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The American Critical Archives is a series of reference books that provide rep-
resentative selections of contemporary reviews of the main works of major
American authors. Specifically, each volume contains both full reviews and
excerpts from reviews that appeared in newspapers and weekly and monthly
periodicals, generally within a few months of the publication of the work con-
cerned. There is an introductory historical overview by a volume editor, as well
as checklists of additional reviews located but not quoted.

T. S. Eliot is widely regarded as one of the most important and influential
poets of the twentieth century. He was also extremely prolific. T. S. Eliot: The
Contemporary Reviews is a testament to both of these aspects of Eliot’s work.
In it, Jewel Spears Brooker presents the most comprehensive gathering of news-
paper and magazine reviews of Eliot’s work ever assembled. It includes reviews
from both American and British journals. Brooker expands on the major themes
of the reviews and shows how the reviews themselves influenced not only Eliot,
but also literary history in the twentieth century.
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Series Editor’s Preface

The American Critical Archives series documents a part of a writer’s career that
is usually difficult to examine, that is, the immediate response to each work as
it was made public by reviewers in contemporary newspapers and journals.
Although it would not be feasible to reprint every review, each volume in the
series reprints a selection of reviews designed to provide the reader with a
proportionate sense of the critical response, whether it was positive, negative,
or mixed. Checklists of other known reviews are also included to complete the
documentary record and allow access for those who wish to do further reading
and research.

The editor of each volume has provided an introduction that surveys the
career of the author in the context of the contemporary critical response. Ideally,
the introduction will inform the reader in brief of what is to be learned by a
reading of the full volume. The reader then can go as deeply as necessary in
terms of the kind of information desired—be it about a single work, a period
in the author’s life, or the author’s entire career. The intent is to provide quick
and easy access to the material for students, scholars, librarians, and general
readers.

When completed, the American Critical Archives should constitute a com-
prehensive history of critical practice in America, and in some cases the United
Kingdom, as the writers’ careers were in progress. The volumes open a window
on the patterns and forces that have shaped the history of American writing
and the reputations of the writers. These are primary documents in the literary
and cultural life of the nation.

M. Thomas Inge
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Introduction

When T. S. Eliot died in London in 1965, he was widely regarded as the most
important poet to have written in English in the twentieth century. His obituary
in the London Times was entitled “The Most Influential English Poet of His
Time” and in Life magazine, a memorial essay ended with “Our age beyond
any doubt has been, and will continue to be, the Age of Eliot.”1 Although
vociferously challenged, such assessments were still in place at the end of the
century. In June 1998, Time magazine published a special issue on artists and
entertainers of the past one hundred years. Picasso was named the artist of the
century, Stravinsky the composer, Joyce the novelist, and Eliot the poet.2 This
list is a reminder that Eliot is part of a watershed in the history of Western art,
and that The Waste Land (1922), his early showpiece, is the century’s signature
poem. Eliot was also a formidable literary critic, and his “Tradition and the
Individual Talent” is perhaps the century’s most noted essay in criticism. In the
1930s and 1940s, he turned to verse drama and social and religious criticism
and made significant contributions to those genres as well. In the 1950s and
1960s, he became the focal point for a reaction against Modernism, and for
several decades after his death, it became as fashionable to vilify him as it had
once been to praise him. By century’s end, the reaction against Modernism had
itself become part of the ebb and flow of cultural history, and as suggested by the
Time special issue, Eliot and his fellow modernists had settled down among the
classics.

One of the most valuable perspectives on Eliot’s career can be discovered
by tracking the contemporary reviews of his work. These reviews provide a
moving mirror reflecting the curve of his reputation as he was accepted as a
man of letters, first in the United Kingdom, but rapidly thereafter in America,
and also as he became a polarizing figure in post-Second World War literary
politics. In retrospect, one can see that a few brief reviews of Prufrock and
Other Observations were crucial in shaping the reception of Eliot’s poetry;
they created a place for it and generated the sort of discussion that made
reviewers eager to see more of his work. The reviews of The Sacred Wood,
his first collection of literary journalism, were also important, for they quickly
confirmed his authority as a critic, and this authority underpinned his reputation
as a poet and prepared the way for the reception of The Waste Land. Conversely,
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in the 1930s, the reviews of After Strange Gods and other religious and cultural
essays complicated his authority and clouded judgments about his poetry and
plays. These early reviews do more, however, than document the contemporary
reception of Eliot’s work. They anticipated to a remarkable extent the issues
that would be raised in future criticism of his poetry and in future accounts of
literary Modernism.

Eliot’s first volume, Prufrock and Other Observations, was published in
London in June 1917 by the Egoist Press, but it was preceded by the publi-
cation in 1915 of several major poems, including “Preludes” and “Rhapsody
on a Windy Night” (in the short-lived Vorticist magazine Blast), “Portrait of a
Lady”(in two different collections, Catholic Anthology and Others), and “The
Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” (in Catholic Anthology and in Chicago-based
Poetry magazine). The general response to Eliot’s first poems was that they
represented something “new” in English poetry, something uniquely “Mod-
ern,” and the first readers struggled to name the quality that accounted for the
newness. Two of the first reviewers, Conrad Aiken and Ezra Pound, were espe-
cially heartening, and their brief comments anticipated two persistent strains of
Eliot criticism, the first emphasizing subjectivity, the second, objectivity. Both
of these reviewers were Americans, both were poets, both were to prove con-
sequential in Eliot’s reception, and both were to remain Eliot’s friends for life.
Aiken was Eliot’s Harvard classmate and one of his first literary confidants.
They had worked together on Harvard’s literary magazine, the Harvard Advo-
cate, and when Eliot went to Paris for a year at the Sorbonne in the fall of
1910, Aiken arranged to visit him. In August 1911, Aiken arrived in Paris, and
when shown a draft of “Prufrock,” he was immensely enthusiastic. A couple
of months later, both young poets were back at Harvard, and during the aca-
demic year of 1911–12, they met regularly for dinner and discussion of their
work.

The second early reviewer was Ezra Pound, who came to the attention of
Eliot and Aiken through his writings in Poetry. In the January 1913 issue,
Pound maintained that the best poetry being written was by Yeats and the
“Imagistes.”3 Aiken wrote a letter to the editor protesting Pound’s “high-
handed” and “propagandistic” views. He accused “the Editor and Mr. Pound”
of caring more about self-promotion than about nurturing poetry and scolded
them for using the magazine “too egotistically, . . . to give expression . . .
to their own personalities.” He insisted that Pound’s poetry, while interesting
enough, was not the touchstone by which all poetry should be measured. Harriet
Monroe, the editor of Poetry, was unimpressed and chose not to print this mild
complaint (it is preserved, however, in Aiken’s published letters).4

In June 1914, Aiken went to London to try to make literary connections,
not only for himself, but for Eliot. He took a typescript of “Prufrock” and
“La Figlia che Piange,” neither of which he was “able to sell,” but he did
succeed in having tea with Pound and telling him about Eliot’s poetry.5 Eliot
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himself arrived in London on 21 August 1914, and on 22 September, with
an introduction from Aiken, he called on Pound in Kensington and showed
him the typescript of “Prufrock.” Pound, like Aiken, was impressed, and he
immediately began a campaign to publicize Eliot’s talent. He arranged for the
publication of “Prufrock” in the June 1915 issue of Poetry and included it
and several other Eliot poems in his Catholic Anthology (1915). In a review
written a few months later, Aiken claimed that Pound’s Catholic Anthology
“blows the horn of revolution in poetry.” With Eliot’s poems in mind, he called
his review “Esoteric Catholicity,” and singled out “Prufrock” and “Portrait
of a Lady” as two poems that exemplify both universality and idiosyncrasy
(foreshadowing, perhaps, Eliot’s “tradition” and “individual talent”): “Mr.
Eliot . . . with a minimum of sacrifice to form conveys a maximum of atmo-
sphere. Both poems are psychological character-studies, subtle to the point
of insoluble idiosyncrasy, introspective, self-gnawing.”6 Aiken understood the
early Eliot better than most readers, including Pound, and here, in miniature,
is a brilliant bit of literary analysis. In describing Eliot’s work as “psycholog-
ical character-studies . . . introspective, self-gnawing,” Aiken was associating
these early poems with the great tradition that includes Shakespeare’s solilo-
quies and Browning’s dramatic monologues. Eliot’s peculiar way of turning his
portraits inside out is what makes him so modern, what gives him his “insolu-
ble idiosyncrasy,” and at the same time, what accounts for his universality and
deep humanity. Aiken’s account of Eliot’s poems as portraits of interior states
suggests that he was thinking in terms of modern painting, particularly in terms
of the mood pieces of the Expressionists. Like the canvases of Edvard Munch,
poems such as “Rhapsody on a Windy Night” objectify moods, such as melan-
choly, or feelings, such as disgust or alienation. What Munch accomplished
with color and line, Eliot accomplished with music and image.

Pound’s Catholic Anthology also attracted the attention of mainstream critic
Arthur Waugh, who considered Pound’s poets as anarchists, “literary Cubists”
bent on destroying English tradition. Writing in October 1916, with the Battle
of the Somme still raging just across the English Channel, Waugh had reason
to be alarmed about revolutionaries and the survival of the United Kingdom.
He pointed to “Prufrock” as especially dangerous because especially subversive
of authority. Waugh concluded with a parable comparing Eliot to the drunken
slaves that wealthy men used to bring out as negative examples for the benefit
of their own sons.

Waugh’s review was a godsend for Pound, for it gave him an excuse to join
in the public discussion of his own book, increasing its notoriety and visibility.
In June 1917, in the Egoist, he responded to Waugh with “Drunken Helots and
Mr. Eliot.” Pound’s strategy was to embrace Waugh’s barbs and proclaim them
the hallmark of the new poetry. He loved being called a “literary Cubist,” and
characterized the contrast between Waugh and Eliot as an archetypal struggle
between old and young, stodgy and imaginative, Victorian and modern. By the
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time Prufrock and Other Observations appeared in June 1917, Pound had a
review ready to go, and it was published in the August issue of Poetry. Enlarging
on his position from “Drunken Helots and Mr. Eliot,” he goes into detail about
Eliot’s tradition—the Elizabethans and the French, with a dash of Browning—
and his modernity. Pound praises Eliot’s realism, saying that “all good art is
realism of one sort or another,” and his ability to observe and capture the
objective world in language.

A few months later, in November 1917, Aiken followed up with a review
in the Dial. He too lauds Eliot’s “realism,” but with a difference. In an exten-
sion of his comments of the previous year, he claims that Eliot’s strength lies
in the precision with which he maps mental and moral landscapes: “This is
psychological realism, but in a highly subjective or introspective vein; . . . Mr.
Eliot gives us . . . the reactions of an individual to a situation for which to a
large extent his own character is responsible.” Here in this brief first review
of Prufrock and Other Observations, Aiken reveals a deeply disturbing quality
of Eliot’s poetry, one never really caught by Pound and by many Modernist
critics. Aiken goes on to characterize these poems as “purely autobiographic,”
but “bafflingly peculiar” because they objectify something essentially private.
He describes Eliot’s temperament as “hyper-aesthetic . . . with a good deal of
introspective curiosity.”

Aiken’s Eliot is modern (Anglo-American, personal, subjective, psycholog-
ical, Expressionistic), whereas Pound’s is Modernist (European, impersonal,
objective, realistic, Post-Impressionistic, Cubistic, avant-garde). Both perspec-
tives are valuable, so much so that entire schools of commentary have formed
themselves around this basic polarity. (Eliot himself, one of the most self-
reflexive and self-ironizing of poets, dealt with this binary in his criticism, most
notably in his commentary on the English metaphysical poets).7

By the time the Prufrock volume appeared, then, it was already the topic du
jour in literary circles. In struggling to describe Eliot’s style, a number of review-
ers followed Pound and Aiken in drawing on analogies with the visual arts. May
Sinclair, for example, writing in the December 1917 Little Review, focused on
Eliot’s realism, particularly in “Preludes” and “Rhapsody on a Windy Night.”
Defending him against the charge that his images are ugly, she insisted on his
integrity in forcing the reader to see urban reality as it is. He does in words,
she claimed, what Hogarth did in painting, and, as in Hogarth, there is in his
juxtapositions a mixture of irony and social criticism.

Reality stripped of all rhetoric, of all ornament, . . . is what he is after. His
reality may be a modern street or a modern drawing-room; it may be an
ordinary human mind suddenly and fatally aware of what is happening to
it; Mr. Eliot is careful to present his street and his drawing-room as they are,
and Prufrock’s thoughts as they are: live thoughts, kicking, running about
and jumping, nervily, in a live brain.
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Sinclair praised his ability to convey the thoughts of an exceptionally intelli-
gent character without resorting to abstractions. She noted the political under-
current in the assessment that Eliot is dangerous. “Mr. Eliot is associated
with an unpopular movement and with unpopular people. His ‘Preludes’ and
‘Rhapsody’ appeared in Blast . . . That circumstance alone was disturbing to
the comfortable respectability of Mr. Waugh.”

If May Sinclair is closer to Pound in her reading of the Prufrock volume,
the American reviewer, Babette Deutsch, is closer to Aiken. Focusing on Eliot’s
technical achievement, she argues in the New Republic that it has the “hall-
marks of impressionism.”

Impressions are strung along on a tenuous thread of sense . . . of dirty London
streets, crowded with laborers, dilettantes, prostitutes; of polite stupidities
in country houses; of satiric fencings; of the stale aroma of familiar things.
Mostly they are impressions of a weary mind, looking out upon a crowded
personal experience with impartial irony.

Marianne Moore also compared the poems with paintings, and like Pound, she
saw an Eliot who is a true friend of the object. His poems are like Whistler’s Post-
Impressionistic English canvases, but just as Eliot’s portraits are an improve-
ment on Browning, his city scenes are an improvement on Whistler, for Eliot
refuses to hide his objects “under shadows and the haze of distance.”

Another enduring debate about Eliot’s poetry was initiated by Edgar Jep-
son and William Carlos Williams. In the English Review, Jepson distinguished
English poetry from “United States poetry,” and added, “Mr. Eliot is United
States of the United States; and his poetry is securely rooted in its native soil.”
Williams, who had already conceived of himself as the quintessential American
poet and of Eliot as his opposite, responded in the Little Review by label-
ing Eliot a “subtle conformist.” He too compared Eliot with Whistler, not (as
Moore did) to praise him, but to show that he was a Europeanized American.
Williams’s review of Eliot’s first volume did not appear until May 1919, and
by that time, most of the poems that were to comprise Eliot’s second volume,
Poems (1919), had appeared. Williams must have seen them, for like his own
comments on “Prufrock,” they were published in the Little Review, and he must
have felt that the quatrain poems confirmed his low opinion of Eliot. Williams’s
view, which was to gather steam after the Second World War, was entan-
gled with resentment of Eliot and of critics who praised his poetry, including
Pound.

The next cluster of Eliot reviews, coming in 1920 and 1921, had two foci,
poetry and criticism. His second group of poems was published in 1919/1920
in three overlapping books—Poems, Ara Vos Prec, and Poems (1920). His first
book of criticism—The Sacred Wood—appeared at the same time. The com-
bination of opaque and avant-garde poetry with translucent and authoritative
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prose puzzled some readers and dazzled others. From this time forward, Eliot’s
reception as poet and his authority as critic would be indissolubly linked.

The publication of Eliot’s new work was to follow the pattern of the pub-
lication of the Prufrock poems. Individual pieces were published separately in
periodicals and discussed in previews. By the time they appeared in book form,
they had already become objects of interest and controversy. Between 1917 and
1919, Eliot wrote a great deal of literary journalism—not only book reviews,
but substantial essays including “Tradition and the Individual Talent.” These
pieces, published in little magazines and respected journals, were increasingly
noticed and admired. He continued to write poetry during this period too, with
most of the new poems appearing in the Little Review. In May 1919, Leonard
and Virginia Woolf published his Poems, a slender volume of recent work (four
quatrain poems and three poems in French). In February 1920, this collection
was enlarged to include the already published Prufrock volume and a few new
poems (notably, “Gerontion”) and published as Ara Vos Prec in London and as
Poems (1920) in New York. A few months later, in November 1920 (London)
and February 1921 (New York), the best of his literary journalism appeared
under the title The Sacred Wood. This flurry of publication was related in part
to Eliot’s need to justify to his parents his decision to live abroad, but in part
to a shrewd sense of timing in regard to his career.

The reviewers of the new poems, like the reviewers of Prufrock, groped for
words to describe Eliot’s work, and most used analogies from the visual arts.
Robert Nichols compared the poems to canvases by Walter Sickert and Rem-
brandt, and Clive Bell compared Eliot to Matisse, Picasso, and Braque. Neither
Aiken nor Pound reviewed these volumes, but their general points of view were
evident. Aiken’s psychological slant can be seen in the review of Ara Vos Prec
by John Middleton Murry, who suspected that there was something deeply per-
sonal in these poems, that the poet was a chameleon moving against protective
backgrounds and contexts. He saw this chameleon as Prufrockian—intelligent,
subtle, and ironic, a “connoisseur in the discrepancy between intention and
achievement.” Desmond MacCarthy, similarly, praised Eliot’s uncanny talent
for projecting the modern mind, and he tried to describe the techniques through
which Eliot simultaneously conceals and reveals the self. Pound’s Modernist
slant, on the other hand, can be seen in the review by Clive Bell, who empha-
sized impersonality and wit. Bell associated Eliot with such figures as Stravinsky,
Joyce, and Picasso. Richard Aldington, similarly, underscored Eliot’s place in
a movement that included these same figures. Babette Deutsch, whose views
resembled Aiken’s, introduced Eliot’s “weird and brilliant book” to American
readers by praising “Prufrock” as “a piece of psychological analysis of extraor-
dinary delicacy and brilliance” and by classifying the quatrain poems as stilted
and strange.

The reception of Eliot’s early poetry was greatly enhanced by his growing
prestige as a critic. Robert Nichols’s review of Ara Vos Prec, written seven
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months before the publication of The Sacred Wood, Eliot’s first volume of
criticism, began by assuring readers that the author of these unusual verses
“is known to the world at large . . . as a widely erudite critic possessed of
a natural distinction in style and such a mordant perspicacity as is hardly to
be matched in British or North American letters today.” Nichols was writing
in April 1920, just after the March publication of Three Critical Essays on
Modern English Poetry, a special edition of Chapbook containing essays by
Eliot, Aldous Huxley, and F. S. Flint.8 This special issue had been previewed in
Chapbook in February by Douglas Goldring, who lamented criticism’s loss of
prestige and expressed the belief that a young American now settled in London
might be able to make a difference.

Mr. Eliot has a scientific, analytical brain, and approaches his task with . . .
the detachment of the great surgeon who, knife in hand, advances towards
the exposed flesh of the anaesthetized “case.” He rarely makes a cut in the
wrong place, he dissects with an unhurried precision, and remorselessly
reveals the structure and the content of the book on which he operates. His
learning is prodigious . . .; he has undoubtedly one of the most distinguished
critical minds of our time.

Goldring’s description of Eliot’s criticism—detached, impersonal, scientific,
analytical, surgical—was accepted by an increasing number of critics, includ-
ing the anonymous reviewers of the Times Literary Supplement, who joined
the chorus, praising Eliot’s concept of criticism as “just and high.”

When The Sacred Wood was published a few months later, Leonard Woolf
was one of the first reviewers, and he reiterated the view that Eliot represented
a post-war recovery of detachment. Writing in the Athenaeum, Woolf claimed
that Eliot’s work “seems to cry aloud, ‘Back to Aristotle,’ and . . . brings us up
with a shock against the satisfying, if painful, hardness of the intellect.” For
Eliot, as for Aristotle, he insisted, “criticism is a science, and it must . . . rely
upon the two great scientific instruments, comparison and analysis.” Woolf,
like Pound, stressed the virtue of impersonality, quoting with approval Eliot’s
statement that “it is in . . . depersonalization that art may be said to approach
the condition of science.” Aldington and other reviewers echoed Woolf’s
position.

But Aiken demurred. In “The Scientific Critic,” a long and substantial review
in the Freeman, he contended that criticism is not a science, but an art, and it
does not begin with an analysis of aesthetics, but with an understanding of
life. Aiken complimented Eliot, but tempered his praise by calling into question
two central tenets celebrated in the reviews by Woolf and his friends. First,
he rejected the notion that art can be impersonal and expressed dissatisfaction
with Eliot’s “vague” use of the word “impersonality.” Second, he denied that
a great poet or even a great critic could ever really be “scientific.” Regarding
Eliot’s stated desire “to see the object as it really is,” Aiken asks “Is poetry
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an object, or an experience?” Criticism, he claimed, must begin in the human
sciences with an attempt to understand “the function of art, social[ly] and
psychologically . . . in the community, in the life of the artist.”

In 1922, Eliot’s most famous poem, The Waste Land, was published, first in
periodicals, and immediately thereafter in book form. In the United Kingdom,
it appeared in October in the inaugural issue of the Criterion, and in America,
it came out in November in the Dial, in both cases without the dedication to
Pound and without the “Notes.” It was published as a book on 15 December in
New York by Boni and Liveright, and on 12 September 1923 in London by the
Woolfs at Hogarth Press. The poem outraged some readers, baffled some, and
dazzled still others. For the most part, the first group considered it to be either
meaningless or dangerous, whereas the second and third groups welcomed it as
either a mirror of modernity or a bold experiment. The tone in a good number
of these reviews was urgent and polemical, as if something much bigger was at
stake than the fate of a single poet and a single poem.

As was the case with Eliot’s earlier publications, The Waste Land entered
literary discussion in the United Kingdom and America many months before
the poem itself appeared in print. The London literary establishment knew that
Eliot was working on a “long poem.” Several friends, notably Pound and Aiken,
had seen drafts of the fragments that were to make up the poem. The Blooms-
bury set also knew the poem before it was published. On 18 June 1922, Eliot
read it aloud to Virginia and Leonard Woolf and their friend Mary Hutchinson.9

In America, Gilbert Seldes, editor of the Dial, had become an admirer, and in
September, he arranged for Eliot to receive the Dial award for literature.10

The Waste Land made its presence felt almost immediately. Within a couple
of weeks of its appearance in the Criterion, it was hailed by the Times Literary
Supplement as a “great poem,” “its vision singularly complex,” “its labyrinths
utterly sincere.” The anonymous reviewer added, “we know of no other mod-
ern poet who can more adequately and movingly reveal to us the inextricable
tangle of the sordid and the beautiful that make up life.” Such an introduction
guaranteed serious reviews, and scores were forthcoming. Several raised issues
and themes that were to exercise Eliot studies for the rest of the century. As
was the case with Eliot’s earlier work, the most powerful reviews were by his
fellow Americans—Aiken, Seldes, and Edmund Wilson.

The first few reviews included several related directly or indirectly to the
1922 Dial award. The award was announced in the New York Times on 26
November and in Dial in the December issue. Seldes wrote a piece on Eliot for
the 6 December issue of Nation and commissioned Edmund Wilson to write a
review of The Waste Land to accompany the announcement of the award in
Dial. Wilson’s essay was his second on Eliot in less than a month; both were
brilliant and both prophetic of the direction future discussions would take.
Wilson’s first review, “The Rag-Bag of the Soul,” appeared 25 November in
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the New York Evening Post. Like other critics in the 1910s and 1920s, he was
trying to pinpoint the distinguishing characteristic of modern art. A number
of reviewers, citing Eliot’s poetry and criticism, maintained that the modern
element was a new objectivity, a new classicism. Wilson, on the other hand,
argued that the modern element was a new subjectivity. Beginning in the late
nineteenth century with Expressionism, painters and writers began to show
more interest in the world within the self than in the world of objects or of
society, and they developed new forms to project their thoughts and feelings.
Wilson suggested that “The characteristic literary form today . . . is a cross-
section of the . . . consciousness of a single specific human being, usually carried
through a very limited period, such as a day or a week.” For support, he pointed
to such works as “Prufrock” and “Gerontion,” Pound’s Eight Cantos, Joyce’s
Ulysses, Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway, and O’Neill’s The Hairy Ape. Several critics,
in discussing modern literature, had used the image of a “stream of conscious-
ness.” In describing Eliot’s achievement in The Waste Land, Wilson changes
the metaphor from a stream to a rag-bag, a repository of scraps haphazardly
saved for possible use. The fragments in this rag-bag are spiritual and mental—
“chunks of human consciousness.” Some are personal—particles of passion or
pieces of self-knowledge; some are cultural—nursery rhymes or bits of Shake-
speare; many are accidental—shards found in a particular place at a particular
time. Wilson’s image is helpful, for whereas a stream suggests time, a rag-bag
suggests space. The first allows for narrative, for sequence and order, for begin-
nings and ends, but the second suggests only juxtaposition and chance. Wilson’s
review, interestingly, represents a synthesis of the approaches to Eliot’s work by
Aiken and Pound. Like Aiken, he insists that the poem is personal, taking its
origin and its material from Eliot’s “soul.” And like Pound, he argues that the
poem is impersonal, a reflection of post-war culture, of “our present condition
of disruption.”

Wilson’s second review, “The Poetry of Drouth,” appeared in December in
the Dial. One of his objectives was to preempt the argument that The Waste
Land is either unreadable or too obscure to make it worth the trouble. Using
Eliot’s own notes, he wrote a primer on the mythical method, with explanations
of the myth of the waste land drawn from Frazer and Weston.11 He suggested
that, for Eliot, the arid land where almost nothing can grow is a symbol, a
concrete image, of a “spiritual drouth.” He insisted that one does not have to
know Eliot’s allusions. “For all its complicated correspondences and recondite
references . . . , The Waste Land is intelligible at first reading. . . . the very
images and sounds of the words—even when we do not know why he has chosen
them—are charged with a strange poignancy.” As in his previous review, Wilson
argued convincingly that The Waste Land is at once personal and impersonal,
local and universal, temporal and timeless. It is marked by “the hunger for
beauty and the anguish at living which lie at the bottom of all his work.” At
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the same time, the poet is speaking “not only for a personal distress, but for
the starvation of a whole civilization. . . . a whole world of strained nerves and
shattered institutions.”

