provides evidence of the care she gave to the elegant structure 
of OP. I.  
 “Alma Mater,” for its message, symbolic imagery, length, and pride of place, is certainly 
the seminal poem of OP. I.  It is structured as an extended narrative poem composed of fifty 
alternately rhymed quatrains with an iambic stress pattern.24 The importance of this poem to 
the theme of the book must be understood as Sayers intended it should be understood for its 
symbolism and introduction to the divinely powerful kingdom of Oxford University. As a 
result, we should examine, in depth, the symbolism of this classical myth that reflects so 
beautifully the Oxford allegory, through the poetic lens of Sayers, as an early twentieth 
century Oxford student. The poem begins directly, and rather matter-of-factly: 
 
 When Aphrodite offered a brief bliss 
         To the Idalian shepherd-boy, 
 He chose ten rapturous years of Helen’s kiss, 
         And then, the sack of Troy. (“AM” 1.9) 
 
In the original, handwritten, manuscript25 of OP. I., the poem begins on leaf ten (p. 5), which 
is also pencil-illustrated in color by Sayers.  At the top right-hand corner of the page is a 
drawing of three goddesses: Aphrodite, Athene, and Hera. An owl (Athene’s portent) is flying 
along with other birds on the right. Mount Ida is featured in the background, and a large 
peacock feather ending in a heart is drawn on the left of the page. This artwork enhances the 
classical symbolism of enchantment, obsession, and prophecy inherent in “Alma Mater,” but 
it exists only in the manuscript, and is not included in the published book. 
 Aphrodite, the ancient Greek goddess of love, to win a contest and the golden apple, 
tempts Paris, the judge, with beautiful Helen, in order to secure the prize. The gods are known 
to flaunt their gifts and advantages to tempt mortals. If Aphrodite wins the contest, Paris wins 
Helen. Paris accepts the bribe, even with the contingency of time and looming disaster. The 
prize is temporary, to last ten years, and will eventually end for Paris in the loss of everything 
he holds dear. Still, the temptation to enjoy the gift of Helen is too great. 
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Yet do not bring up against me the sweet favours of golden Aphrodite  

 Never to be cast away are the gifts of the gods, magnificent, 
 Which they give of their own will. (IL.3.64-66)26 

  

 Paris is well aware of the conditions to the gift, as he is of its temporary nature, yet is 
overwhelmed in his desire to accept that gift. He cannot refuse, and the immortal story of 
enchantment, spellbound love, and divine intervention advances to its predictable end.  
 Dorothy Leigh Sayers, in turn, won a god-gifted contest whose prize was attendance at 
Oxford. She received the Gilchrist Scholarship for Modern Languages which was her key to 
attending the mythical university. Sayers was aware that this was a temporary gift, to last only 
three or four years, but it was her means to enjoy the enchanted, ancient, and rare world that 
Oxford offered. She accepted the gift, knowing that, in the end, she would lose her student 
pension, she would ‘go down.’ Clearly seeing those elements of the Greek story within her 
own life, although in slight variation to that given in the original myth, Sayers’ subtle,  
somewhat humorous, metaphorical identification with Paris, does not stop there. She enters 
the enchantment willingly and is hypnotized by the beauty of Oxford University: “Thou art 
so magical, thou makest me afraid.” (OP “Lay” IV.23) 
 The next several verses tell of Paris’s torn emotions and loyalties, as he obsessively 
desires Helen and his gifted life, yet watches anxiously for the first signs “Of Ilion in fire” 
(“AM” 2.9). 
 
 Therefore, the while he called on Helen’s name, 
      And watched with apprehensive eye, 
 To catch the first avenging glare of flame, 
      His soul was like to die.  (“AM” 5.10)  
 
This tearing of loyalties, an inherent conflict in the mind and soul of Paris, must have been 
felt in like manner by many students attending University during the years of World War I.  
Oxford was a protected realm, but the world was on fire. Most people must have thought it 
was only a matter of time before the inferno consumed England as well. Oxford sacrificed 
approximately one-third of its male students to that inferno. One week they were living a 
gifted life, the next they were in hellfire, as sacrificial victims, and many died in that hell. They 
were a sacrifice of the best and brightest, often required in myth for godly appeasement. The 
fragileness of this enchanted realm became evident as the war continued. Several narrative 
verses point clearly to the similarities between the anxiety-ridden situation of Paris and that 
of the students at Oxford.   
  
 “O happy lovers that can sleep, nor know 
       What term is set them by the Fates! 
 I slumber not, nor shall, until the foe 
       Strike upon Ilion gates.” 
 
 “How should I so let slip the precious time 
        The gods mete out so meagerly? 
 Each word we speak rings like a dreadful chime, 
         Marking the hours that flee.” (“AM” 8, 9.10-11) 
           
Sayers dwells, for eighteen verses in “Alma Mater,” upon the themes of obsession, 
enchantment, yet over-hanging tragedy and fear of the aftermath. It is the story of Paris under 
the divine influence of Helen and her eternal, ancient, power. It is a choice that must end in 
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tragedy for the hapless youth, Paris, and Sayers acknowledges the inevitable ending, as she 
fears a possible tragic ending for several of her friends, and for many others at Oxford - indeed 
for Oxford itself:  
 
 So, ere the towers of Ilion fell in smoke, 
      Like some dear dream that breaks and flies, 
 And fierce Pelides27 through the breaches broke, 
       In grief did Paris rise 
 
 To follow fate out to the bitter close, 
       Feeling the nearness of the end, 
 And saw, amid the press of angry foes, 
       Death as his only friend. (“AM” 17, 18.12) 
 

Paris meets his foreseen end, but Helen, majestic, powerful, ancient, beautiful, cannot be 
destroyed by human tragedy. She is eternal, an objective semi-goddess removed from the 
turmoil created by mortal beings, as is Oxford, greater than the humans who occupy the 
ancient realm, lasting and powerful, forever serene with continued ancient beauty, immortal. 
Helen, at the end of their story, gives Paris one final, somewhat ironic, gift. 
 

 “Paris, my bridegroom, happy and unknown 
      From Ida’s pleasant hill - slopes came; 
 I taught him love, and left him overthrown - 
      The world shall know his name.” (“AM” 37.16) 
 
For his devotion to her, Helen gives immortality to the memory of Paris. Likewise, Oxford 
keeps careful record of her students, giving fame to them for their association and history 
with her. An immortality of sorts, accompanying the life-changing adventure, is given all 
those who enter through chance, design, or gift, the realms of the gods. They are changed. As 
Sayers reflects in Gaudy Night, “There’s something about this place… that alters all one’s 
values.” (1936.176) 

 In a similar vein, C.S. Lewis, by his exploration later of the classical myth of Cupid and 
Psyche in his allegorical novel, “Till We Have Faces: A Myth Retold” (1956), recalls the ancient 
story, first transmitted by Roman novelist Lucius Apuleius Platonicus, in which figures a 
grand palace, an enchanted kingdom, gifted to Psyche by Cupid (the god of the mountain) to 
keep her safe from harm and disaster. In this removed kingdom, Psyche and Cupid attempt 
to live, nightly, their romance for a short while under potentially disastrous conditions,28 as 
do, also, Helen and Paris (the shepherd-boy of the mountain) remain removed from harm for 
a time in their own gifted kingdom, and by further analogy, as Sayers and other students are 
protected temporarily in the beguiling, gifted, realm of Oxford, which, interestingly also 
serves as the object of desire, of enchantment. The mythic cycle is replayed through ancient 
and modern days, changing detail, changing circumstance, changing faces, but ever constant 
in its repeating message of mortal and immortal interaction through life-changing adventure, 
enchantment, and tragedy.  
 Interestingly, in Lewis’s retelling of the myth, mortals remain faceless until they act in 
truth and sincerity to their purpose in life (Lazo 22). Likewise, Paris is unknown, “faceless,” 
until he is singled out by Zeus and Aphrodite to partake in an immortal story which, for him, 
ends tragically but bestows upon him eternal recognition as he finally acts in accord with his 
life’s purpose. Paris is given an immortal face. Oxford’s student population remain somewhat 
faceless to the powers that be until they prove themselves. When they have so ‘proven’ to be 
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worthy, they receive the immortal honor, the “face” of eternal association with the gods, the 
Oxford degree, the lambskin.  
 In her creation of the poem “Alma Mater,” Sayers was well aware of the timeless 
intricacies, as well as the eternal structure, of the story she set forth in her interpretation of 
the mythological romance. Furthermore, she was well aware of the consequences to partaking 
in an enchanted adventure and of accepting a godly gift. At Oxford, Sayers struggled also with 
self-awareness and with decisions that would point her toward her own purpose in life.  
 Sayers continues her interpretation of fated obsession in mythological romance as the 
story of Paris and Helen reaches its predicted end. Paris is killed, and Helen sets sail for 
Sparta, back to her family, with her son, Idaeus. At this point in “Alma Mater,” the narrative 
poem changes focus. There is one transitional verse as Helen returns, imperturbably, to 
Menelaus29 after the ruin and death of Paris:  

 But calm-eyed Helen, to her former home 
      Passed with the tall Achaean ships 
 Unheeding, over the unheeding foam, 
       To other arms and lips. (“AM” 19.13) 
 

Next, at the twentieth verse, Sayers introduces Idaeus by name, the grown son of Helen and 
Paris. The role of Helen within the poem is now changed from lover to mother, from object 
of amorous love to object of filial love. Her influence becomes a maternal, protective, affection 
as it is focused upon Idaeus, her son, and as he remembers and responds to her role, as divine 
mother, in his life. 
 
 “Helen, my mother, with the sea-deep eyes, 
       And brow unmarred by any fold, 
 Crowned with unending beauty Hera-wise 
       And everlasting gold; 
 
 “Helen, my mother whom I greatly love - 
       Nowise for that majestic grace, 
 The changeless beauty of the seed of Jove  
       Set godlike on thy face.” (“AM” 23, 24.13-14) 
 
 Interestingly, the bulk of the poem, thirty-two verses, focuses upon the story of Idaeus 
and his relationship with Helen. To Sayers, this appeared to be the more relevant and critical 
bond, the one that survives. Oxford, as nurturing mother, has a far more satisfying 
relationship with her students. She is “in locus parentis,”30 protecting as well as overseeing 
their lives under her watchful eye, as they study and thrive in her hands.  As fascinating as is 
the obsession with her beauty and power, the more nourishing is her role as care-giver, 
sending her youths out to the world as confident, informed, heroes and heroines rather than 
as doomed, anxious, paramours.  
 Helen is securely confident in her maternal role and interacts comfortably with Idaeus 
in their reunion when he, now a grown man, returns to Sparta from war. He, in turn, 
understands and sympathizes with her power over others and their reaction to her immortal 
beauty. However, to Idaeus, that obsession is foolishness compared to Helen’s maternal 
strengths; she is far more significant to him as mother. 
 
 “The songs men made, the tears men shed for thee, 
      The fire that vexed my father so – 
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 A very foolishness they seem to me 
      That look on thee, and know 

 

“Only thy mother-breast and gentle arms 
       That wont to shield me from affright, 
 The voice that sang to quiet my alarms 
        At the dread fall of night.” (“AM” 25, 26.14)   
 
 Still, there remains some tension between Helen and her grown son. He struggles to 
understand her divine nature, her inherent power over men. How can she be so removed, so 
remote, so objective, about her purpose? So does Oxford exist on a remote plane, always 
somewhat removed, by her raison d’être, from the lives and needs of those who love her and 
are nurtured by her.  Helen, as demi-goddess, by her divine nature is removed from the 
mundane. Oxford, by her very rationale for existence, is so removed as well. Helen attempts 
to explain the discrepancy to Idaeus: 
 

   “Comes love like mine upon the fretful heart,  
            A strong refreshment to the soul; 
     Love that makes mad has only found a part, 
            But I have known the whole.” 
 
      Then Helen, lifting up her eyes, wherein 
             The secrets of the years held place, 
       Spake, looking seaward: “How shall I begin 
             To show thee those old days?” (“AM” 32, 33.15) 
 
In this poem, Helen is immortal as Oxford is immortal. The enchantment that surrounds each 
may not be quantified or entirely understood by those gifted mortals who are but part of, or 
see only a portion of, the divine nature that is inherent to the existence of the divine. Those 
who love these immortalities understand but a small fraction of their divine nature through 
that individual love. Only the immortals, themselves, with their infinite perspective, Helen as 
semi-deity and Oxford as sacred kingdom and imperturbable protectress, can understand or 
contain the whole. Helen continues patiently to instruct Idaeus of her hypnotic power over, 
and effect upon, humanity through the essence of eternal beauty she embodies, that which 
evokes the most intense, overwhelming, desire as well as the most profound of tragedies. She 
holds the well of  divinatory power within her, as it emanates from the divine. She is man’s 
Promethean fire. Helen’s innate power can trigger prophecy, obsession, super-human 
strength of purpose, assure victory in war, offer otherworldly knowledge, turn hellish 
suffering into godlike beauty, and bestow immortal fame. She is the portal through which 
man’s greatness is achieved. Being so, she is the ultimate prize. Sayers’ analogy to Oxford of 
this divine power is clearly brought forth in the lines: 
 
 “I was begot by heaven out of earth, 
     Travail of earth and joy of heaven, 
 And in the slow unfolding of my birth 
      Came power; and I was given 
 
 “To man at length, to be a burning brand 
       And a Promethean fire to be, - 
 Look upon me, my son, and understand 
       Why men were slain for me.” (“AM” 35, 36.16) 
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The mortals who associate with immortals share, in part, their divine story. Those 
mortals are given godly gifts, and sometimes curses, from their relationship with the divine. 
Paris, like the students and scholars of Oxford, attains a measure of fame through the 
association. “I taught him love, and left him overthrown -The world shall know his name.” 
(37.16). Furthermore, Helen knows full well the power of her irresistible influence over 
mortals, knowing, as well, that their obsession with her shall not cause regret. In fact, given 
a second chance and second choice, they would fall again under her spell. It is inevitable. By 
their gifted association with divine power, mortals have received a small glimpse of eternity, 
and they jealously protect the knowledge. They become greater humans for the experience, 
sometimes reaching for immortality themselves. This inevitable power to draw men toward 
the enchantment is also shared by Oxford University. Those under her spell do not regret the 
occurrence. That experience gives them a point of reference through their lives and 
strengthens them through life trials. So it was with Sayers and Dixey. They continued to 
return to the source of legendary power, Oxford University, through the course of their lives, 
even after their official going down ceremonies. 
  
