
the letters of nancy mitford and evelyn
waugh

the letters of nancy mitford and evelyn waugh represent a remarkable glimpse into the literary
and social worlds of two of the 20th century’s most influential British writers. These
correspondences reveal not only their personal relationship but also their wit, intellect, and
perspectives on the cultural and political milieus of their time. Nancy Mitford, renowned for her
sharp social satires, and Evelyn Waugh, celebrated for his acerbic novels and journalism, exchanged
letters that provide a rich source for understanding their characters and creative processes. The
letters of Nancy Mitford and Evelyn Waugh illuminate their friendship, artistic critiques, and the
broader literary circles they inhabited. This article explores the historical context of their
correspondence, key themes within their letters, and the significance these letters hold for
contemporary readers and scholars.
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Historical Context of the Correspondence
The letters of Nancy Mitford and Evelyn Waugh were exchanged primarily during the 1930s and
1940s, a period marked by significant social and political upheaval in Britain and Europe. This era,
situated between the two World Wars, influenced much of their writing and personal outlooks. Both
writers belonged to the British upper class and were part of a social milieu known as the "Bright
Young Things," a group of young aristocrats and intellectuals known for their lively social lives and
sharp wit. Their letters provide a vivid backdrop of the pre-war aristocratic society as well as the
looming tensions that affected their generation.

Biographical Backgrounds of Nancy Mitford and Evelyn
Waugh
Nancy Mitford was a novelist and biographer, famous for her satirical novels such as "The Pursuit of
Love" and "Love in a Cold Climate," which often depicted the British aristocracy with a mix of
affection and irony. Evelyn Waugh, on the other hand, gained fame through works like "Brideshead
Revisited" and "Decline and Fall," which combined biting satire with a profound exploration of faith
and society. Their friendship was rooted in mutual respect for each other’s literary talents and their



shared social circles.

The Social and Political Climate
The interwar period and the Second World War deeply influenced their correspondences.
Discussions of political ideologies, the decline of the British aristocracy, and the impact of war on
society are recurrent themes. Their letters often reflect their personal responses to these historical
events, providing insights into how major world events shaped their personal and professional lives.

Key Themes in the Letters
The correspondence between Nancy Mitford and Evelyn Waugh is rich with recurring themes that
shed light on their personalities and literary preoccupations. Their letters often convey sharp humor,
literary criticism, social observations, and personal reflections.

Wit and Humor
Both Mitford and Waugh were known for their wit, and this is abundantly evident in their letters.
Their exchanges are peppered with clever remarks, playful banter, and satirical comments on
society and mutual acquaintances. This humor was not only a form of entertainment but also a way
to critique the world around them.

Literary Criticism and Collaboration
The letters reveal an ongoing dialogue about literature and writing. They often exchanged opinions
on each other’s works, offering praise as well as constructive criticism. This literary engagement
highlights the professional camaraderie that underpinned their friendship and contributed to their
development as writers.

Social Commentary
Through their letters, Mitford and Waugh commented extensively on the British social scene,
including the changing roles of the aristocracy, the effects of modernity, and the political turbulence
of their time. Their perspectives offer valuable insights into the social dynamics and cultural shifts of
early 20th century Britain.

Literary Style and Tone
The letters of Nancy Mitford and Evelyn Waugh are prized not only for their content but also for
their distinctive literary style and tone. The correspondence exhibits characteristics that mirror their
published works.



Elegance and Precision
Both writers displayed a remarkable command of language, using elegant prose and precise diction.
Their letters often read like polished literary pieces, reflecting their skill in crafting sentences that
combined clarity with sophistication.

Satirical and Ironic Elements
Consistent with their novels, the letters frequently employ satire and irony. This tone serves to
critique societal norms and personal foibles with a light, sometimes caustic touch. Their ability to
blend humor with critique is a hallmark of their correspondence.

Impact on Their Literary Careers
The letters between Nancy Mitford and Evelyn Waugh had a significant impact on their literary
trajectories. Beyond personal communication, these correspondences functioned as a forum for
creative exchange and intellectual support.

Mutual Influence
Through their letters, Mitford and Waugh influenced each other’s writing styles and thematic
choices. The candid feedback and encouragement helped both refine their narratives and deepen
their explorations of social satire.

Documenting Their Creative Process
The letters offer a unique window into the creative processes of two major literary figures.
Discussions about plot ideas, character development, and publishing challenges provide valuable
context for understanding their works.

Legacy and Scholarly Importance
The letters of Nancy Mitford and Evelyn Waugh continue to be an important resource for literary
scholars, historians, and enthusiasts interested in 20th-century literature and society. Their
correspondence is often studied to gain a fuller picture of their lives and the era in which they lived.

Contribution to Literary History
The letters enrich the historical record, offering firsthand accounts of the cultural and intellectual
climate of their time. They contribute to a deeper appreciation of both writers’ legacies and the
literary movements they were part of.



Resources for Research and Publication
Many of the letters have been collected and published in various editions, making them accessible to
a broader audience. These collections serve as essential materials for research and provide readers
with an intimate connection to the authors beyond their published novels.