Wilson’s two reviews anticipate much of the best criticism of The Waste Land
of the next half century. He identified the themes that make the poem seem so
universal and described the structure that makes it seem so formidable. Chaos,
he insisted, was not in the poem, but in the poet and the culture. In explain-
ing the monomyth as narrative and relating it to history and religion, he
provided the paradigm that the New Critics and many others would use in
interpreting the poem. A decade later, in Axel’s Castle, Wilson expanded his
discussion of Eliot as part of a now classic genealogy of Modernism, correctly
placing Eliot, Yeats, and other Modernists as heirs of the French Symbolists.12

Seldes’s piece on Eliot appeared in the 6 December issue of the Nation. His
purpose was to introduce Eliot to Americans and, further, to call attention to
the Dial award. He discussed Eliot’s criticism, with emphasis on the “histori-
cal sense,” “depersonalization,” and allusiveness. Claiming that “it is from his
critical utterances that we derive the clue to his poetry,” Seldes proceeded to use
these concepts to interpret The Waste Land. He conceded the poem’s broken-
ness, but argued that it has a “hidden form,” that “each piece falls into place”
when the reader knows Eliot’s criticism and understands the title metaphor of
the waste land. “Every great and original writer,” Wordsworth said in 1807,
“in proportion as he is great or original, must himself create the taste by which
he is to be relished.”13 Seldes’s essay suggested that Eliot had succeeded in cre-
ating such a taste and, with the help of his well-placed friends, had fostered a
climate in which his poem could be appreciated.

A couple of months after Wilson and Seldes had reviewed The Waste Land,
Aiken published his review, “An Anatomy of Melancholy,” in the New Repub-
lic. This piece, like the two reviews by Wilson, raised issues which would remain
under discussion for the rest of the century. As a reader of The Waste Land,
Aiken was an insider. He had been a confidant throughout the entire period of
the poem’s composition, and in the fall and winter of 1921–22, while living in
London, he had lunched with Eliot several times a week. He knew of Eliot’s
health and marital problems, and he had seen some of the fragments that were
to be incorporated into the finished poem. In a note to a 1958 reprinting of
his review, Aiken said that although he knew the background of the poem,
he felt that it would have been a betrayal to have used this knowledge in the
review.14

In retrospect, the complexity of Aiken’s relationship with Eliot can be
detected as an undercurrent in his evaluation of the poem. Aiken was lavish in
praising The Waste Land, describing it as “unquestionably important, unques-
tionably brilliant”; at the same time, he also considered it “pretentious.” His
main objection related to its self-reflexivity, its learning, its “Notes.” It is liter-
ature made of literature, and moreover, many of the allusions are too obscure
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to be meaningful. If allusions are to be effective, he argued, they “must flower
where they are transplanted.” But in spite of his reservations about the allu-
sions, Aiken had no doubts about the poem’s overall power. That power, he
suggested, derives from its origins in Eliot’s personal life, and he tried to say so
obliquely by applauding its “emotional value.” He contended that the poem
has unity, not because it is built on some literary sub-structure, but because it
is supported by a “dim unity of personality.” It consists (as Wilson had also
said) of fragments of consciousness, memories, and desires. It invites the reader
“into a mind, a world, which is a ‘broken bundle of mirrors,’ a ‘heap of bro-
ken images.’” Picking up on Prufrock’s metaphor, Aiken maintained that in
The Waste Land, Eliot had succeeded in throwing his nerves in patterns on the
screen of the poem. He acknowledged a certain incoherence, if judged by stan-
dards of logic or narrative, but suggested that such standards are not relevant in
modern poetry. The Waste Land “succeeds by virtue of its incoherence, not of
its plan.” Aiken also emphasized the poem’s tonal qualities. Understanding the
poem’s structure, he claimed, is less dependent upon knowing the monomyth
than upon having a good ear. It is “an emotional ensemble,” “a melancholy tone
poem,” and its coherence is musical. He also used a visual analogy—The Waste
Land is a “brilliant and kaleidoscopic confusion . . . a series of sharp, discrete,
slightly related perceptions and feelings, dramatically and lyrically presented
and violently juxtaposed.”

The reviews of The Waste Land by Wilson and Aiken are the best of the sixty
or more considered for this collection, but numerous others are also insightful.
Burton Rascoe, who considered it the “finest poem of a generation” and wrote
several good reviews, was amused to be considered part of a dark conspiracy
to palm off “an unintelligible work by an obscure scribbler as the great poetic
work of the year”; Elinor Wylie and Edgell Rickword, like Aiken, read the poem
as the projection of a uniquely modern sensibility. Rickword, again like Aiken,
used Prufrock’s image of a magic lantern show in which the poet’s nerves are
thrown in patterns on a screen.

The negative reviewers of The Waste Land objected mainly to its allusiveness
(its learning), its tone (its negativity), and its form (its incoherence and frag-
mentation). Louis Untermeyer took up all three points in a withering review,
“Disillusion vs. Dogma,” published 17 January 1923 in Freeman. Untermeyer
had appreciated the Prufrock poems for their combination of irony and “poetic
color,” but he had been disappointed in the quatrain poems, with their “epi-
grammatic velleities” and “crackling” tone.15 He was appalled by The Waste
Land, which he saw as an attempt to combine these two styles, with disastrous
consequences. Impatient with the allusions, he dismissed them as forming “a
pompous parade of erudition,” “cryptic in intention and dismal in effect.” He
was distressed by the lack of decorum shown by mixing high and low cul-
ture, combining genres and styles, “mingling . . . willful obscurity and weak
vaudeville.” Untermeyer maintained that the tone, though “an extension of
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[Eliot’s] early disillusion,” was too pessimistic, too colored by “contemporary
despair.” And finally, he objected to the form of the poem. While accepting the
notion that the chaos in the poem was a reflection of the chaos in contemporary
culture, he insisted that the duty of an artist is “to give form to formlessness,”
not simply to reproduce it. This critique would later be christened the “fallacy
of imitative form” by Yvor Winters. Other reviewers—F. L. Lucas, J. C. Squire,
even John Crowe Ransom—were offended by various aspects of the poem.
Still, by the time the cycle of reviews had run its course, Eliot had acquired
an impressive reputation, with such knowledgeable critics as Clive Bell and
Leonard Woolf calling him the best of modern English poets.

In 1925, Eliot published his second cumulative collection, Poems 1909–
1925. It included the Prufrock poems, the 1920 poems, The Waste Land, and
one important new work, “The Hollow Men.” The reviews of this volume
reveal a growing consensus regarding his work, and that consensus is over-
whelmingly positive. There were dissenters, of course, but they were no match
for Eliot’s energetic admirers. His earlier reviewers picked up their pens again,
and they were joined by the critic and psychologist, I. A. Richards. On the
American side, the best reviews are by Edmund Wilson, Conrad Aiken, and
Allen Tate; on the British, by Leonard Woolf, John Middleton Murry, and I. A.
Richards. Wilson’s review, like his brief pieces on The Waste Land, is brilliant,
and he adds a new insight: Eliot can be seen as one of the American writers
shaped by the Puritan mind. Aiken resumed his sometimes cantankerous but
always insightful commentary, asserting that Eliot’s theme was the “paralyzing
effect of self-consciousness.” Tate argued that Eliot is a poet of ideas. Among
the British critics, Woolf and Murry resumed the discussion begun in their
earlier reviews. Woolf maintained that Eliot perfectly represents the “spirit of
1922,” and Murry argued that Romanticism and idealism died on the Somme,
and that writers such as Eliot and Virginia Woolf reflect a “new classicism,”
a new realism and cynicism born of having weathered personal and national
catastrophe.

Richards wrote a brief but impressive review for the New Statesman, and,
a few months later, he included it as an appendix to the second edition of
Principles of Literary Criticism (1926). Like Wilson and Aiken, Richards argued
that the modern element in Eliot’s poetry is a special subjectivity that controls
structure, imagery, and mood. The structure is based on the coalescence and
contrast of emotional effects; the central technique is “conjunction of feeling.”
The symbols are psychological, not mystical; the topic is not culture but sex,
“the problem of our generation as religion was the problem of the last.”
The allusions are not important in themselves, but for the “emotional aura
which they bring.” Richards suggested that Eliot had marked his work with a
“personal stamp, which is a certain sign of authenticity” in art.

By the middle 1920s, Eliot had achieved distinction as a man of letters; as
an individual human being, however, he was close to collapse from a decade
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of stress and overwork. He had arrived in England in August 1914, the very
month in which the Great War began, and for three years from September
1915, he suffered the hardships of life in a city under aerial bombardment.
His closest friend was killed at Gallipoli, and many of his English friends were
slaughtered or maimed. His marriage in June 1915 brought more grief than
bliss, and, by the early 1920s, it had crumbled. His wife was ceaselessly ill,
and the personal and financial strain of supporting her contributed to his own
breakdown in 1921. All of this and more reached a climax in the mid-1920s,
and in June 1927, as part of an attempt to reclaim his life, he entered the
English Church. Both his crisis and his recovery can be traced in his writings.
In 1928, he published a new collection of essays, For Lancelot Andrewes, with
a preface stating that his “general point of view” could now “be described
as classicist in literature, royalist in politics, and anglo-catholic in religion.”16

In the months that followed, he published in pamphlet form his great essay
on Dante (1929) and his poetic sequence Ash-Wednesday (1930). In addition,
he contributed several Christmas poems, including “Journey of the Magi,” to
Faber’s Ariel series. Both the essays and the poems reflect his new commitment
to Christianity.

The new Eliot was greeted with respect by a few, with astonishment by many
more, and with a strange combination of admiration and disdain by others.
When For Lancelot Andrewes appeared in November 1928, Jacob Bronowski
wrote a review bemoaning Eliot’s attack on humanism and challenging his
connection of classicism and Christianity. In what would become a refrain in
subsequent criticism, the Times Literary Supplement reviewer noted a contra-
diction between Eliot the critic and Eliot the poet, the first shaped by classical
ideals and the second by romantic longing. The anonymous reviewer found the
profession of Christianity “from the author of The Waste Land . . . astonishing,
to say the least,” and although he found much to praise in Eliot’s new work, he
clearly found much to regret. He also felt a sense of betrayal, for the most mod-
ern of all poets had “abdicated from his high position; he rejects Modernism
for medievalism.”

One of the most powerful voices emerging from the reviews of For Lancelot
Andrewes was that of F. R. Leavis. In a rebuke to condescending reviewers,
he reminded critics that Eliot was a poet of profound originality and a critic
of immense intelligence. Wilson concurred, calling Eliot “the most important
literary critic in the English-speaking world.” Wilson said that he understood
Eliot’s disenchantment with modern materialism and substitute religions; at the
same time, he argued that the turn to “medieval theology” was not one that
modern intellectuals could follow. The most striking review of For Lancelot
Andrewes was written by Eliot’s old friend Conrad Aiken. Entitled “Retreat,”
it was published in the Dial, the very periodical that had done so much to
launch The Waste Land. Aiken suggested that while it is impossible to read
Eliot without respect, it is also impossible to read him without “misgivings.”
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Accusing Eliot of being “in retreat from the present and all that it implies,” he
concluded with comments that must have been painful for Eliot to have read.
Aiken claimed that Eliot’s new position represented “a complete abdication
of intelligence. And with this abdication goes a striking change in Mr. Eliot’s
whole outlook and style. A note of withered dogmatism sounds repeatedly in
these pages.” Aiken expressed hope that Eliot would return to the present and
resume his role as an “intrepid explorer” of modern life.

Aiken did not review Ash-Wednesday (1930), but later, somewhat surpris-
ingly, he called it Eliot’s “most beautiful” poem.17 Most readers were struck
by the discontinuity between it and Eliot’s earlier poetry, but several of the
poet’s more astute critics noted that the surface discontinuity concealed a deeper
continuity. Morton Zabel, for example, maintained that, in hindsight, Eliot’s
conversion was predictable and that it should be understood at least partially
in terms of his deep identification with Dante. Anticipating a number of later
critics, Zabel saw The Waste Land as a modern Inferno and Ash-Wednesday
as a modern Purgatorio. The best of the Ash-Wednesday reviews are by two
seasoned American reviewers of Eliot’s work, Edmund Wilson and Allen Tate.
Emphasizing continuity between The Waste Land and Ash-Wednesday, Wilson
conceded that the poem is brilliant and a worthy successor to Eliot’s earlier
work. He saw the poem as a masterpiece of Symbolism and praised its musical
values, its infinitely suggestive images, its appropriation of ritual, and most of
all, the peculiar honesty it brought to the representation of the human soul.
More formalist in orientation, Tate insisted that Eliot’s poetry should be read
as poetry and not as a commentary on Eliot’s conversion. He did not argue that
content and feeling are irrelevant, but simply that they should be sought in the
poem and not in the poet. In a particularly valuable insight, he noted that the
irony in the early poems is transfigured as humility in Ash-Wednesday.

The next cluster of reviews can be associated with Eliot’s return to America
in 1932. He had left the United States in 1914, and except for a brief trip
home immediately after his marriage in 1915, he had not been back. This
was due, in the first instance, to the war, but after the war, to a variety of
economic and personal circumstances. When he sailed for Europe in the summer
of 1914, he was a student; when he returned in 1932, he was one of the most
distinguished men in the English-speaking world. The occasion for his return
was an invitation to give the Charles Eliot Norton lectures at Harvard University
for 1932–33. While in the United States, he was showered with awards and feted
in glittering settings. In the spring of 1933, he gave the Page-Barbour lectures
at the University of Virginia.

Three major publications, all in prose, can be associated with Eliot’s home-
coming. The first, Selected Essays, was a collection of his early journalism.
Published in September 1932, it was timed to coincide with his arrival in the
United States. The second, The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism, con-
sisting of the Norton lectures, was published by Harvard University Press in
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1933. The third, After Strange Gods, consisting of the Page-Barbour lectures,
appeared in 1934. The cumulative effect of the reviews of these books was neg-
ative, with even the most admiring readers expressing concerns about Eliot’s
views on religious and cultural subjects.

For American readers, Selected Essays provided both a reminder of Eliot’s
eminence and an occasion to reassess his importance in modern literary culture.
The London Sunday Times published a cordial review by R. A. Scott-James
praising Eliot’s “cool sanity,” “analytical judgment,” “fastidiousness,” and his
scrupulous attention to the object. In America, the New York Times joined the
long list of papers paying homage to Eliot. Peter Monro Jack’s review, “The
Cream of T. S. Eliot’s Literary Criticism,” while not original, was upbeat and
positive. R. P. Blackmur suggested in Poetry that Eliot was a valuable model,
because “without insulting our intelligence or diminishing his own, he supplies
us with something different from ourselves.”

Many reviewers, however, seemed perplexed by Selected Essays. Their pri-
mary concern was the long-perceived discontinuity between Eliot’s poetry and
his prose, further complicated by his inclusion in Selected Essays of non-literary
writings. In a generally positive piece in the Saturday Review, Paul Elmer More
tried to come to terms with the “cleft Eliot.” Edgell Rickword, one of Eliot’s ear-
liest and best reviewers, lamented the discontinuity between the poet’s literary
and moral imaginations. He maintained that when Eliot writes about literature,
he has no equal, but when he writes about humanism, he becomes less interest-
ing, less valuable. Some critics argued that there were at least “three Eliots”—a
modern poet, a classic critic, and a mediocre thinker. Henry Hazlitt suggested
in the Nation that it was almost unthinkable that these three could be the same
person. Even Eliot’s most admiring reviewers were forced to acknowledge the
dissociation. Bonamy Dobrée, on the defensive for Eliot’s sake, insisted that the
poetry and criticism should be seen as the reflection of one mind, one sensibility.
But even while praising Eliot’s urbanity, clarity, and strength, he admitted that
the essays on humanism diluted Eliot’s greatness. Robert Hillyer, writing in the
New England Quarterly, was less charitable. He saw the split in Eliot’s prose
collection as the reflection of a man divided against himself, and submitted
that “Mr. Eliot’s vogue” was due to the fact that his admirers were “similarly
disorganized.” Hillyer questioned Eliot’s expatriation, seeing it as “a symbol
of that homelessness which has obsessed his mind for so long” and has caused
him to seek sanctuary in the Church.

The mixed reviews of Selected Essays modulated into the largely negative
ones of the Harvard lectures, published in 1933 as The Use of Poetry and
the Use of Criticism. A handful of reviews were positive, including that by
Peter Monro Jack in the New York Times, and, more substantially, by Cleanth
Brooks in the Southwest Review. Brooks, a pioneer of the New Criticism, was at
the beginning of his distinguished career. Considering Eliot’s work as a whole,
he argued that it represented an attempt, largely successful, to reassess and
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reorder English poetry. But most reviewers demurred. The tenor is caught in the
opening sentences of Richmond Lattimore’s review in the Journal of English
and Germanic Philology. The Use of Poetry, he suggested, “is on the whole
disappointing, not so much because of its defects as because of the false hopes
that may be raised in the reader’s mind by the association of Mr. Eliot’s known
abilities with . . . his title. Mr. Eliot does not tell us what the use of poetry
is, and he almost manages to convey a certain feeling of contempt for anyone
who expects to be told.” The expectations raised by Eliot’s distinction were
too high, and as Lattimore’s comment indicates, his “known abilities” worked
against him.

Lattimore identified three main criticisms of Eliot’s new book. First, as noted
by both American and British reviewers, the book seemed to have no thesis.
The Sacred Wood and Selected Essays had been presented as collections of
separate essays, but The Use of Poetry was advertised as a book, a series of
interconnected lectures. A number of powerful reviewers, including John Crowe
Ransom, Montgomery Belgion, and D. G. Bridson, in addition to Lattimore,
pointed out that Eliot had failed to say what the use of poetry is or should
be. Second, the book had an unfortunate tone, a feature pointed out by sev-
eral reviewers, including Stephen Spender. And third, Eliot’s habit of negative
definition, of saying what a thing is not rather than what it is, irritated some
reviewers. Joseph Wood Krutch, for example, remarked that this habit is more
provocative than helpful, more destructive than constructive.

Admirers of Eliot’s early work expressed special unhappiness with The Use of
Poetry. Some of these reviewers, notably Aiken and Pound, were compromised
by their ideological divergence—Aiken by his distaste for religion and Pound by
his obsession with economics. Still their reviews are telling and worth noting.
Writing in the Yale Review, Aiken focused on Eliot’s disagreement with I. A.
Richards on the value of psychological readings of poetry and on the value of
poetry as a modern religion. Aiken confessed that he himself “agrees entirely
with Mr. Richards,” especially in the view “that mankind, having shed religious
dogma and arbitrary faith, will find through poetry a sufficient communication
with the world and a sufficient source for belief.” Pound, writing in the New
English Weekly, was much harsher, sarcastically referring to his old friend as the
“Dean of English Criticism” and the “Editor of Britain’s Brightest Quarterly.”
He insisted that Eliot “shows no perception whatever” of the “obfuscation of
literary perceptions” caused by “economic putridity.” The reader of The Use
of Poetry, he maintained, “would do well to read the first part [introduction
and first chapter] and chuck the rest into the waste basket.”

Reviews of After Strange Gods, the third book associated with Eliot’s
homecoming, mark the low point in his reception. In these essays, writ-
ten as the Page-Barbour lectures for the University of Virginia, Eliot revis-
its his notion of tradition and tries to integrate his insights regarding culture
and religion into his understanding of modern literature. The response was
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overwhelmingly negative. Reviewers chastised him for changing his notion of
tradition, for mixing religion and literature, for a prejudicial reference to Jews,
and for harsh judgments about contemporary writers. Neither of the American
books (The Use of Poetry and After Strange Gods), cried Leavis, was worthy
of the author. They contain much of value, he conceded, but at the same time,
much that is “painfully bad, disablingly inadequate, often irrelevant and some-
times disingenuous.” S. I. Hayakawa expressed a similar view: “To one who
has sat unashamed at Mr. Eliot’s feet for years, his latest volume is perplexing
and distressing.” He affirmed his admiration, insisting that “Mr. Eliot is a great
writer . . . it is not without reason that everything he . . . writes commands
the immediate and respectful attention of the entire English-speaking world”;
at the same time, he lamented Eliot’s negativity, especially his preoccupation
with the darker aspects of religion, such as sin and damnation. Hayakawa
voiced the fear “that [Eliot] will grow narrower and more disapproving in
tone as he grows older.” Pound, predictably, deplored Eliot’s religious turn,
and William Troy, writing in the Nation, was brutally negative. In “T. S. Eliot:
Grand Inquisitor,” Troy argued that Eliot was self-deceived and “morally rep-
rehensible.” He associated Eliot’s earlier comment about royalism with fascism
and the sentence about “free-thinking Jews” in After Strange Gods with anti-
Semitism. A mild attempt at compromise was offered by Horace Gregory in
the New Republic. He suggested that the real split in Eliot is not between the
poet and the critic, but between the poet and the public figure. The first Eliot
is real, but the second is bogus, an accidental result of the first.

In 1936, to the relief of most reviewers, the “real Eliot” resurfaced. Col-
lected Poems 1909–1935 brought together his work from 1920 and 1925 and
added significant new poems, including “Journey of the Magi,” “Marina,”
Ash-Wednesday, and “Burnt Norton.” This volume, the first collection after
his conversion and concurrent stylistic turn, provided an opportunity to assess
his development. In both the United Kingdom and America, the reviews were
largely positive, most confirming Eliot’s centrality in modern poetry. Review-
ers speculated on his poetic forebears, some discussing his descent from the
Elizabethans, some his kinship with the French Symbolists, and some his sim-
ilarities to the Decadents. Cyril Connolly, writing in the Sunday Times, asked
the reader to imagine what English poetry would have been like in 1935 if T. S.
Eliot had never existed. He suggested that it would have been far less presti-
gious and claimed that its future was brighter because Eliot was still writing.
In one of the most interesting British assessments, D. W. Harding, in Scrutiny,
asked why Eliot’s early work was considered more chic than his later work.
His response was that the early poetry lends itself more easily to protest, to
readers who feel themselves victims of history, while the later poetry suggests
that suffering arises from one’s own choices. American reviews by Marianne
Moore, Babette Deutsch, Morton Zabel, and Peter Monro Jack ranked Eliot
as the most influential poet of his generation. Jack, writing in the New York
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Times, described the poet’s stylistic change from, say, The Waste Land to “Burnt
Norton” as a welcome move toward greater accessibility, a move from being a
“poet’s poet” to being a “people’s poet.” The Marxist critic Rolfe Humphries,
writing in New Masses and echoing D. S. Mirsky, praised Eliot for bringing his
rare gifts to social themes (alienation, poverty, urban decay) of real significance.
While admitting that Eliot himself never urges a classless society, he suggested
that Eliot “has written, with poetic authority too great to be questioned, the
elegy of an age that is passing.”

Eliot’s main creative energy in the 1930s, however, was not devoted to poetry.
When he returned to England after the American tour, he turned to poetic
drama, a genre that had interested him for two decades. Several of his early
poems, including “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” consist of interior
dialogues, and The Waste Land, as suggested by its working title (“He Do
the Police in Different Voices”), is an arrangement of various voices. Eliot’s
early criticism, similarly, shows a keen interest in drama, and some of his well-
known critical formulations, including the “objective correlative,” arose from
his reflections on Renaissance plays.18 His first attempt to write a play resulted
in Sweeney Agonistes, a fragment published in 1932 and intended as a dark
comedy of contemporary life. His second effort, The Rock, published in 1934,
was a pageant for several voices, written to raise money for church-building in
London. His third dramatic endeavor was a fully realized play, Murder in the
Cathedral, written by invitation and first performed in Canterbury Cathedral in
1935. His fourth, The Family Reunion, published in 1939, was his first venture
for the secular stage. The response to these works followed a trajectory from
negative to mixed to positive, followed by a retreat to mixed.

Sweeney Agonistes received few reviews, and most were negative. Reviewers
felt that the characters and plot were dull; at the same time, some noted with
interest Eliot’s experimentation with music-hall and jazz rhythms. In regard to
The Rock, reviewers were divided between an inclination to give due regard to
Eliot the poet and a reluctance to define as art a work written to raise money for
churches. Conrad Aiken, to mention one of the poet’s earliest admirers, liked
the choruses, but felt uncomfortable with the idea that art was being used as
a handmaiden to religion. Some commentators upgraded their evaluation after
seeing Murder in the Cathedral, deciding in retrospect that the pageant had
been a warm-up for a landmark play.

The reception of Murder in the Cathedral was positive in both the United
Kingdom and America. The Times Literary Supplement, which often set the
tone for response to Eliot’s new work, said that the play was the culmination
of his experiments in dramatic style. I. M. Parsons, writing in the Spectator,
claimed that Mr. Eliot “has reanimated a literary form which in England has
been dead or dormant for nearly three hundred years, and in so doing he has
found himself anew as a poet, only with an added ease, lucidity, and objec-
tiveness.” Edwin Muir emphasized the play’s “intellectual scheme,” and James
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Laughlin commented on Eliot’s evolution as an artist. The American reviews
were substantial and lavish. Even Aiken, writing (hiding?) in the New Yorker
under the pseudonym of Samuel Jeake, Jr., was enthusiastic.

It is a triumph of poetic genius that out of such actionless material—the mere
conflict of a mind with itself—a play so deeply moving, and so exciting,
should have been written; and so rich, moreover, in the various language
of humanity. . . . in the play Eliot has become human, and tender, with a
tenderness and a humanity which have nowhere else in our time found such
beauty of form.

Mark Van Doren, writing in the Nation, remarked that Eliot “has written no
better poem than this.” The title of Peter Monro Jack’s review in the New York
Times sums up his response: “T. S. Eliot’s Drama of Beauty and Momentous
Decision.” Philip Rahv, in the Partisan Review, praised the play and commented
on the “crudeness” of those who dismiss Eliot’s poetry because they cannot
share his religious beliefs. Reviews of the first New York performance were
also positive.

Fortified by his success with Murder in the Cathedral, Eliot returned to
the idea of doing a play about contemporary life for a secular audience. In The
Family Reunion, published in 1939 and set in a drawing room in northern Eng-
land, he revisited several of his old themes—the divided self, alienation, family
and community, and perhaps most of all, the nature of evil/sin. Once again, the
Times Literary Supplement set the tone. The anonymous reviewer lamented that
Eliot had retreated to the naturalism he had earlier abandoned. Several British
reviewers focused on Eliot’s use of the Oresteia as a backdrop for the play, and
most felt that the experiment was not successful. Desmond MacCarthy, writ-
ing in the New Statesman, opined that the Greek myth was implausible in a
modern drawing room. Maud Bodkin, on the other hand, defended Eliot’s use
of Aeschylus, maintaining in Adelphi that he used the Furies to convey what
he could not have conveyed through ordinary techniques. American review-
ers were similarly divided on the use of the myth. Some, such as John Crowe
Ransom, writing in Poetry, insisted that Eliot’s Eumenides are “too ‘literary’
to express the metaphysical realities” he is struggling to convey and predicted
that modern audiences would not accept them. Horace Gregory, in Life and
Letters, called the play one of Eliot’s “successful failures.” He applauded the
theme and the will to experiment with myth, but claimed that the use of the
Eumenides was not satisfactorily realized. Other American reviewers focused
on characterization and theme. In the Kenyon Review, Philip Horton argued
that the characters were inadequately motivated, and the theme of “sin and
expiation” was unintelligible. The problem of characterization was also taken
up by Desmond Hawkins who, writing in the New English Weekly, related it
to Eliot’s much earlier discussion of Hamlet. Eliot’s Harry, like Shakespeare’s
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Hamlet, is dominated by an emotion “in excess of the facts,” by an “all-
pervasive and universally diffused disgust . . . which overwhelms everything
else in the play.” To use the language of Eliot’s essay on Hamlet: Harry’s emo-
tion lacks an objective correlative. Hawkins concluded that Harry is Eliot’s
Hamlet, “a Mona Lisa of literature.” Many American reviewers, conversely,
admired the play. Cleanth Brooks, writing in the Partisan Review, commented
on its effective symbolism and its continuities with Eliot’s earlier work. George
Anthony, writing in the Sewanee Review, called it “far and away the best dra-
matic work Eliot has given us,” and Frederick Pottle said in the Yale Review
that it was a technical triumph.