 “If now the second time his choice were made 
     Of loveless peace and love-made woe, 
 Think’st thou the balance would be overweighed 
     And he would let love go? 
 
 “Nay, with each trembling moment of delight, 
      Each precious kiss and passionate, 
 Snatched, saved, and hoarded jealously, despite 
      Man’s wrath and heaven’s hate -- 
 
 “Short glimpses of a glory that the years 
      Hold not in store for mortal men, 
 Although their eyes, strained through a mist of tears, 
      Behold it now and then - 
 
 “With these he never could be wholly sad 
      In his great, hallowed town of Troy 
 Where passion quickened and made him more than glad 
      With greater things than joy. 
 

“Wonder not, therefore, that I have no tears 
       For those that loved me and are dead,  
 I garner up all the loves of all the years 
        A coronal for my head.” (“AM” 38-42.16-17)  
 

 Helen cautions Idaeus not to judge that which he does not understand. Having a demi-
goddess as mother comes with certain inevitabilities, and, in fact, is uncomfortably confusing 
at times. Her divine acts and decisions may not be understood by mortals, and only Zeus may 
judge the right and wrong effects of her inherent power. So it appears to be with Oxford 
University and its arcane mandates as well as decisions and laws that affect those under its 
influence. The University is greater than those mortals who occupy the kingdom and perform 
scholarly rituals within its boundaries. It is not for them to judge the enchantment but to 
learn from it, benefit from its gifts, and thus become greater human beings.  
 His mother continues to explain to Idaeus that only eternity rules them all within God’s31 

thought, and so, even she may eventually die when time and chance have died. As such, she 
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is a tool of Fate and is neither to be blamed nor is blameless for the destruction of Troy. As a 
device of Zeus, she must be protected. In like mind, Oxford is neither blamed nor blameless 
for the future of those who have chosen to receive her gifts. Oxford is subject ultimately to 
God,32 as Helen is subject ultimately to Zeus, and it is not for us, mere mortals, to know the 
workings of God’s mind. So Helen concludes her lesson to Idaeus: 

 

 “Then first, then only, judged and justified 
              By perfect working of God’s thought, 
 I too may die, when time and chance have died, 
       And pass away to naught;  
 
 “Not blamed, nor blameless, but the tool of fate, 
       And seed of lovers unafraid, 
 Useless, when once they are regenerate 
       Who made me, whom I made. 
 
 “O Father Zeus, father of gods and men,  
       That madest love and madest joy, 
 Set Helen in the citadel, and then 
        Do what thou wilt with Troy!” (“AM” 47-50.18-19) 

 
With the setting of an eternal, unblinking, distant sun, Sayers ends the epic.  
 
 She spake and ceased. Idaeus, doubtfully, 
      Leaning on that beloved breast 
 Smiled in her eyes, while over the dim sea 
       The sun went down to rest. (“AM” 51.19) 
 
By deliberately placing at the beginning of OP. I. this strong narrative poem dealing clearly 
with other-worldly power, spell-bound obsession, romantic tragedy, enchantment, magical 
protection, and other ever-fascinating themes of divination and hubristic godly interference 
in the affairs of men, Sayers alerts her readers also to the importance of the immortal, 
mythical, other-worldly characteristics so symbolic to the enchanted kingdom of Oxford 
University, and as they are part of the Oxford experience. By use of allegory and poetic device, 
Oxford is anthropomorphized as the immortal enchantress, yet nurturing mother demi-
goddess, Helen of Troy. 
 It is an amazingly strong statement and fascinating analogy that Sayers presents initially 
to her readers. Despite Sayers’ overtly casual attitude when describing the creation of OP. I., 
she is very sure of her design, formation, composition, and of the route she will use to lead us 
through this carefully built collection of poetry. Even as a young writer, Sayers begins to show 
the gift for clear, organized, construction leading to unexpected jewels found in the edifice 
that becomes an inherent characteristic of her later writing, fiction, and prose.  Sayers never 
does anything in half-measure, this collection included. When she writes poetry or prose, it 
is always with full steam ahead; she is sure of her poetic architecture. In OP. I., she is building 
from the strong foundation of knowledge and experience, a jewel filled structure of mythically 
themed poetry. 
 There are a number of mortal and immortal characters who contribute to the epic story 
of “Alma Mater.” Helen is the heroine and semi-divine enchantress, both hypnotic lover and 
nurturing mother in her various personae. Helen is Oxford University, anthropomorphized. 
However, she is not ultimately in control. She is subject to the decisions and power of 
Aphrodite, full deity, Goddess of Love, who controls Helen’s fate. Furthermore, Helen is 



54 

 

subject to Zeus, her father, his hall of judgment, and, even more so, to “Time the Titan,” under 
whom they are all subject and to “young Eternity, his ward.” 

 
 “High o’er the cloud blue arches, and the dome 
      Of those celestial palaces 
 Where age-long Zeus built up his mighty home, 
      The hall of judgment is. 
 

“There Time the Titan ceaselessly doth guard, 
       With leaden and relentless mace, 
 The sleep of young Eternity, his ward, 
        The last of Saturn’s race; 
 
 “Who when he wakes, to his full stature grown, 
        And lays his hand upon the door,  
 Almighty Zeus shall shudder from his throne, 
        And Time shall be no more.” (“AM” 43-45.17-18) 
  
So is Oxford, despite her prodigious power to enchant, not entirely in control. Her existence 
is dependent upon the higher powers of the Crown (Zeus), those who bestow favors (the 
Aphrodites of funding), and, ultimately, of course, upon history, relentless time, and eternity. 
Menelaus is Helen’s distant yet firmly patient and primary husband. Perhaps he is, in a sense, 
England, forever ‘married’ to Oxford in unbreakable bond.  
 Both Paris and Idaeus represent the two ends of the student, scholar, and faculty 
spectrum, most of those falling between the two extremes. Paris represents those who are 
gifted with Oxford and hypnotized by her, falling entirely under her spell for a period of time. 
Sayers felt initially the mesmerizing pull of Oxford and promptly fell in love with the 
university. Sayers, in part, identifies with Paris.  
 Idaeus, on the other hand, is Helen’s protected progeny who is far more comfortable 
with Helen’s maternal role. He believes spell-binding hypnosis is foolish. So does Sayers (as 
does Dixey) identify as well with Idaeus, in that Oxford University as nurturing teacher within 
a seemingly-magical, protective, kingdom is acknowledged by them to be the more satisfying, 
and ultimately, the more practical role of Oxford. Sayers is able, in time, to distance herself 
from the spell of Oxford and respond to the university’s more practical self, that of learning 
environment, which, at times can be questioned, as Idaeus is not mesmerized by Helen, and, 
at times, even doubts her. 
 In essence, Sayers is both Paris and Idaeus to Oxford’s Helen. This dual role is developed 
in “Alma Mater” by Sayers’ well-constructed poetic architecture, and, may I add, lovely 
indirect humor.  Nothing is superfluous in the structure of OP. I. or placed there in frivolity 
or in error.  It has all been thought out carefully by Sayers and we should approach this small 
book of poems as a well-built window to her extraordinary life at Oxford University, with all 
of its pageantry, myth, spell-binding experience, heroes, heroines, magicians, and eternally 
flowing fountains of knowledge. By writing and structuring this book around myth and 
legend, Sayers offered us, her readers, entrée to her enchanted university world. It is a gift.  
 After “Alma Mater,” the classical analogy quickly changes to a flavor of mediæval 
symbolism and later to Christian romanticism. Yet throughout the rest of OP. 1., we are 
reminded of “Alma Mater” and the allegory of the classical myth as it resurfaces periodically 
within subsequent poems, to the end of the book. Directly following the allegorical “Alma 
Mater,” Sayers places “Lay,” a metrically interlaced series of twelve poems, where allegorical 
reference to Oxford University is strengthened and included in each of the twelve smaller 
poems comprising “Lay.” In this second poem, composed of a series of poems, Sayers shifts 
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the allegory from classical myth to mediæval symbolism syncretized with Christian 
romanticism. Yet even within the shift, we find cohesive references to the world of classical 
allegory. 
 In “Lay, II,” Sayers briefly shadows her previous classical analogy from “Alma Mater” 
when she references Oxford, keeping the links intact. The pronoun, “Thou,” refers to Oxford, 
as does, “a city sanctified,” when Sayers compares Oxford to the great ancient realms of 
Thebes, On, and Memphis. However, Sayers begins now to shift from classical myth to 
mediæval imagery and continues so through most of the poems, melding classical with 
mediæval analogy. As it occurs at this point in OP. I., the syncretism is between the analogies 
pertinent to narrative myth and the romantic analogies inherent to the mediæval ballad.  
 Even as she turns her attention away from classical myth in later poems of the book, 
Sayers continues to remind us of her dual Paris/Idaeus identity, by the lines: 

 

II. 

Oxford! suffer it once again that another should do thee wrong,   

  I also, I above all, should set thee into a song; 

      I that am twice thy child have known thee, worshipped thee, loved thee, cried  

                         Thy name aloud to the silence and could not be satisfied, […] 

            

Bear with me as thou hast borne with all thy passionate throng 

 Of lovers, the fools of love; for the great flood sweeps along   

           From the hills into the sea, and all their boats go down with the tide; 

           And thou shall stand unmoved, when the wreck of the world beside, 

           When the loveless cities of greed slip down in their ruined pride 

 And crumble into the gulf of Time, Thou shalt be strong 

            With Thebes and On and Memphis, where the deathless gods abide, 

            A city sanctified.  (OP “Lay” II.21) 

 
The next internal poem,“Lay III,” continues to entwine ancient myth, reminding us of Ulysses 
(“He slips To seaward, […]”) by including several tantalizing hints of scenes from the Odyssey, 
with the devices of mediæval enchantment and magical imagery: 
 

       III. 

 If I shall sing of thee in antique rime, 

        Stately and cold as moons that near eclipse, 

 And intricate as bells rung down in time, 

        It is to keep the madness from my lips, 

        Whereby the lover’s tongue stumbles and trips, 

 Uttering foolishness, and thy sublime 

        White brow33 is marked with mockery - garlands to whips, 

 Sceptres to reeds are turned, and worship to a crime. 

 

 Think, magic city, that as each dear chime 

         Thrills the mute, friendless night, or stealthily drips 

 Through all the noise of noon from prime to prime, 

          Continually some new soul comes to grips 

          With thee and all the power of thee. He slips 

 To seaward, weighs out anchor from the slime, 
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            Following the wake of countless golden ships, 

 Thy figure at the prow, to some far western clime.  (OP “Lay” III.22) 
       
With these lines, however, Sayers concludes her direct references to classical myth, but 
continues with mediæval allegories to Oxford University until the final selection, “Last 
Morning in Oxford.” Within the verses of this last poem, we are brought full circle round to 
the primal enchantment of Greek mythology. Sayers ends the collection of poems in OP. I. as 
she began, in the ancient Hellenic other-world of heroes and gods, tying up neatly her main 
theme of adventure experienced. Further, she closes the book as Homer would, with no 
definitive ending. Her epigraph for “Last Morning” clearly states her deliberate purpose to 
end with a detail, a non-ending, as Homer’s epics so do:  
 
 “The great poets …. are not at the pains of devising careful endings.  
 Thus, Homer ends with lines that might as well be in the middle  
 of a passage.”   -- H. Belloc. (OP 71) 
 

Adhering to this epigraph, Sayers brings us to the end of the enchanted adventure with no 
definite closure, but a valediction (Coomes 60).  Again, I believe this is a deliberately applied 
device. First, her experience with Oxford is not ending. She does not intend to close the doors 
permanently, and this is indeed borne out by her repeated returns to Oxford after going down 
in June 1915. Secondly, she does not receive an official university degree, a definitive statement 
of academic closure, until October 1920. To that point, her student experience remains 
unfinished. The ‘going down’ ceremony for Somerville in 1915 is impressive, but is, in the end, 
essentially a ritual intended to validate the completion of study, but not to extend an official 
acknowledgment of “face.” Thirdly, disaster continues to loom over Oxford and her student 
adventurers during World War I. They are all in hiatus, with Sayers’ final words symbolizing 
the overall sense of things left hanging.  

 Finally, as hinted by the title, OP. I., Sayers may have meant this book to be the first, 
with others to follow, possibly continuing the themes begun in this initial collection. It was 
to be book one in a series, or poetry cycle, possibly of her life as it unfolded. Thus, to finish 
her first poetry collection about the enchanted world of Oxford and the potential tragedy 
looming over the kingdom resulting in its possible disappearance, Sayers turns to the device 
used by ancient sources to connote incompleteness, to reveal the eternalness of the immortal 
story, and that device is simply not to end the story, but to close in foreshadowing,34 a feature 
of classical myth also noted by Lewis (Macky 77). 
 
