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Background: W. H. Auden wrote “In Praise of Limestone” in 1947-48 while living in southern
Iltaly. The limestone hills around Naples deeply moved him. The soft, changeable rocks
reminded him that human life is fragile, beautiful, and imperfect. The poem reflects his
thoughts after World War Il. Auden wanted to show that true humanity lies in moderation, love,
and acceptance, not in pride or extreme faith. He used the Mediterranean landscape as a

symbol of human nature and moral balance.

Summary

Description of the Landscape: The poem begins with a beautiful picture of a limestone
country. The land has gentle hills, caves, and springs that flow with clear water. It smells of
thyme and hosts butterflies, lizards, and small fishes. Everything in this landscape is lively and
delicate. The poet says people feel homesick for this kind of land because it seems familiar and
human. Limestone dissolves easily in water, and that softness becomes a symbol of human
nature. It is changeable, emotional, and close to life. Auden calls it a land of “short distances

and definite places,”. It shows comfort, order, and balance in nature.

Human Qualities and Daily Life: The poet connects the limestone landscape with human life
and emotions. The people who live here are social, playful, and warm-hearted. They talk, laugh,
and enjoy each other’s company. They are not strict or extreme in religion or morality. They
love comfort and beauty. They have faith in love and art, not in angry gods or harsh
punishments. Their life is full of small joys like sunshine, talk, music, and friendship. This part of

the poem celebrates human weakness, humor, and affection as natural and healthy qualities.

Contrast with Harsh Lands: Auden then contrasts this soft land with other, harder places in
the world. He describes granite deserts, clay plains, and cold seas that call to different kinds of
people. Saints go to deserts to seek purity and suffer for faith. Dictators and conquerors go to
clay lands to build empires and monuments. Philosophers and lonely souls are drawn to the
sea’s silence. These people reject the easy, human world of limestone. They choose harshness,
pride, and power. But Auden suggests that such extremes lead to emptiness. The limestone

people, who stay close to earth and feeling, are wiser and more balanced.



Modern Reflection: In the later part of the poem, Auden looks at the modern world. He says
this limestone land now seems old and broken like a “backward and dilapidated province.” Yet
it still reminds us of something precious. It stands against modern pride, war, and technology.
It makes poets, scientists, and ordinary people question themselves. The poet says we all rush
forward, fearing to be left behind, always busy but often empty inside. The limestone country
quietly teaches humility and peace. It rebukes those who forget the human heart and chase

only success or knowledge.

Final Meaning and Faith: At the end, Auden turns to the meaning of life, love, and death. He
says humans fear death and try to escape it, but the limestone land accepts it naturally. It
shows how forgiveness and rebirth are part of life. Its springs, caves, and murmuring
underground waters become symbols of the soul that hidden but alive. When Auden tries to
imagine perfect love or heaven, he does not see gold or glory. Instead, he hears “the murmur
of underground streams.” This simple sound becomes a symbol of peace and eternal life. The
poem ends by praising the soft, human world. It indicates that accepts weakness, love, and

change as the true strength of mankind.