Eliot’s main concern during the 1930s, however, was not with dramas for
Broadway or London’s West End, but with the conflict shaping itself in the
European political theatre. By the end of the decade, he knew that he and
his generation were lost in the middle of the dark wood, “having had twenty
years—/ Twenty years largely wasted, the years of l’entre deux guerres” (“East
Coker”). In January 1939, in deep despair, he published his last issue of The
Criterion. Prevented by the war from writing another play, he returned to the
solitary work of writing poems and completed Four Quartets, an ambitious
sequence of four poems. The first quartet, “Burnt Norton,” grew from a passage
cut from Murder in the Cathedral. Written in 1935 as a single poem, it was
the primary new piece in Collected Poems 1909–1935. The remaining three
quartets appeared during the Second World War. “East Coker,” written on the
“Burnt Norton” model, appeared in 1940. While working on “East Coker,”
Eliot conceived of a musical sequence of four poems, based on the four seasons
and the four elements. “Burnt Norton” was republished as a separate work in
1941 and the third quartet, “The Dry Salvages,” appeared in the same year;
the fourth, “Little Gidding,” in 1942; and the four together under the title Four
Quartets in 1943.

Because the quartets were published over a period of several years, reviews
appeared over an extended period, culminating in overviews of the sequence
as a whole, the “complete consort dancing together” (“Little Gidding,” V). As
reviews go, the pieces on Four Quartets are unusually substantial. One reason
is that they reflect the cumulative understanding of scattered reviewers in the
process of coming to understand Eliot’s larger scheme. Another is that they
include an awareness of Eliot’s earlier work, including the Prufrock poems, The
Waste Land, “Ash-Wednesday,” Murder in the Cathedral, the critical essays,
and most significantly, the first three quartets. A final reason for the richness of
these reviews is that they show a consciousness of the bleak and serious context,
which included not only the war in Europe, but the deaths of Joyce and Yeats.
Ian Jack, in a “review of reviews” for the New York Times, remarked that
no poem “in many years has been so completely, exhaustively, and earnestly
reviewed.” “Now that Yeats is no longer writing,” there is no poet to compare
with Eliot and no poem to compare with Four Quartets. Jack noted the “almost
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unanimous decision in favor of the Quartets. One might think the critics had
held a caucus and emerged with their separate opinions clearly coordinated.”

The reviews of “Burnt Norton” are imbedded in reviews of Collected Poems
1909–1935. One of the most perceptive, written by D. W. Harding, appeared
in Scrutiny. Harding admired Eliot’s ability to create concepts at once reli-
gious and philosophic. Several reviewers of the wartime quartets, as the last
three are sometimes called, referred back to Harding’s fine review. For example,
F. R. Leavis, writing six years later in Scrutiny, began his review of “The Dry
Salvages” with Harding’s insights on the religious nature of Eliot’s later work.
The second and third quartets, “East Coker” and “The Dry Salvages,” were
published only in the United Kingdom, and most of the reviews are British.
The reviewers of “East Coker,” including G. W. Stonier in the New Statesman,
James Kirkup in Poetry [London], and Stephen Spender in Horizon, noted the
recurrence of themes from the first two quartets, including the problem of time
and the process of aging. Spender’s review pointed to the poem’s self-reflexivity,
a theme that has become central in Eliot studies.

The reviewers of “The Dry Salvages” continued the discussion begun in the
reviews of “East Coker.” In a long essay in Scrutiny, F. R. Leavis used the pub-
lication of the third quartet as an occasion for reflecting on the first three and
for speculating on the fourth and culminating poem that was on the way. Com-
menting retrospectively on much of Eliot’s later poetry, he included substantial
commentary on “Ash-Wednesday” and “Marina.” He concluded by remarking
that “it should by now be impossible to doubt that Eliot is among the greatest
poets of the English language.” “The Dry Salvages” appeared in 1941, and
several reviewers, Muriel Bradbrook, for example, noted that it was in impor-
tant ways a war poem. The third quartet sparked a debate between George
Orwell and Kathleen Raine, both writing in Poetry [London]. Orwell claimed
that Eliot’s poetic sequence represents a “deterioration in [his] subject matter.”
Whereas the early poems reflect “a glowing despair,” the Quartets reflect “a
melancholy faith.” The despair, Orwell suggested, seems more genuine, for it
is the response of a civilized intellectual to the “ugliness and spiritual empti-
ness of the machine age.” Raine chided Orwell, a Marxist, for expecting the
Quartets to serve the interests of politics. She focused on the poetry’s Modernist
techniques, notably the blurring of material and psychological boundaries.19

By the time Four Quartets appeared in 1943, then, a body of reviews had
prepared the way, and several of the new reviews deepened the evolving public
discussion of the poem. Muriel Bradbrook, in Theology, and D. W. Hard-
ing, in Scrutiny, emphasized the religious significance of the sequence. Harding
explained the levels of meaning at work in the poem and discussed Eliot’s
uneasiness with humanism. Malcolm Cowley, in the New Republic, associated
the poem with the mystical tradition. Several emerging New Critics reviewed
the poem. F. O. Matthiessen noted in the Kenyon Review the formal and the-
matic importance of puzzles, paradoxes, and the reconciliation of opposites.
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In Poetry: A Magazine of Verse, James Johnson Sweeney analyzed the form of
the poems and related form to the theme of theodicy that culminates in “Little
Gidding.” Louis Untermeyer, in the Yale Review, claimed that Four Quartets
was at once simpler and more complex than Eliot’s early work, simpler in form,
but more subtle in meaning. Some critics disliked the sequence, dismissing it
as “poetry of direct statement.” As Delmore Schwartz put it in the Nation, the
poem contains long passages that are simply boring, passages representing a
failure of the poet’s ear and a relaxation of his sensitivity.

Eliot’s war poems, including the Quartets, were framed by two prose works
in which he attempted to come to terms with the social, political, and religious
implications of the resumption of war in Europe. On the eve of the war, at
Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, he gave the “Boutwood Lectures,” pub-
lished in 1939 as The Idea of a Christian Society. After the war, he surveyed
the ruins in Notes Towards the Definition of Culture, published in 1948. Fully
aware in 1939 that the United Kingdom and other nations were again on a col-
lision course with Germany, Eliot tried to imagine a way to understand and to
counter Nazi values. One of his central points, based in part on his analysis of
the Munich Crisis of September 1938, was that “neutrality” would not lead to
“peace in our time,” but to disaster. He maintained that pagan values could only
be successfully countered with positive values, and wondered if democracy, as
then conceived, had enough positive content to stand against dictatorship. In an
attempt to imagine an alternative more likely to secure peace, he articulated an
“idea” of a Christian society, not a society in which everyone would be Chris-
tian but one that would have an ethics and public policy grounded in Christian
values. His arguments reached a broad audience, in part because they were
summarized by most reviewers. The Times Literary Supplement, a bellwether
for so much of his work, expressed admiration for Eliot’s courage in addressing
real problems in a real world. Other reviewers, even those who had reserva-
tions about Eliot’s religion, were also appreciative. Malcolm Cowley, writing in
the New Republic, said that “you find, even when you are hostile to the main
trend of [Eliot’s book], that it is full of moderation and worldly wisdom.”

In 1948, Eliot offered a post-war analysis of culture in Notes Towards the
Definition of Culture. The critical reaction was mixed. A number of reviewers
complained that Eliot was excessively tentative, noting that although he said
many interesting things about “culture,” he never got around to defining it.
Some critics, including E. M. Forster in the Listener and W. H. Auden in the
New Yorker, resurrected the old line that there were three Eliots. For Forster,
there was the poet, the literary critic, and the social analyst. The poet and the
literary critic were brilliant, but the social critic was mediocre. For Auden, the
three Eliots were an archdeacon with cool manners, a violent and passionate old
man who had witnessed the horrors of history, and a young boy who liked to
play practical jokes. Auden suggested that the value of Eliot’s book was not the
conclusions he reached but the issues he raised. Several critics, including George
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Orwell in the Observer and R. P. Blackmur in the Nation, focused on Eliot’s
attitudes about class. In an illuminating review, Blackmur examined the poet’s
continuing concern for “the recovery of individual life from mass or collective
life.” He also stressed the importance of “prestige” in Eliot’s appreciation of
individual life, and the importance of religion as the source of all prestige.

A comprehensive understanding of Eliot’s post-war reception should include
an awareness of his own prestige, both as poet and as spokesman for values. For
nearly a decade, since the deaths in quick succession of Yeats and Joyce, he had
been considered the most distinguished writer in the English language. After
the war, his prestige was officially acknowledged by a string of public honors,
including in 1947 an honorary degree from Harvard and in 1948 both the
Order of Merit and the Nobel Prize for Literature. Eliot’s prestige was solidly
anchored in decades of achievement as a man of letters, but in the post-war
period, his prestige bred a less attractive stepchild—stardom. Although he was
by nature modest and reserved, Eliot suddenly found himself lionized by an
international public, and most of them knew little to nothing about his poetry.
His fame became a major issue in the reception of his post-war work, consisting
mainly of three comedies. In 1949, he published The Cocktail Party; in 1954,
The Confidential Clerk; and in 1959, his valedictory, The Elder Statesman.

Eliot’s “star” status is particularly evident in the response to The Cocktail
Party. In a season that included South Pacific and Carson McCullers’s The
Member of the Wedding, The Cocktail Party was a genuine hit. It was the topic
du jour at the best cocktail parties in Edinburgh, New York, and London, and
was reviewed all over Europe and the English-speaking world. When it opened
in New York for the first of its 409 performances, the sold-out audience included
Ethel Barrymore and the Duke and Duchess of Windsor. In New York, it won
the Drama Critics Circle award and three Tony awards, and Eliot made the
cover of Time magazine (22 December 1952). In London, the play ran for 325
performances to capacity audiences and won the Sunday Times literary prize
for best play. All told, according to the Times (21 December 1952), it was seen
by a million and a half spectators. There were innumerable reviews, with most
combining commentary on a specific performance with an assessment of the
play as theatre. Of the several hundred examined for the present volume, only
the 165 or so appearing between the first performance in August 1949 and
the end of 1950 have been included or itemized in the checklist of additional
reviews.

The prestige/stardom issue can be seen in most reviews of The Cocktail
Party, with attitudes ranging from celebration to resentment. Some reviewers,
such as Bonamy Dobrée, made a thoughtful case for the play, analyzing its
accomplished layering of meanings; Robert Speaight, who had played Becket
in Murder in the Cathedral, argued convincingly that The Cocktail Party was
“profound and subtle” and “among the rare masterpieces of the modern stage.”
Many reviewers, on the other hand, embraced the play uncritically, showering
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it with unsupported superlatives. Still others, often as a preface to dissent, fore-
grounded the issue, asking how far it is possible to separate one’s response to
the play from Eliot’s fame. Writing in the Partisan Review, William Barrett
suggested that Eliot, once a dragon-slayer, had become the dragon that must
be slain. He noted that many of the reviewers were self-congratulatory, pleased
to have liked what they ought to have liked. Preferring the early, more exis-
tential, Eliot, Barrett went on to say that by the standard of his earlier work,
The Cocktail Party is “the weakest poetry that Eliot has yet written.” Several
reviewers, Stephen Spender, for example, joined Barrett in comparing the verse
in the play to Eliot’s earlier poetry and concurred that there had been a falling
off in quality. On the other hand, a few reviewers, most notably William Carlos
Williams, suggested that The Cocktail Party was better than the early work. For
more than three decades, Williams had been denouncing Eliot’s work, includ-
ing The Waste Land, as a disaster for modern poetry, repeatedly claiming that
the early Eliot had missed the pulse of common life. In a review for the New
York Post, “It’s About Your Life and Mine, Darling,” Williams praised The
Cocktail Party, saying that Eliot had finally “come down to his audience with
humility . . . and success.”20

The troubling issues that had emerged in reviews of The Cocktail Party were
taken up with greater intensity when Eliot’s next play, The Confidential Clerk,
was first performed in 1953. There was the usual adulation, but, overall, there
were fewer reviews, fewer defenders, more grumblers. A few praised the poet
for being so down to earth, so accessible. Some puzzled over the question of
genre, others rehearsed Eliot’s dramatic theories, and still others dwelt on his
themes. Russell Kirk, in a generally sympathetic review for Month, saw the play
as a reworking of Eliot’s old existential themes of alienation, loneliness, and
identity, but predicted that The Confidential Clerk would not be remembered
as one of the poet’s “principal works.” Richard Findlater, writing in Twentieth
Century, dubbed it another “brilliant failure” for Eliot, adding that his “failure
is of considerably greater importance to the future of English drama than the
easier successes of other, luckier dramatists.” Many reviewers insisted that The
Confidential Clerk was boring and would have been ignored had it not been
for the marque value of Eliot’s name. In a mixed review in the New Statesman,
T. C. Worsley expressed a concern that Eliot’s public authority was skewing
audience response. Similarly, but with a hint of sarcasm missing in Worsley’s
review, Burke Wilkinson noted in the New York Times that audiences came
“in droves” to pay homage to the “pontiff of modern poets.”21 The issue of
Eliot’s authority was underscored in the fall of 1954 by a debate that erupted
in the Times Literary Supplement. The debate was sparked by a review of
Richard Aldington’s Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot (10 September) that suggested
Eliot/Pound Modernism was dead. Robert Graves wrote letters to the editor
attacking Eliot (1 October, 29 October) and Pound (19 November), and several
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critics rushed to defend him (15 October, 12 November). In retrospect, one can
see that the writing was on the wall in regard to literary Modernism.

Eliot’s final play, The Elder Statesman, appeared in 1958. Following what
had become a familiar pattern, it opened in Edinburgh in August to warm
reviews. In contrast to his earlier comedies, The Elder Statesman had a short
run (92 performances) in London and was not even produced in New York. (The
Cocktail Party had run for 325 performances in London and 409 in New York.)
A few reviewers resumed their attacks on Eliot’s authority, but most responded
less harshly and quite a few displayed affectionate appreciation. The softer tone,
however, seems not to have reflected a surge in enthusiasm. Two other factors
were obviously at play in these reviews. The first was Eliot’s May–December
marriage, and the second was the awareness that The Elder Statesman would
probably be Eliot’s valedictory. In January 1957, he had married his longtime
secretary Valerie Fletcher, and in a surprisingly personal poem, he dedicated
the play to her. Many critics were intrigued with the transformation of Eliot’s
attitude toward marital love. The titles of reviews are revealing; for example,
the title in Time is “Love and Mr. Eliot”; in the London Times, “Mr. Eliot’s Most
Human Play”; and in the New Leader, “Affirmation and Love in Eliot.” The
play opened in London on 25 September 1958, a day before Eliot’s seventieth
birthday, an occasion that reminded reviewers that the end of an era was at
hand.22 The end of the “Age of Eliot” was greeted with relief by some, but
with nostalgia by others. Eliot, after all, was the elder statesman of literary
Modernism. A number of reviews incorporated birthday conversations with
the poet, and virtually all of the interviewers conveyed astonishment at Eliot’s
marital bliss and nostalgia for the age that was passing into history. Henry
Hewes, for example, begins his review/interview by remarking that those who
think of Eliot as cynical and despairing are going to be surprised by The Elder
Statesman. In response to Hewes’s observation that he seemed heartier than he
had for years, Eliot replied that the change in both his work and his health was
due to his marriage and added, “Love reciprocated is always rejuvenating.”
Hewes asked about Eliot’s early masterpieces, by this time among the signature
pieces of high Modernism. Helen Gardner’s interview/review for the Sunday
Times, “The ‘Aged Eagle’ Spreads His Wings,” also combined appreciation
of the love motif with respect for the now aged poet. Hugh Kenner’s review
in Poetry used the love motif to connect life and art, arguing that there is a
mimetic relationship between Eliot’s joy in his marriage and the new language of
intimacy in The Elder Statesman. Eliot published a few essay collections during
the 1950s, but for the most part, they were retrospective and thus contributed to
the sense of closure at the end of his life’s work.23 In the same vein, he published
his “complete” poems and plays (1953). The few reviews that appeared contain
little that had not been said before and thus are not included in the present
volume.
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This volume is the most comprehensive collection of contemporary reviews
of T. S. Eliot’s work as it appeared. It includes reviews of all of his work except
a few brief pamphlets, Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats, and late collec-
tions of previously published work. Since Eliot’s work was published first in
London, this collection includes British and Irish reviews; they are identified
by an asterisk (∗). Reviews published in both the United States and the United
Kingdom are identified by two asterisks (∗∗). Spelling and punctuation have been
changed to American style throughout, but there has been no other attempt to
impose uniformity on the original reviews. With rare exceptions, the collection
does not include reviews from Australia, New Zealand, and Canada; nor does
it reprint reviews in languages other than English. Regrettably, I have had to
exclude some review essays, particularly on Four Quartets, simply because of
length. These longer pieces, often twenty pages or more, are included in the
“Checklist of Additional Reviews.”

Each section of this volume includes the reviews of a single book, arranged
in chronological order of original publication and followed by a checklist of
additional reviews. Many of the reprinted reviews have been edited, with all
omissions indicated by ellipses. The primary omissions are long quotations of
the poetry, plot summaries of the plays, and obvious redundancies. Redundan-
cies abound in the unedited reviews, in part because as Eliot’s work became
fashionable in the 1920s, and similarly, as it lost some of its glamour in the
1940s and 1950s, reviewers tended to imitate each other and even to compete
with each other, first, in praise, and second, in carping. I have included the most
original and provocative reviews and have included excerpts of others, where
special insights so warranted. In some cases, I have included reviews because the
reviewer was especially important in Eliot’s career (for example, Ezra Pound,
Conrad Aiken), especially astute in anticipating subsequent opinion (Edmund
Wilson, Gilbert Seldes), or important in scholarly assessment of Eliot’s work
(Cleanth Brooks, Helen Gardner).

Scattered reviews of Eliot’s poetry, particularly his earlier work, can be found
in numerous casebooks and, more comprehensively, in T. S. Eliot: The Critical
Heritage, edited by Michael Grant (1982), and T. S. Eliot: Critical Assessments,
edited by Graham Clarke (1990). The first is a collection of reviews, and the sec-
ond, a selection of memoirs, interviews, and early responses; both are valuable
resources for Eliot studies.
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Conrad Aiken.
“Esoteric Catholicity.”
Poetry Journal 5
(April 1916),
127–29.

[Review of Catholic Anthology]

As anthologies go nowadays, Mr. Pound’s
Catholic Anthology is an interesting
one.

[. . .]

Dull things there are, of course,—each
critic will find his own—but for the
present critic the Catholic Anthology
seems worth while if only for the inclu-
sion of “The Love Song of J. Alfred
Prufrock” and the “Portrait of a Lady”
by T. S. Eliot. These are remarkable. They
are individual to a degree. Mr. Eliot uses
free rhyme very effectively, often musi-
cally; and with the minimum of sac-
rifice to form conveys a maximum of
atmosphere. Both poems are psychologi-
cal character-studies, subtle to the verge
of insoluble idiosyncrasy, introspective,
self-gnawing. Those who are constitution-
ally afraid to analyze themselves, who do
not think, who are not psychologically
imaginative, will distrust and perhaps dis-
like them.

[. . .]

[A]ny anthology, which, like this, blows
the horn of revolution in poetry, whether
sound or unsound, is at the least certain
to interest all poets, even the most conser-
vative; and will, perhaps, be of value to
them.

∗Arthur Waugh.
“The New Poetry.”
Quarterly Review 226
(October 1916), 386.

[Review of Catholic Anthology]

Cleverness is, indeed, the pitfall of the New
Poetry. There is no question about the
ingenuity with which its varying moods
are exploited, its elaborate symbolism
evolved, and its sudden, disconcerting
effects exploded upon the imagination.
Swift, brilliant images break into the field
of vision, scatter like rockets, and leave a
trail of flying fire behind. But the general
impression is momentary; there are moods
and emotions, but no steady current of
ideas behind them. Further, in their deter-
mination to surprise and even to puzzle at
all costs, these young poets are continually
forgetting that the first essence of poetry is
beauty.

[. . .]

[T]he Catholic Anthology . . . appar-
ently represents the very newest of all the
new poetic movements of the day. This
strange little volume bears upon its cover
a geometrical device, suggesting that the
material within holds the same relation
to the art of poetry as the work of the
Cubist school holds to the art of paint-
ing and design. The product of the vol-
ume is mainly American in origin, only one
or two of the contributors being of indis-
putably English birth.

[. . .]

The reader will not have penetrated
far . . . before he finds himself in the very
stronghold of literary rebellion, if not of
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anarchy. Mr. Orrick Johns may be allowed
to speak for his colleagues, as well as for
himself:

This is a song of youth,
This is the cause of myself;
I knew my father well and he was a

fool . . .

[. . .]

And Mr. Ezra Pound takes up the parable
in turn, in the same wooden prose, cut into
battens:

Come, my songs, let us express our
baser passions.

Let us express our envy for the man
with a steady job and no worry
about the future.

You are very idle, my songs . . .
You will come to a very bad end.
And I? I have gone half cracked.

It is not for his audience to contradict the
poet, who for once may be allowed to pro-
nounce his own literary epitaph. But this,
it is to be noted, is the “poetry” that was
to say nothing that might not be said
“actually in life—under emotion,” the sort
of emotion that settles down into the
banality of a premature decrepitude:

I grow old . . . I grow old . . .
I shall wear the bottoms of my

trousers rolled.
Shall I part my hair behind? Do I dare

to eat a peach?
I shall wear white flannel trousers, and

walk upon the beach.
I have heard the mermaids singing,

each to each.

I do not think that they will sing to me.

Here, surely, is the reduction to absur-
dity of that school of literary license
which, beginning with the declaration,
“I knew my father well and he was a
fool,” naturally proceeds to the convenient

assumption that everything which seemed
wise and true to the father must inevitably
be false and foolish to the son. Yet if the
fruits of emancipation are to be recog-
nized in the unmetrical, incoherent banal-
ities of these literary “Cubists,” the state
of Poetry is indeed threatened with anar-
chy which will end in something worse
even than “red ruin and the breaking up
of laws.” . . . [A] hint of warning may not
be altogether out of place. It was a classic
custom in the family hall, when the feast
was at its height, to display a drunken slave
among the sons of the household, to the
end that they, being ashamed at the igno-
minious folly of his gesticulations, might
determine never to be tempted into such
a pitiable condition themselves. The cus-
tom had its advantages; for the wisdom of
the younger generation was found to be
fostered more surely by a single example
than by a world of homily and precept.

∗Ezra Pound.
“Drunken Helots
and Mr. Eliot.”
Egoist 4, no. 5
(June 1917), 72–74.

Genius has I know not what peculiar prop-
erty, its manifestations are various, but
however diverse and dissimilar they may
be, they have at least one property in com-
mon. It makes no difference in what art,
in what mode, whether the most conser-
vative, or the most ribald-revolutionary,
or the most diffident; if in any land, or
upon any floating deck over the ocean, or
upon some newly contrapted craft in the
aether, genius manifests itself, at once some
elderly gentleman has a flux of bile from
his liver; at once from the throne or the
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easy Cowperian sofa, or from the gutter,
or from the economical press room there
bursts a torrent of elderly words, splenetic,
irrelevant, they form themselves instinc-
tively into large phrases denouncing the
inordinate product.

This peculiar kind of rabbia might
almost be taken as the test of a work of
art, mere talent seems incapable of excit-
ing it. “You can’t fool me, sir, you’re a
scoundrel,” bawls the testy old gentleman.

Fortunately the days when “that very
fiery particle” could be crushed out by
the Quarterly are over, but it interests
me, as an archaeologist, to note that the
firm which no longer produces Byron, but
rather memoirs, letters of the late Queen,
etc., is still running a review, and that this
review is still where it was in 1812, or
whatever the year was; and that, not hav-
ing an uneducated Keats to condemn, a
certain Mr. Waugh is scolding about Mr.
Eliot.

All I can find out, by asking ques-
tions concerning Mr. Waugh, is that he
is “a very old chap,” “a reviewer.” From
internal evidence we deduce that he is,
like the rest of his generation of English
gens-de-lettres, ignorant of Laforgue; of
De Régnier’s Odelettes; of his French con-
temporaries generally . . . This is by no
means surprising. We are used to it from
his “b’ilin’.”

However, he outdoes himself, he calls
Mr. Eliot a “drunken helot.” So called they
Anacreon in the days of his predecessors,
but from the context in the Quarterly arti-
cle I judge that Mr. Waugh does not intend
the phrase as a compliment, he is trying to
be abusive, and moreover, he in his limited
way has succeeded.

Let us sample the works of the last
“Drunken Helot.” I shall call my next
anthology “Drunken Helots” if I can find
a dozen poems written half so well as the
following: [quotation in full of “Conver-
sation Galante.”]

Our helot has a marvelous neatness.
There is a comparable finesse in Laforgue’s
“Votre âme est affaire d’oculiste,” but
hardly in English verse.

Let us reconsider this drunkenness:
[quotation in full of “La Figlia che
Piange.”]

And since when have helots taken to
reading Dante and Marlowe? Since when
have helots made a new music, a new
refinement, a new method of turning old
phrases into new by their aptness? How-
ever, the Quarterly, the century old, the
venerable, the praeclarus, the voice of
Gehova and Co., Sinai and 51A Albemarle
Street, London, W.1, has pronounced this
author a helot. They are all for an aris-
tocracy made up of, possibly, Tennyson,
Southey and Wordsworth, the flunkey, the
dull and the duller. Let us sup with the
helots. Or perhaps the good Waugh is a
wag, perhaps he hears with the haspirate
and wishes to pun on Mr. Heliot’s name: a
bright bit of syzygy.

I confess his type of mind puzzles me,
there is no telling what he is up to.

I do not wish to misjudge him, this the-
ory may be the correct one. You never can
tell when old gentlemen grow facetious.
He does not mention Mr. Eliot’s name; he
merely takes his lines and abuses them.
The artful dodger, he didn’t (sotto voce “he
didn’t want ‘people’ to know that Mr. Eliot
was a poet”).