 I do not think that very much was said 
 Of solemn requiem for the good years dead. 
 
 Like Homer, with no thunderous rhapsody, 
 I closed the volume of my Odyssey. 
 
 The thing that I remember most of all 
 Is the white hemlock by the garden wall.    June 23rd, 1915. (OP 71) 
 
Still, when considering the totality of OP. I., a reader is struck, despite the unusual ending, 
with an awareness of some closure, as in the ending of a chapter. This sense of entirety is 
brought about, partly, by Sayers’ careful structuring of the book to complete a circle, starting 
with an introduction to the theme of adventure within Greek mythology, through allusions 
to Oxford University by analogy and allegory to heroic legendary figures and motifs of 
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enchantment, finally to the completing of the cycle as she acknowledges Oxford’s mythic 
nature and bids adieu to that enchanted kingdom of a university to begin another adventure. 
  

 Therefore, God love thee, thou enchanted town, 

        God love thee, leave me, clutch me not so fast; 

        Lest, clinging blindly we but grope aghast, 

 Sweet friends, go hence and seek your own renown, 

 Now that we have gone down - have all gone down. 

       To M. J. (OP 70) 

 

Concluding Thoughts 

My purpose in this paper was to focus attention on Dorothy L. Sayers’ knowledge and 
proficiency with a genre in which she is not generally acknowledged to be adroit or interested, 
that of writing original poetry using allegories of classical myth and legend.  
 My intent was twofold: first, to direct attention toward the poetry written by Sayers 
based upon her experiences and observations during her Oxford years, particularly to that of 
Sayers’ first book of poetry, OP. I.,  as it is a valuable portion of her literary heritage, and 
secondly, to direct attention toward a seldom recognized interest of hers in the worlds of 
classical mythology, legend, and fantasy, as well as in the allegorical devices inherent to those 
worlds which she explored within the sphere of poetry, particularly in her early published 
work.  
  Dorothy L. Sayers was first and foremost a poet in her early adult writing life, and 
indeed, in her own opinion. Despite the continued critical non-acclaim given her poetry, that 
same poetry can be considered a valuable key to the expansive imagination and structured 
thought of Sayers. Furthermore, she is not often considered, if ever, to be a writer of myth or 
other-worldly themed literature, but, indeed, she dealt extensively with fantasy, folklore, and 
legend through her poetry, and most clearly through her early poetry, as evidenced in OP. I., 
her first book.  
 Poetic and epic themes of classical mythology, mediæval legend, and magical other-
worlds permeated Sayers’ young adult writing life as part of her student experience at Oxford 
University. Clearly, Oxford was never considered by Sayers to be a Christian ‘Heaven,’ Sayers 
being all too aware of the vicissitudes of the academic realm. However, Oxford University was 
Sayers’ own early twentieth century mythic kingdom where the perfidious gods and 
goddesses of academia directed the lives of mortal students who had been invited into that 
legendary world and were given a chance, in turn, for immortality. Some, like Paris, eventually 
perished. Some, like Idaeus, were nurtured and achieved a measure of the immortality 
associated with their Alma Mater. All, however, who had the fortune or misfortune to interact 
with the ruling gods and goddesses remembered the experience and were remembered in 
turn: “The world shall know his name.” 
 Tellingly, Sayers had both academic experiences. She chose to leave Oxford University 
rather than to continue her studies on a more advanced level, despite encouragement from 
her parents and faculty to stay. Yet she was rewarded also, in 1920, with two official Oxford 
degrees, achieving a “face” and cementing her eternal association with that university. 
 
 “Comes love like mine upon the fretful heart, 
 A strong refreshment to the soul; 
 Love that makes mad has only found a part, 
 But I have known the whole.” (“AM” 32.15) 
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Several years later, in 1919, Sayers encapsulated, by these words, the reasons for her discontent 
with the removed, rarified, atmosphere of academia:  
 

Solitudinem faciunt, pacem appellant.35 And, indeed, Academe does recognize the 
governing principles of life, in theory and for examination purposes, as it does anything 
else that can be found in a book.  But it prefers not to recognize them in every-day life. 
(Sayers, “Eros in Academe” 113) 

   
 Sayers’ decision to leave Oxford University had, at its base, her desire to move forward 
into the reality of the everyday world. Sayers chose, ultimately, to live in the urban 
environment of London from the mid 1920’s, but Oxford retained its hold over her thought. 
This hold is evidenced, in one example, by her Oxford-based mystery novel, Gaudy Night, 
through which, Sayers, as author, struggled still with the perplexities of life within and 
without academia. Finally, Sayers returned in spirit and in work to her first loves of poetry, 
classical mythology, and mediæval translation as she involved herself once again in legendary 
other-worlds, this time in those of Dante’s La Divina Commedia. 
 I believe it is time to expand our consideration of the imaginative world of Dorothy L. 
Sayers, to include analyses of those themes of myth and legend as well as those allegorical 
devices that Sayers embraced in her early writing life, and to which she returned in her later, 
more seasoned, professional career, particularly with respect to her translation of La Divina 
Commedia by Dante Alighieri, a quintessential example of mediæval allegorical verse dealing 
with supernatural otherworlds. By choosing to focus upon Dante in her later years, Sayers 
returned to her first loves of poetry and translation, completing full circle her interest in 
writing poems of mythic allegory, mediæval romance, and Christian symbolism which she 
began as a young poet and in which she delved with enthusiasm during her Oxford University 
years.     
 Sayers was an author of wonderful imagination, skilled knowledge, and wry wit. She 
explored, as part of her poetic student experience and through her young imagination, those 
ancient stories and devices of enchantment and romance inherent to classical mythology and 
mediæval legend. Sayers’ adventures in those worlds were traversed primarily through her 
own imaginative fantasy poetry written during the era of her formative literary years and 
within or near Sayers’ own legendary kingdom of Oxford University, her Alma Mater. 

 

 For all things merry, quaint and strange 

 For sound and silence, strength and change, 

 And last, for death, which only gives 

 Value to every thing that lives; 

 

Also that, being not too wise 

 To do things foolish in men’s eyes, 

 I gained experience by this, 

 And saw life somewhat as it is.36 

 

    

* * * * * * * 
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ALMA MATER. 

                "Far beneath 
My holier passion, in their eyes and ears 
Enchantment vast but foolish lingereth." 

H. G. Dixey: Sonnet on Oxford. 
 
 

"Die Zauberin war ehrlich gegen den Ritter," fuhr der Alte fort, "sie sagte ihm gleich voraus, wenn er die 
reizende Herzogin nach seiner Veste Troja entfuehre, muesse es das sein und seiner Burg und seines 
ganzen Stammes Untergang werden, aber zehn Jahre lang koenne er sich in Troja vertheidigen, und 
Helens suesser Liebe froh sein." 

"Und er nahm es an, oder er war ein Tropf!" rief der Jeungling. 
De la Motte Fouqué: Sintram. 

 
 

WHEN Aphrodite offered a brief bliss 
   To the Idalian shepherd-boy, 
He chose ten rapturous years of Helen's kiss, 
  And then, the sack of Troy. 

Think you that through the beating hours of night 
  It set no spur to his desire 
To see in fancy the appalling light 
  Of Ilion in fire? 

Or that he panted not to snatch at joy, 
  Made sharp by pain and eager fear, 
Knowing, each kiss drove on the fate of Troy 
  And brought destruction near? 

Love's exile in Elysium, he knew well 
  That fear and haste bear bitter fruits, 
That love left insecure's a tree of hell, 
  Snake-bitten at the roots. 

Therefore, the while he called on Helen's name, 
  And watched with apprehensive eye 
To catch the first avenging glare of flame, 
  His soul was like to die:-- 

"Ah, Helen! Helen! Helen! thy white breast 
  And gold hair heaped in shining bands,-- 
Would I might lay me quietly to rest 
  In thy enfolding hands,  

"Lie still, and watch thine eyes grow dark with love, 
  And feel thy kiss upon my brow, 
And think no more, nor ever stir nor move, 
  Nor count the time, as now. 
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"O happy lovers that can sleep, nor know 
  What term is set them by the Fates! 
I slumber not, nor shall, until the foe 
  Strike upon Ilion gates. 

"How should I so let slip the precious time 
  The gods mete out so meagrely? 
Each word we speak rings like a dreadful chime, 
  Marking the hours that flee. 

"Years, months and weeks and days and moments pass, 
  Moments pile up to days and years, 
And every fragile hour of joy, alas! 
  Breaks with its weight of tears. 

"High up beyond the beaker's foaming brim 
  I seek the purple wine to pour; 
My hand shakes frenzied at the flooded rim, 
  The wine spills on the floor. 

"Helen, dear spouse! how many things there were 
  To say to thee and hear again, 
Long vows of love, and worship, and sweet prayer-- 
  But now, all speech is vain, 

"For my tongue stammers and my sense is gone, 
  Thinking how soon the time is sped;-- 
I try to speak a thousand words in one, 
  And all is left unsaid. 

"Helen, close-girded with immortal spells 
  Of beauty and of ancient power, 
Let the gods slay me on thy breast! How else 
  Shall I behold the hour 

"Foretold, foreseen, that to thy former home, 
  To other arms and other lips, 
Shall drive thee over the unheeding foam 
  In the thin Grecian ships? 

"Ah! Helen, Helen, Helen! -- will that day 
  Break on thine eyelids peacefully? 
Can Menelaus comfort thee? -- He may; 
  But what is there for me?" 

So, ere the towers of Ilion fell in smoke, 
  Like some dear dream that breaks and flies, 
And fierce Pelides through the breaches broke, 
  In grief did Paris rise 
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To follow fate out to the bitter close, 
  Feeling the nearness of the end, 
And saw, amid the press of angry foes, 
  Death as his only friend. 

But calm-eyed Helen, to her former home 
  Passed with the tall Achaean ships 
Unheeding, over the unheeding foam, 
  To other arms and lips. 

Such was the story that the captives told 
  To young Idaeus, in the years 
When that great tale of Troy was growing old, 
  A babble in men's ears. 

He answered: "While the sack of Troy went by, 
  I, a weak babe on Helen's breast, 
Passed from my father's hand unwittingly, 
  Duke Menelaus' guest. 

"Since then, to manhood grown, I've served in war, 
   And crossed the ocean's level plain, 
But ever came, from journeying afar 
  To Helen home again. 

"Helen, my mother, with the sea-deep eyes 
  And brow unmarred by any fold, 
Crowned with unending beauty Hera-wise 
  And everlasting gold; 

"Helen, my mother, whom I greatly love-- 
  Nowise for that majestic grace, 
The changeless beauty of the seed of Jove 
  Set godlike on thy face; 

"The songs men made, the tears men shed for thee, 
  The fire that vexed my father so-- 
A very foolishness they seem to me 
  That look on thee, and know 

"Only thy mother-breast and gentle arms 
  That wont to shield me from affright, 
The voice that sang to quiet my alarms 
  At the dread fall of night; 

"The eyes that watched my going when I bore 
  Across the stinging ocean-wrack, 
The tender smile that greeted me on shore 
  When the glad ships came back. 

"Art thou that one for whom full many a pyre 
  Reeked up along the war-worn coast? 
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That maddened Menelaus and my sire? 
  For whom the Danaean host 

"Went out to die? for whom old Priam's town 
  Bore ten long years of siege and stress, 
Until her god-built citadel fell down 
  Ruined to nothingness? 

"What kind of love is this, that rends and slays 
  And drags high beauty in the dust, 
That makes unfruitful even joyous days 
  By unappeasable lust? 

"O happy, holy as the soundless morn 
  Setting grey feet upon the sea, 
Wet with soft, drenching dews, and perfumes borne 
  On cool winds quietly, 

"Comes love like mine upon the fretful heart, 
   A strong refreshment to the soul; 
Love that makes mad has only found a part, 
  But I have known the whole." 

Then Helen, lifting up her eyes, wherein 
  The secrets of the years held place, 
Spake, looking seaward: "How shall I begin 
  To show thee those old days? 

"Not yet, young son Idaeus, canst thou tell 
  How many ways there be of love,-- 
Love is a tree whose roots take hold of hell, 
  That flowers before high Jove. 

"I was begot by heaven out of earth, 
  Travail of earth and joy of heaven, 
And in the slow unfolding of my birth 
  Came power; and I was given 

"To man at length, to be a burning brand 
  And a Promethean fire to be,-- 
Look upon me, my son, and understand 
  Why men were slain for me. 

"Paris, my bridegroom, happy and unknown 
  From Ida's pleasant hill-slopes came; 
I taught him love, and left him overthrown-- 
  The world shall know his name. 

"If now the second time his choice were made 
  Of loveless peace and love-made woe, 
Think'st thou the balance would be overweighed 
  And he would let love go? 
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"Nay, with each trembling moment of delight, 
  Each precious kiss and passionate, 
Snatched, saved, and hoarded jealously, despite 
  Man's wrath and heaven's hate-- 

"Short glimpses of a glory that the years 
  Hold not in store for mortal men, 
Although their eyes, strained through a mist of tears, 
  Behold it now and then-- 

"With these he never could be wholly sad 
  In his great, hallowed town of Troy, 
Where passion quickened and made him more than glad 
  With greater things than joy. 

"Wonder not, therefore, that I have no tears 
  For those that loved me and are dead, 
I garner up the loves of all the years 
  A coronal for my head. 

"High o'er the cloud-blue arches, and the dome 
  Of those celestial palaces 
Where age-long Zeus built up his mighty home, 
  The hall of judgment is. 