Intimate glimpse into 20th-century British literary life

Insights into the personal and professional relationship between Mitford and Waugh

Examples of refined literary style and wit

Contextual understanding of social and political influences on their work

Valuable primary sources for scholars and literary historians

Frequently Asked Questions

Who were Nancy Mitford and Evelyn Waugh?
Nancy Mitford was a British novelist and biographer, known for her wit and social commentary,
while Evelyn Waugh was a renowned British writer famous for his novels and sharp satirical style.

What is the significance of the letters exchanged between
Nancy Mitford and Evelyn Waugh?
The letters provide valuable insights into their personal lives, literary careers, and the social and
cultural contexts of their time, revealing their friendship, mutual respect, and occasional tensions.

Are the letters of Nancy Mitford and Evelyn Waugh published
and accessible to the public?
Yes, selected letters between Nancy Mitford and Evelyn Waugh have been published in various
collections, offering readers a glimpse into their correspondence and relationship.

What themes are commonly found in the correspondence
between Mitford and Waugh?
Their letters often touch on literary critiques, social observations, personal anecdotes, humor, and
commentary on contemporary events and mutual acquaintances.



How did the relationship between Nancy Mitford and Evelyn
Waugh influence their writings?
Their friendship and exchanges influenced their literary works by providing inspiration, constructive
criticism, and deepening their understanding of social satire and narrative style.

Do the letters reveal any notable disagreements or conflicts
between Mitford and Waugh?
While generally cordial and affectionate, the letters occasionally reflect disagreements on literary
tastes and personal opinions, highlighting the complexity of their friendship.

Where can researchers find archives or collections of Nancy
Mitford and Evelyn Waugh's letters?
Archives containing their letters can be found in literary collections such as the British Library,
university libraries, and specialized literary archives, some of which have digitized portions available
online.

Why are the letters of Nancy Mitford and Evelyn Waugh
important for literary historians?
These letters offer direct, candid perspectives on the literary scene of the early to mid-20th century,
shedding light on the social networks, creative processes, and cultural milieu influencing two
prominent British authors.

Additional Resources
1. The Pursuit of Love by Nancy Mitford
A semi-autobiographical novel, this book follows the romantic escapades of Linda Radlett and her
eccentric family in the English countryside. Set between the two World Wars, it captures the joys
and follies of the British upper class with wit and charm. Mitford’s sharp observations on love and
society make it a timeless classic.

2. The Blessing by Nancy Mitford
This satirical novel explores the cultural clashes between the British and the French through the
story of an Englishwoman who marries a Frenchman. Mitford humorously portrays the
misunderstandings and social faux pas that arise from their differing customs. The book is a
delightful commentary on relationships and national identity.

3. Waugh in Abyssinia: The Diaries of Evelyn Waugh, 1935
This collection of diaries offers an intimate glimpse into Evelyn Waugh’s journey to Abyssinia
(modern-day Ethiopia) on a journalistic assignment. His sharp wit and observations bring the
political and social landscape of the time to life. It also provides insight into Waugh’s developing
literary style.

4. Brideshead Revisited by Evelyn Waugh



A classic of 20th-century literature, this novel explores themes of faith, love, and nostalgia through
the story of Charles Ryder and the aristocratic Flyte family. Set between the World Wars, it reflects
on the decline of the English aristocracy with elegance and melancholy. Waugh’s richly descriptive
prose and complex characters make it a profound read.

5. Love in a Cold Climate by Nancy Mitford
This companion to The Pursuit of Love delves into the lives of the upper-class Alconleigh family,
focusing on the romantic entanglements of its members. Mitford’s sharp humor and keen social
observations shine through as she explores themes of love, marriage, and societal expectations. The
novel is both entertaining and insightful.

6. Decline and Fall by Evelyn Waugh
Waugh’s first novel is a biting satire of British society and the education system, following the
misadventures of Paul Pennyfeather at a disreputable boarding school. The book’s dark humor and
absurd situations highlight the hypocrisies and follies of the time. It remains a powerful and
entertaining critique of social institutions.

7. The Roman Hat Mystery by Nancy Mitford (Note: This is a fictional title inspired by Mitford’s
style)
Set in 1930s London, this light-hearted mystery novel features an amateur detective navigating high
society to solve a puzzling case involving a lost heirloom. Combining witty dialogue and sharp social
commentary, the book captures the spirit of Mitford’s writing. It’s an engaging blend of humor and
suspense.

8. Vile Bodies by Evelyn Waugh
A satirical novel about the bright young things of 1920s London, it mocks the decadence and
aimlessness of the post-WWI generation. Through fast-paced, witty prose, Waugh depicts the social
whirl of parties, romances, and the search for meaning. The book is a lively critique of modernity
and youth culture.

9. Norman and the Nymph by Nancy Mitford and Evelyn Waugh (Note: A fictional collaborative title)
This imagined collaboration blends Mitford’s comedic insight with Waugh’s satirical edge in a tale
about a charming but hapless man named Norman navigating the eccentricities of British society.
The narrative satirizes class distinctions and the absurdities of social conventions. It would be a
witty and entertaining exploration of friendship and identity.
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