The poem he chooses for malediction is
the title poem, “Prufrock.”

[Quotation of lines 49–72]

Let us leave the silly old Waugh. Mr.
Eliot has made an advance on Browning.
He has also made his dramatis personae
contemporary and convincing. He has
been an individual in his poems. I have
read the contents of this book over and
over, and with continued joy in the fresh-
ness, the humanity, the deep quiet culture.
“I have tried to write of a few things that
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really have moved me” is so far as I know,
the sum of Mr. Eliot’s “poetic theory.” His
practice has been a distinctive cadence, a
personal modus of arrangement, remote
origins in Elizabethan English and in the
modern French masters, neither origin
being sufficiently apparent to affect the
personal quality. It is writing without pre-
tense. Mr. Eliot at once takes rank with the
five or six living poets whose English one
can read with enjoyment.

[. . .]

The poetic mind leaps the gulf from
the exterior world, the trivialities of Mr.
Prufrock, diffident, ridiculous, in the
drawing-room; Mr. Apollinax’s laughter
“submarine and profound” transports
him from the desiccated new-statesmanly
atmosphere of Professor Channing-
Cheetah’s. Mr. Eliot’s melody rushes out
like the thought of Fragilion “among the
birch-trees.” Mr Waugh is my “bitten
macaroon” at this festival.

∗Times Literary
Supplement 805
(21 June 1917), 299.

Mr. Eliot’s notion of poetry—he calls
the “observations” poems—seems to be a
purely analytical treatment, verging some-
times on the catalogue, of personal rela-
tions and environments, uninspired by any
glimpse beyond them and untouched by
any genuine rush of feeling. As, even on
this basis, he remains frequently inarticu-
late, his “poems” will hardly be read by
many with enjoyment. For the catalogue
manner we may commend “Rhapsody on
a Windy Night.”

[. . .]

Among other reminiscences which pass
through the rhapsodist’s mind and which
he thinks the public should know about,
are “dust in crevices, / Smells of chestnuts
in the streets, / And female smells in shut-
tered rooms, / And cigarettes in corridors /
And cocktail smells in bars.”

The fact that these things occurred to
the mind of Mr. Eliot is surely of the very
smallest importance to anyone—even to
himself. They certainly have no relation
to “poetry,” and we only give an example
because some of the pieces, he states, have
appeared in a periodical which claims that
word as its title.

∗“Recent Verse.”
Literary World 83
(5 July 1917), 107.

Mr. Eliot is one of those clever young men
who find it amusing to pull the leg of a
sober reviewer. We can imagine his say-
ing to his friends: “See me have a lark out
of the old fogies who don’t know a poem
from a pea-shooter. I’ll just put down
the first thing that comes into my head,
and call it ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred
Prufrock.’ Of course it will be idiotic; but
the fogies are sure to praise it, because
when they don’t understand a thing and
yet cannot hold their tongues they find
safety in praise.” We once knew a clever
musician who found a boisterous delight
in playing that pathetic melody “Only a
Jew” in two keys at once. At first the effect
was amusing in its complete idiocy, but
we cannot imagine that our friend would
have been so foolish as to print the score.
Among a few friends the man of genius is
privileged to make a fool of himself. He is
usually careful not to do so outside an inti-
mate circle. Mr. Eliot has not the wisdom
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of youth. If the “Love Song” is nei-
ther witty nor amusing, the other poems
are interesting experiments in the bizarre
and violent. The subjects of the poems,
the imagery, the rhythms have the willful
outlandishness of the young revolutionary
idea. We do not wish to appear patroniz-
ing, but we are certain that Mr. Eliot could
do finer work on traditional lines. With
him it seems to be a case of missing the
effect by too much cleverness. All beauty
has in it an element of strangeness, but here
the strangeness overbalances the beauty.

E. P. [Ezra Pound].
“T. S. Eliot.”
Poetry: A Magazine of
Verse 10 (August 1917),
264–71.

[. . .]

After much contemporary work that is
merely factitious, much that is good in
intention but impotently unfinished and
incomplete, much whose flaws are due
to sheer ignorance which a year’s study
or thought might have remedied, it is a
comfort to come upon complete art, naive
despite its intellectual subtlety, lacking all
pretense.

It is quite safe to compare Mr. Eliot’s
work with anything written in French,
English or American since the death of
Jules Laforgue. The reader will find noth-
ing better, and he will be extremely fortu-
nate if he finds much half as good.

[. . .]

I should like the reader to note how
complete is Mr. Eliot’s depiction of our
contemporary condition. He has not con-
fined himself to genre nor to society por-

traiture. His “lonely men in shirt-sleeves,
leaning out of windows” are as real as
his ladies who “come and go / Talking
of Michelangelo.” His “one-night cheap
hotels” are as much “there” as are his
“four wax candles in the darkened room, /
Four rings of light upon the ceiling over-
head, / An atmosphere of Juliet’s tomb.”
And, above all, there is no rhetoric,
although there is Elizabethan reading in
the background. Were I a French critic,
skilled in their elaborate art of writing
books about books, I should probably go
to some length discussing Mr. Eliot’s two
sorts of metaphor: his wholly unrealizable,
always apt, half ironic suggestion, and his
precise realizable picture. It would be pos-
sible to point out his method of convey-
ing a whole situation and half a charac-
ter by three words of a quoted phrase;
his constant aliveness, his mingling of very
subtle observation with the unexpected-
ness of a backhanded cliché. It is, however,
extremely dangerous to point out such
devices. The method is Mr. Eliot’s own, but
as soon as one has reduced even a fragment
of it to formula, someone else, not Mr.
Eliot, someone else wholly lacking in his
aptitudes, will at once try to make poetry
by mimicking his external procedure. And
this indefinite “someone” will, needless to
say, make a botch of it.

For what the statement is worth, Mr.
Eliot’s work interests me more than that
of any other poet now writing in English.
The most interesting poems in Victorian
English are Browning’s Men and Women,
or, if that statement is too absolute, let
me contend that the form of these poems
is the most vital form of that period of
English, and that the poems written in that
form are the least like each other in con-
tent. Antiquity gave us Ovid’s Heroides
and Theocritus’ woman using magic. The
form of Browning’s Men and Women is
more alive than the epistolary form of
the Heroides. Browning included a certain
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amount of ratiocination and of purely
intellectual comment, and in just that pro-
portion he lost intensity. Since Browning
there have been very few good poems of
this sort. Mr. Eliot has made two notable
additions to the list. And he has placed his
people in contemporary settings, which is
much more difficult than to render them
with mediaeval romantic trappings. If it is
permitted to make comparison with a dif-
ferent art, let me say that he has used con-
temporary detail very much as Velázquez
used contemporary detail in Las Meninas;
the cold gray-green tones of the Spanish
painter have, it seems to me, an emotional
value not unlike the emotional value of Mr.
Eliot’s rhythms, and of his vocabulary.

James Joyce has written the best novel
of my decade, and perhaps the best criti-
cism of it has come from a Belgian who
said, “All this is as true of my country
as of Ireland.” Eliot has a like ubiquity
of application. Art does not avoid univer-
sals, it strikes at them all the harder in that
it strikes through particulars. Eliot’s work
rests apart from that of the many new writ-
ers who have used the present freedoms to
no advantage, who have gained no new
precisions of language, and no variety in
their cadence. His men in shirt-sleeves, and
his society ladies, are not a local manifes-
tation; they are the stuff of our modern
world, and true of more countries than
one. I would praise the work for its fine
tone, its humanity, and its realism; for all
good art is realism of one sort or another.

It is complained that Eliot is lacking in
emotion. “La Figlia che Piange” is suffi-
cient refutation to that rubbish.

If the reader wishes mastery of “regular
form,” the “Conversation Galante” is suf-
ficient to show that symmetrical form is
within Mr. Eliot’s grasp. You will hardly
find such neatness save in France; such
modern neatness, save in Laforgue.

[. . .] [T]he supreme test of a book is that
we should feel some unusual intelligence

working behind the words. By this test var-
ious other new books, that I have, or might
have, beside me, go to pieces. The bar-
rels of sham poetry that every decade and
school and fashion produce, go to pieces.
It is sometimes extremely difficult to find
any other particular reason for their being
so unsatisfactory. I have expressly writ-
ten here not “intellect” but “intelligence.”
There is no intelligence without emotion.
The emotion may be anterior or concur-
rent. There may be emotion without much
intelligence, but this does not concern us.

Versification:
A conviction as to the rightness or

wrongness of vers libre is no guarantee of
a poet. I doubt if there is much use try-
ing to classify the various kinds of vers
libre, but there is an anarchy which may be
vastly overdone; and there is a monotony
of bad usage as tiresome as any typical
eighteenth- or nineteenth-century flatness.

In a recent article Mr. Eliot contended
[. . .] that good vers libre was little more
than a skillful evasion of the better known
English meters. [. . .] But he came nearer
the fact when he wrote elsewhere: “No
vers is libre for the man who wants to do
a good job.”

[. . .]

On the other hand, I do not believe
Chopin wrote to a metronome. There is
undoubtedly a sense of music that takes
count of the “shape” of the rhythm in a
melody rather than of bar divisions, which
came rather late in the history of written
music and were certainly not the first or
most important thing that musicians tried
to record. The creation of such shapes is
part of thematic invention. Some musi-
cians have the faculty of invention, rhyth-
mic, melodic. Likewise some poets.

[. . .]

Unless a man can put some thematic
invention into vers libre, he would perhaps
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do well to stick to “regular” meters, which
have certain chances of being musical from
their form, and certain other chances of
being musical through his failure in fit-
ting the form. In vers libre his sole musical
chance lies in invention.

Mr. Eliot is one of the very few who
have brought in a personal rhythm, an
identifiable quality of sound as well as of
style. And at any rate, his book is the best
thing in poetry since . . . (for the sake of
peace I will leave that date to the imag-
ination). I have read most of the poems
many times; I last read the whole book
at breakfast time and from flimsy and
grimy proof-sheets: I believe these are “test
conditions.” Confound it, the fellow can
write—we may as well sit up and take
notice.

∗“Shorter Notices.”
New Statesman 9
(18 August 1917), 477.

Mr. Eliot may possibly give us the quint-
essence of twenty-first-century poetry.
Certainly much of what he writes is unrec-
ognizable as poetry at present, but it
is all decidedly amusing; and it is only
fair to say that he does not call these
pieces poems. He calls them “observa-
tions,” and the description seems exact;
for he has a keen eye as well as a sharp pen,
and draws wittily whatever his capricious
glance descends on. We do not pretend to
follow the drift of “The Love Song of J.
Alfred Prufrock,” and therefore, instead
of quoting from it, we present our read-
ers with the following piece: [quotation in
full of “The Boston Evening Transcript”].
This is Mr. Eliot’s highest flight, and we
shall treasure it.

Conrad Aiken. “Divers
Realists.” Dial 63
(8 November 1917),
453–55.

Mr. T. S. Eliot, whose book Prufrock and
Other Observations is really hardly more
than a pamphlet, is also a realist, but
of a different sort. Like Mr. Gibson, Mr.
Eliot is a psychologist; but his intuitions
are keener; his technique subtler. For the
two semi-narrative psychological portraits
which form the greater and better part of
his book, “The Love Song of J. Alfred
Prufrock” and the “Portrait of a Lady,”
one can have little but praise. This is psy-
chological realism, but in a highly sub-
jective or introspective vein; whereas Mr.
Gibson, for example, gives us, in the third
person, the reactions of an individual to a
situation which is largely external (an acci-
dent, let us say), Mr. Eliot gives us, in the
first person, the reactions of an individual
to a situation for which to a large extent his
own character is responsible. Such work
is more purely autobiographic than the
other—the field is narrowed, and the
terms are idiosyncratic (sometimes almost
blindly so). The dangers of such work are
obvious: one must be certain that one’s
mental character and idiom are sufficiently
close to the norm to be comprehensible or
significant. In this respect, Mr. Eliot is near
the border-line. His temperament is pecu-
liar, it is sometimes, as remarked hereto-
fore, almost bafflingly peculiar, but on the
whole it is the average hyper-aesthetic one
with a good deal of introspective curiosity;
it will puzzle many, it will delight a few. Mr.
Eliot writes pungently and sharply, with an
eye for unexpected and vivid details, and,
particularly in the two longer poems and
in the “Rhapsody on a Windy Night,” he
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shows himself to be an exceptionally acute
technician. Such free rhyme as this, with
irregular line lengths, is difficult to write
well, and Mr. Eliot does it well enough
to make one wonder whether such a form
is not what the adorers of free verse will
eventually have to come to. In the rest of
Mr. Eliot’s volume one finds the piquant
and the trivial in about equal proportions.

May Sinclair.
“Prufrock and
Other Observations:
A Criticism.”
Little Review 4, no. 8
(December 1917), 8–14.

So far I have seen two and only two
reviews of Mr. Eliot’s poems: one by Ezra
Pound in the Egoist, one by an anonymous
writer in the New Statesman. I learn from
Mr. Pound’s review that there is a third, by
Mr. Arthur Waugh, in the Quarterly.

To Mr. Ezra Pound Mr. Eliot is a poet
with genius as incontestable as the genius
of Browning. To the anonymous one he
is an insignificant phenomenon that may
be appropriately disposed of among the
“Shorter Notices.” To Mr. Waugh, quoted
by Mr. Pound, he is a “drunken Helot.” I
do not know what Mr. Pound would say
to the anonymous one, but I can imagine.
Anyhow, to him the Quarterly reviewer is
“the silly old Waugh.” And that is enough
for Mr. Pound.

It ought to be enough for me. Of course
I know that genius does inevitably provoke
these outbursts of silliness. I know that
Mr. Waugh is simply keeping up the good
old manly traditions of the Quarterly,
“so savage and tartarly,” with its war-cry:

“ ’Ere’s a stranger, let’s ’eave ’arf a brick
at ’im!” And though the behavior of the
New Statesman puzzles me, since it has
an editor who sometimes knows better,
and really ought to have known better
this time, still the New Statesman can also
plead precedent. But when Mr. Waugh
calls Mr. Eliot a “drunken Helot,” it is
clear that he thinks he is on the track of
a tendency and is making a public exam-
ple of Mr. Eliot. And when the anony-
mous one with every appearance of delib-
eration picks out his “Boston Evening
Transcript,” the one insignificant, the one
negligible and trivial thing in a very seri-
ous volume, and assures us that it repre-
sents Mr. Eliot at his finest and his best, it is
equally clear that we have to do with some-
thing more than mere journalistic misad-
venture. And I think it is something more
than Mr. Eliot’s genius that has terrified
the Quarterly into exposing him in the
full glare of publicity and the New States-
man into shoving him and his masterpieces
away out of the public sight.

For “The Love Song of J. Alfred
Prufrock,” and the “Portrait of a Lady”
are masterpieces in the same sense and in
the same degree as Browning’s Romances
and Men and Women; the “Preludes” and
“Rhapsody on a Windy Night” are master-
pieces in a profounder sense and a greater
degree than Henley’s London Voluntaries;
“La Figlia che Piange” is a masterpiece in
its own sense and in its own degree. It is a
unique masterpiece.

But Mr. Eliot is dangerous. Mr. Eliot is
associated with an unpopular movement
and with unpopular people. His “Pre-
ludes” and his “Rhapsody” appeared in
Blast. They stood out from the experimen-
tal violences of Blast with an air of tranquil
and triumphant achievement; but, no mat-
ter; it was in Blast that they appeared. That
circumstance alone was disturbing to the
comfortable respectability of Mr. Waugh
and the New Statesman.
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And apart from this purely extrane-
ous happening, Mr. Eliot’s genius is in
itself disturbing. It is elusive; it is difficult;
it demands a distinct effort of attention.
Comfortable and respectable people could
see, in the first moment after dinner, what
Mr. Henley and Mr. Robert Louis Steven-
son and Mr. Rudyard Kipling would be at;
for the genius of these three traveled, com-
fortably and fairly respectably, along the
great high roads. They could even, with
a little boosting, follow Francis Thomp-
son’s flight in mid-air, partly because it was
signaled to them by the sound and shin-
ing of his wings, partly because Thompson
had hitched himself securely to some well-
known starry team. He was in the poetic
tradition all right. People knew where they
were with him, just as they know now
where they are with Mr. Davies and his
fields and flowers and birds.

But Mr. Eliot is not in any tradition at
all, not even in Browning’s and Henley’s
tradition. His resemblances to Browning
and Henley are superficial. His difference
is two-fold; a difference of method and
technique; a difference of sight and aim.
He does not see anything between him
and reality, and he makes straight for the
reality he sees; he cuts all his corners and
his curves; and this directness of method
is startling and upsetting to comfortable,
respectable people accustomed to going
superfluously in and out of corners and
carefully round curves. Unless you are
prepared to follow with the same nimble-
ness and straightness you will never arrive
with Mr. Eliot at his meaning. Therefore
the only comfortable thing is to sit down
and pretend, either that Mr. Eliot is a
“Helot” too drunk to have any meaning,
or that his “Boston Evening Transcript”
which you do understand is greater than
his “Love Song of Prufrock” which you
do not understand. In both instances
you have successfully obscured the
issue.

Again, the comfortable and respectable
mind loves conventional beauty, and some
of the realities that Mr. Eliot sees are not
beautiful. He insists on your seeing very
vividly, as he sees them, the streets of his
“Preludes” and “Rhapsody.” He insists on
your smelling them.

“Regard that woman
Who hesitates toward you in the light

of the door
Which opens on her like a grin.
You see the border of her dress
Is torn and stained with sand,
And you see the corner of her eye
Twists like a crooked pin.”

[Quotation of lines 23–37 of
“Rhapsody on a Windy Night”]

He is “aware of the damp souls of house-
maids / Sprouting despondently at area
gates.”

And these things are ugly. The comfort-
able mind turns away from them in dis-
gust. It identifies Mr. Eliot with a modern
tendency; it labels him securely “Stark
Realist,” so that lovers of “true poetry”
may beware.

It is nothing to the comfortable mind
that Mr. Eliot is

. . . moved by fancies that are curled
Around these images, and cling:
The notion of some infinitely gentle
Infinitely suffering thing.

It is nothing to it that the emotion
he disengages from his ugliest image is
unbearably poignant. His poignancy is as
unpleasant as his ugliness, disturbing to
comfort.

We are to observe that Mr. Eliot’s
“Observations” are ugly and unpleasant
and obscure.

Now there is no earthly reason why Mr.
Eliot should not be ugly and unpleasant if
he pleases, no reason why he should not
do in words what Hogarth did in painting,
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provided that he does it well enough. Only,
the comfortable mind that prefers So and
So and So and So to Mr. Eliot ought to
prefer Hogarth’s Paul Before Felix to his
Harlot’s Progress. Obscurity, if he were
really obscure, would be another matter.
But there was a time when the transpar-
ent Tennyson was judged obscure; when
people wondered what under heaven the
young man was after; they couldn’t tell for
the life of them whether it was his “dreary
gleams” or his “curlews” that were flying
over Locksley Hall. Obscurity may come
from defective syntax, from a bad style,
from confusion of ideas, from involved
thinking, from irrelevant association, from
sheer piling on of ornament. Mr. Eliot is
not obscure in any of these senses.

There is also an obscurity of remote
or unusual objects, or of familiar objects
moving very rapidly. And Mr. Eliot’s trick
of cutting his corners and his curves makes
him seem obscure when he is clear as day-
light. His thoughts move very rapidly and
by astounding cuts. They move not by
logical stages and majestic roundings of
the full literary curve, but as live thoughts
move in live brains.

[Quotation in full of “La Figlia che
Piange”]

I suppose there are minds so comfort-
able that they would rather not be dis-
turbed by new beauty and by new magic
like this. I do not know how much Mr.
Eliot’s beauty and magic is due to sheer
imagination, how much to dexterity of
technique, how much to stern and sacred
attention to reality; but I do know that
without such technique and such attention
the finest imagination is futile, and that
if Mr. Eliot had written nothing but [“La
Figlia che Piange”] he would rank as a poet
by right of its perfection.

But Mr. Eliot is not a poet of one poem;
and if there is anything more astounding

and more assured than his performance it
is his promise. He knows what he is after.
Reality, stripped naked of all rhetoric, of
all ornament, of all confusing and obscur-
ing association, is what he is after. His
reality may be a modern street or a mod-
ern drawing-room; it may be an ordinary
human mind suddenly and fatally aware of
what is happening to it; Mr. Eliot is careful
to present his street and his drawing-room
as they are, and Prufrock’s thoughts as they
are: live thoughts, kicking, running about
and jumping, nervily, in a live brain.

Prufrock, stung by a longing for reality,
escapes from respectability into the street
and the October fog.

[. . .]

His soul can only assert itself in protests
and memories. He would have had more
chance in the primeval slime. “I should
have been a pair of ragged claws / Scut-
tling across the floors of silent seas.”

As he goes downstairs he is aware of
his futility, aware that the noticeable thing
about him is the “bald spot in the mid-
dle of my hair.” He has an idea; an idea
that he can put into action: “I shall wear
the bottoms of my trousers rolled.” He is
incapable, he knows that he is incapable
of any action more momentous, more dis-
turbing.

And yet—and yet—

I have heard the mermaids singing,
each to each.

I do not think that they will sing to me.

I have seen them riding seaward on
the waves

Combing the white hair of the waves
blown back

When the wind blows the water white
and black.

We have lingered in the chambers of
the sea
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By sea-girls wreathed with seaweed
red and brown

Till human voices wake us, and we
drown.

Observe the method. Instead of writ-
ing round and round about Prufrock,
explaining that his tragedy is the tragedy
of submerged passion, Mr. Eliot sim-
ply removes the covering from Prufrock’s
mind: Prufrock’s mind, jumping quickly
from actuality to memory and back again,
like an animal, hunted, tormented, terribly
and poignantly alive. “The Love Song of
Prufrock” is a song that Balzac might have
sung if he had been as great a poet as he
was a novelist.

It is nothing to the Quarterly and to the
New Statesman that Mr. Eliot should have
done this thing. But it is a great deal to the
few people who care for poetry and insist
that it should concern itself with reality.
With ideas, if you like, but ideas that are
realities and not abstractions.

Conrad Aiken.
“New Curiosity
Shop—and a Poet.”
Dial 64 (31 January
1918), 112.

[Review of Others anthology]

Who it was that started the current poetic
fad for curio-collecting is a question not
hard to answer: Ezra Pound is the man,
let the Imagists and others deny it as
loudly as they will. Pound has from
the outset, both as poet and as critic
been a curio-collector—a lover of trin-
kets, bijoux of phrase, ideographic objets

de vertu, carved oddities from the pawn-
shops of the past, aromatic grave-relics,
bizarre importations from the Remote
and Strange. There is no denying, either,
that it is a delightful vein in verse. No
great exertion is demanded of the reader;
he is invited merely to pause before the
display-window and to glance, if only for
a moment, at the many intriguing minutiæ
there arranged for him in trays.

[. . .]

This method in the writing of poetry
is to be seen at its purest in the Oth-
ers anthologies, the second of which Mr.
Alfred Kreymborg has now edited, appar-
ently undeterred by the success of the
first . . . There is much here, of course,
that is merely trivial, and a measurable
quantity of the proudly absurd and naively
preposterous; but if there are no such out-
standingly good things here as “The Por-
trait of a Lady” by T. S. Eliot in the earlier
issue, or Wallace Stevens’s “Peter Quince
at the Clavier,” . . . [we can] pause with
admiration and delight before the “Pre-
ludes” and “Rhapsody of a Windy Night”
by T. S. Eliot, and “Thirteen Ways of Look-
ing at a Blackbird” by Wallace Stevens. It
is not that one is at all indifferent to the
frequent charm and delicious originality
(at least regards sensibility) of the Others
poets, but that one finds in the two last
mentioned not only this delicate original-
ity of mind but also a clearer sense of
symmetry as regards both form and ideas:
their poems are more apparently, and more
really, works of art. In comparison, most
of the other work in this volume looks like
happy improvisation. It is significant in
this connection that Mr. Eliot uses rhyme
and meter, a telling demonstration that the
use of these ingredients may add power
and finish and speed to poetry without in
any way dulling the poet’s tactile organs
or clouding his consciousness—provided

13



he has the requisite skill. Mr. Eliot’s “Pre-
ludes” and “Rhapsody” are, in a very
minor way, masterpieces of black-and-
white impressionism. Personality, time,
and environment—three attributes of the
dramatic—are set sharply before us by
means of a rapid and concise report of the
seemingly irrelevant and tangential, but
really centrally significant, observations of
a shadowy protagonist.

[. . .]

B. D. [Babette Deutsch].
“Another Impressionist.”
New Republic 14
(16 February 1918), 89.

A slim little book, bound in pale yellow
wrapping paper, Prufrock invites inspec-
tion, as much by the novelty of its appear-
ance as the queer syllables of its title.
The individual note which these suggest
is even more emphatically pronounced in
the poems between its covers.

The initial one, which gives its name
to the volume, is “The Love Song of
J. Alfred Prufrock.” Mr. Prufrock, as he
explains in his amorous discursions, is
no longer young; his hair has perceptibly
thinned, his figure has lost what Apollo-
nian contours it may have possessed. He
is self-conscious, introspective, timid. In
a-metrical but fluent lines, embroidered
with unique metaphor, he draws himself:
his desires, his memories, his fears. “Do I
dare,” he asks, “Disturb the universe?”

[Quotation of lines 47–51]

In the end, he does not presume.
The method used in this poem is typ-

ical of Mr. Eliot’s work. Impressions are

strung along on a tenuous thread of sense.
A familiar situation: the hesitating amours
of the middle-aged, the failure of a certain
man to establish the expected relation with
a certain woman, is given in poetic mono-
logue. The language has the extraordinary
quality of common words uncommonly
used. Less formal than prose, more ner-
vous than metrical verse, the rhythms are
suggestive of program music of an intimate
sort. This effect is emphasized by the use
of rhyme. It recurs, often internally, with
an echoing charm that is heightened by its
irregularity. But Mr. Eliot, like M. Géraldy,
of whom he is vaguely reminiscent, is so
clever a technician that the rhymes are
subordinated to afford an unconsidered
pleasure.

In these “observations” there is a
glimpse of many slight but memorable
things: of dirty London streets, crowded
with laborers, dilettantes, prostitutes; of
polite stupidities in country houses; of
satiric fencings; of the stale aroma of famil-
iar things. Mostly they are impressions
of a weary mind, looking out upon a
crowded personal experience with impar-
tial irony. They have the hall-marks of
impressionism: remoteness from vulgar
ethics and aesthetics, indifference to the
strife of nations and classes, an esoteric
humor thrown out in peculiar phrases.
Something of Eliot’s quality may be got
from “The Boston Evening Transcript,”
whimsically suggestive of that fragment
of Sappho’s: “Evening, thou that bringest
all that bright morning scattered; thou
bringest the sheep, the goat, the child back
to her mother.” [. . .]