"There Time the Titan ceaselessly doth guard, 
  With leaden and relentless mace, 
The sleep of young Eternity, his ward, 
  The last of Saturn's race; 

"Who when he wakes, to his full stature grown, 
  And lays his hand upon the door, 
Almighty Zeus shall shudder from his throne, 
  And Time shall be no more; 

"Who, from the swinging bowls of love and pain, 
  Poised on the balance of despair, 
Shall pour the undiminished draughts of gain 
  For hero souls to share. 

"Then first, then only, judged and justified 
  By perfect working of God's thought, 
I too may die, when time and chance have died, 
  And pass away to naught; 

"Not blamed, nor blameless, but the tool of fate, 
  And seed of lovers unafraid, 
Useless, when once they are regenerate 
  Who made me, whom I made. 

"Hell of tall cities, hell of stately ships, 
  Hell of all men and their desire, 
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I hold love's life between my bitter lips, 
  Ruined about by fire. 

"O Father Zeus, father of gods and men, 
  That madest love and madest joy, 
Set Helen in the citadel, and then 
  Do what thou wilt with Troy!" 

She spake and ceased. Idaeus, doubtfully, 
  Leaning on that beloved breast 
Smiled in her eyes, while over the dim sea 
  The sun went down to rest. 

* * * * * * * 
       

 

NOTES 

This paper was originally published, with minor emendations, as, “Allegorical Reference to Oxford 

University through Classical Myth in the Early Poetry of Dorothy L. Sayers: A Reading of ‘Alma Mater’ 

from OP. I.” in Mythlore: A Journal of J.R.R Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, Charles Williams, and Mythopoeic 

Literature: Vol. 36: No. 2, Article 5, 2018. 43-71. Many thanks to Mythlore for permission to republish in 

the version presented here. 

1 While a student at Godolphin School (1909-1911), Sayers wrote poems and plays based on mediæval 
adventure and legend, some set in mythic, other-worldly, kingdoms, e.g., “Earl Ulfric,” “Duke Hilary,” “Sir 
Ernest Shackleton,” “Captivo Ignoto,” “Death of the Sun,” “The King That Feared His Fate” (Folder DLS 
MS-365, Marion E. Wade Center). 
2 The official community of scholarship in Oxford University to which Sayers referred as “Academe” 
(1919.110). 
3 Sayers was teaching at Hull School when OP. I. was published by Basil Blackwell in December 1916. The 
next year, in May 1917, she took a paid intern’s position with the Blackwell publishing company in Oxford. 
4 On the contents page, thirteen poems are titled, but there are two untitled poems before the main text. 
Furthermore, “Lay” contains twelve shorter poems, “The Last Castle” contains eleven poems, “The Elder 
Knight” contains three numbered poems, and “Rondels” consists of two poems, making a total of thirty-
eight poems (36+2) within OP. I.  
5 The Iliad (Ιλιάδα) and The Odyssey (Οδύσσεια) by Homer are Sayers’ primary Hellenic sources 
referenced in OP. 1. 
6 The syncretism of mediæval symbolism and Christian romanticism by Sayers within the poems of OP. 
1. is discussed in forthcoming papers. Also see “I Shall Sing of Thee in Ancient Rhyme:”  in this volume. 
7 Dawson Gaillard notes this ‘touch of the eternal’ in Sayers’ detective fiction (89-103).  
8 Sayers began to study Latin with her father at the age of seven, becoming quite adept in Latin and 
French. Often, she incorporated Latin quotations in her letters home from Oxford. On 10 November 1912, 
she wrote: “subita gelidus formidine sanguis deriguit” (“My blood chilled and froze with sudden fear”). 
The reference is to the appearance of the Fury to the Trojans from Virgil, Aeneid, III. (Reynolds 1995.68) 
when she chanced to meet her aunt in church. 
9 The power of Tennyson’s “Ulysses” is punctuated by his use of translated wording from Homer’s 
Odyssey, e.g., “δεῦτε, φίλοι […]” (“come, [my] friends […]” OD.2.410). This epigraph is constructed by Basil 
Blackwell of various excerpts from Tennyson’s poem, which, at times, may point directly to the wording 
of The Odyssey itself. 
9a See The Bibliophile’s Record in this volume of DLS for a full description of the title page of OP. 1. with 
the quote from Tennyson and a quote from II Maccabees, XV.39 which states, in part, “… so also the 
speech finely framed delighteth the ears of them that hear the story…”  
10 Helen is a demi-goddess, daughter of Zeus and Leda. Paris is the son of Priam, king of Troy. Paris 
abducts Helen by the design of the goddess, Aphrodite. Idaeus is the son of Helen and Paris. 
11 “αὐτὸν δ' ἐν μέσσῳ καὶ ἀρηΐφιλον Μενέλαον / οἴους ἀμφ' Ἑλένῃ καὶ κτήμασι πᾶσι μάχεσθαι. /  

http://homer.library.northwestern.edu/html/show_grammar.cgi?loc=2.2.410&word_id=1&display_lang=lang_grk&
http://homer.library.northwestern.edu/html/show_grammar.cgi?loc=2.2.410&word_id=2&display_lang=lang_grk&
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ὁππότερος δέ κε νικήσῃ κρείσσων τε γένηται / κτήμαθ' ἑλὼν εὖ πάντα γυναῖκά τε οἴκαδ' ἀγέσθω:” (IL.3.90-
93). 
12 “Ἑλένῃ λευκωλένῳ” (“…Helen of the white arms…”).  (IL.3.121). 
13 “οὐ νέμεσις Τρῶας καὶ ἐϋκνήμιδας Ἀχαιοὺς / τοιῇδ' ἀμφὶ γυναικὶ πολὺν χρόνον ἄλγεα πάσχειν. / 

αἰνῶς ἀθανάτῃσι θεῇς εἰς ὦπα ἔοικεν: / ἀλλὰ καὶ ὧς τοίη περ ἐοῦσ' ἐν νηυσὶ νεέσθω, / 

μηδ' ἡμῖν τεκέεσσί τ' ὀπίσσω πῆμα λίποιτο.” (IL.3.156-160). 
14 Paris was the natural son of Priam, king of Troy, but was reared by shepherds on Mount Ida (hence, 
“Idalian shepherd-boy”), and his early youth was spent as an innocent, unworldly, boy tending sheep. 
Sayers emphasizes his naivete and innocence, and even lack of worldly judgment, in his obsession with 
Helen. In Sayers’ retelling, Paris is the hapless pawn in the tragedy. He is also the natural father of Idaeus. 
15 The Iliad by Homer, Book 3, provides Sayers’ main inspiration for the story of Helen and Paris (a.k.a. 
Alexander). 
16 The subtitle, “Idaeus,” is included in the original handwritten manuscript of OP. 1. (DLS MS-167, Marion 
E. Wade Center) but is not included in the published version of “Alma Mater”. The character, Idaeus, is 
the natural son of Helen and Paris in Greek mythology. His name, “Idaeus,” shadows Paris, his father, 
known as the Idalian shepherd boy, and both, in turn, allude to Mount Ida which houses the realm of the 
gods. Sayers refers to the father/son relationship of Paris to Idaeus as Idaeus states, “when the sack of 
Troy went by, I a weak babe on Helen’s breast, Passed from my father’s land unwittingly, Duke Menelaus’ 
guest.” (“AM” 21.13). Helen returns to Sparta and Menelaus with her son by Paris, who is Idaeus.  
17 Derived from Greek, a combination of words for “other” and “speak,” meaning to speak of one thing in 
terms of another. An allegory is figurative language in which characters, places, things, images, and 
events, stand for something else. In Sayers’ poem “Alma Mater,” the character of Helen stands for the 
institution, Oxford University. 
18 I use the term “epic” throughout this article in its wider sense of an extended narrative poem in elevated 
or dignified language that tells a story central to the myths and beliefs of a people. There is no set number 
of lines prescribed to an epic, only a notion of length. The fifty-one verses of “Alma Mater” give a sense 
of epic length to the narrative story. 
19 “Die Zauberin war ehrlich gegen den Ritter,” fuhr der Alte fort, “sie sagte ihm gleich voraus, wenn er die 
reizende Herzogin nach seiner Veste Troja entfuehre, muesse es das sein und seiner Burg und seines ganzen 
Stammes Untergang warden, aber zehn Jahre lang koenne er sich in Troja vertheidigen, und Helens suesser 
Liebe froh sein.” “Und er nahm es an, oder er war ein Tropf !” rief der Jeungling. (De la Motte Fouqué, 
Sintram, 1813. ch. 7., par. 16).   
(“The sorceress acted honourably towards Paris,” continued the old man. “She declared to him that if he 
would carry away the lovely duchess to his own city Troy, he might do so, and thus cause the ruin of his 
whole house and of his country; but that for ten years he would be able to defend himself in Troy, and 
rejoice in the sweet love of Helen.” “And he accepted those terms, or he was a fool!” cried the youth.), 
(Trans. Charlotte May Yonge, 2002). 
20 The earlier two poems to which I refer, both written by Sayers and untitled, are located after the 
dedication and before the contents page. The first of these introductory poems represents beginnings: 
starting with a practical strong foundation. The second untitled poem presents fateful endings and 
magical conditions: there is no cure for an inevitable ending. They represent two opposing perspectives, 
incidentally, containing the whole story between them.  
21 In 1916, the year OP. 1. was published, England was in the midst of World War I. Oxford University lost 
approximately one-third of its male student population to the war. Many, like Dixey, enlisted, 
interrupting their studies at Oxford. H. Giles Dixey survived the war to write several books of poetry 
about his experiences.  
22 DLS MS-167. Folder. Leaves 6-24, 51 Verses. Marion E. Wade Center, Wheaton, IL. 
23 A variant of “Et meure Pâris ou Hélène” (“And dies Paris or Helen”) from “Testament XI “ de François 
Villon. 
24 A quatrain is a four-line verse. Alternate rhyme means every second line in a verse rhymes, e.g., abab 
cdcd, and so on. An iambic stress pattern within a poem is one in which an unstressed syllable is followed 
by a stressed syllable, unstressed, stressed, and so on. 
25 DLS MS-167. Folder. Leaves 6-24. 51 Verses. Marion E. Wade Center, Wheaton, IL.  
26 μή μοι δῶρ' ἐρατὰ πρόφερε χρυσῆς Ἀφροδίτης, / οὔ τοι ἀπόβλητ' ἐστὶ θεῶν ἐρικυδέα δῶρα, / 
ὅσσά κεν αὐτοὶ δῶσιν (IL.3.64-66). 
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27 “Achilles” in Sayers’ original manuscript (DLS MS-167. Leaves 6-24. Marion E. Wade Center,  
Wheaton, IL.). Pelides is an alternate name for Achilles, the hero of Homer’s Iliad, the son of  
Peleus and Thetis. Slayer of Hector. 
28 God-given conditions by Cupid (the invisible god of the mountain and Psyche’s husband) imposed 
upon Psyche which she unwillingly betrays by the machinations of her sister, Orual. 
29 King of Sparta, first and constant husband of Helen. According to Greek mythology, Helen and 
Menelaus had only one daughter, Hermione. Sayers does not mention Hermione in “Alma Mater,” and 
Menelaus is mentioned briefly as “other arms and lips” (19) and as Idaeus’s host. To Sayers, only the 
opposing relationships of Paris and Idaeus are of significance to the Oxford allegory.  Possibly Menelaus 
symbolizes England in “Alma Mater”. 
30 ‘In the role of parent’ (with its attendant responsibility). 
31 God in this context refers ostensibly to Zeus, king of the Greek gods. However, it is interesting that 
Sayers capitalizes the title, “God,” which is characteristic when referring to the Christian Trinity, and 
always to the Creator, God the Father. In this context, one may hypothesize that Sayers was using the 
title in double reference, a device she uses frequently in poetry. 
32 Almighty Creator, God the Father, so referred within the Anglican faith of Dorothy L. Sayers, and 
throughout monotheistic Christian England. 

33 Compare “thy sublime white brow” referring to Oxford, to “brow unmarred by any fold” referring to 
Helen in “Alma Mater” (23.13). The wording of Lay III is an echo of several Homeric analogies previously 
introduced in “Alma Mater,” providing cohesive semantic links between the first and second poems of 
OP. I. 
34 The foreshadowing, in Sayers’ case, is of a later return to the poetry of supernatural allegory in Sayers’ 
translation of Dante’s Divine Comedy during the last years of her life. She ended by writing as she began, 
focused upon classical myth, mediæval romance, and Christian symbolism within the realm of poetry.  
35  “…(where) they make a desert, they call it peace”. From Tacitus, De Vita et Moribus Iulii Agricolae, ch. 
30. (De Vita 20). 
36 “Hymn in Contemplation of Sudden Death,” OP. I.: 8.67, 4.66. “Hymn” is the ninth titled poem within 
the book, OP. I. 
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A Chapter from Morte D’Arthur  

A Parody 

E. R. 

 

CHAPTER MDCCCCXII 

(Only recently discovered and never before printed.) 

 

Of the worshipful company of damzels, and how they came to Camelot, and of how they 

desired to have knights to help them to the Castle, for that they would be accounted of High 

Degree, and of what befel them, and how they fought with the keepers of the Castle, and of 

the seneschal, and how . . . 

 

(This correspondence must now cease – ED.) 

 

 Right so there came to the city of Camelot a company of damzels, and would have 

desired of the King that they might have knights to help them in their emprise. And thereto 

quoth the King that he would well that they should declare for what intent they were come. 

