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Because Keynes’s life was so productive, eventful and multi-faceted, his biographers have 

perforce devoted only one chapter to his Eton years which consequently occupy only small 

proportions of their considerable lengths. While regarding discussion of this period as 

essential, all have seen it largely as a preliminary to the much more important contributions 

and activities that lay further ahead.  There is undoubtedly truth in this, but it carries with it 

the danger that the importance of Keynes’s early formation is insufficiently appreciated in 

relation to these future activities.

My aim is to expand knowledge and discussion of Keynes’s Eton period, the better to 

understand its significance. My central contentions are (a) that the full story of these five 

years of concentrated work, intense study, skill formation and multiple activities has not yet 

been told, and (b) that this period merits closer scrutiny because it laid the foundations, in 

many areas and in many ways, for the person and contributions of the future. 

That the young person is parent to the adult is a common saw, but its truth in relation to 

Keynes has not been widely, or fully, appreciated.  In creating a very self-confident young 

man possessed of a highly fertile and questioning mind, a wide range of interests, and 

multiple, well-developed skills, the Eton period laid the groundwork which, with further 

cultivation at, and inputs from, Cambridge, significantly shaped the contributions of the 

remarkable individual to come.  Even at 14, just prior to entering Eton, Keynes had a strongly

precocious side which continued flowering for the next half decade.  ‘Maynard is just now a 

curious combination’, his father remarked on 23.8.1897, ‘quite childish in some things, …

while in other things he is thoroughly grown up, entering most sensibly and seriously into 

what are quite men’s ideas’. 

By the Eton period is meant the time from mid-1897 to mid-1902 (his 14th to 19th years), 

which embraces his time at Eton and his holiday time with his family, both of which were 

highly influential.   Relevant to my contentions are the following twenty-five areas:

1.  Mathematics

2.  Classics

3.  History 

4. Natural science

5. Logic and probabilistic reasoning

6. Morality and ethics

7. Economics

8. Writing skills

9. Public speaking
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10. Theatre and acting

11. Reading 

12. Bibliophilia and book-collecting

13. Editorship

14. Journalism and first publications

15. Politics

16. Religion

17. His intellectual powers

18. Psychology reading

19. Sport and exercise 

20. War

21. Health

22. Sexuality

23. Personality

24. Fellow and Governor of Eton

25. Baronial coat of arms.

Only a sample (10) of these, however, will be discussed in the conference presentation! 

His attachment to Eton remained strong in his final years. From 1940 to 1946, he served as a 

Fellow and Governor, remarking on first being approached in 1940 that ‘The proposal…is 

most attractive, and I should be extremely glad to undertake the work. …I have been 

dreadfully out of touch with Eton in recent years.  But that has meant no diminution in my 

affection and interest.’  And, on becoming Baron of Tilton in 1942, he selected as the 

‘supporters’ on either side of his coat of arms a Colleger of Eton and a Fellow of Cambridge.
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