When evening quickens faintly in the
street,

Wakening the appetites of life in some
And to others bringing the Boston

Evening Transcript,
I mount the steps and ring the bell,

turning
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Wearily, as one would turn to nod
good-bye to Rochefoucauld,

If the street were time and he at the
end of the street,

And I say, “Cousin Harriet, here is the
Boston Evening Transcript.”

M. M. [Marianne Moore].
“A Note on
T. S. Eliot’s Book.”
Poetry: A Magazine of
Verse 12 (April 1918),
36–37.

It might be advisable for Mr. Eliot to pub-
lish a fangless edition of Prufrock and
Other Observations for the gentle reader
who likes his literature, like breakfast
coffee or grapefruit, sweetened. A mere
change in the arrangement of the poems
would help a little. It might begin with
“La Figlia che Piange,” followed perhaps
by “Portrait of a Lady”; for the gentle
reader, in his eagerness for the custom-
ary bit of sweets, can be trusted to over-
look the ungallantry, the youthful cruelty,
of the substance of the “Portrait.” It may
as well be admitted that this hardened
reviewer cursed the poet in his mind for
this cruelty while reading the poem; and
just when he was ready to find extenuating
circumstances—the usual excuses about
realism—out came this “drunken helot”
(one can hardly blame the good English
reviewer whom Ezra Pound quotes!) with
that ending. It is hard to get over this end-
ing with a few moments of thought; it
wrenches a piece of life at the roots.

As for the gentle reader, this poem
could be followed by the lighter ironies of
“Cousin Nancy,” “The Boston Evening

Transcript,” etc. One would hardly know
what to do with the two London pieces.
Whistler in his post-impressionistic Eng-
lish studies—and these poems are not
entirely unlike Whistler’s studies—had the
advantage of his more static medium, of
a somewhat more romantic temperament,
and of the fact that the objects he painted
half-hid their ugliness under shadows and
the haze of distance. But Eliot deals with
life, with beings and things who live and
move almost nakedly before his individual
mind’s eye—in the darkness, in the early
sunlight, and in the fog. Whatever one
may feel about sweetness in literature,
there is also the word honesty, and this
man is a faithful friend of the objects he
portrays; altogether unlike the sentimen-
talist who really stabs them treacherously
in the back while pretending affection.

∗Edgar Jepson.
“Recent United
States Poetry.”
English Review 26 (May
1918), 419–28.

There is in the United States today a new
school of poetry—United States Poetry;
and its seat is fittingly Chicago, the typ-
ical city. It is claimed for its poets that
they are “securely rooted in their native
soil”; that their poetry is “so much con-
cerned with United States life and so much
a part of it that it may be said to be becom-
ing genuinely national”; that it is “creat-
ing a new diction, a new idiom, and it is
going to be a much more fluid thing than
English critics have any idea of”; that it
has “unique features”; and that “unless
one realizes the new, autochthonic note”
in United States poetry today—in the most
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distinctive United States poetry, that is—
one realizes nothing of the subtle impulses
and forces that are at work to create a new
poetic environment for the coming gener-
ation.

[. . .]

[T]he school has its accredited masters,
stamped authentic by the award of prizes
for poems by the school itself. They are
its chief representatives; their poetry is the
fine flower of its growth—Messrs. Vachel
Lindsay, Edgar Lee Masters, and Robert
Frost.

[Discussion of representative lines by
Lindsay, Masters, and Frost]

[T]his poor music is common to the great
bulk of all the recent United States poetry
I have read.

[. . .]

But the queer and delightful thing is
that in the scores of yards of pleasant
verse and wamblings and yawpings which
have been recently published in the Great
Pure Republic I have found a poet, a real
poet, who possesses in the highest degree
the qualities the new school demands.
Western-born of Eastern stock, Mr. T. S.
Eliot is United States of the United States;
and his poetry is securely rooted in its
native soil; it has a new poetic diction; it is
as autochthonic as Theocritus. It is new in
form, as all genuine poetry is new in form;
it is musical with a new music, and that
without any straining after newness. The
form and music are a natural, integral part
of the poet’s amazingly fine presentation of
his vision of the world.

Could anything be more United States,
more of the soul of that modern land, than
“The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”?
It is the very wailing testament of that
soul with its cruel clarity of sophisticated
vision, its thin, sophisticated emotions, its
sophisticated appreciation of a beauty, and

its sophisticated yearning for a beauty it
cannot dare to make its own and so, at
last, to live.

[Quotation of lines 35–40, 45–54,
123–30 of “The Love Song of J.
Alfred Prufrock”]

Never has the shrinking of the modern
spirit from life been expressed so exqui-
sitely and with such truth.

Consider, again, that lovely poem, “La
Figlia che Piange”: [quotation in full].
How delicate and beautiful is the emotion!
How exquisite and beautiful the music!
This is the very fine flower of the finest
spirit of the United States . . . It seems
incredible that this lovely poem should
have been published in Poetry in the year
in which the school awarded the prize
to that lumbering fakement [by Masters],
“All Life in a Life.”

William Carlos Williams.
“Prologue.”
Little Review 6 (May
1919), 76–78.

[Response to Jepson’s “Recent
United States Poetry”]

[. . .]

[A]ll U.S. verse is not bad according to
Mr. J[epson]: there is “The Love Song of
J. Alfred Prufrock.”

It is convenient to have fixed stan-
dards of comparison: all antiquity! And
there is always some everlasting Polonius
of Kensington forever to rate highly his
eternal Eliot. It is because Eliot is a sub-
tle conformist. It tickles the palate of this
archbishop of procurers to a lecherous
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antiquity to hold up Prufrock as a New
World type. Prufrock the nibbler at sophis-
tication, endemic in every capital, the not-
quite (because he refuses to turn his back)
is “the soul of that modern land” the
United States!

[. . .]

As Prufrock longed for his silly lady so
Kensington longs for its Hardanger dairy-
maid. By a mere twist of the imagina-
tion, if Prufrock only knew it, the whole
world can be inverted (why else are there
wars?) and the mermaids be set warbling
to whoever will listen to them. Seesaw and
blind-man’s-bluff converted into a sort of
football.

But the summit of the United States
achievement, according to Mr. J[epson]—
who can discourse on Catullus—is that
very beautiful poem of Eliot’s, “La Figlia
che Piange:” just the right amount of
everything drained through, etc., etc., etc.,
etc., the rhythm delicately studied out
and—it conforms! ergo, here we have
“the very fine flower of the finest spirit of
the United States.”

Examined closely this poem reveals a
highly refined distillation. Added to the
already “faithless” formula of yesterday
we have a conscious simplicity: “Simple
and faithless as a smile and shake of the
hand.”

The perfection of that line is beyond
cavil. Yet, in the last stanza, this paradigm,
this very fine flower of U.S. art, is warped

out of alignment, obscured in meaning
even to the point of an absolute unintel-
ligibility by the inevitable straining after
a rhyme!—the very cleverness with which
this straining is covered being a sinister
token in itself. “And I wonder how they
should have been together!”

So we have no choice but to accept the
work of this fumbling conjurer.

Upon the Jepson filet Eliot balances his
mushroom. It is the latest touch from the
literary cuisine, it adds to the pleasant out-
look from the club window. If to do this,
if to be a Whistler at best, in the art of
poetry, is to reach the height of poetic
expression, then Ezra [Pound] and Eliot
have approached it and tant pis for the rest
of us.

[. . .]
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∗“Not Here, O Apollo.”
Times Literary
Supplement 908 (12 June
1919), 322.

[. . .]

Mr. Eliot . . . is fastidiously on his
guard against echoes. There shall not be a
cadence in his few verses that will remind
anyone of anything. His composition is an
incessant process of refusing all that offers
itself, for fear that it should not be his own.
The consequence is that his verse, novel
and ingenious, original as it is, is fatally
impoverished of subject matter. For he is
as fastidious of emotions as of cadences.
He seems to have a “phobia” of sentimen-
tality, like a small schoolboy who would
die rather than kiss his sister in public. Still,
since he is writing verses he must say some-
thing, and his remarkable talent exercises
itself in saying always, from line to line and
word to word, what no one would expect.
Each epithet, even, must be a surprise,
each verb must shock the reader with
unexpected associations; and the result is
this:

Polyphiloprogenitive
The sapient sutlers of the Lord
Drift across the window-panes.
In the beginning was the Word.

In the beginning was the Word.
Superfetation of �� ��,
And at the mensual turn of time
Produced enervate Origen.

Mr. Eliot, like Browning, likes to display
out-of-the-way learning, he likes to sur-
prise you by every trick he can think of. He
has forgotten his emotions, his values, his
sense of beauty, even his common-sense, in
that one desire to surprise, to get farther

away from the obvious than any writer
on record, be he Donne or Browning . . .
We say he has forgotten all these things,
because there is no doubt of his talents.
They are evident in “The Hippopotamus”
and even in “Sweeney Among the Nightin-
gales,” where he carries the game of per-
versity as far at least as anyone has ever
carried it. But poetry is a serious art, too
serious for this game. Mr. Eliot is fatally
handicapping himself with his own inhibi-
tions; he is in danger of becoming silly; and
what will he do then? Or else he is in dan-
ger of writing nothing at all, but merely
thinking of all the poems he has refused to
write: a state which would be for a poet,
if not hell, at least limbo.

[. . .]

∗“Is This Poetry?”
Athenaeum 4651 (20 June
1919), 491.

[. . .]

The “ordinary man,” the ghostly mas-
ter or terror of most writers, would cer-
tainly ask the . . . question [“Is this
poetry?”] about Mr. Eliot, and answer it
with a decided negative.

Polyphiloprogenitive
The sapient sutlers of the Lord
Drift across the window-panes.
In the beginning was the Word.

Thus begins one of Mr. Eliot’s poems,
provocative of the question and of the jeer-
ing laugh which is the easy reaction to any-
thing strange, whether it be a “damned
foreigner” or a Post-Impressionist picture.
Mr. Eliot is certainly damned by his new-
ness and strangeness; but those two qual-
ities, which in most art are completely
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unimportant, because ephemeral, in his
claim the attention of even the serious
critic. For they are part of the fabric
of his poetry. Mr. Eliot is always quite
consciously “trying for” something, and
something which has grown out of and
developed beyond all the poems of all the
dead poets. Poetry to him seems to be
not so much an art as a science, a vast
and noble and amusing body of communal
feeling upon which the contemporary poet
must take a firm stand and then launch
himself into the unknown in search of new
discoveries. That is the attitude not of the
conventional poet, but of the scientist who
with the help of working hypotheses hopes
to add something, a theory perhaps or
a new microbe, to the corpus of human
knowledge. If we accept, provisionally,
Mr. Eliot’s attitude, we must admit that
he comes well equipped to his task. The
poetry of the dead is in his bones and at
the tips of his fingers: he has the rare gift of
being able to weave, delicately and delight-
fully, an echo or even a line of the past into
the pattern of his own poem. And at the
same time he is always trying for some-
thing new, something which has evolved—
one drops instinctively into the scientific
terminology—out of the echo or the line,
out of the last poem of the last dead poet,
something subtly intellectual and spiritual,
produced by the careful juxtaposition of
words and the even more careful juxta-
position of ideas. The cautious critic . . .
might avoid answering the question: “And
is this poetry?” by asking to see a little
more of Mr. Eliot than is shown in these
seven short poems and even “Prufrock.”
But, to tell the truth, seven poems reveal a
great deal of any poet. There is poetry in
Mr. Eliot, as, for instance, in the stanzas:

The host with someone indistinct
Converses at the door apart,
The nightingales are singing near
The Convent of the Sacred Heart,

And sang within the bloody wood
When Agamemnon cried aloud
And let their liquid siftings fall
To stain the stiff dishonoured shroud.

Yet the poetry often seems to come in pre-
cisely at the moment when the scientist
and the science, the method and the new-
ness, go out. A poem like “The Hippopota-
mus,” for all its charm and cleverness and
artistry, is perilously near the pit of the
jeu d’esprit. And so scientific and scholarly
a writer as Mr. Eliot might with advan-
tage consider whether his method was not
the method of that “terrible warning,” P.
Papinius Statius. We hope that Mr. Eliot
will quickly give us more and remove our
melancholy suspicion that he is the prod-
uct of a Silver Age.
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∗John Middleton Murry.
“The Eternal Footman.”
Athenaeum 4686 (20
February 1920), 239.

Here is Mr. T. S. Eliot, and here once again
is the question: What are we to make of
him? It is not a question that even the
most assiduous (assiduity is demanded)
and interested (interest is inevitable) of his
readers would care to answer with any
accent of finality. For Mr. Eliot, who is a
connoisseur in discrepancy between inten-
tion and achievement, is likely to be him-
self an example of it. Nothing so sharpens
one’s sensitiveness to false notes in life at
large as experience of them in oneself; so
that there is more than a remote chance
that even in regard to Ara Vos Prec and
while we hold it in our hands Mr. Eliot
may whisper deprecatingly: “That is not it
at all. / That is not what I meant, at all.”

Yes, it seems to us sometimes that the
inmost vital core of Mr. Eliot’s poetry, the
paradoxical impulse of his expression, is
his determination to be free to whisper
that refrain in our ear; it seems that he
is like the chameleon who changes color
infinitely, and every change is protective.
True, the range of variation is not truly infi-
nite; there are colors which the chameleon
cannot compass. But the chameleon, if he
were an artist, would make it an essential
of his art not to be lured against a back-
ground which he could not imitate.

The question for the critic is to deter-
mine whether Mr. Eliot—a conscious artist
if ever there was one—has at any moment
allowed himself to stray beyond his func-
tional limit. That limit is set in the case of
Mr. Eliot at the point where discrepancy
ceases between intention and achievement,
between soul and body, man and the

Universe. At a crucial moment in his
beautiful—we insist, precisely beautiful—
“Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”—“the
eternal Footman . . . snicker[s].” Since that
day Mr. Eliot has fallen deeper and deeper
into the clutches of the Footman, who has
come to preside over his goings out and his
comings in. The Footman has grown into
a monstrous Moloch. All that Mr. Eliot
most deeply feels is cast into his burning
belly—or almost all.

Yet consider the case of men, and of
their more perfect exemplars who are
poets. It is only when the eternal Footman
has given notice, when no longer “Human
voices wake us and we drown,” when we
pass out of the limbo of discordant futil-
ity, that there comes to us all the crash, the
collapse, the ecstasy, the peace of surren-
der. Mr. Eliot is like us, terribly like us, for
all that he is much more clever; the dif-
ference is that the Footman clings to his
service longer. With the truly aristocratic,
as we know, the Footman will stay for
fifteen shillings when he would leave Mr.
Bleistein and fifteen guineas; and we admit
the implication that Mr. Eliot is truly dis-
tinguished. Another implication is that it
is difficult for Mr. Eliot to talk to us, and
difficult (as the present essay proves) for
us to talk to him.

The further question arises—we
continue to speak in parables on a
matter hardly susceptible of discussion
otherwise—whether we are to accept that
Footman or not. Is it polite of us, have
we a right, to seek an interview with Mr.
Eliot when the Footman is not there? The
rightness of an action is fortunately not
measured by its ease of execution, but
neither can we accept the dogma that
the difficult is necessarily the virtuous
path. Have we a right to say in our turn:
“That is not it, at all,” to insist that the
Footman in the long run makes every-
thing impossible for us also, to gather
up tell-tale accents that have escaped,
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bubble-clear and bubble-frail, from under
the Footman’s all-regarding eye? May
we, for instance, perpend “The notion of
some infinitely gentle / Infinitely suffering
thing” and seek in it a solvent to the
icy brilliance of an all but inexpugnable
society manner? May we proceed thence,
following a tenuous and evanescent clue,
and ask not whether “Gerontion” is
solidly and definitely anything, but what
it was that brought him to his premature
old age? Is there anything other than
that which we found (if indeed we found
it) cowering beneath the strange notion,
which would be apt “To lose beauty in
terror, terror in inquisition”?

The Footman snickers audibly. But do
we care? Rather, do we care now? We,
who have lost with the capability the
desire to be respectable, can stop our ears
to him when there is a chance of hear-
ing something that is all important for
us to know, whose sub-terrene tremor
is not wholly lost. “Think at last / I
have not made this show purposelessly”
[quotation of these two and five subse-
quent lines of “Gerontion”]. Assuredly we
are not tempted to think it was purpose-
lessly made. The conviction of purpose
remains whether we accept the Footman
or reject him. True, we should prefer that
he were dismissed, partly because his going
(or our sense that he is gone) makes elu-
cidation (or what we think elucidation)
easier, but also in part because he can
never be wholly abolished. The sense of
the Footman belongs to a generation; he is
our datum, our constant. But by an effort
of imaginative will he can be compressed
within the circle of our vision to less than a
bogey-size. Mr. Eliot, more ably than our-
selves, can stand apart from the Footman
and his victim both. Is it necessary that
he should turn himself into a bigger Foot-
man still, and yet a bigger when that one
too has been compressed, and a bigger ad
infinitum?

Nowadays it is consciousness that
makes cowards of us all. The complexity
of our enemy is indicated by the fact of Mr.
Eliot’s determination that it shall make a
brave man of him. But is it possible really?
At least, Mr. Eliot would admit that it is
a super-cowardice; he would claim that,
indeed, as his exact intention. To make
virtues of our vices is a good way of dis-
arming them; but is it the best? Surely it
cannot be unless with it is preserved the
instinct that it must be abandoned when it
begins to prey upon the vitals. Impavidum
ferient ruinæ. We do not doubt it for one
moment with Mr. Eliot; but we have a
notion that in the last resort the ruins will
count for more than the impavidity that
marks his unflinching diagnosis.

After such knowledge, what
forgiveness? Think now

History has many cunning passages,
contrived corridors

And issues, deceives with whispering
ambitions,

Guides us by vanities. Think now . . .
Neither fear nor courage saves us.

Unnatural vices
Are fathered by our heroism. Virtues
Are forced upon us by our impudent

crimes.

∗“A New Byronism.”
Times Literary
Supplement 948
(18 March 1920), 184.

The death of Swinburne marked the end
of an age in English poetry, the age which
began with Blake. It was impossible for
any poet after Swinburne to continue the
romantic tradition: he carried his own
kind of versification and the romantic
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attitude as far as they could be carried, and
both died with him. Now our poets have to
make another beginning, to find a method
of expression suited to their different atti-
tude; and of this fact they are almost over-
conscious. They have indeed often been
led into an obvious error by that over-
consciousness; because they must find new
ways of expression and because they react
differently to the great facts of life, some
of them appear to think that the very sub-
ject matter of their verse must be differ-
ent. This was the error of the eighteenth
century; it sought for a new subject matter
and chose one more suitable for prose than
poetry, with the result that it developed a
style suited for neither . . .

The romantic movement itself was at
first a return to the proper subject matter
of poetry and to a proper poetical tech-
nique. In its decline it narrowed the subject
matter of poetry to themes which seemed
obviously and easily poetical, and its tech-
nique also became obvious and too eas-
ily poetical. So the young poets of today
are apt to insist that they will make poetry
of what they choose; but their choice is
not always so free as they think. It is
conditioned by reaction, disgust, ennui;
they want no more of “La Belle Dame
sans Merci,” or of King Arthur or Pan or
Proserpine, just as they want no more of
rhythms such as “By the tideless, dolor-
ous, midland sea”—so they choose themes
and rhythms the very opposite of these.
Often they seem in their poetry to be
telling us merely how they refuse to write
poems and not how they wish to write
them . . .

Mr. Eliot is an extreme example of
this process. His cleverness, which is also
extreme, expresses itself almost entirely
in rejections; his verse is full of derisive
reminiscences of poets who have wearied
him. As for subject matter, that also is all
refusal; it can be expressed in one phrase;
again and again he tells us that he is “fed

up” with art, with life, with people, with
things. Everyone for him seems to be a
parody of exhausted and out-of-date emo-
tions. To read his verse is to be thrown
deliberately into that mood which some-
times overcomes one in the streets of a
crowded town when one is tired and bewil-
dered, the mood in which all passers-
by look like over-expressive marionettes
pretending to be alive and all the more
mechanical for their pretense. In such a
mood one is morbidly aware of town
squalor; everything seems to have been
used and re-used again and again; the sym-
bol of all life is cigarette ends and stale
cigarette smoke; the very conversation is
like that, it has been said a thousand times
and is repeated mechanically; in fact all
things are done from habit, which has mas-
tered life and turned it into an endlessly
recurring squalor.

[Quotation of lines 71–83 of “Portrait
of a Lady”]

“Recalling things that other people
have desired”—Mr. Eliot’s verse is always
doing that; and, like jesting Pilate, he
will not wait for an answer to his
own question—“Are these ideas right or
wrong?” He asks it and goes on to some-
thing else with a hope, that is too like
despair, that something may come of it. But
nothing does come—

And I must borrow every changing
shape

To find expression . . . dance, dance
Like a dancing bear,
Cry like a parrot, chatter like an ape.
Let us take the air, in a tobacco

trance—

That may be satire on someone else, but it
does exactly express the effect of his own
verse, not once or twice but all the time.
The habit of those whom he describes
has got into his own technique, into his
very way of experiencing; he, like the
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lesser romantics, has found too easy a
way of functioning, and he functions and
functions just as narrowly as if he were still
writing about the Holy Grail.

[Quotation in full of “Preludes” II]

This might be a prelude to something,
some passion or reality that would sud-
denly spring out of it, but with Mr. Eliot
[it] is not. Near the end, after an enumera-
tion of all the squalors he can think of, he
says:—

I am moved by fancies that are curled
Around these images, and cling:
The notion of some infinitely gentle
Infinitely suffering thing.

That being so, why does he not tell us
about it? It might be interesting; but no.
After this momentary relenting, this flicker
of natural feeling, he ends:

Wipe your hand across your mouth,
and laugh;

The worlds revolve like ancient
women

Gathering fuel in vacant lots.

But if that is so, why write verse about it;
why not commit suicide? Art presumes
that life is worth living, and must not, ex-
cept dramatically or in a moment of exas-
peration or irony, say that it isn’t. But Mr.
Eliot writes only to say that it isn’t; and
he does not do it so well as the author of
Ecclesiastes, who at least keeps the mo-
mentum and gusto of all the experiences
he pretends to have exhausted. For Mr.
Eliot—“Midnight shakes the memory /
As a madman shakes a dead geranium.”
There we are reminded a little of his
countryman Poe, and “The Love Song
of J. Alfred Prufrock” is like Poe even in
its curious and over-conscious metrical
effects. They seem to be, as so often in
Poe, independent of the poem itself, as if
the writer could not attain to a congruity
between the tune beating in his head and

any subject matter. In this poem he is
really, with the poet part of him, questing
for beauty, but the other part refuses it
with a kind of nausea.

[Quotation of lines 121–30 of “The
Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”]

So it ends. Human voices for Mr. Eliot
drown everything; he cannot get away
from his disgust with them; he is “fed up”
with them, with their volubility and lack
of meaning. “Words, words, words” might
be his motto; for in his verse he seems to
hate them and to be always expressing his
hatred of them, in words. If he could, he
would write songs without words; blindly
he seeks for a medium free of associations,
not only for a tune but also for notes that
no one has sung before. But all this is
mere habit; art means the acceptance of
a medium as of life; and Mr. Eliot does
not convince us that his weariness is any-
thing but a habit, an anti-romantic reac-
tion, a new Byronism which he must throw
off if he is not to become a recurring dec-
imal in his fear of being a mere vulgar
fraction.

∗Robert Nichols.
“An Ironist.”
Observer, 18 April 1920,
p. 7.

Mr. Eliot is known to the world at large
through the columns of the Athenaeum as
a widely erudite critic possessed of a natu-
ral distinction in style and such a mordant
perspicacity as is hardly to be matched in
British or North American letters today.
To some few else he is known also as
the poet of Prufrock. The Ovid Press has
now gathered up Prufrock and the later
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Poems, and displays them to the world in
one of the most beautiful productions of
the modern press. The paper and printing
(with initials and colophon by Mr. E. A.
Wadsworth) are superb.

Let me say it at once: Mr. Eliot is, more
especially in his later work, emphatically
not an “easy poet.” Nor is the reason far to
seek. Mr. Eliot mostly does not deal with
what are popularly considered the main
streams of emotion. Not for him the gen-
eralized joys or sorrows of a Whitman or
a Shelley, nor such rhythms as roll the con-
senting reader he scarcely knows whither
upon the bosom of the flood. No; Mr. Eliot
is not going to appear to lose his head or
suffer the reader to lose his. Mr. Eliot, like
the poet in Candide, muses to himself and
the world overhears him; but not before he
wished it to; no, not by a long chalk. For,
you see, the stuff of his musing is compli-
cated, and Mr. Eliot does not pretend it is
easy. “The primrose by the river’s brim” is
for Mr. Eliot most emphatically neither a
simple primrose nor a possible ingredient
in a Disraelian salad. It is primarily some-
thing that someone else has written about,
and which has thus become invested with
such associations as can but destroy the
innocence of Mr. Eliot’s eye and apprehen-
sion. The pity is, he seems to hint, that
there have been so many poems and, yes,
it must be confessed, so few really satisfac-
tory salads:

[Quotation of lines 55–69 of “The
Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”]

It is, perhaps, this sense of everything
having happened a trifle earlier in the
day that gives me an impression of there
being a preponderance of afternoons in
Mr. Eliot’s poetry:

[Quotation of lines 1–7 of “Portrait of
a Lady”]

Or, if not of afternoons, of early evenings:

Let us go then, you and I,
When the evening is spread out

against the sky
Like a patient etherised upon a

table[.]

Ah, that patient etherized upon the table!
It is not the evening only lying there in
such lassitude; it is Mr. Eliot’s perpetual
spectator; it is the wistful and ironic evo-
cation of all super-sophisticated persons;
it is, alas! our cultured selves at this late
and almost, it would sometimes seem, del-
iquescent stage of civilization. Under the
spell of Mr. Eliot’s gentle and wavering
rhythms we become slightly etherized, and
when the spell has sufficiently o’ercrowed
our animal spirits we proceed, at once
investigator and investigated, to inspect
our emotions “as if a magic lantern threw
the nerves in patterns on a screen”; a
doleful piece of introspective dissection,
a lamentable appraisement. Our scientific
precision but informs us the nature of our
trouble:

You will see me any morning in the
park

Reading the comics and the sporting
page.

Particularly I remark
An English countess goes upon the

stage. . . .
I keep my countenance,
I remain self-possessed
Except when a street-piano,

mechanical and tired
Reiterates some worn-out common

song
With the smell of hyacinths across the

garden
Recalling things that other people

have desired.