Therewithal quoth the damzels that it seemed them good that they should come to the Castle 

of Finals, for that they understood whensoever knights came thither they were received with 

Honours, and accounted of High Degree, and wit ye well that we too are fain to come to this 

Castle. Howbeit we will well that ye give us knights to shew us the road, and that we may 

have arms thereto, and use them in the just as well beseemeth us.  

Right so said the King that he would perform as them listed, and thereto he asked of 

them how they had come to the City of Camelot. Then said the damzels that they had 

encountered on the way a dwarf who was passing nimble, so that none might come to the city 

but if they were wary and escaped by the dwarf, but wit ye well we be they who have passed 

Smalls. Then made the King great cheer out of measure and thereto he entered their names 

in a book which was kept at the top of a passing high tower, and he gave the damzels many 

knights of great avail and worship who should teach them how it might best bestead them in 

the tourney. So they fared forth for three years and a day, and in like wise as they had said 

they came on a day to the Castle of Finals.  

Right so quoth the knights: Now may we not avail ye further, but be not recreant neither 

loth, howsobeit use ye your arms every deal as ye wit well each to other or else ye be all shent. 

And therewith the damzels were ware of the keepers of the Castle, and they dressed them 

towards them and came together, and either assayed every way to overcome other, and so 

passing hard did they encounter that some of the damzels brast down and quit the field. And 

thereto it was marvel to see how that some damzels escaped scathe, and passing by the 

keepers they had weened to have entered the Castle of Finals and received Honours and be 

accounted of High Degree.  



70 

 

Right so came the seneschal of the Castle and quoth:  Forsooth ye have well borne 

yourselves, for or now I never saw no knight escape the keepers with so little scathe, and ye 

be as passing good damzels of your weapons, and of as much worship as the knights that be  

in the Castle every deal. Then quoth the damzels which were still on live: Therefore give ye 

us our Honours that we may be accounted of High Degree.  I would well, quoth the seneschal, 

and I am loth out of measure to deny them you, but wit ye well in that ye be damzels ye 

cannot have a degree at all.  

Right so were the damzels wonderly wroth and made much ado and great dole that it 

were pity of any man to see, and thereto they asked the seneschal wherefore they might not 

have their honours and degree even as the knights that had passed the keepers of the castle, 

for that they had borne them every wit as well in the melée. I shall tell you, quoth the 

seneschal, fair damzels wit ye well I wot not, if so be unless but if that it is Not Done. So they 

then rode away from the Castle, and ever after it was asked of them whether they were of 

High or Low Degree, they made answer thereto and said: Wit ye well we have no degree at all 

but only an Equivalent.  

 

The Fritillary, December 1912: 52  

 
 

Editor’s Note:  E. R. was probably Miss E. Russell, St. Hilda’s Hall, a second year student in 
1912, at the time of this publication. 
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OXFORD POETRY, 1914 

Prize Review 

K.W. Horner 

 

 Those who review the early work of young poets must always be haunted by Keats and 

the fate that overtook Lockhart and Croker, whose insolent ‘Back to the shop, Mr. John,’ has 

brought down on them the undying censure of posterity. 

 In considering Oxford Poetry, it may therefore be as well at the outset to forestall by a 

provisional apology, the possible to indignation of twenty-first century critics who may 

triumphantly discover seeds of genius in the volume; at the same time, we plead that they 

will then have before them the evidence of the full-blown flower. Perhaps ‘genius’ is too strait, 

too momentous a term; our imperious standards needs must be abated.  Nevertheless, it is 

fair to assume that if a poet claims our attention he must allow our criticism, ignore it or not 

as he will. 

 We do not go to the poetry of youth for wise saws and modern instances. At most it an 

but be the registering of sensations and impressions, and this, with a few exceptions, is what 

oxford poetry seems to be. 

 That which these poets feel, is, for the most part, simple enough – ‘Love, and the life of 

man under the open sky.’ They share in that naïve delight and sense of wonder, which seems 

to be the peculiar heritage of modern art. Some of them learn their lessons from the masters 

of their own day – ‘Lugete Veneres’ and the ‘Song of the Moor’ suggest the Georgian Book. 

 

 ‘There are three poplars at his head 

 And he is lying very still 

 Under the meadows on the hill.’  

  

 Certainly, there is a harm in this baldness and clarity of outline – we have only to think 

of the Shropshire Lad to realise its possibilities of vivid intensity – and if we miss the magic 

of word or phrase, the charm of the suggestive half-tint, we must not compare silhouettes 

with water-colours.  Moreover, the dangers of the second-best in this penny-lain style are 

neither so manifold nor so great as those in the twopence-coloured. The poem, “To ---,’ will 

furnish us with illustrations.  

Here is indeed a feeling for beautiful images, but no sensitiveness of selection to mould 

them to a feature of loveliness, nothing of what Stevenson called ‘The apt choice and contrast 

of words.’ The ideal of the mot juste is imperative, if our words are to be kept pregnant. But 

when an epithet like ‘dim,’ dangerous for its very suppleness, is applied indiscriminately to 

light, mist, hair, trees, and wings, it eases to convey any definite impression save that of a 

general fog: and surely phrases such a ‘mist-enchanted seas,’ or, from another poem, ‘a tune 
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of delicate white rain,’ can only be appreciated from Gilbert’s standpoint – ‘It is pretty, but I 

don’t know what it means.’ 

 The poem, ‘Asleep,’ and the translation from De Banville1 stand out in grateful contrast 

by their finish and delicacy. The first achieves a skillful effect of metre, while the felicity of 

the translation charms us throughout. ‘Golden levity’ for ‘belle folie’ is delightful. 

 ‘Realism’ has her share in Oxford poetry. East End Dirge has an admirable refrain, ‘O 

walk you pitifully down the street, for there my love lies dead,’ and ‘Prophecy’ is ugly enough 

and stark enough to please its most determined disciple. ‘Mary’ and ‘Reasonableness’ are well 

carried out, though the latter, like the epigrams of another poet, is bitter in the mouth. A final 

word of realism. To address a poem to the middle class shows a singular lack of humour, and 

it is sad to see the dews of Castaly clouded with twentieth century mud. 

 Perhaps the most satisfying of all the poems is ‘Anthony Heywood.’ It is a vivid, 

unflagging narrative, instinct with Elizabethan fire and vitality, and is written, moreover, in a 

metre that one can scan. 

 As a great stylist has pointed out, workmanship is within the reach of all; here the poet 

and critic meet on fair ground.  Most of the Oxford poets, it must be admitted, would be 

improved by a thorough musical training. ‘Great wits may gloriously offend, ’says Pope. 

Unfortunately, the final impressions left, far from being glorious and successful offence, is 

offence, pure and simple. Here are a few from slovenly examples that abound. 

 From ‘Boyhood and Youth.’ – a clumsy inversion: -- 

  ‘Passions that so wild and wayward are.’  

Dissonance – ‘once wast.’ 

 From  ‘A Song for To-morrow.’ – The mutilation of the word ‘anemones,’ rhyming it 

with ‘stones.’ For a line of six iambs: -- 

  ‘By stark elm roots in a knot.’ 

 Finally, one is tempted to look askance on amateur Walt Whitmans, for the conviction 

always lingers that the irregularity of the lines is too often dictated by the exigencies of the 

poet’s invention rather than those of the rhythm. 

 But the shades of Lockhart and Croker are already rising, and a ghostly voice warns us 

of the dictum of Shelley – ‘Reviewers are, with some rare exceptions, a cowardly and 

malignant race.’ 

K. W. Horner, Somerville College 

       March 1915   

 
 
Note 
1 See Charis Ursula Barnett, “Translated from Theodore de Banville” in Part II, Poems by 
Somerville Women, p. 81. 
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Dorothy L. Sayers 

MATTER OF BRITTANY 

Draw to the fire, and let us weave a web 
  Of sounds and splendours intertwined-- 
    Of warriors riding two by two 
    In silken surcoats stitched with blue, 
    To seek and strive the whole world through 
  For a scarlet fruit with silver rind; 
Of unsteered ships that drift for miles on miles 
Amid the creeks of myriad magic isles 
Over enchanted seas, that leave at ebb 
  A beach of glittering gold behind. 

Hark! how the rain is rippling over the roofs 
  And knocking hard on the window-pane! 
    It rattles down the gutter-spout 
    And beats the laurel-leaves about; 
    So let us tell of a kempy stout 
  With bells upon his bridle-rein-- 
How, as he rode beneath the chattering boughs, 
He clashed the iron visor over his brows, 
Hearing upon his heel the hurried hoofs 
  Of Breunor, Breuse or Agravaine. 

Of names like dusky jewels wedged in gold 
  The tale shall cherish goodly store, 
    Of Lionel and Lamorak 
    And of Sir Lancelot du Lak, 
    And him that bore upon his back 
  Arms for the Lady Lyonor; 
Persant, Perimones and Pertolepe, 
And Arthur laid in Avalon asleep, 
Dinas and Dinadan and Bors the bold, 
  And many a mighty warrior more. 
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And grimly crouched in every woodland way 
  A dragon with his emerald eyes 
    Shall sit and blink on passing knights;  
    In the deep dells, old eremites, 
    Victors once of a thousand fights, 
  Shall sing their masses at sunrise; 
And weary men shall stumble unaware 
On damsels dancing in a garden fair, 
And there, like Meraugis of Portlesguez, 
  Dance, cheated of their memories. 

To towns where we shall feast at Pentecost, 
  Carlion or Kynke Kenadon, 
    Each day shall come a faery dame, 
    Or else a giant with eyes of flame 
    Shall bid to the beheading game 
  Knights that the king sets store upon; 
And some shall find, at hour of day's decline, 
The house beside the fountain and the pine, 
And learning much of marvel from their host, 
  Shall hasten greatly to begone. 

Some, by the help of charmèd steeds shall-- just-- 
  Leap through the whirling barriers 
    That guard about the pleasant bower 
    Where every moment is an hour, 
    And with an elfin paramour 
  Drowse and dream for a hundred years, 
But setting foot again on Middle Earth, 
Or tasting wheaten bread in hour of dearth, 
Shall crumble to a little cloud of dust 
  Blown by the wind across the furze. 
 

The Fritillary,  
December 1915: 42. 

OP. I. 
December 1916: 56. 

 
 
 

 

* * * * * * * 
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MIRTH 

The wind is out a-riding, the wind is out to-day, 
With twenty knights in russet brown, and squires in hodden grey; 
The wind goes a-jousting across the open downs, 
He scatters golden largess as he rumbles through the towns; 
The wind goes a-jousting he beats the world about, 
  Lusty, gusty, 
  Bluff, bold, trusty 
His arms are never rusty and his spear is always stout; 
  Shout! 
He scatters golden largess as he passes with his rout. 
 
Slender little bachelors, delicate and rare, 
That smirk in shady corners, curling up fantastic hair, 
Piping pretty madrigals, - they mock so rude a warrior, 
But when it comes to jousting – hey! He bangs them to the barrier. 
Right and left he buffets them, flings them to and fro, 
  Pale knights, frail knights, 
  Rose-and-nightingale knights – 
O they are sick and stale knights when he breaks them with a blow, 
  Ho! 
When it comes to jousting, good Sir Wind can lay them low. 
 
The wind grew a-fighting, and his mirth is like a flail, 
And the rattle of his hoof-beats clatters quick and thick as hail; 
His voice is like a trumpet, his eyes are bold and free. 
They twinkle, ‘twixt the helmet bars like sunlight on the sea; 
He is clad in goodly armour, plate of proof from cap to shoe, 
  Back and belly 
  For the melly –  
  And they tremble like a jelly – 
O they shake and quake, I tell ye, as they see him crashing through – 
  Whew! 
Bright eyes gleaming from the helmet, all a-flash with green and blue. 
 
The wind is out a-riding, the wind is on the way, 
With all his knights in russet brown, his squires in hodden grey; 
He whirls along the highway – he sweeps across the downs – 
His tread rocks the steeples out of the dull, dead towns. 
The wind is gone a-jousting, he beats the world about, 
  Lusty, gusty, 
  Bluff, bold, rusty, 
His arms are never rusty and his spear is always stout –      D.L. Sayers 
  Shout!              The Fritillary 
The wind is out a-riding – the jolly wind is out!        March 1915: 5 
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Editor’s Note:  A feature of Sayers’ poetic style is the juxtaposition, within 

the same line, of opposites or antonyms such as “never” and “always,” a 

characteristic of the traditional ballad. In this poem, the line, “His arms are 

never rusty and his spear is always stout” is an example of such a device. 

Furthermore, Sayers often linked independent clauses to accentuate or 

underscore a point. There are numerous examples of this feature in “Mirth,” 

e.g., “The wind has gone a-jousting, he beats the world about.” She uses 

similar compound clause linkages in “Desdichado,” the first ballad poem of 

Catholic Tales, as in, “He heedeth not the morrow and He never looks 

behind.” This poem, “Mirth,” shows another feature of the ballad evidenced 

by Sayers in her use of interspersed exclamations, such as “Shout!”, “Whew!”, 

and “Ho!”, all designed to rhyme with the preceding word and provide a cue 

to respond or clap by the audience.   

ICARUS 

(From the French of Philippe Desportes, 1545-1606) 

 

Here fell young Icarus, that dared to climb 
 Heaven, and audacious, cleave the starry plain; 
 Here dropped his wingless body; hearts remain 
All envy at a failure thus sublime. 
O happy labour of a glorious prime, 
 Winning such vantage from so small a pain! 
 Happy mishap, so greatly filled with gain 
It leaves the vanquished victor over time! 
 
To daunt his youth, no untried paths availed, 
His strength it was, and not his spirit, failed: 
 None save the prince of stars might seal his doom; 
He died while bound on high adventure’s quest; 
All heaven was his desire, the sea his rest: 
 Where were a loftier aim, or statelier tomb? 

     D.L. Sayers 

 

“Icarus,” OXFORD MAGAZINE, XXXIV 

 (5 May 1916): 286. Bottom Right. 

 

Editor’s Note:  The placement of this poem in Oxford Magazine is significant, 

being on the same page as announcements of those killed in action or those 

who had received military distinctions. 
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FOR PHAON 
 

With “That Eternitie Promised by Our 
Ever-Living Poet.” 

 
Why do you come to the poet, to the heart of iron and fire, 
Seeking soft rainment and the small things of desire? 
Looking for light kisses from lips bowed to sing? 
Less than myself I give not, and am I a little thing? 
I walk in scarlet and sendal through the dry plains of hell, 
And fine gold and rubies are all I have to sell, 
For I am the royal goldsmith whose goods are all of gold, 
And you shall live for ever like a little tale that is told; 
When kings pass and perish and the dust covers their name, 
And the high, impregnable cities are only wind and flame, 
The insolent new nations shall rise and read, and know 
What a little, little lord you were, because I loved you so. 
 

   Oxford Poetry 1915: 169 

 
 

GOING-DOWN PLAY 
 

T0-morrow, yes, those songs will break my heart, 
  But I am only very glad to-night, 
  Thrilling with fear and labour and delight 
To go thus gaily robed and play my part; 

Joy goes up with a shout -- quick laughters dart 
  Between the choruses that ring and smite-- 
To-morrow, yes, those songs will break my heart, 
  But I am only very glad to-night; 

Glad of the music and the jocund art 
  That flings us all together; very bright 
  Through the warm darkness streams the candle-light, 
More mirthfully our farewell songs upstart. 
To-morrow, yes -- those songs will break my heart.  
                      

         OP. I. 1916: 68  
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SYMPATHY 
 

I sat and talked with you 
In the shifting fire and gloom, 
Making you answer due 
In delicate speech and smooth - 
Nor did I fail to note 
The black curve of your head 
And the golden skin of your throat 
On the cushion’s golden-red. 
But all the while, behind, 
In the workshop of my mind, 
The weird weaver of doom 
Was walking to and fro, 
Drawing thread upon thread 
With resolute fingers slow 
Of the things you did not say 
And thought I did not know, 
Of the things you said to-day 
And had said long ago, 
To weave on a wondrous loom, 
In dim colours enough, 
A curious stubborn stuff -  
The web that we call truth. 

          
Oxford Poetry 1919: 170. 

 
 

LAST MORNING IN OXFORD 

     I do not think that very much was said 
     Of solemn requiem for the good years dead. 

     Like Homer, with no thunderous rhapsody, 
     I closed the volume of my Odyssey. 

     The thing that I remember most of all 
     Is the white hemlock by the garden wall. 

June 23rd, 1915.         OP. 1. 
1916: 71 
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Charis Ursula Barnett 
 

TRANSLATED FROM 
 THEODORE DE BANVILLE 
 
Youth untouched by gravity, 
Bright as sun in Italy, 
Guard thy golden levity. 
 
This is wisdom! To love wine, 
Beauty too, and spring divine; 
Let others go. Let these be mine. 
 
Nod to fate among thy foes, 
And when thou greetest the primrose 
Quaff her beauty ere she goes. 
 
To the corpse locked in the grave 
What is left? Why nothing, save 
The love some months of spring-time gave. 
 
“Each event a cause supposes,” 
Sullen age research imposes, 
Words! words! Come and gather roses. 

Oxford Poetry 1914: 9 
 

Editor’s Note: Charis Ursula Barnett was a Somerville student (1912-1915), member of 
the Mutual Admiration Society, and remained a friend to Dorothy Sayers throughout 
life. She left Oxford in August 1914 to serve as interpreter for the Women’s Emergency 
Corp. Barnett married Dr. Sydney Frankenburg, and later she and Catherine Hope 
Godfrey co-authored a book on the history of Somerville College.  

  

Muriel St. Clare Byrne 

SUBLIME MEDIOCRITY 
A life without desire 
Is a hearth without a fire, 
But who desires too well 
Fries in the fires of hell. 

The Fritillary 1914:  
   Aldebaran 1917: 31 
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SLEIGHT OF HAND 

 
Confound it all! I must stay sitting here, 
 And what’s more I must get this work done too. 
Why can’t I work sedately, like these blear, 
 Be-speckled-eyed fools around me? You 
Are probably out on the river now: 
 I shouldn’t find you if you did go round: 
But this one mad idea - I don’t know how -  
 Has bored its way into my brain, and wound 
Itself about my thoughts, that you’d be pleased 
 To see me, now are wanting me, and would, 
If I came, be most glad: while I’d be eased 
 Of this obsession; . . . if I only could! -  
If only . . . No, I said I’d stay . . . ah well 
I’ve hopes of heaven! One gets there via hell! 

Aldebaran 1917: 55 

 
OF CERTAIN PERSONS AND PLACES 

(For D.L.S., D.H.R., and C.H.G.) 
 
This night I’m very fain to be 
Back in the town where I was free 
Of a right joyous company: - 
 
You who would chant your rhymes to us, 
Of vivid life all amorous, 
“Whose youth was not ungenerous,” 
 
O you who sang the bitter-sweet 
And valorous courage of defeat, 
Who strode ahead afire to meet 
 
An unknown future! Also you 
Dear Tony - words are all too few 
For you, and other folk I knew; 
 
And you, whose nimble wit so glanced 
Through every theory you advanced 
We listened half the night entranced, 
 
Whose tonic laugh and timely jest 
Came ever with as brave a zest; - 
Dost still launch dream ships on the quest? 
 
O! I am very very fain 
By night to see the High again, 
Its lamps all blurry in the rain; 
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And I would gladly give a year 
Of this my life just now to hear 
The bell of Tom toll deep and clear. 
 
Autumn and Spring will come and go, 
And I shall never even know 
Where the first primroses do show. 
 
O! I am very very fain 
By night to see the High again, 
Its lamps all blurry in the rain; 
 
And I am ver fain to be 
Back in the town where I was free 
Of your right joyous company! 

Oxford Magazine, 1916 
Aldebaran  1917: 53 

 
 

Editor’s Note: The initials placed after the title refer to: Dorothy L. Sayers, Dorothy H. 
Rowe, and Catherine Hope Godfrey, c0-members of the MAS and fellow students at 
Somerville. In verses 2-3, Byrne refers to Sayers and her poems, particularly “Peredur” 
read at a meeting of the MAS. In verse 4, “Tony” refers to Catherine Hope Godfrey. 
Verses 5-6 refer directly to Dorothy H.  Rowe and her famous high spirits. Verse 7 
refers to Oxford High Street. 

 
 

DEVACHAN 

The bells of  Magdalen ringing, and the dusk 
Creeping in filmy veils about the trees, 
A winter sunset fading in the sky; 
 
These things I shall remember when I die; 
Your hair, just stirring in the cool night breeze, 
By the open window; the crackle of a husk 
 
In the glowing fire, flaring yellow-white 
For one brief instant; beech trees in November 
That fringe some sloping ploughland, Elsfield way; 
 
The white and crimson splendor of the May 
O’er shadow’d waters: these I shall remember: 
And all the starry wonder of the night.  

Oxford Poetry 1916: 131 
 

 
Editor’s Note: Muriel St. Clare Byrne, a Somervillian and member of the Mutual 
Admiration Society remained a close friend and writing partner of Sayers throughout 
life. Later quite well known as an Elizabethan scholar, Byrne collaborated with Sayers 
on writing the play, “Busman’s Honeymoon,” which Dorothy Sayers subsequently 
rewrote as a mystery novel. 
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Dorothy H. Rowe 
 

THE BRICK SELLERS – A FABLE 
In ancient Sidon, centuries B.C. 
-(A city famed for its celebrity) –  
Custom decreed the youths should all prepare 
To drive a traffic in some useful ware, 
Their sisters viewed with growing discontent 
Profit returned on wings of money spent –  
Determining by similar expendence  
To gain their economic independence. 
 
Doubtful on what commodity to fix 
They had a mind to trade in golden bricks, 
Whose solid worth outweighed in every eye 
Their lack of practical utility. 
Straight to acquire the precious mineral 
They thronged the marts, explored each copious stall, 
Or, flocking to the temples, swift of pace, 
Worshipped the idols of the market-place, -  
Assured that they to sister-souls as well,  
Could sell I turn what these in turn could sell, 
And thus establish its perpetuation 
From generation to generation. 
 
But some there were ignored the ancient sense 
In which their presence might appear offence, - 
Forgot that tact alone, and social grace 
Could recommend them to the market-place. 
Unbalanced by their inhabitual load 
They strayed aggressively along the road –  
Nor noticed, on advertisement intent, 
That they were dropping bricks where’er they went. 
 
At length some maid, revolving in her mind 
Wherein such commerce profited mankind 
Or how her stock she best might utilize, 
Proceeded thus her comrades to advise: -  
‘Waste not your ineffectual hours to gain 
That which at last ye can but sell again –  
While I my stock of golden bricks set out 
‘Twas useless umber that I hawked about; 
Now, mingled side by side with clay and loam, 
They help to build the fabric of my home, 
Gaining, indeed, through this ingenious trick, 
The value of an ordinary brick – 
Fear not your merchandise will lose its worth 
Building it in with bricks of common earth – 
Nor count it cheapened in the servile station 
Of fashioning a human habitation, - 
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While as to your superfluous stock-in-trade-* 
The moral of this tale has been mislaid! 

 
D.H. Rowe, Somerville College 

     The Fritillary, June 1915 

VARIATIONS ON AN OLD THEME 
Old King Cole was a merry old soul, 
 And a merry old soul was he ! 
He called for his pipe, and he called for his bowl, 
 And he called for his fiddlers three. 
 
The guests were gone, the banquet done,  
 The wizard hour drew nigh ; 
And high aloof on gilded throne 
 Sprawled satiate majesty. 
His ermined sleeves flowed widely down, 
His lofty brow upreared a crown, 
 Perchance a shade awry ! 
And, as his mastiff crouched below, 
He scratched him with a scarlet toe. 
A kneeling lackey brimmed the bowl 
 To purple-hearted pride ; 
His pipe was brought for royal Cole 
 With dull narcotics plied. 
The fragrant smoke curled blue and thin, 
And on the walls its mirrored twin 
 Went swiftly up beside, 
And lastly, by express decree, 
He summoned forth his fiddlers three. 
 
The first was clad in cloth-of-gold 
 With small bells hung thereon, - 
The next resplendent to behold 
 In silvery tinsel shone. 
The third, whose eyes were flames of steel, 
Was black as night from head to heel, 
 And strangely woe-begone, 
These were the three his page must bring 
To play in turn before the king. 
And first musician bent his head 
 And never a word said he – 
But ere he drew a note or two 
You heard a bird’s song breaking through ! 
Whether it flowed above, below, 
 It seemed that none could tell, 
But would appear no man might hear 
 But he must sing as well ! 
 ‘ Sing ho!  Sing hey !  Sing holiday ! 
 Sing under the dawn and far away ! 
 For never a tune was half so gay 
 As the song of a bird in the month of May.’ 
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The second fiddler tuned his string 
 And never a word he said – 
Like a magician conjuring 
 He wore a charm instead . . . 
    And soon beneath his rhythmic stroke the 
          hall was filled with dancing folk, 
       With hum of low-voiced laughter and the 
                 Stir of old brocade ; 
A thousand candles shone the more, 
 reflected in the polished floor 
     To light a thousand tinkling heels across 
        the masquerade – 
Till at the height, through waves of light, 
           swift and more swift revolving, 
     The vision reeled and shook apart, the 
               strain grew faint and rare, - 
And note by note swung down the scale, 
        melodiously dissolving, 
    It slipped like amber from a string, it 
        trembled into air . . . 
And left His Majesty sublime 
With lifted finger counting time. 
 
The youngest minstrel took his bow 
     And, as he turned about, 
Across the hush, confused and low,  
      A little tune crept out, 
           Like evening winds prevailing 
               Above still waters secretly, 
            Or chime of echoes failing 
                From countless bells rung under sea – 
Thus seemed it to imperial Cole 
          His senses to pervade ; 
So drowsily the music stole 
           About him as he played – 
Till through the rafters intertwined 
            As undertone more deep 
Proclaimed that ancient but convivial mind 
            Symphoniously asleep. 

    D.H.R. 
        The Fritillary, June 1915 
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ASLEEP 
Nothing to stir the quiet of her face; 
The shadow drawn from brow to knee 
Blurs the dispassionate curving lines of grace, 
Save where the light falls soulessly 
  As dew upon the sea. 
 
 
No sign to trace the spirit’s journeying now 
Through silence of enchanted lands, 
But the white thought that lingers on the brow, 
And the still imperceptible 
  Peace of the folded hands. 

Oxford Poetry, 1914; 49 

 

MORPHEUS 
At Thine altar, Most Divine, 
 We have laid our gifts of price, 
Poppy-seed and honeyed wine - 
 These accept for sacrifice. 
Hardly to world-wearied eyes 
 The perfumed incense stirs 
Where we kneel in reverent wise, 
 White-robed priests and worshippers. 
 
Dimly burns the sacred flame, 
 Drowsily the tale is told 
Of thy thrice-adorèd Name, 
 And thy beauties manifold. 
Ere the midnight hearth grow cold, 
 Ere the dawn-star dim thy face, 
Grant the vision, loved of old, 
 And the touch of thine embrace. 