And when the scientist has done, the artist
steps in with his comedian melancholy to
draw this conclusion:
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Though I have seen my head (grown
slightly bald) brought in upon a
platter,

I am no prophet—and here’s no great
matter;

I have seen the moment of my
greatness flicker,

And I have seen the eternal Footman
hold my coat, and snicker,

And in short, I was afraid.

The irony of things-as-they-are haunts
the poet as it haunted his forerunner
Laforgue and levies board-wages upon
all his emotions. Yet the poet has his
moments:

I am moved by fancies that are curled
Around these images, and cling:
The notion of some infinitely gentle
Infinitely suffering thing.

The moment, however, will not last, and
I cannot but puzzle whether it is not
that capacity for enjoying the quintessen-
tial emotions precipitated from the still
of literature which Mr. Eliot so super-
abundantly possesses and cultivates, that
has vitiated his taste for those distract-
ingly heterogeneous emotions which are
the material offered him as an artist by
Life itself. Irony is a good servant, but a
bad master; the Footman, however eter-
nal, should be kept in his place even if
one is only the perennially passing visi-
tor to the earthly mansion. Mr. Eliot has a
taste for the more terrible realities—if he
would only indulge it. He has the power
of evoking “the still, sad music of human-
ity” from the most quotidian, sordid, and
apparently unpromising materials. Here is
an interior—as unqualified in statement as
a Sickert, but in addition informed with
something of the understanding and com-
passion of a Rembrandt:

[Quotation in full of “Preludes” III]

It is a pity, I feel, that Mr. Eliot seems
in his later poems to have acquired a habit
of steering away from so immediate and
poignant a reality in order to make remote
and somewhat generalized fun about the
Boston Evening Transcript, the visit of a
Cambridge intellectual to New England,
the editor of the Spectator, and the Estab-
lished Church.

∗Desmond MacCarthy.
“New Poets, T. S. Eliot.”
New Statesman 16
(8 January 1921), 418–20.

When two people are discussing modern
poetry together the name of T. S. Eliot
is sure to crop up. If one of them is
old-fashioned, and refuses to see merit
in the young poets who attempt to do
more than retail “the ancient divinations
of the Muse,” the other is sure to say
sooner or later: “But what about Eliot?
You may dislike vers libre [ . . .] and [other]
attempts to manipulate in verse the emo-
tional coefficients of modern experience,
still what do you think of Eliot? You can-
not dismiss him.” And the other (I do not
think I am attributing to him an unusual
amount of sensibility or judgment) will
reply: “Well . . . yes . . . Eliot . . . I grant you
there seems to be something in him.” I wish
to try to find out here what that “some-
thing” is which recommends the poems of
Mr. Eliot, if not to the taste, at least to the
literary judgment of even those who think
the young poets are, for the most part, on
the wrong path.

Mr. Eliot, like Mr. Ezra Pound, is an
American. This is not a very important
fact about him, still it has its importance.
Both poets resemble each other in two

30



respects, one of which I will deal with
at once, in connection with their nation-
ality. When either of them publishes a
book, they publish at the same time that
they are scholars, who have at least five
languages at command, and considerable
out-of-the-way erudition. The allusions
in their poems are learned, oblique, and
obscure; the mottoes they choose for their
poems are polyglot, the names that occur
to them as symbolic of this or that are
known only to book-minded people. In
short, they both share the national love
of bric-à-brac. A half-forgotten name, an
echo from a totally forgotten author, a
mossy scrap of old philosophy exercise
over their imaginations the charm that
the patina of time upon a warming-pan
or piece of worm-eaten furniture does
upon their more frivolous compatriots.
Both poets are illegitimate descendants of
the poet Browning, in whom the instinct
of the collector was equally strong—with
a difference I shall presently mark. Both
share with Browning a passion for adapt-
ing the vivid colloquialism of contempo-
rary speech to poetic purposes. [. . .]
Mr. Eliot has woven a very remarkable
literary style, composed in almost equal
parts of literary and erudite allusions and
crisp colloquialisms, in which to clothe
the emotions he wishes to express. Let
me make here at once the most adverse
comment I have to make on his work,
namely, that he is always in danger of
becoming a pedant, a pedant being one
who assumes that his own reading, wide
or narrow, is common property or ought
to be, so that any reference he makes is
of general validity and bound to wake the
same echoes in his reader’s mind as it does
in his own. Collector of bric-à-brac, mysti-
ficator, mandarin, loving to exclude as well
as to touch intimately and quickly his read-
ers, he would be lost as a poet were it not
for his cautious and very remarkable sin-
cerity. [. . .] Certainly he is a poet whom to

admire at all fervently marks one down as
among those who are certainly not a prey
to the obvious.

Fitzgerald did not like Browning (partly
because he knew Tennyson very well
perhaps), and in one of his letters he
throws out a phrase about “that old Jew’s
curiosity shop.” Now Browning’s curios-
ity shop is a huge rambling place, cob-
webby, crammed, Rembrandtesque, while
Mr. Eliot’s reminds one rather of those
modern curiosity shops in which a few
choice objects, a white Chinese rhinoceros,
a pair of Queen Anne candlesticks, an
enamelled box, a Renaissance trinket or
two, a small ebony idol are set out at care-
fully calculated distances on a net cloth
in the window (one sees at a glance they
are very expensive—no bargains here); but
there is behind no vast limbo of armor,
cabinets, costumes, death-masks . . . and
boxes, containing pell-mell, watch-keys,
miniatures, lockets, snuffers, and tongue-
scrapers. The man who keeps the shop is
not a creature with a Rabelaisian gusto
for acquisition, whose hand shakes with
excitement as he holds up the candle,
expatiating volubly, but a sedate, slightly
quizzical, aloof individual—a selector, per-
haps, rather than a collector to whose
maw the most indigestible treasures are
delicious nutriment. Such is the difference
between Browning’s and Mr. Eliot’s atti-
tude towards the harvest of erudition.

I have compared them so far only to dif-
ferentiate them; moreover Mr. Eliot’s sub-
ject is always the ingredients of the modern
mind and never, as was often the case with
Browning, of the minds and souls of men
and women who lived long ago. But it is
instructive to compare them also at points
in which they resemble each other, always
remembering that the temperament of the
elder poet is hot, responsive, ebullient, and
simple, while that of the younger is sub-
tle, tender, disillusioned, complicated, and
cool. Both are possessed by the passion
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of curiosity to a greater degree than is
common with poets; in both the analytical
interest is extremely strong. Consequently,
Mr. Eliot, too, loves to exploit that bor-
derland between prose and poetry which
yields as much delight to the intellect as to
emotions—if not more. Most of his work
is done in that region, and the most obvi-
ous thing to say about it as a whole is that
even when it is not poetry it is always good
literature. Re-read “The Love Song of
J. Alfred Prufrock” or “Portrait of a
Lady”; it will be obvious that he not only
owes much to the diction and rhythm
of Browning, but that he is doing the
same thing as Browning for a more
queasy, uneasy, diffident, complex gener-
ation. Here is the opening of the “Por-
trait”: [quotation of lines 1–9 of “Portrait
of a Lady”]. “The latest Pole / Transmit
the Preludes, through his hair and finger-
tips”—is not that pure Browning? Like
Browning, too, Mr. Eliot’s favorite form
is a soliloquy of the spirit or monologue.
Many of his poems thus fall between the
lyrical and the dramatic form; they are lit-
tle mental monodramas, broken now and
then after the manner of Browning by a
line or two of dialogue or by exclama-
tions . . . or by asides to the reader; but
these asides never have the argumentative,
buttonholing quality of Browning’s. There
is nothing of the impassioned advocate, so
characteristic in Browning, in Mr. Eliot.
He is rather a scrupulous, cool analyst of
extremely personal and elusive modes of
feeling, and his method (this is his most
distinctive characteristic as a writer) is
to convey an elusive shade of feeling, or
a curious, and usually languid, drift of
emotion, by means of the rapid evoca-
tion of vivid objects and scenes. He does
not care whether or not there is a logi-
cal or even a casual association between
these objects he presents to us one after
the other. He is like a dumb man who is
trying to explain to us what he is feeling

by taking up one object after another and
showing it to us, not intending that we
should infer that the object is the subject
of his thoughts, but that we should feel the
particular emotion appropriate to it. This
makes his poems hard even when they are
not (and they often are) too obscure. The
reader is always liable to dwell too long on
these scenes or objects which he evokes so
skillfully, instead of just skimming swiftly
off them, as it were, an emotion they sug-
gest, and then passing on to the next. A
poet who thinks in pictures and allusions,
and expects us to understand his mood
and thought by catching one after the
other the gleams of light flashed off by his
phrases, must often be obscure, because
compact phrases (Mr. Eliot’s are extraordi-
narily compact) are apt to scatter refracted
gleams which point in different directions.
Indeed, we are often expected to catch not
one of these flashes but several. First, how-
ever, let me give an example of his method
of thinking in pictures or symbols. Take
one of his later poems, “Gerontion.” The
whole poem is a description at once of
an old man’s mind, and of a mood which
recurs often in Mr. Eliot’s poems, namely,
that of one to whom life is largely a pro-
cess of being stilted, slowly hemmed in and
confused; to whom experience, truthfully
apprehended, gives only tantalizingly rare
excuses for the exercise of the lyrical fac-
ulty of joy within him. His (Mr. Eliot’s)
problem as a poet is the problem of the
adjustment of his sense of beauty to these
sorry facts. His weakness as a poet is that
he seems rather to have felt the glory of
life through literature; while his reflection
of all that contrasts with it has the excit-
ing precision of direct apprehension. “The
contemplation of the horrid or sordid by
the artist,” he says in one of his criticisms,
“is the necessary and negative aspect of
the impulse towards beauty.” In him this
impulse in a negative direction is far the
strongest of the two.
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[Quotation of lines 1–16 of
“Gerontion”]

Now, in the first verse of what proves
later a dark intricate poem, the symbolism
is obvious; yet it is an example of the char-
acteristics which make Mr. Eliot obscure.
When the old man says he has not fought
in the salt marshes, etc., we know that he
means that he has not tasted the violent
romance of life. We must not dwell too lit-
erally on the phrases by which he builds
up the impression of sinister dilapidation
and decay—“Blistered in Brussels, patched
and peeled in London,” etc. In reading Mr.
Eliot an undue literalness must at all cost
be avoided.

I that was near your heart was
removed therefrom

To lose beauty in terror, terror in
inquisition.

I have lost my passion: why should I
need to keep it

Since what is kept must be
adulterated?

These lines, which occur in the same poem,
are perhaps the most personal he has pub-
lished. Mr. Eliot has something of the self-
protective pride, reserve, and sensibility
of the dandy—like Laforgue. His impulse
is not to express himself in poetry, but
to express some mood, some aspect of
life which needs expression. He sets about
it coolly, like a man making up a pre-
scription, taking down now this bottle,
now that from the shelf, adding an acid
from one and a glowing tincture from
another. He belongs to that class of poets
whose interest is in making a work of art,
not in expressing themselves; and the fact
that his subject matter . . . is psychologi-
cal and intimate makes the result particu-
larly piquant. But even the works of the
most detached poet, if he is not imitat-
ing old poems, have an affinity to each
other which has its roots in temperament.

The temperament, as in Laforgue’s work,
which shows itself in Mr. Eliot’s is that
of the ironic sentimentalist. “But where is
the penny world I bought / To eat with
Pipit behind the screen?” he asks, after
concluding that he will not want Pipit in
Heaven.

Where are the eagles and the
trumpets?
Buried beneath some snow-deep

Alps.
Over buttered scones and crumpets

Weeping, weeping multitudes
Droop in a hundred A.B.C.’s.

The contrast between peeps into glory and
the sordidness of life is never far from his
mind. (It is in literature that he himself has
seen the eagles and heard the trumpets—
not in life.) His style has two other marked
characteristics. His phrases are frequently
echoes, yet he is the reverse of an imitative
poet. They are echoes tuned to a new con-
text which changes their subtlety. He does
not steal phrases; he borrows their aroma.

Defunctive music under sea
Passed seaward with the passing bell

Slowly: the God Hercules
Had left him, that had loved him

well.

The horses, under the axletree
Beat up the dawn from Istria

With even feet. Her shuttered barge
Burned on the water all the day.

Just as “weeping, weeping multitudes” in
the other poem quoted above is an echo
from Blake, so “Defunctive music” comes
from “The Phoenix and the Turtle” and
“Her . . . barge / Burned on the water,” of
course, from Antony and Cleopatra. But
the point is that the poet means to draw a
subtle whiff of Cleopatra and poetic pas-
sion across our minds, in order that we
may feel a peculiar emotion towards the
sordid little siren in the poem itself, just as
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he also uses later a broken phrase or two
from The Merchant of Venice for the sake
of reminding us of Shakespeare’s Jew, com-
pared with the “Bleistein” of the poem.
His other characteristic is the poetic one
of intensity; it is the exciting concision of
his phrasing which appeals especially to
his contemporaries: “I should have been
a pair of ragged claws / Scuttling across
the floors of silent seas . . .” He is master
of the witty phrase, too, “My smile falls
heavily among the bric-à-brac” and is, to
my mind, the most interesting of “the new
poets.”

Clive Bell.
“Plus de Jazz.”
New Republic 28
(21 September 1921), 94.

[. . .]

The Jazz movement is a ripple on
a wave; the wave—the large movement
which began at the end of the nineteenth
century in reaction against realism and sci-
entific paganism—still goes forward. This
wave is essentially the movement which
one tends to associate, not very accurately
perhaps, with the name of Cézanne: it has
nothing to do with Jazz: its most charac-
teristic manifestation is the modern paint-
ing which, be it noted, Jazz has left almost
untouched. The great modern painters—
Derain, Matisse, Picasso, Bonnard, Friesz,
Braque, etc.—were firmly settled on their
own lines of development before ever Jazz
was heard of . . .

The movement bounced back into the
world somewhere about the year 1911 . . .
Impudence is its essence—impudence in
quite natural and legitimate revolt against
Nobility and Beauty: impudence which

finds its technical equivalent in syncopa-
tion: impudence which rags. “The Rag-
time movement” would have been the bet-
ter style, but the word “Jazz” has passed
into at least two languages and now we
must make the best of it. After impudence
comes the determination to surprise: you
shall not be gradually moved to the depths,
you shall be given such a start as makes
you jigger all over. And from this determi-
nation issues the grateful corollary—thou
shalt not be tedious. The best Jazz artists
are never long-winded . . . An accom-
plished Jazz artist, whether in notes or
words, will contrive as a rule to stop just
where you expected him to begin. Themes
and ideas are not to be developed; to say
all that one has to say smells of the school,
and may be a bore . . . Lastly, it must
be admitted, there is a typically modern
craving for small profits and quick returns.
Jazz art is soon created, soon liked, and
soon forgotten. It is the movement of mas-
ters of eighteen; and these masterpieces
created by boys barely escaped from col-
lege can be appreciated by the youngest
Argentine beauty at the Ritz. Jazz is very
young: like short skirts, it suits thin, girlish
legs, but has a slightly humiliating effect
on gray hairs. Its fears and dislikes—for
instance its horror of the Noble and the
Beautiful—are childish; and so is its way
of expressing them. Not by irony and sar-
casm, but by jeers and grimaces does Jazz
mark its antipathies. Irony and wit are
for the grown-ups. Jazz dislikes them as
much as it dislikes Nobility and Beauty.
They are products of the cultivated intel-
lect, and Jazz cannot away with intellect
or culture . . . [T]o bring intellect into
art is to invite home a guest who is apt
to be inquisitive and even impartial . . .
Nobility, Beauty and intellectual subtlety
are alike ruled out; the two first are held
up to ridicule, the last is simply abused.
What Jazz wants are romps and fun and
to make fun; that is why, as I have said, its
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original name Rag-time was better. At its
best, Jazz rags everything.

[. . .]

Though on painting its effect has been
negligible, Jazz, during the last ten years,
has dominated music and colored litera-
ture. It is easy to say that the genius of
Stravinsky—a musician, unless I mistake,
of the first order and in the great line—rises
superior to movements. To be sure it does:
so does the genius of Molière. But just as
the genius of Molière found its appropriate
food in one kind of civilization so does the
genius of Stravinsky in another; and with
that civilization his art must inevitably be
associated . . . He has composed rag-times.
So, if it is inexact to say that Stravinsky
writes Jazz, it is true to say that his genius
has been nourished by it . . . Far from seek-
ing small profits and quick returns, he casts
his bread upon the waters with a finely
reckless gesture. In fact, Stravinsky is too
big to be covered by a label; but I think the
Jazz movement has as much right to claim
him for its own as any movement has a
right to claim any first-rate artist.

Similarly, it may claim Mr. T. S. Eliot—
a poet of uncommon merit and unmistak-
ably in the great line . . . Apparently it
is only by adopting a demurely irrever-
ent attitude, by being primly insolent, and
by playing the devil with the instrument
of Shakespeare and Milton, that Mr. Eliot
is able occasionally to deliver himself of
one of those complicated and remarkable
imaginings of his: apparently it is only in
language of an exquisite purity so far as
material goes, but twisted and ragged out
of easy recognition that these nurslings can
be swathed. As for surprise, that, presum-
ably, is an emotion which the author of
Ara Vos Prec is not unwilling to provoke.
Be that as it may, Mr. Eliot is about the best
of our living poets, and, like Stravinsky, he
is as much a product of the Jazz movement
as so good an artist can be of any.

In literature Jazz manifests itself both
formally and in content. Formally its dis-
tinctive characteristic is the familiar one—
syncopation. It has given us a ragtime liter-
ature which flouts traditional rhythms and
sequences and grammar and logic. In verse
its products—rhythms which are often
indistinguishable from prose rhythms, and
collocations of words to which some-
times is assignable no exact intellectual
significance—are by now familiar to all
who read. Eliot is too personal to be typ-
ical of anything, and the student who
would get a fair idea of Jazz poetry would
do better to spend half an hour with a vol-
ume of Cocteau or Cendrars. In prose I
think Mr. Joyce will serve as a perhaps not
very good example . . . In his later publi-
cations Mr. Joyce does deliberately go to
work to break up the traditional sen-
tence, throwing overboard sequence, syn-
tax, and, indeed, most of those conven-
tions which men habitually employ for the
exchange of precise ideas. Effectually and
with a will he rags the literary instrument:
unluckily, this will has at its service talents
which are only moderate.

Contempt for accepted ideas of what
prose and verse should be and what they
should be about, nervous dislike of tradi-
tional valuations, of scholarship, culture
and intellectualism, above all an emphatic
protest against the notion that one idea or
emotion can be more important or signif-
icant than another, are, I take it, amongst
the leading tenets of this school, whose
grand object it is to present, as surpris-
ingly as possible, the chaos of any mind
at any given moment. Like most theories
of art it sounds stupid enough. What mat-
ters, however, are not theories but works:
so what of the works of Jazz? If Stravinsky
is to be claimed for the movement, it has its
master: it has also its petits maı̂tres—Eliot,
Cendrars, Picabia and Joyce . . . [S]uch tal-
ents are not to be disposed of simply by the
present of a bad name. It is not enough to
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call an artist “extremist” or “reactionary,”
“cubist” or “impressionist,” and condemn
or approve him as such . . . It is the critic’s
business to inquire not so much whether
an artist is “advanced” or “cubist” or
“jazz” as whether he is good, bad, or
“interesting”; and that is what most critics
fail to do.

[. . .]

∗Richard Aldington.
“The Poetry of
T. S. Eliot.”
Outlook 49 (7 January
1922), 12–13.

To define twentieth-century literature
when it is only beginning to emerge is a
feat one may be excused from attempt-
ing. But one may note a certain homo-
geneity in the writings of M. Marcel Proust
and Mr. James Joyce, of Miss Sitwell and
Mr. Huxley, of Miss Moore and H. D.,
of Jean Cocteau and Paul Morand and
T. S. Eliot. They are intellectually contem-
poraries; they are post-war; they are suffi-
ciently unlike each other to reward curios-
ity and sufficiently similar to show the
first outline of a period. The typical mod-
ern poet whose affinities are chiefly with
the writers above mentioned is something
extremely unlike the conventional idea of
a poet.

[. . .]

This (hypothetical) modern poet is not
amiable or romantic or tender or tran-
quil; but neither is the age in which he
lives. And as irreverence and indocility are
qualities of this decade, so are they of
this decade’s poets. The platoons of poets

“going through the motions” of verse in
unison at the word of some invisible com-
mander are superannuated for ever. The
new poet is the “poète contumace” of
Laforgue. His indocility is extreme and
nearly as disturbing to the godly as his
determination to accept none of the official
wax effigies as realities, to take nothing
seriously until it has been proved worthy
of seriousness. His thought is pessimistic
and disillusioned; his modes of expression
sarcastic and his chief weapon an acrid
wit. He is psychologically subtle and intel-
lectually acute; his culture is extensive.
He is not a democrat though he observes
popular habits. He is a cosmopolitan, but
he enjoys the flavor of nationality. He
writes for an audience equipped to under-
stand him, and is indifferent to popular
success. His mind is exceedingly complex
and moves with a rapidity incomprehensi-
ble to sluggish wits. He is perilously bal-
anced among the rude forces of a turbu-
lent mechanical age; he walks the tight-
rope over an abyss and he knows it. His
work has the gusto of peril.

[. . .]

The reader will almost certainly
have noticed that when the syllables
“T. S. Eliot” are pronounced, the reply
“Laforgue” is elicited as invariably as
an automatic machine produces a very
small piece of chocolate when pressed
with a penny. Now it is certainly true that
Mr. Eliot’s poetry has some affinity with
Laforgue’s poetry; but is it not a perfect
example of muddled thinking to deduce
imitation from affinity of mind, just as the
same muddled thought deduces affinity
of mind from imitation? Is it not certain
that such people have never worked out
even this simple distinction? And yet,
with so faulty an equipment, they will
undertake to analyze a work as profound
and complex as Ara Vos Prec. To say that
Mr. Eliot imitates Laforgue because they
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have a common faculty for unexpected
juxtapositions of ideas expressed with
ironic wit is as foolish as it would be
to say that Mr. Eliot imitates Ausonius
because both frequently quote other poets
in their verse. Moreover, Mr. Eliot has
quite as much affinity with Rimbaud and
Corbière. Mr. Eliot’s “Mélange Adultère
de Tout” depends for its full effect upon
the reader’s comprehending the reference
to Corbière’s “Epave Mort-Né.” But Mr.
Eliot has completely purged out Corbière’s
querulous romanticism and self-pity; he is
hard on himself.

[. . .]

Mr. Eliot’s English poetry is often
attacked as incomprehensible and heart-
less, which is simply another way of saying
that it is subtle and not sentimental. His
desire for perfection is misrepresented as
puritan and joyless, whereas it is plain
he discriminates in order to increase his
enjoyment. But, of course, refinement will
not be applauded by those who cannot per-
ceive it, nor will intelligence be appreci-
ated by those who cannot understand it;
literary criticism is not the only human
activity wherein ignorance is made a stan-
dard. Mr. Eliot’s poetry makes very high
demands on a reader’s intelligence and
knowledge. It is caviare to the general.
And yet this poetry can at once be assim-
ilated into tradition, may be placed at
once as the last development of two cur-
rents of thought, one French and the
other English . . . [O]ne side of Mr.
Eliot’s poetry is a development of the sec-
ular tradition of “poètes contumaces” or
“poètes libertins,” which runs from the
poets of today to Laforgue and Verlaine, to
Rimbaud and Corbière . . . back to Villon,
and beyond him to a shadowy host of
mediaeval “pinces-sans-rire,” “goliards”
and satiric “goguenards,” whose sharp
tongues spared neither the Church nor the
rich nor the pretty ladies. That tradition

of poignant, witty, derisive verse has sur-
vived many centuries and passed through
many transformations; it has been stifled
underground for a generation or more, but
has always sprung up in some new form—
that sharp French mind whose watchword
is “ne pas être dupe.”

[. . .]

When this aspect of Mr. Eliot’s poetry
is explained, there remains the more seri-
ous and difficult problem of his so-called
obscurity . . . [T]he obscurity of Mr. Eliot
is as much a myth of lazy people as the
obscurity of Browning. Indeed, Mr. Eliot’s
verse never makes the heavy demands on
a reader that were made by “Sordello.”
But this subtlety of mind which makes nec-
essary an effort for full comprehension is
not something invented by Browning, but
goes far beyond him to the so-called meta-
physical poets, to Donne and Davies and
Chapman.

[. . .]

Does not the modern poet speak with
the accents of his great predecessors,
though the matter of his speech be remote
from theirs? Is it not certain that this
feigned obscurity is no obscurity, but sim-
ply density of thought?

[. . .]

It is a long step from the dense thought of
Mr. Eliot’s “Gerontion” and the somber
horrors of his “Whispers of Immortal-
ity” to the pleasant little rhymes now
current. Between these rhymes, however
pretty and melodious, and the intellec-
tual poetry of Mr. Eliot, there is a wide
gulf. Few will contest the originality of
the mind expressed in his poetry, and yet
the comparisons instituted show that Mr.
Eliot’s poetry is traditional, linking up
on the one hand with the ironic French
poets and, on the other, with the stately,
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subtle-minded Englishmen of the Renais-
sance. The poetry of Mr. T. S. Eliot is a
healthy reaction against the merely pretty
and agreeable, against shallowness and
against that affectation of simplicity which
verged on dotage. Mr. Eliot is to be hon-
ored as a poet who has brought new vigor
to the intellectual tradition of English
poetry.

Checklist of Additional
Reviews

W. S. T. “An Irritable Intelligence.”
Boston Herald, 14 April 1920. [not
located]
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Babette Deutsch.
“The Season for Song—A
Page on the Poets—T. S.
Eliot’s Weird and Brilliant
Book.”
New York Evening Post,
29 May 1920.

“You can not expect much from me any-
more. I am now middle-aged,” said Pound,
at thirty-two. T. S. Eliot is at the same
point of maturity, whence the only road is
along the declivity. Whether or not he feels
with Pound in this matter, one can only
guess. Certainly there is an affinity of a sort
between these two men; both Americans
who have retired to England to pursue, far
from the madding crowd, the art dearest
to them; both scholars not a little proud
of their philosophical erudition; both sen-
sitive to curious rhythms, and dedicated
to Verlaine’s exhortation: “Pas la Couleur,
rien que la nuance!”

Eliot is probably best known in his
native land by “The Love Song of J.
Alfred Prufrock,” a piece of psychologi-
cal analysis of extraordinary delicacy and
brilliance. This work was included in a
small volume published in England, which
contained his fine “Portrait of a Lady,”
together with several minor pieces marked
by keen percipience and a strong irony . . .

These poems, with an equal number of
later experiments, were recently published
by the Ovid Press, in a sumptuous if slen-
der volume, on a heavy paper with wide
margins, elaborate initials and colophon,
in a limited edition.

[. . .]