Oxford Poetry 1914: 50 

 

Editor’s Note: Dorothy H. Rowe was a student at Somerville from 1912-1915. She was a 
member of the Mutual Admiration Society and literary comrade as well as rival to 
Dorothy Sayers as aspiring poet and playwright at Somerville. Both would often 
submit their writings to the same publications, such as The Fritillary and Oxford 
Poetry. Dorothy Rowe co-wrote, with several students, and directed the 1915 Somerville 
Going Down Play, “Pied Pipings,” with Sayers also writing parts of the play and acting 
in it.  
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Agnes E. Murray 

WINTER 
All winter thro’ I longed for spring. 
And said: “When flowers come again 
I will cast off this gnawing pain.” 
 
But now these months no solace bring. 
The rising life in flower and tree 
But quickens this dull ache in me. 

Oxford Poetry 1914: 44 
 

OCTOBER 
I have proved your strength as naught, 
Your faith as dust about the door 
Blown by expediency now here, now there, 
And resting never; but from fear 
Of some discomfort you cast into night 
The Truth that makes the lives of men - and more - 
Than this, you set your eyes away from light, 
And fixed them in the little things that lay 
About your feet, and are in God’s eyes as the salt sea spray. 
 
And still I love you - strangely, stubbornly - it will not die 
This hunger for the sight and touch of you, 
For all those wizard ways you knew 
To still the heart ache that would never sleep 
Quite quietly for what might lie 
Hidden behind the Future - Strangely deep 
The stillness of the ecstasy you brought 
With those dear lips - a quiet more profound than sleep or death or thought. 

 
Oxford Poetry 1916: 172  

 

Editor’s Note: Agnes E. Murray was a Somervillian and probably a later member of the 
Mutual Admiration Society, arriving at Somerville in 1913. She was the daughter of 
Gilbert Murray, Regius Professor of Greek at Oxford, who wrote an Introduction to 
the first Oxford Poetry book of 1910. Murray contributed a number of poems through 
her years at Somerville to Oxford Poetry, 1914- 1916. She was described by Vera Brittain 
as “brilliant and beautiful… whose fierce love of life did not suggest her mournful fate 
of premature death, at twenty-eight, in a village of Auvergne.” (Brittain 1960: 122) 
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Artemesia 
and 

Fritillaries 
 

 

 

… then everybody in desperation sang wildly whatever  
notes they could hit on, and the organ came in,  

and by a miracle the thing righted itself… 

 
17 May 1914 
Bach Choir 

The Magnificat 
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MASS IN B MINOR 

IN VOCAL SCORE 

Composed By 

Johann Sebastian Bach 

Novello’s Original Octavo Edition 

London: Novello and Company, Ltd., 1886, 1907, 1908 

This is the edition used by the Bach Choir, conducted by Sir Hugh Percy Allen, during 

Dorothy Sayers’ tenure, 1912-1915, and later, 1917-1919, as one of the contralto voices in the 

Choir. She would have read the historical notes below and sang from the score encased in 

green hard cloth binding. The Mass in B minor was Dorothy’s favorite choral masterpiece. In 

this volume, we present No. 3., Chorus of the “Kyrie Eleison.” Sayers would have sung the alto 

chorus parts along with several other choir members in alto voice. This is as close an 

experience as we can provide of Dorothy’s participation in the Bach Choir of Oxford 

University. 

HISTORICAL NOTES 

Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750) was fifty-two years old when he completed his Mass in B 

minor known as Die hohe Mass, the Grand or High Mass. This stupendous creation of his 

mighty genius occupied him, on and off, about six years. The Credo was probably written first, 

in 1731 or 1732; the Kyrie and Gloria followed in 1733; the date of the Sancta is probably 1735, 

possibly a little later; and the work was almost certainly completed in 1737. 

 Like Bach’s four other Masses, the Kyrie and Gloria of the B minor Mass originally 

formed an independent composition. In the autograph manuscript of these two movements, 

the inscription Fine S. D. G1. - Bach’s way of denoting the close of his compositions - is written 

at the end of each; moreover, it is certain that the Kyrie and Gloria only were presented by 

the composer to the Duke of Saxony, when Bach petitioned His Royal Highness for the Office 

of Court Kapellmeister.  Spitta, in his ‘Life of Bach’ (English edn., vol. iii., p.88), gives the text 

of this petition, which, with the autograph manuscript above referred to, is still preserved in 

the private library of the King of Saxony. Here is the petition, in all the fulsomeness which 

characterised such documents at that time:  
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KYRIE ELEISON 

No. 3. Chorus.   
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The Bibliophile’s Record 
The full bibliographic profile of OP. I., Dorothy L. Sayers’ first published book by 

Oxford: B. H. Blackwell, Broad St., 1916, No. 9 of Adventurers All, A Series of Young 

Poets Unknown to Fame. Information and format courtesy of Colleen B. Gilbert, A 

Bibliography of the Works of Dorothy L. Sayers (1978), The English Catalogue, 

Whitaker’s, and The Library of Congress Catalog of Copyright Entries.  

OP. I.                   1916  

[Within a lavish frame of ships, stars, etc., 10.7 x 17 cm., enclosing a white rectangle 

5.8 x 11 cm. also framed with single thin rules:] OP. I. / BY / DOROTHY L. SAYERS / 

[leaf] / OXFORD / B. H. BLACKWELL, BROAD ST. / 1916 

 Collation: [A]8  B-D8 E4 [$1 signed] 36 leaves. 
 p. [1] “ADVENTURERS ALL” SERIES. / No. 9. / [drawing of a ship with number 9 on sail] / OP. I. ; 
p. [2] illustrated series title-page [frame of Ulyssean adventures, scroll with quotation from II Maccabees, 
etc., enclosing a white rectangle also framed with heavy single rules:] [hand-lettered:] ADVENTURERS / 
ALL [followed by designs, “A Series of Young Poets Unknown to Fame”, and a quotation from Ulysses]; 
p. [3] title-page; p. [4] dedication; p. [5] untitled poem; p. [6] untitled poem; p. [7] CONTENTS; p. [8] 
note about previous printings of three poems; pp. 9-71 text [printer’s notice at bottom of p. 71]; p. [72] 
advertisement. 
 
 19.2 x 13.7 cm. Bulk: .9 cm. Heavy white wove paper; no endpapers; untrimmed; brown paper covers; 
back blank; spine [white paper label, 6.3 x 7 cm., printed in black, within a thin ruled rectangle, bottom 
to top:] OP. I. - DOROTHY L. SAYERS; front [white label, 6.2 x 4.4 cm., within thin black rules, printed 
in black:] OP. I. / DOROTHY L. SAYERS / [drawing of a ship]  / Oxford / BLACKWELL  
 
 Price: 2s; number of copies: 350. Published 28 December 1916. 
 Printed by Vincent, Printer, Oxford for B. H. Blackwell; Dolphin old style print. 
 
 Contents: Two untitled prefatory poems (I will build up my house from the stark foundations; 
There is no remedy for this) - Alma Mater - Lay (Mummers! let love go by) - The Last Castle: War-Time, 
Pipes, Carol (O know you how Queen Mary sits), Reckoning, Womanliness, Harvest, Snap-dragons, Self-
defence, Symbol - The Gates of Paradise - The Three Kings - Matter of Brittany - A Man Greatly Gifted - 
The Elder Knight - Hymn in Contemplation of Sudden Death - Epitaph for a Young Musician - Rondels: 
Going-down Play, to M.J. - Last Morning in Oxford. 
 
 Notes: “Lay” was first printed in OXFORD POETRY 1915 (B1). “Hymn in Contemplation of Sudden 
Death,” and “Epitaph for a Young Musician” were first printed in Oxford Magazine; “Matter of Brittany” 
was first printed in The Fritillary. Catchwords p. 41 “Dead”, p. 45 “The”, p. 47 “and”, p. 51 “I”, p. 63 “Pray”. 
Distributed in America by Longmans, Green in 1916. “A Man Greatly Gifted” and “The Elder Knight” were 
reprinted in Songs for Sale: An Anthology of Recent Poetry, ed. E. B. C. Jones, Oxford, Blackwell, 1918, pp. 
38-42.       
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Book Reviews 
 

Mysteries of  the Human and Inhuman 
Sayers, Dorothy L., editor. Human & Inhuman Stories. New York: Manor 

Books, Inc., 1977. ISBN: 053215229. 176 pages. 
  

Published posthumously, Human & Inhuman Stories pulls eight short stories from 
Sayers’ Great Short Stories of Detection, Mystery, and Horror (later released as the Omnibus 
of Crime) into a volume of their own. 

While it lacks her original tome’s introductory essay, “Detection and Mystery,” the more 
manageable paperback’s cover loudly declares in lime green lettering just how vital Sayers’ 
work was toward compiling the anthology – “Only a master story teller could put together 
this collection of tales of terror and madness.” 

Not every tale is dripping with terror and madness, however, at least not by modern 
standards, and these stories, ranging in length from four to seventy-six pages, are worth the 
read for anyone interested in mysteries, short stories, or 20th century literature, in addition to 
the supernatural, suspenseful, or macabre. 

Most familiarly, this volume includes works by Bram Stoker and H.G. Wells (The 
Squaw and The Cone, respectively), but Sayers’ other selections highlight lesser-known works 
that are no less deserving of attention – stories from her contemporaries R. Ellis Roberts and 
Irish novelist Ethyl Colburn Mayne, as well as a traditional Scottish tale captured by John 
Nicholson of Kirkcudbright in 1843. 

Further tales include The End of a Show, the shortest story in the collection, by Barry 
Pain, primarily an author of humor and parodies, although his Exchange of Souls is credited 
as H.P. Lovecraft’s inspiration for The Thing on the Doorstep. 

Then there’s The Corsican Sisters by Violet Hunt, a prolific author who caught the eye of 
both H.G. Wells and Oscar Wilde, founded the Women Writer’s Suffrage League, and hosted 
lively literary salons at her home attended by the likes of Joseph Conrad and Henry James. 
Her two excellent collections of supernatural stories are considered unjustly neglected today. 

Also included is a piece by Michael Arlen, the Armenian author of satirical romances, 
political writings, and, of course, the gothic horror and psychological thrillers for which he 
gained entry into this collection. Several of his works became the basis for 
famous Hollywood films from the 1920s and 40s, and his short story here, The Gentleman 
from America, was adapted for an episode of the 1960’s television series, Alfred Hitchcock 
Presents.  

Altogether, this anthology is a mystery lover’s feast, hosted by Dorothy L. Sayers, a 
master arbiter of the genre. It is a must for your detection collection. 

 
Reviewed by  

Catherine Shilka 
Wheaton, IL 
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Reviewing a Foreword by Dorothy L. Sayers 
Sayers, Dorothy L., Foreword. A Short History of Western Philosophy in the 

Middle Ages by S.J. Curtis. Macdonald, 1950: vi-viii. 
 
“There is something curiously moving and impressive about the mediæval Schoolmen.” With 
this sentence, Dorothy L. Sayers begins her Foreword to Curtis’ short history and concurrently 
provides clues to her own philosophy, centered upon the tenets of Medieval thought. 
Although Sayers’ own philosophical involvement with Medieval intellectualism and 
spirituality is evident in her early published poetry, Oxford University work, and essays such 
as, “The Lost Tools of Learning” (1947), we are not often treated to her expressed thoughts on 
the subject should we read only her later fiction. It is through little gems such as this 
Foreword that we receive Sayers’ clearly stated insights into her own position as Medievalist. 
 Sayers lifts our view of the medieval mind from the cold, depressing, and removed, 
“Dark Ages,” to one “exhuberant with vitality, filled with an enormous and zestful intellectual 
appetite.” This is very reminiscent of her reaction, in youth, to G.K. Chesterton’s view of 
Christianity. To Sayers, there is something “almost disconcerting about the passionate 
excitement” of  medieval thinkers. They riot in the streets of Paris for the right to read 
Aristotle. They “split dialectical hairs with the fervour of balletomanes comparing the entre-
charts of rival ballerinas, and hug Logic to their arms like a bride.”  

In point of fact, the medieval intellectual was in love with learning, as was Dorothy L. 
Sayers. She loved, with a passionate intellect, the solving of puzzles, the minutiae of maps, 
the translation of languages, one to another. She loved learning throughout her life. It was 
the driving force of her writings. I believe she considered such enthusiasm for learning a 
human link to the Mind of the Maker. Emanating from God, the ability to learn was a Godly 
gift. As such, the gift must be given a firm foundation and developed to its full potential. This 
was also the basis for her life-long fascination with Oxford University, a quintessential 
receptacle of medieval intellectual thought. 

In this Foreword of three pages, Sayers outlines the reasons why medieval schools and 
intellectualism were a direct link to God and His thought. Such questions as, “What is the 
mysterious relation between will and judgment?” and “How, exactly, does a desire pass over 
the threshold of assent?” held the medieval scholar in thrall. Furthermore, Sayers explored 
with abandon the encounter and exchanges between Christian theology and pagan 
philosophy. She reveled in the similarities and oppositions with true medieval absorption. 
She did not shrink from an acknowledgment of syncretism. The steel of Aristotle’s rationalism 
was welded into the structure of the Summa. To Sayers, these were all manifestations of God’s 
work.  They were also a hallmark of her own work. 

In essence, I found this little essay to be remarkably fascinating, reading it several times 
to find, each time, new information and insight. As usual, Sayers condenses an immense 
amount of thought into few words, and as her modus operandi, she never does anything in 
half-measure, this essay included. The little-known Foreword is well worth your time to read 
and read again. It is a condensed example of Sayers’ power with words.  To end with those 
words regarding S.J. Curtis’ medieval  history, “we can see better just what the great problems 
were…toward that change which we call “the modern outlook”; and for his lucid guidance, I, 
for one, am grateful.”                  

Reviewed by  
Barbara L. Prescott 

Wheaton, IL 
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Considering The Mysterious English 
 
Sayers, Dorothy L. The Mysterious English. London: Macmillan & Co., Ltd., 
Macmillan War Pamphlets. No. 10., 1941. 31 pages. Softcover. 
 
Truth be told, it is rather a mystery why I chose to review this speech given by Dorothy L. 
Sayers in London during the midst of World War II, subsequently published by Macmillan, 
1941; a talk which, on the surface, is amusing, yet filled with intense emotional undercurrents. 
Possibly my choice rested on the observation that The Mysterious English has rarely been 
reviewed, and in fact, in recent days not often read. It is, indeed, a Sayers Sleeper, of which 
not many people are aware. 
 The Mysterious English is one of those curiosities not considered vital to the popular 
Sayers canon and does not appear to generate critical response of one kind or another. Yet 
this tiny pamphlet of thirty-one pages holds a key to an essential viewpoint by Sayers as 
novelist, poet, and essayist - that of her iron-clad bond of identity with England, country and 
traditional values, expressed in the best of British understatement and inwardly targeted 
humor that can shift unexpectedly toward her audience, exposing cultural truths and 
strengthening national identification.  
 
 I have come to-day, taking my life in my hands, to say what I can about the English people, a subject 
which always provokes much feeling. I think no more perilous undertaking could be imagined, especially as, 
from time to time, my candour may compel me to praise the English. This will distress my Celtic hearers, 
who will think it offensive, and my English hearers, who will think it very bad taste. Still, I will try because, 
although people disagree a great deal about the English, the one thing they do seem to agree about is that 
the English are utterly and impenetrably mysterious. (1941: 3) 
 

Sayers continues under the subtitle “57 Varieties” to recount English peculiarities through the 
ages and reaction to those curious behaviors by the bemused non-English: 
  
 The first most important thing to notice, and the one which gives the clue to all the rest, is that the 
English are mongrels; and that, alone of all nations, they pride themselves upon being mongrels. [An 
Englishman] rambles on, unrolling the history of England along with his family tree, and getting more and 
more mongrel, and more and more pleased with himself, at every word. (1941: 5) 

 
One cannot help but notice that this is a direct and pointed response to Nazi propagandized 
notions of “racial purity” and “innate German superiority by descent from the Nordic gods” 
widely advertised by Adolf Hitler and his minister of misinformation, Joseph Goebbels. Sayers 
addresses and mocks the notion of racial purity with typical English self-deprecating humor 
that has the underlying purpose of a sharp barb aimed directly at deflating the German 
balloon. Brilliant.    

After “57 Varieties,” Sayers continues her speech under the topic subtitles: “With Double 
Tongue,” “No Race, but a Nation,” “England is the Enemy,” “Rights and Liberties,” “Most 
Defensive,” “Our Own Trail - The Out Trail,” “Unconsidered Trifles,” “Pirates of Penzance,” 
“Strange Seas of Thought,” “Toujours la Politesse,” “They Say - Let Them Say,” “Thus Far…” 
“…and No Farther,” “My Son, Let the Saxon Alone,” “This Earth, This Realm,” “This England,” 
each of these subtopics being a speech in its own right. In “Strange Seas of Thought,” Sayers 
reveals her training in French literature by comparing the strengths of French literature with 
that of the English pantheon. These two pages deserve a review and analysis1 of their own.   
 Despite the surface humor evident in Sayers’ speech, one cannot help but hear the 
underlying note of anger toward the enemies and political critics of Britain, those nations 
who were wreaking havoc on world peace, and disrupting English lives. After all, Sayers spent 
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approximately one decade of her adult life in the midst of a world war and, frankly, her anger 
and resistance are near boiling point as she builds her argument in The Mysterious English. 
Repeating for affect her assertion that the English are not a race (as the Germans claim to be), 
but a nation, Sayers fortifies her argument through these thirty-one pages by warning that 
the English, despite their prodigious politeness and, as a nation, disinclination to provoke or 
respond to German threats and bullying, can only be pushed so far before a national reaction 
occurs. “Thus Far…,” “… and no Farther” contain the crux of her argument, that: 
 
 …this English tolerance of rude criticism... is apt to mislead them about the peculiar quality of English 
patience. That patience, being rooted in self-confidence, will go a long time without breaking, but when it 
breaks, it does so without warning and completely. The Englishman will at all cost avoid the row. He will 
put up with cheating and insult for years. The without a word of explanation, he will suddenly sever all 
relations. […] His fear and his anger are very hard to rouse, but when they are roused, he is implacable. […] 
But Hitler has never understood this. And he failed, as usual, and as our opponents have failed time and 
again, to understand what are the limits of English patience […].  
 To understand the point at which the English patience breaks, we have only, I think, to remind 
ourselves what is the phrase most often heard in the English home.  And that is: “Leave it alone!” 

  
 In this light, perhaps may be understood, as well, the recent vote in Britain to withdraw 
from the European Union in a provocative and drama-filled episode of British history. As a 
nation, the English are historically disinclined2 to enter into equally binding identification 
with other nations, being remarkably insular and independent. In that respect, and not 
unexpectedly, Americans and Britons are similar in national temperament, although every 
once in a while, Britain will offer a casual invitation toward America to reunite, gently 
reminding us that, “All is forgiven.” 
 Sayers was very aware that humor is a powerful tool with which to form bonds among 
people, allowing them to admit and recognize cultural peculiarities and thus strengthen 
cultural identity: Aren’t we odd together? (connoting a bond of specialness). Shakespeare, 
Swinburne, and Shaw3 were masters of barbed wit, and their literary descendants, Sayers 
among them (well, perhaps Sayers would distance herself from Shaw, albeit admiring his 
convincingly phrased ‘half-truths’ ), knew well how to capture their audiences with a finely 
woven British net of sharp-witted words in prose or poetry. 
 This gift for weaving words that would hold the British people together through humor 
was an aid to strengthening national identification during a time when such strength was 
sorely needed. Furthermore, it was a brilliant technique of opposition to the pornographic 
propaganda espoused by Adolf Hitler in his mesmerization of the recently humiliated German 
people toward a national identity of supposed superiority. While Hitler shouted obscenities, 
Britons deflected his perverse power through humor. It was one effective means to fight back, 
keeping British spirit strong through the continued onslaught. 
 The bonding power of words Sayers knew and used well. In this light, The Mysterious 
English may be viewed as a masterful rhetorical construct, spoken or written, whose 
publication through WWII was aimed purposefully to strengthen an injured British spirit, 
relentlessly hammered by the Nazi Blitzkrieg.  As such, this speech by Sayers should be 
considered a valuable part of British war literature, along with the radio broadcast & 
subsequent book, The Man Born to Be King, for its intended purpose to keep the British spirit 
strong in an intolerable situation. We may also look to it in our time, as well, when grappling 
with both national and international threats. Sayers delves in greater detail with these issues 
of national confidence during a volatile time in her companion book, Begin Here - A War-
Time Essay, particularly in the first piece, “A Serial Drama of History,” when she states bluntly, 
“War is an ugly disaster; it is not a final catastrophe….Like every other historical event, war is 
not an end, but a beginning (Sayers 1940: 11).” As she does in The Mysterious English, Sayers 
rallies the national spirit to hope and spiritual victory. In this respect, Sayers was ever a 
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national optimist - she would not acknowledge defeat, a characteristic she noted as 
remarkably English as she punctuated her point with such Chestertonian-inspired 
observations as: 

 
Nobody can wish to minimize the evil wrought by war; it stares us in the face; but we must not so 

exaggerate the power of evil as to fall into lethargy and despair… This is not  to give the devil his due, but to 
hand over the whole business to him, lock, stock, and barrel…What we have to see is that in every evil there 
was and is always a good…and  from the existing good and evil we must hammer out the positive good 
(1940: 11-15). 
  

 After reading The Mysterious English and Begin Here, one wishes that Churchill had 
employed Sayers to write several of his speeches in order to pack an even greater verbal punch 
against the enemy. Sayers was, indeed, a many-faceted jewel of a writer who certainly knew 
effective ways to connect with both her British and American audiences. On this level, we 
Americans and British understood one another, and, despite several small chasms caused by 
ingrown national quirks, will continue so to understand one another. We are, after all, both 
nations that glory in our diverse and muddled ancestry, as we love to laugh at the ridiculous, 
the self-important, and the vainly entitled who attempt to impose their own wills upon us, 
steal our free will, or penalize us for our impertinence in not acquiescing to their demands 
nor acknowledging their supposed entitlement.  
 On this note, Sayers ends her message by deftly and definitively stating, “Let the world 
have every liberty, so long as it leaves my liberties alone.” Sound familiar? 
    
   Take my drum to England, hand et by the shore, 
   Strike et when your powder’s runnin low; 
   If the Dons sight Devon, 
   I’ll quit the port o’ Heaven, 
   An’ drum them up the Channel as we drumm’d them long ago. 
 
 In conclusion, we may note that the Mysterious English are perhaps not so mysterious 
after all. This written speech by Dorothy L. Sayers, included later as an essay in Unpopular 
Opinions (1946), had an underlying message of empowerment to a war-torn London 
brutalized by the hammer of Nazi threats and relentless invasion of countries, causing an 
inferno throughout Europe. Sayers’ speech was a well-crafted reminder to fortify the battered 
English spirit and to promote national unity in a fearful, dark, and discouraging period. As 
such, Sayers’ wartime pamphlet is recommended reading, along with Begin Here - A War-
Time Essay, to both her modern British and American enthusiasts in its value as historical 
record and as an illustration of the powerfully well-mannered stiff upper lip and stalwart 
counterforce that only the Edwardian English, social class notwithstanding, wore so well.  

Reviewed by 
Barbara L. Prescott 

Stanford, CA 

 
Notes: 
1 Forthcoming article in DLS, Volume III, 2020 discussing Sayers’ use of  French Medieval Literature in 

her own novels and writings. This point is also touched upon in Prescott, “Literary Images..,” Inklings 
Forever XI, Proceedings of the XI C.S. Lewis & Friends Colloquium, Taylor University, 2018, exploring 
Sayers’ use of Romanticist Literature in Catholic Tales and Christian Songs. 
2 With one or two exceptions… (my note) 
3 So far as we know, these are authors and not a firm of solicitors, although we have not conducted an 

exhaustive search. 
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Submission Guidelines 
 

DLS, American Journal of Sayers Studies, is an annual journal of the American Society of 

Dorothy L. Sayers Studies, published in August of each year, which specializes in the writings 

and life of British mystery novelist, Dante translator, critic, essayist, poet, and playwright, 

Dorothy L. Sayers.    

We encourage submissions of original research about Dorothy Sayers, her writings, 

Oxford University in the early twentieth century, the world wars as they affected British 

women writers, women of Oxford, early British women mystery writers, or any other topic 

related to Dorothy L. Sayers and her world. DLS encourages original short stories and poetry 

related to Sayers or her literary era (1912-1956). We are also looking for book reviews, 

editorials, letters, and yearly conferences or events in which our readers may be interested. 

    All article submissions for publication should conform to the current MLA Handbook 

(New York: Modern Language Association). Critical essays should  include a list of works 

cited, and normally should be 1000-1500 words. If notes are included, please use endnotes 

(not footnotes). Reviews of books should be 200-500 words. Submissions of original work, 

such as short stories or poetry, should include permission to print. We accept up to three 

poems per submission. Short stories have a 2000 word limit. Submissions should be formatted 

in Microsoft Word. Decisions take three to six months. Authors are notified by email in 

response to the original submission email.    

 All email submissions should be sent to augustpressinc@gmail.com with a copy to 

barbprescott@alumni.stanford.edu and include the words DLS JOURNAL SUBMISSION in 

the title. The second volume of DLS, to be published in August 2019, will feature Dorothy L. 

Sayers in Oxford and the women of the Mutual Admiration Society. Critical essays or articles 

should be attuned to this topic to be considered for publication.  

 Thank you for your interest in DLS, and we look forward to welcoming you into our 

journal family. 

 

Barbara L. Prescott, Editor 

augustpressinc@gmail.com 

barbprescott@alumni.stanford.edu 
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In Volume II 

2019 

 

Dorothy L. Sayers in Oxford 

 

A Mutual Admiration 

with 

Critical Essays 

Oxford Poems & Prose 

Modern Fiction 

The Mass in B Minor - Gloria In Excelsis 

From The Fritillary 

Book Reviews 

Visiting Dorothy In Oxford 

The Bibliophile 

Recommended Readings 

 

Join us as we visit Dorothy once again at Somerville College.  
She is delighted to invite you for afternoon tea  

and feed you on crumpets, providing a  
paper for Miss Pope is not due 

 the following day. 
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WAR-TIME. 

The splendour of the year, no less 
Is on thy loveliness, 

The light in no less glory falls 
On thy unchanging walls 
Now, than in other days; 

No sorrow can displace 
The ordered beauty of thy face; 

Yet thou dost watch the water-ways 
For thy lost lovers, with a grave and panoplied distress; 

Like Iseult looking over-sea 
With wan face wearily 

Under the coils of braided gold 
Resplendent fold on fold, 

And girded queenliwise 
With jewels of rich price, 

With vair, and scarlet of fine dyes, 
But still with shadow-haunted eyes 

Straining to Tristram hard bested in far-off Brittany. 

OP. I. 1916: 34  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 