It is this volume, in a cheap edition,
its binding reminiscent of the ugly text

books of our early youth, that Knopf has
reprinted for the American public. But if
the American edition is not likely to be
kept for the paper and the printing, it
is likely to interest those people who are
engaged with the stuff of poetry rather
than with any external aids to its enjoy-
ment.

The Prufrock collection in itself is
worth the whole volume. There is some-
thing fascinating in the manner in which
Eliot skirts the edges of prose and yet keeps
his excursions on the plane of poetry. His
vocabulary is the vocabulary of prose. His
rhythms, his repetitions, the emotional au
delà which seems present almost in spite
of him, are the elements of poetry. The
new school of British fiction is attempt-
ing something of the same sort. And the
drawing of hard and fast lines between the
various branches of literature is a game
scarcely worth the candle. In Eliot’s work
the flame burns as a fire that gives light
rather than heat. It has the illuminating
quality of prose, and yet one cannot search
the secret places of a man’s soul as he does
without feeling the radiance that clings like
a nimbus.

This is true of “Morning at the Win-
dow,” it is true of “Preludes,” as it is of
the more difficult and analytical pieces.
The titles of these poems are deceiving.
They have none of the fluttering birds and
leaves that one associates with such evoca-
tions. They are drab, sullen, malodorous.
And penetrating as the sour smell of the
tenements.

It is in Eliot’s later work that one detects
the amateur ironist, dismissing too lightly
the serious artist . . . Eliot seems to have
become an amateur of satire. And satire
is an effective weapon against poetry, as
well as against some other things. One
would not easily resign such religious dis-
course as “The Hippopotamus,” which
begins thus: [quotation of lines 1–12 of
“The Hippopotamus”]. [His satire] can
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be equally amusing in the Romance lan-
guages, as witness his picture in “Le
Directeur” of a certain well-known British
weekly: [quotation of lines 7–13 of “Le
Directeur”]. But when one places these
things against . . . “Prufrock” . . . one mea-
sures the difference between the poet and
the jester.

[Quotation of lines 15–22 of “The
Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”]

More than ever Eliot is preoccupied
with the distasteful necessities of the ani-
mal man. More than ever he chooses
words striking for their rarity rather than
for their exactness with which to describe
the details of a disgusting domesticity.
More than ever he injects into his poetry
a scholarship the less fascinating for being
so strident. Even in these poems, however,
there are impeccable passages: “Vacant
shuttles / Weave the wind.” He is a man
in arms against the romantic cliché. But in
his fury he neglects to make those unique
and arresting things which would them-
selves put out the light of the things he
hates. He is, unlike the True Church, flesh
and blood, and he is thirty-two. “Cepen-
dant, ce fut jadis un bel homme, de haute
taille.”

Marion Strobel.
“Perilous Leaping.”
Poetry: A Magazine of
Verse 16 (June 1920),
157–59.

Mr. Eliot evidently believes that a view
from a mountain cannot be appreciated
unless the ascent is a perilous leaping from
crag to crag. At least the first pages of
his latest book (an American reprint, with

a few additions, of Prufrock and Other
Observations, published in 1917 by the
London Egoist) are filled with intellec-
tual curios—curios that form a prodigious
array of hazards leading up to the big
poems. Lovers of exercise will find their
minds flexed, if not inert, after follow-
ing the allusions and ellipses of “Geron-
tion.” It is as though, in this initial poem,
Mr. Eliot went through his morning cal-
isthenics saying: “This, my good people,
is a small part of what I do to give
you a poem”; or more accurately per-
haps: “Come—work with me—show you
deserve true beauty.” And with a “Whoop-
la”—for he is in beautiful condition—he
swings from romance to realism, to reli-
gion, to history, to philosophy, to science,
while you and I climb pantingly, wearily,
after him, clinging to a few familiar words,
and looking from time to time at sign-posts
along the way to reassure ourselves of the
fact that this does lead us to true beauty.

The poems guaranteed-to-produce-
white-blood-corpuscles-in-any-brain come
before page 37 (a specific hint for the
faint-hearted). Fortified by a dictionary,
an encyclopedia, an imagination, and a
martyr’s spirit, even these may be enjoyed.
They are certainly remarkable for their
mystifying titles, their coy complexities
of content, and their line-consuming
words. What, for instance, could be more
naive than the introduction to Sweeney
in “Sweeney Erect”: [quotation of lines
1–12 and 21 of “Sweeney Erect”].

However, in among these stepping-
stones to the poems that are worth a great
deal of trouble to get—though one resents
being reminded of the fact by Mr. Eliot
himself—are one or two resting-places,
such as the whimsical pathos of “A Cook-
ing Egg,” the gentle crudity of “Sweeney
Among the Nightingales,” and the sophis-
ticated humor of “The Hippopotamus.”
And I must further acknowledge that Mr.
Eliot’s humor is the cultivated progeny
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of a teasing spirit of fun and a keen
audacity—the mixture of the Zoo and
the True Church in “The Hippopotamus”
will tickle the palate of the most blasé
epicurean.

And now, feeling that the ascent has
been long and hard, we reach the summit,
and are repaid by reading “The Love Song
of J. Alfred Prufrock” and “Portrait of a
Lady.” These two poems are so far supe-
rior to the gymnastics that precede, and
to the interesting versatilities that follow
them, that they must be classed alone.

“Prufrock,” which was first published
by Poetry in 1915, is a psychological study
of that rather piteous figure, the faded
philandering middle-aged cosmopolite; a
scrupulous psychological study, for the
pervasive beauty of the imagery, the
rhythms used, and the nice repetitions, all
emphasize the sympathetic accuracy of the
context. . . .

In “Portrait of a Lady” we find a like
startling acuteness for details, with a dra-
matic ending which is a fitting example for
the definition, “L’art est un étonnement
heureux.”

And possibly—possibly—it is wise to
work up to “J. Alfred Prufrock” and “Por-
trait of a Lady,” and to slide pleasantly
down again on the humor and ironies of
the poems following; for we might become
dizzy if we found ourselves on a mountain
without the customary foundations.

e. e. cummings.
“T. S. Eliot.”
Dial 68, no. 6 (June
1920), 781–84.

The somewhat recently published Poems
is an accurate and uncorpulent collec-

tion of instupidities. Between the nega-
tive and flabby and ponderous and lit-
tle bellowings of those multitudinous con-
temporaries who are obstinately always
“unconventional” or else “modern” at the
expense of being (what is most difficult)
alive, Mr. T. S. Eliot inserts the positive and
deep beauty of his skillful and immediate
violins . . . the result is at least thrilling.

He has done the trick for us before.
In one of the was it two Blasts skillfully
occurred, more than successfully framed
by much soundless noise, the “Rhapsody”
and “Preludes.” In one of the God knows
nobody knows how many there will be
Others, startlingly enshrined in a good
deal of noiseless sound “Prufrock” and
“Portrait of a Lady” carefully happened.
But “this slim little volume” as a reviewer
might say achieves a far more forceful
presentation, since it competes with and
defeats not mere blasters and differen-
tists but �� ��’s and origens and all that
is Windily and Otherwise enervate and
talkative.

“Some Notes on the Blank Verse of
Christopher Marlowe” are, to a student
of Mr. T. S., unnecessarily illuminating:

. . . this style which secures its empha-
sis by always hesitating on the edge
of caricature at the right moment . . .
this intense and serious and indu-
bitably great poetry, which, like some
great painting and sculpture, attains its
effects by something not unlike carica-
ture.

Even without this somewhat mighty hint,
this something which for all its slippery-
ness is after all a door-knob to be grasped
by anyone who wishes to enter the “some
great” Art-Parlors, ourselves might have
constructed a possibly logical develop-
ment from “Preludes” and “Rhapsody on
a Windy Night” along “J. Alfred” and
“Portrait” up the two Sweeneys to let us
say “The Hippopotamus.” We might have
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been disgracefully inspired to the extent of
projecting as arithmetical, not to say dull,
a classification of Eliot as that of Picasso by
the author of certain rudimentary and not
even ecclesiastical nonsense entitled The
Caliph’s Design. But (it is an enormous
but) our so doing necessarily would have
proved worthless, precisely for the reason
that before an Eliot we become alive or
intense as we become intense or alive
before a Cézanne or a Lachaise: or since,
as always in the case of superficial because
vertical analysis, to attempt the boxing
and labeling of genius is to involve in
something inescapably rectilinear—a for-
mula, for example—not the artist but the
“critic.”

However, we have a better reason. The
last word on caricature was spoken as far
back as 1913. “My dear it’s all so perfectly
ridiculous” remarked to an elderly Boston
woman an elderly woman of Boston, as
the twain made their noticeably irrevo-
cable exeunt from that most colossal of
all circusses, the (then in Boston) Interna-
tional. “My dear if some of the pictures
didn’t look like something it wouldn’t
be so amusing” observed, on the thresh-
old, the e.B.w., adding “I should hate to
have my portrait painted by any of those
‘artists’!” “They’ll never make a statue of
me” stated with polyphiloprogenitive the
e.w.o.B. “Sway in the wind like a field of
ripe corn,” says Mr. Eliot.

In the case of Poems, to state frankly
and briefly what we like may be as good
a way as another of exhibiting our numer-
ous “critical” incapacities. We like, first, to
speak from an altogether personal stand-
point, that any and all attempts to lassoo
Mr. Eliot with the Vorticist emblem have
signally failed.

[. . .]

[A]t no moment do “T. S. Eliot” and “E. P.
propaganda” simultaneously inhabit our
consciousness.

Second, we like that not any of Poems’
fifty-one pages fails to impress us with an
overwhelming sense of technique . . . By
technique we do not mean one thing: the
alert hatred of normality which, through
the lips of a tactile and cohesive adven-
ture, asserts that nobody in general and
some one in particular is incorrigibly and
actually alive. This some one is, it would
seem, the extremely great artist: or, he
who prefers above everything and within
everything the unique dimension of inten-
sity, which it amuses him to substitute
in us for the comforting and comfort-
able furniture of reality. If we examine
the means through which this substitu-
tion is allowed by Mr. Eliot to happen
in his reader, we find that they include:
a vocabulary almost brutally tuned to
attain distinctness; an extraordinarily tight
orchestration of the shapes of sound; the
delicate and careful murderings—almost
invariably interpreted, internally as well
as terminally, through near-rhyme and
rhyme—of established tempos by oral
rhythms.

[. . .]

To come to our final like, which it must
be admitted is also our largest—we like
that no however cautiously attempted dis-
section of Mr. T. S.’s sensitivity begins
to touch a few certain lines whereby
become big and blundering and totally
unskillful our altogether unnecessary
fingers:

The lamp hummed:
“Regard the moon,
La lune ne garde aucune rancune,
She winks a feeble eye,
She smiles into corners.
She smooths the hair of the grass.
The moon has lost her memory.
A washed-out smallpox cracks her

face,
Her hand twists a paper rose . . .”
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At risk of being jeered for an “uncritical”
remark we mention that this is one of the
few huge fragilities before which comment
is disgusting.

Mark Van Doren.
“Anglo-Saxon Adventures
in Verse.”
Nation 110, no. 2869
(26 June 1920),
856a–57a.

T. S. Eliot’s first formally collected vol-
ume, long awaited by those who think they
recognize downright, diabolical genius
when they see it, is distinctly and pre-
ciously an event. It is not known how
long the author of “The Hippopotamus,”
“Sweeney Among the Nightingales,” “The
Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” “Rhap-
sody on a Windy Night,” and “The Boston
Evening Transcript” will remain in Eng-
land, whither he went two years ago to
set up as a critic. Whatever happens, it is
hoped that he keeps somehow to poetry.
For he is the most proficient satirist now
writing in verse, the uncanniest clown, the
devoutest monkey, the most picturesque
ironist; and aesthetically considered, he
is one of the profoundest symbolists. His
sympathy and his vision travel together,
striking like bitter lightning here, flow-
ering damply and suddenly like mush-
rooms there. Three extracts from the
twenty-four poems are not enough but
must do: [quotation of lines 15–22 of
“The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”;
lines 33–45 of “Rhapsody on a Windy
Night”; “Morning at the Window” in
full].

Louis Untermeyer.
“Irony de Luxe.”
Freeman 1 (30 June 1920),
381–82.

For two or three years the poetry of T. S.
Eliot has been championed warmly by
a few protagonists and condemned even
more heatedly by many who suspected the
young author of all things from charla-
tanry to literary anarchism. Those who
have read it have talked of this product,
not as poetry, but as a precipitant, a touch-
stone; they pronounced “Eliot” as though
the name were either a shibboleth or a red
flag. Controversy was difficult. For, with
the exception of two longish poems and
half a dozen scattered verses, this native
of St. Louis continued to publish his occa-
sional pieces in England and threatened at
the age of thirty-one to take on the propor-
tions of a myth. This volume, then, is dou-
bly welcome, for it enables one not only to
estimate Eliot’s actual achievement but to
appraise his influence.

This influence, although exceedingly
limited, is indisputable. And it is even
more remarkable when one perceives that
the present volume, including all of Eliot’s
poetical works, contains just twenty-four
examples, four of them being in French. In
these two dozen pieces there can be heard,
beneath muffled brilliancies, two distinct
and distinctive idioms. The first embodies
the larger curve, the more flexible music;
in it are held the shifting delicacies and
strange nuances of “The Love Song of
J. Alfred Prufrock” and the sensitized
“Portrait of a Lady.” It is the idiom which
Conrad Aiken has exploited (and ampli-
fied) in “The Jig of Forslin,” “Senlin,”
and “Nocturne of Remembered Spring.”
The second accent is sharper, swifter, more
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obviously sparkling. A far more definite
tone of voice, it lends itself so easily to
imitation that it has quickly captivated
most of the younger British insurgents.
Osbert Sitwell, whose anti-war verses are
still remembered, frankly models his new
quatrains on the plan of “Sweeney Among
the Nightingales” and gives us (in part)
such experiments in satiric futurism as:

The dusky king of Malabar
Is chief of Eastern potentates;
Yet he wears no clothes, except
The jewels that decency dictates . . . .

But Mrs. Freudenthal, in furs,
From Brioche dreams to mild surprise
Awakes; the music throbs and purrs.
The ’cellist with albino eyes

Rivets attention; is, in fact,
The very climax; pink eyes flash
Whenever, nervous and pain-racked,
He hears the drums and cymbals clash.

[. . .]

It is but a step to the more acerb orig-
inal. Here are two illustrative segments
from [“Sweeney Erect” and “Whispers of
Immortality”]:

Apeneck Sweeney spreads his knees
Letting his arms hang down to laugh,
The zebra stripes along his jaw
Swelling to maculate giraffe . . .

Grishkin is nice: her Russian eye
Is underlined for emphasis;
Uncorseted, her friendly bust
Gives promise of pneumatic bliss.

It is this vein that tempts him most—and
is his undoing. For irony, no matter how
agile and erudite—and Eliot’s is both—
must contain heat if it is to burn. And heat
is one of the few things that can not be
juggled by this acrobatic satirist. With
amazing virtuosity, he balances and tosses
fragments of philosophy, history, science,

tea-table gossip, carelessly screened
velleities. There are times when he dis-
cards his flashing properties, changes
his vocabulary of rare words for a more
direct irony which is not only amusing
but incisive. “The Hippopotamus,” that
audacious whimsicality, is an example . . .

[Quotation of lines 1–12 and 21–24]

But at least two-thirds of Eliot’s sixty-
three pages attain no higher eminence
than extraordinarily clever—and emi-
nently uncomfortable—verse. The exal-
tation which is the very breath of
poetry—that combination of tenderness
and toughness—is scarcely ever present in
Eliot’s lines. Scarcely ever, I reiterate, for a
certain perverse exultation takes its place;
an unearthly light without warmth which
has the sparkle if not the strength of fire.
It flickers mockingly through certain of
the unrhymed pictures and shines with a
bright pallor out of the two major poems.

These two are the book’s main exhibit,
its jeweled medallion. Medallion, too,
in the sense that both of them comple-
ment each other, obverse and reverse.
The “Portrait of a Lady,” the franker
and more easily communicable, is a half-
sympathetic, half-scornful study in the
impressionist manner of the feminine dilet-
tante, the slightly-faded précieuse hover-
ing tremulously on the verge of an abortive
“affair.”

[Quotation of lines 1–14 of “Portrait
of a Lady”]

“The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”
is even more adroit though less outspo-
ken. Sensitive to the pitch of concealment,
this is an analysis of the lady’s sexual
opposite—an inhibited, young–old philan-
derer, tired of talk and the eternal tea-
tables; a prey to boredom that breeds its
own revulsion, a victim too sunk in him-
self to escape it. For him, eternally, it seems
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that “In the room the women come and
go / Talking of Michelangelo.” Prufrock
would shatter the small talk, pierce the
whispered inanities, cry out!

But he can neither discharge his protest
not find words for it. He listens politely;
he accepts the proffered cup; he chatters
on aimlessly. It is the quiet tragedy of frus-
tration, the revolté buried in the gentle-
man.

[Quotation of lines 114–25 of “The
Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock]

Yet Prufrock is not all psychology. Eliot
can be delicately fantastic and purely pic-
torial when the mood is on him. [In
“Morning at the Window,”] he can speak
of . . . “the damp souls of housemaids /
Sprouting despondently at area gates.”
He hears the laughter of Mr. Apollinax
(who sounds suspiciously like Bertrand
Russell) “tinkling among the teacups” and
he thinks of “. . . Priapus in the shrub-
bery / Gaping at the lady in the swing.”
He watches the fog rubbing its back upon
the windowpanes.

[Quotation of lines 16–22 of “The
Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”]

But these are the exceptional moments.
For the most part, Eliot cares less for his
art than he does for his attitudes. Dis-
daining the usual poetic cant, he falls into
another tradition; he leans towards a kind
of versifying which, masquerading under
the title of “occasional” or “social” verse,
may be found in many a Lyra Elegan-
tiarum. Pliny had in mind this type when
he wrote: “These pieces commonly go
under the title of poetical amusements; but
these amusements have sometimes gained
as much reputation to their authors as
works of a far more serious nature.” And
some two thousand years later, Locker-
Lampson described their qualities again:

“The tone should be pitched too high;
it should be terse and rather in the
conversational key; the rhythm should
be crisp and sparkling, the rhyme fre-
quent and never forced . . .” Both Pliny
and Locker-Lampson might have been
reviewing Eliot’s conversational ironies.
For Eliot’s gift is seldom the poet’s. His
contribution is related to poetry only at
rare intervals. His lines, for the most part,
are written in a new genre or, to be more
accurate, in a modernization of a surpris-
ingly old one. They are, primarily, a species
of mordant light verse; complex and disil-
lusioned vers de société.

∗Raymond M. Weaver.
“What Ails Pegasus?”
Bookman 52 (September
1920), 57–66.

[. . .]

We have it on the authority of a long
line of poets and critics, reaching back to
its locus classicus in Plato, that there is
a mystery about creative art deeper than
intellect or will, descending to the poet as
by the theological mystery of grace. The
great artist does not sit with grim deliber-
ation in his study and proclaim: “Go to!
I shall write a masterpiece!” The creation
is done as by obsessional madness: a mad-
ness which after its enactment offers a test
for the sanity of critics.

As society becomes intricate, sophisti-
cated, and critical, it tends to discipline
its creative spontaneity, the artist becom-
ing a critic with a theory to exemplify;
art degenerates into artifice, architecture
into upholstering. Poetry comes to be a
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specialized vice fostered by “Societies”
and “Schools”—a sickly ornament for an
ugly existence, not a smile on the face of
society, an overflowing of genuine happi-
ness and power. The celestial madness of
the heavenly bards finds sorry caricature in
some of our half-demented versifiers. The
prosaic dullness of the “divine average,”
immaculately ignorant of great poetry,
is flattered by the Platonic contention
that poets are mad—diverting neurotics
to be viewed with the most complacent
patronage.

Yet the classical poetic madness [. . .]
is not, as our democratic civilization is
so obligingly eager to believe, a sign of
weakness or degeneration, but rather of
perfected power. All authentic poetry is
born of the conflict between irrational
nature and rational desire . . . For the
achievement of pleasure, relaxation, san-
ity of mind and body, these tensions
must find some relief. In inferior beings,
this tension may result in pathological
derangement; in superior souls, however,
relief—or purgation—from this stress is
ideally achieved in religion or noble art.
The “divine madness” of the poets—“le
rêve par lequel l’homme aspire à une vie
superieure”—is the bursting forth, from
depths unplumbed by cold practical rea-
son, of powers of lofty insight and heaven-
born desire.

[. . .]

The Poems—ironically so-called—of
T. S. Eliot, if not heavy and pedantic
parodies of the “new poetry,” are docu-
ments that would find sympathetic read-
ers in the waiting-room of a private sana-
torium. Clinically analyzed they suggest
in conclusion one of Mr. Eliot’s lines:
“After such knowledge, what forgive-
ness?” As a parodist, Mr. Eliot is lacking
in good taste, invention, and wit. Com-
pared with Rudyard Kipling, Thackeray,

and Phoebe Cary (among the most accom-
plished parodists in the language) Mr. Eliot
is prodigiously labored and dull. Gen-
eral incomprehensibility and sordidness of
detail (defects not difficult to imitate, but
excessively difficult to parody) are Mr.
Eliot’s distinguishing traits. He is usually
intelligible only when he is nasty. His
similes are without humor and without
point:

He laughed like an irresponsible
foetus.

[“Mr. Apollinax”]

Midnight shakes the memory
As a madman shakes a dead geranium.

[“Rhapsody on a Windy Night”]

The worlds revolve like ancient
women

Gathering fuel in vacant lots.
[“Preludes”]

Mr. Eliot may cynically have perpetrated
this slim volume in order to glean from
the tributes of his admirers material for a
new “Dunciad.”

[. . .]

Padraic Colum.
“Studies in the
Sophisticated.”
New Republic 25
(8 December 1920), 52,
54.

[Discussion of The Instigations of
Ezra Pound]

To give prose the precedence of verse
in a review that deals with both is
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possibly wrong, but there is an excuse
for it in the present case. The Instiga-
tions of Ezra Pound deal in many places
with the poems of T. S. Eliot. Some of
these passages make the best introduc-
tion that could be written for the poems.
They are eulogistic, and at least in one
passage, possibly extravagantly eulogistic.
Mr. Eliot’s form is compared to Ovid’s
form in the Heroides, and to Browning’s
form in Men and Women. “The form
of Men and Women is more alive than
the epistolary form of the Heroides,” Mr.
Pound says, and then he goes on to suggest
that the present-day poet has made a
certain advance on Browning’s form—
“Browning included a certain amount of
ratiocination and of purely intellectual
comment, and in just that proportion
he lost intensity.” Mr. Eliot has stripped
away the ratiocination and the intellectual
comment.

His first volume has been published
in the present year—a small collection of
twenty-four pieces, four being in French.
Had Mr. Eliot excluded such pieces as
“The Boston Evening Transcript,” “Hys-
teria,” “Cousin Nancy,” one would be
able to judge his poetry without making
a reference to The Smart Set. That he has
included these is evidence that he is not
amongst the super-sophisticated.

I do not know if these poems mark
the beginning of a cycle in poetry, but
I am sure that they mark the end of
one. Twenty years ago Mr. Yeats pub-
lished The Wind Among the Reeds. He
brought a new set of symbols into poetry.
He heard “the Shadowy Horses, their long
manes a-shake, their hoofs heavy with
tumult.” Today Mr. Eliot sees that “The
red-eyed scavengers are creeping from
Kentish Town and Golder’s Green.” The
cycle is complete: the vague and vision-
ary territory has become defined as points
on a subway, and municipal employees

have taken the place of creatures out of a
myth.

And the truth is that our imaginations
are put at no loss by the change in symbols.
Mr. Eliot, like the Mr. Yeats of The Wind
Among the Reeds, is a symbolist. He, too,
has his Aedh, his Hanrahan, his Michael
Robartes. But he calls them Sweeney,
J. Alfred Prufrock, Mr. Apollinax. “The
Hippopotamus” . . . takes the place of the
boar with bristles and the deer with no
horns. The change, of course, would not
be real if there were no poetry transmitted
through the symbols. Poetry is transmit-
ted. In such poems as “Gerontion,” “The
Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” “Por-
trait of a Lady,” “Cooking Egg,” we get a
glimpse of the visions and tragedies that
are in the soul—it does not matter that
the soul in these situations has to look out
on restaurants instead of on temples, and
on “rocks, moss, stonecrop, iron, merds,”
instead of on the mountains and the
sea.

Mr. Eliot has learned from Jules
Laforgue how to make modern settings as
well as how to parade a mockery of the lit-
erary allusion. This by itself would serve
to put him with the Modernists. But he
is modern in a way that is more signifi-
cant. He has the modern approach to the
soul, or, let us say, to the psyche—to the
soul that is not an entity but a collection
of complexes—the soul that is at once pos-
itive and reticent, obscured and clairvoy-
ant. The poet is well aware of the tragedy
that is marked by a yawn, and the dread-
ful dismissal that is in a cliché repeated.
His art is indeed achieved when he can
give us such revelations in the medium of
verse.

For a generation there have been
attempts to do this kind of thing in
English, and verse in which ennui turns
upon disillusion has gone the rounds.
But now that Mr. Eliot has published we
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see that in this verse there were only
approaches. Mr. Eliot’s work is complete;
he has adapted a modern technique, and
his personae are stabilized into types . . .
Romantic poetry, in its spent stages, will
encounter Sweeney and Prufrock and will
not know what has happened to it. But

that comparison is wrong: the poetry of
Mr. Eliot, in spite of its being so well exer-
cised and so well disinfected, belongs after
all to Byzantium; the shadows of a long
decay are upon it all.

[. . .]
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∗Douglas Goldring.
“Modern Critical
Prose.”
Chapbook 2, no. 8
(February 1920), 7–14.

[Review of Three Critical Essays
on Modern English Poetry
(by T. S. Eliot, Aldous Huxley,
and F. S. Flint) 1920]

Wars, perhaps inevitably, have a bad effect
on the critical spirit. They make the nec-
essary detachment difficult or impossible,
play havoc with our standards of val-
ues, and leave us often with an after-taste
of commercialism which it takes years to
eradicate. After a war such as the one from
which we have just emerged, nothing is
more necessary than the restoration of crit-
icism to its old prestige, and it is one of the
hopeful signs of the times that attempts
in this direction are beginning to be
made.

[Discussion of various British critics]

Among the few younger critics who
show an entirely disinterested love for
their art, perhaps the most interesting fig-
ures are Mr. T. S. Eliot and Mr. Aldous
Huxley. Mr. Eliot has a scientific, ana-
lytical brain, and approaches his task
with some of the detachment of the great
surgeon who, knife in hand, advances
towards the exposed flesh of the anes-
thetized “case.” He rarely makes a cut in
the wrong place, he dissects with an unhur-
ried precision, and remorselessly reveals
the structure and the content of the book
on which he “operates.” His learning is
prodigious, and kept carefully under the

counter until it is required. If some of the
elusive essences of an author’s heart and
mind occasionally escape him, we have no
right to object. Every critic has his limita-
tions; Mr. Eliot fewer than most. Within
these limitations, such as they are, he has
undoubtedly one of the most distinguished
critical minds of our time. He has a stan-
dard of values, and he is honest in applying
it.

[. . .]

For the man who really has a standard
of values can refer to it almost any kind
of artistic expression with some degree of
safety. The question he asks himself is not
so much whether such and such a thing is
or is not “high art,” but rather is it good
of its kind, and does it at least express a
distinct personality?

[. . .]

It is high time a new note was struck in
our criticism; high time it became impa-
tient of shams and pretensions, indiffer-
ent to social influences and to the vagaries
of fashion. Real criticism is, of course,
a difficult job. It is a combination of an
exact science and a delicate art, which
demands a certain asceticism of the intel-
lect for which the disorderly modern mind
is perhaps little fitted. But there seems
no reason why our reviewers should not
begin once more to take an interest in
the arts they write about, and to express
opinions, independently arrived at, with
frankness and honesty. It is to be hoped
that they will once again find courage to
utter those “truth-speaking things” which
“shame the angel’s veiling wings,” things
which “make the gods shake, they know
not why.” Our literary heaven is too com-
fortably asleep, and the return of Uriel is
overdue.
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∗F. G. Bettany.
“The Bookshelf.”
Arts Gazette 2 (3 April
1920), 741–42.

[Review of Three Critical Essays
on Modern English Poetry
(by T. S. Eliot, Aldous Huxley,
and F. S. Flint) 1920]

[. . .]

The Three Critical Essays on Modern
English Poetry which constitute the cur-
rent number of the Chapbook, are at once
a challenge and a manifesto. Here we
have dominant spirits of the new genera-
tion plying the rod upon the reviewer and
advocating something like a new aesthetic
ideal . . .

Each age likes to invent its own catch-
words, so no one need be surprised over
the discovery that neither Mr. T. S. Eliot
nor his associates, Mr. Aldous Huxley and
Mr. F. S. Flint, makes any mention of
the “renascence of wonder.” In point of
fact even Mr. Eliot, whose province more
particularly is the “criticism of poetry,”
scarcely troubles to offer a passing def-
inition of poetry, so concerned is he to
set up a lofty standard for the critic and
to denounce the “disease of contemporary
reviewing.” “Poetry,” he tells us, “is pri-
marily an art, that is to say, a means of
communicating those direct feelings pecu-
liar to art, which range from amusement
to ecstasy” and there he leaves it, taken
for granted, while he passes on to inform
us what criticism is not and what it should
be. He declares roundly that “to the poet
only the criticism of poets is useful” and
adds

The critic is interested in
technique—technique in the widest
sense. You cannot understand a book
on mathematics unless you are actively,
not merely passively, a mathematician,
unless you can perform operations, not
merely follow them. And you cannot
understand the technique of poetry
unless you are to some extent capable
of performing this operation.

But to what extent? There is the rub. Are
we to set minor poets to judge major
poets? Are we so sure that even a major
poet, such as Swinburne, was the most
judicious critic of literature? Is technique
all that has to be considered in poetry?
What about passion or freshness of obser-
vation or “fundamental brainwork”? And
has the critic no duty to the public as well
as to the poet, no duty to art of the past as
well as of the present? Is not poetry primar-
ily addressed to the public, and unless it
can make good its appeal to that audience
in the long run, must it not be stillborn,
no matter what heralding it may obtain
from your poet–critic? Are there not poets’
poets and are not these, though masters
of technique, the men who fail to strike a
response from the heart of average human-
ity? Mr. Eliot writes too much from the
standpoint of the executant or composer
(whichever metaphor may be allowed me)
and a craftsman himself, looks at criticism
too much through the craftsman’s eyes.
Incidentally he limits the critic’s range. He
distinguishes between the critic and the
historian or philosopher as though poetry
could be stripped of its content of feeling
and thought and so he comes very near the
heresy that the expert’s, that is the poet’s,
judgment is alone worth listening to about
poetry.

[. . .]

54



∗“The Function of
Criticism.”
Times Literary
Supplement 956 (13 May
1920), 289.

[Review of Three Critical Essays
on Modern English Poetry
(by T. S. Eliot, Aldous Huxley,
and F. S. Flint) 1920]

It is curious and interesting to find our
younger men of letters actively concerned
with the present condition of literary crit-
icism.

[. . .]

[T]he excellent London Mercury, after
whetting our appetite by announcing that
it proposed to restore the standards of
authoritative criticism, still leaves us a lit-
tle in the dark as to what these stan-
dards are. Mr. T. S. Eliot deals more
kindly, if more frigidly, with us in the
monthly Chapbook. There are, he says,
three kinds of criticism—the historical,
the philosophic, and the purely liter-
ary. “Every form of genuine criticism is
directed towards creation. The historical
or philosophic critic of poetry is criticiz-
ing poetry in order to create a history or
a philosophy; the poetic critic is criticizing
poetry in order to create poetry.” These
separate and distinct kinds, he considers,
are but rarely found today, even in a frag-
mentary form; where they do exist, they
are almost invariably mingled in an inex-
tricable confusion.

Whether we agree or not with the gen-
eral condemnation of reviewing implicit in
this survey of the situation, or with the

division of criticism itself, we have every
reason to be grateful to Mr. Eliot for dis-
entangling the problem for us. The ques-
tion of criticism has become rather like
Glaucus the sea-god, encrusted with shells
and hung with weed till his lineaments are
hardly discernible.

[There follows a lengthy analysis of
Eliot’s classification of critics as
historical, philosophical, and purely
literary.]

“Poetry and Criticism.”
Times Literary
Supplement 985
(2 December 1920), 795.

Mr. Eliot is a critic with principles which
have not been assumed hastily for the pur-
pose of writing but which have grown out
of his experience of literature. These he
expresses calmly and with precision; he
does not try to write prose-poetry about
poetry, to make his criticism the poor rela-
tion of poetry. Criticism for him is an
important and independent activity with
its own procedure; it ought, he thinks, to
be without caprice, raptures or tantrums,
or egotism. It is science rather than art—
though we are apt to make too sharp a
division between these—and ought to have
the manners of science. Since he has an
experience of literature perhaps more wide
than intense, a keen intelligence and the
power of expressing it precisely in lan-
guage, his criticism is always worth read-
ing and often of great value. But it has also
certain perversities, instinctive rather than
rational, of which one gradually becomes
aware, concealed though they be even
from himself by the air of reason which he
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consciously and rightly maintains. Against
these one must be warned so that one may
profit by his wisdom.

The central essay of the book, that most
concerned with principle, is the essay on
“Tradition and the Individual Talent.” Mr.
Eliot says, “. . . [We are apt] to insist, when
we praise a poet, upon those aspects of his
work in which he least resembles anyone
else . . . Whereas if we approach a poet
without this prejudice we shall often find
that not only the best, but the most indi-
vidual parts of his work may be those in
which the dead poets, his ancestors, assert
their immortality most vigorously.” This is
true, not only of poets who like Milton and
Keats revere tradition, but also of those
who, like Wordsworth and Whitman, con-
sciously rebel against some portion of it.
These express themselves most richly and
happily when tradition comes to their aid,
like the forgiving father to the prodigal
son. In their rebellion against it they are
apt to be thin, restless, more conscious of
themselves than of their theme. But Mr.
Eliot proceeds to tell us what tradition
is for the poet. It is the feeling that “the
whole literature of Europe from Homer
and within it the whole of the literature
of his own country has a simultaneous
existence and composes a simultaneous
order.”

It is not a sense of the past and of
progress from it so much as a sense of
eternity which yet, as he points out, is
continually being modified by the new
work of art. “What happens when a new
work of art is created is something that
happens simultaneously to all the works
of art which preceded it . . . the rela-
tions, proportions, values of each work
of art towards the whole are readjusted;
and this is conformity between the old
and the new.” This, we believe, is true,
novel, and well expressed; it provokes us
to further thought on the subject. What is
the use which the poet makes of tradition

when he conforms to it yet says something
new both in substance and in forms? Is
it not this, that he continues the explo-
ration both of what is to be said in terms
of poetry, and in the manner of saying
it beyond the point to which that explo-
ration had been carried before? He con-
quers for poetry what had hitherto been
part of the prose of life; but this conquest
is possible only because of the conquests of
former poets. We, because we have a long
tradition, a long effort of poetry, can in
our poetry go deeper into the human mind
than nations with little or no tradition.
Each new poet can assume what has been
poetized in the past, and starting from that
assumption, can proceed further; in fact
the new poet is he who subdues to poetry
what it never occurred to any former poet
to subdue; but this would not occur to
him, but for the achievements of the for-
mer poets. And, as poetry is what it is try-
ing to become, so it seems even to change
a little in character or direction with each
new conquest. But this happens, of course,
only when the tradition is alive and unbro-
ken. If poets either repeat or rebel blindly,
tradition no longer helps them because it
is not theirs.

[. . .]

Mr. Eliot would insist that what mat-
ters . . . is not the new thing said, but
the poetizing of it—in fact, he seems to
us to insist on this perhaps a little too
much. He says truly that one error of
eccentricity in poetry is to search for new
human emotions to express, that the busi-
ness of the poet is not to find new emo-
tions, but to use the ordinary ones; but
the fact remains that the new poet does
poetize, not emotions perhaps but com-
plex experiences that have not been poe-
tized before, at least in his own litera-
ture; and that, in doing so, he does enrich
the medium itself. Finally, however, Mr.
Eliot makes the right distinction when he
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says that significant emotion is that which
has its life in the poem, not in the his-
tory of the poet, that the emotion of art is
impersonal.

One other passage we will quote [this
one from “The Perfect Critic”] to show
how just and high is his conception of
criticism:

A precept, such as Horace, or Boileau
gives us, is merely an unfinished anal-
ysis . . . Such statements may often be
justifiable as a saving of time; but in
matters of great importance the critic
must not coerce, and he must not
make judgements of worse and better.
He must simply elucidate: the reader
will form the correct judgements for
himself.

That, again, is true and well put; but
we wish Mr. Eliot’s practice always con-
formed to this high theory. Unfortunately,
it is sometimes perverted by malice the
more insidious because unconscious. We
can see that there are some people whom
he wishes to annoy, as, for instance, the
people who like Meredith; and he tries to
annoy them by slipping in contemptuous
remarks about Meredith which cannot be
refuted because they say nothing except
that Mr. Eliot despises Meredith and those
who admire him. This . . . is a judgment
not even of worse or better, but merely a
sentence . . . uttered, we are sure, only
to annoy. And this malice betrays itself
again in the essay on Swinburne as poet.
He begins by admitting that Swinburne
“did make a contribution”; but all that
he quotes from Swinburne is to illus-
trate his defects; it is what no one would
quote who wished to give an idea of his
genius.

In fact Mr. Eliot is more grudging of
praise than blame; often, indeed, he seems
to grudge us our enjoyment, as if he took
a pleasure in rubbing the gilt off the gin-
gerbread, when really it is not gilt at all

or mere gingerbread. And because of this
we are tempted to read him with resent-
ment, to resist even the many good things
which he says. That he should provoke this
resistance, that he should so often resem-
ble the wind rather than the sun, is, we
think, a proof that he is malicious with-
out knowing it, and that this malice leads
him sometimes into a practice contrary to
those excellent principles which he states
so well.

Robert Lynd.
“Buried Alive.”
Nation 18 (4 December
1920), supplement
359–60.

Mr. Eliot, in his critical essays, is an under-
taker rather than a critic. He comes to
bury Hamlet, not to praise him. He has
an essay on “Hamlet and His Problems,”
in which he assures us that “[s]o far from
being Shakespeare’s masterpiece, the play
is most certainly an artistic failure.” Now,
there are several things about Hamlet that
call for explanation. But there is one thing
that needs no explanation, and that is its
“artistic failure.” One might well set out
to explain why the mid-Atlantic is shallow,
why Mont Blanc is lower than Parliament
Hill, why Cleopatra was unattractive, why
roses have an offensive smell. It might be
possible for a writer of paradoxes to amuse
himself and us on any of these themes. But
Mr. Eliot is no dealer in paradoxes. He
is a serious censor of literature, who lives
in the gloom of a basement, and cannot
believe in the golden pomp of the sun out-
side. It might be unfair to say that what
he is suffering from is literary atheism. He
has undoubtedly gods of his own. But he
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worships them in the dark spirit of the sec-
tarian, and his interest in them is theologi-
cal rather than religious in kind. He is like
the traditional Plymouth Brother whose
belief in God is hardly so strong as his
belief that there are “only a few of us”—
perhaps “only one of us”—saved. We see
the Plymouth-Brother mood in his refer-
ence to “the few people who talk intel-
ligently about Stendhal and Flaubert and
James.” This expresses an attitude which
is intolerable in a critic of literature, and
should be left to the précieuses ridicules.

Mr. Eliot, however, does not merely
say that Hamlet is an artistic failure and
leave it at that. He goes on to explain
what he means. He believes that: “. . .
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, so far as it is Shake-
speare’s, is a play dealing with the effect
of a mother’s guilt upon her son, and that
Shakespeare was unable to impose this
motive successfully upon the ‘intractable’
material of the old play.”

. . . Shakespeare’s finished Hamlet is a
play dealing with many things besides the
effect of a mother’s guilt on her son. It is
a play dealing with the effect of a whole
circle of ruinous events closing in on a
man of princely nature, who was a for-
eigner amid the baseness that surrounded
him. Shakespeare showed in Hamlet that
it was possible, contrary to all the rules,
to write a play which combined the large-
ness of a biography with essential dra-
matic unity. Mr. Eliot, however, clings to
the idea that Shakespeare failed in Hamlet
because he was divided in interest between
the theme of the guilty mother and other
intractable stuff “that the writer could not
drag to light, contemplate, or manipulate
into art.” Now every great work of art is
like the visible part of an iceberg; it reveals
less than it leaves hidden. The greatest
poem in the world is no more than a page
from that inspired volume that exists in the
secret places of the poet’s soul. There is no
need to explain the mysteries that crowd

about us as we read Hamlet by a the-
ory of Shakespeare’s failure. To summon
these mysteries into the narrow compass
of a play is the surest evidence of a poet’s
triumph. Let us see, however, how Mr.
Eliot, holding to his guilty-mother theme,
attempts to explain the quality of Shake-
speare’s failure.

[Quotation from “Hamlet and His
Problems,”The Sacred Wood 100 and
101]

“Hamlet (the man),” he adds, “is dom-
inated by an emotion which is inexpress-
ible, because it is in excess of the facts as
they appear.” Mr. Eliot has a curious view
of the things that justify violent emotion.
I should have thought that the murder of
a father by his usurping brother, the infi-
delity of a mother and a mistress, the use
of former companions to spy on him, the
failure of all that had once seemed honest
and fair, plots to murder him, the suicide
of his beloved, might have caused consid-
erable perturbation even in the soul of a
fish. If ever there was a play in which the
emotion is not in excess of the facts as they
appear, that play is Hamlet.

[. . .]

Mr. Eliot is like a man dissecting—and
dissecting with desperate earnestness—a
corpse that isn’t there.

And his essays in praise have scarcely
more of that vitality which is a prerequi-
site of good criticism than his essays in
blame. He obviously admires Blake and
Ben Jonson, but he leaves them as rigid and
cold as though he were measuring them
for their coffins. The good critic commu-
nicates his delight in genius. His memo-
rable sentences are the mirrors of mem-
orable works of art. Like the poet, he is
something of a philosopher, but his phi-
losophy is for the most part implicit. He
is a light-bringer by means of quotation
and aphorism. He may destroy, but only
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in order to let in the light . . . He knows
that literature is not the game of a coterie,
but is a fruit of the tree of life, hanging
from the same boughs as the achievements
of lovers and statesmen and heroes. There
is so little truth in Mr. Eliot’s statement
that “a literary critic should have no emo-
tions except those immediately provoked
by a work of art—and these . . . are, when
valid, perhaps not to be called emotions at
all,” that one would be bound to tell ten
times more truth merely by contradicting
it. The ideal critic would always be able to
disentangle relevant from irrelevant emo-
tions as he studied a work of art; but in
practice all critics, save a few makers of
abstract laws, are human, and the rich per-
sonal experience of the critic enters into his
work for good as well as evil.

Mr. Eliot fails as a critic because he
brings us neither light nor delight. But this
does not mean that he will always fail. He
has some of the qualities that go to the
making of a critic. He has learning, and
he enjoys intellectual exercise. His essay
on “Tradition and the Individual Talent”
shows that he is capable of ideas, though
he is not yet capable of expressing them
clearly and interestingly. Besides, as one
reads him, one is conscious of the pres-
ence of a serious talent, as yet largely inar-
ticulate, and wasting itself on the splitting
of hairs and metaphysical word-spinning.
His failure at present is partly a failure of
generosity. If a critic is lacking in gener-
ous responsiveness, it is in vain for him to
write about the poets . . . Let Mr. Eliot
for the next ten years take as his patron
saint the woman in the New Testament
who found the piece of silver, instead of
Johannes Agricola in joyless meditation.
He will find her not only better company,
but a wiser counselor. He may even find his
sentences infected with her cheerful excite-
ment, for want of which as yet they can
break neither into a phrase nor into a
smile.

∗L. W. [Leonard Woolf].
“Back to Aristotle.”
Athenaeum 4729 (17
December 1920), 834–35.

[. . .]

Mr. Eliot several times in the course of
[The Sacred Wood] asserts or implies that
there is today no such thing as English
criticism. And, as we read on through his
book—a book which you can only push
your way through slowly, sometimes even
laboriously—we became more and more
convinced that Mr. Eliot means by crit-
icism what Aristotle meant by criticism.
When on page 33 we read that the tools
of the critic are “comparison and analy-
sis,” we could no longer resist the impulse
to go to the neglected shelf and take down
that dusty volume of The Poetics, and we
think it is a compliment to Mr. Eliot that
we read through the remainder of his book
with Aristotle open on our knees. This
happy collocation of Athens and America
showed us why there is no criticism today
in the Aristotelian sense: “I propose to
treat of Poetry in itself and of its various
kinds, noting the essential quality of each;
to inquire into the structure of the plot as
requisite to a good poem; into the number
and nature of the parts of which a poem
is composed; and similarly into whatever
else falls within the same inquiry.”

[Quotation from “Imperfect Critics,”
The Sacred Wood 35]

These two quotations will perhaps explain
why Mr. Eliot seems to cry aloud to us,
“Back to Aristotle,” and why . . . he brings
us up with a shock against the satisfying,
if painful, hardness of the intellect. For
Mr. Eliot, as for Aristotle, criticism is not
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concerned with the personal psychology or
psychological experiences of either author,
character, or reader nor is the critic right
when he attempts to interpret a poem or a
play in the way in which, unfortunately,
most performers conceive it to be their
duty to interpret music, i.e., by rewriting
it. For both these literary critics criticism
is a science, the science of literary works
of art, and it must therefore primarily rely
upon the two great scientific instruments,
comparison and analysis. It is important
to note the effect of this attitude upon the
work not only of Mr. Eliot the critic, but
of Mr. Eliot the poet. We have sometimes
thought, in reading his poems, that he was
treating the writing of poetry as a science,
as if it were possible for the poet, working
upon the achievements of all his predeces-
sors, to discover some entirely new poem
in his own mind much as a scientist discov-
ers a new spirochæte or trypanosome. The
idea is now shown to be not so fantastic
as at first sight it may have appeared. In
an essay on “Tradition and the Individual
Talent” he develops a theory with regard
to the nature of poetic creation which it
would be unfair to him for us to attempt to
explain in the narrow confines of a review.
The theory postulates, however, a kind of
absorption of the poetic past by the poet
of today and a process of depersonaliza-
tion in the poet. “It is in this depersonal-
ization,” says Mr. Eliot, “that art may be
said to approach the condition of science.”

It is impossible here to deal adequately
either with Mr. Eliot’s theory or practice
of criticism. The two things are not, of
course, the same, though Mr. Eliot’s con-
ception of each emerges clearly, if gradu-
ally, in this book. Criticism is a science in
its practice; in its theory it is rather a part
of philosophy. In both branches Mr. Eliot
seems to us, even when we strongly dis-
agree with his theories, judgments, or anal-
ysis, to contribute something solid, some-
thing which can serve as a foundation for

knowledge, a keener or juster apprecia-
tion, and even creation. And those, we
agree with Mr. Eliot, are the objects of true
criticism.

Marianne Moore.
“The Sacred Wood.”
Dial 70 (March 1921),
336–39.

The Sacred Wood is a thoughtful book;
its well-knit architecture recalls Trollope’s
comment upon Castle Richmond. It has
“no appearance of having been thrown out
of its own windows.” As a revival of enjoy-
ment it has value, but in what it reveals as
a definition of criticism it is especially rich.
The connection between criticism and cre-
ation is close; criticism naturally deals with
creation but it is equally true that criticism
inspires creation. A genuine achievement
in criticism is an achievement in creation;
as Mr. Eliot says, “It is to be expected that
the critic and the creative artist should fre-
quently be the same person.” Much light
is thrown on the problems of art in Mr.
Eliot’s citing of Aristotle as an example of
the perfect critic—perfect by reason of his
having the scientific mind. Too much can-
not be said for the necessity in the artist of
exact science.

[. . .]

One of the chief charms . . . of Mr.
Eliot’s criticism is that in his withholding
of praise, an author would feel no pain.
But when his praise is unmixed, the effect
is completely brilliant as in the opening
paragraphs of the essay on Ben Jonson. In
his profound appreciation of the genius of
Jonson, Mr. Eliot is perhaps more reveal-
ing than in any other of the studies in this
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volume and is entirely convincing in his
statement that Ben Jonson is not merely
the “man of letters” but is the “literary
artist,” who if played now, would attract
thousands.

[. . .]

One recognizes the truth of the statement
that Jonson’s “skill is not so much skill
in plot as skill in doing without a plot”
and that “what holds the play together
is a unity of inspiration that radiates into
plot and personages alike.” The distinc-
tion made in Ben Jonson’s case between
brilliance of surface and mere superficial-
ity, is well made. As Mr. Eliot notes, the
liveliness of Fletcher and Massinger covers
a vacuum, whereas the superficies of Jon-
son is solid; “the superficies is the world.”

[. . .]

In these studies it is interesting to note
that truth is to the author a fundamental
attraction. He defines the strangeness of
Blake as “merely a peculiar honesty, which
in a world too frightened to be honest, is
peculiarly terrifying.”

[. . .]

Blake’s humanly personal approach to
any subject that he treated, preserves him
to us; he is a greener figure to the eye than
Dante. It is not personal transcendence; it
is, as Mr. Eliot observes, the combination
of philosophy, theology, and poetry, which
makes Dante strong and symmetrical. A
conclusion with regard to Dante which
has been largely held no doubt by many,
is accurately expressed by Mr. Eliot when
he says that “Dante, more than any other
poet, has succeeded in dealing with his phi-
losophy in terms of something perceived.”
We enjoy, furthermore, the critic’s ability
to separate the specious from the sound
when he says apropos of Landor’s fail-
ure to understand Francesca: “Francesca
is neither stupefied nor reformed; she is

merely damned; and it is a part of damna-
tion to experience desires that we can no
longer gratify. For in Dante’s Hell souls are
not deadened, as they mostly are in life;
they are actually in the greatest torment of
which each is capable.”

. . . In his poetry, [Mr. Eliot] seems
to move troutlike through a multiplicity
of foreign objects and in his instinctive-
ness and care as a critic, he appears as a
complement to the sheen upon his poetry.
In his opening a door upon the past and
indicating what is there, he recalls the
comment made by Swinburne upon Hugo:
“Art knows nothing of death; . . . all that
ever had life in it, has life in it forever;
those themes only are dead which never
were other than dead. No form is obsolete,
no subject out of date, if the right man be
there to rehandle it.”

Conrad Aiken.
“The Scientific Critic.”
Freeman 2 (2 March
1921), 593–94.

Mr. T. S. Eliot has, as we know, an eye
for the odd, and yet that is not to do him
complete justice: his eye is for what is sig-
nificant in the odd; and thus it is that we
find him quoting, opposite the first page of
his small, delightful book of criticism, The
Sacred Wood, the cryptic line: “I also like
to dine on becaficas.” Becaficas? If one is
not expert in sixteenth- and seventeenth-
century literature one learns from the dic-
tionary that becaficas are “small birds”
or “warblers” or “golden orioles”: what
the Italian peasant would indiscriminately
term uccellini. Mr. Eliot, that is, likes
to dine on song-birds; and he apprizes
us, with a gleaming and slightly sinister

61



politeness, that he is about to do so. Would
Mr. Eliot have us suppose that there is a
trace of ferocity in this attitude? Does he
wish to appear as something of a monster,
perhaps in contrast to the sentimentality
and idolatry which too often masquerade
as criticism of poetry? One need not take
the point too seriously. Yet it does afford,
no doubt, a glimpse of motive. We are
aware that Mr. Eliot intends, very deliber-
ately intends, to be analytic and severe—
severe even to the point of destructiveness.

Nor is one, in this regard, disappointed.
His book is severe and analytic, and one
can think of no two qualities in criti-
cism which are at the moment more desir-
able. We should like to see every one of
the thousand poets in this country with a
copy of The Sacred Wood in his hands. It
would perhaps restore to some that whole-
some sense of the responsibility of the
poet which, in America, has been weak-
ened throughout our entire literary his-
tory by our proneness, as a young nation,
to a maternal tenderness toward the local
product. Mr. Eliot insists upon the value of
tradition: it is a value which cannot, just
now, be too much insisted upon. He insists,
again, on the elimination, as far as possi-
ble, of irrelevant emotional factors which
may interfere with the best judgment of
art: there is no country, which pretends to
any interest in art, where that doctrine is
needed as America needs it.

But if to say these things is to praise
Mr. Eliot’s book on general grounds, is
to praise, in a general sense, his temper
and his attitude, it is not our intention
to praise his temper and attitude unre-
servedly. It is, perhaps, rather what Mr.
Eliot intends, in temper and attitude, than
what he achieves, that we like. It is a good
thing, at this moment, to have a young
critic who so deliberately, even contemp-
tuously, turns his back on the contempo-
rary, and who endeavors to see afresh such
poets as Massinger, Jonson, Blake, Dante,

even Shakespeare. Mr. Eliot is not timid,
nor is he without learning; he speaks with
confidence. One admires also, if one be
in sympathy with that sort of thing, his
tendency toward what might properly be
termed the scientific method in criticism.
But it is precisely here that one begins
to qualify praise; for although one may
agree with Mr. Eliot that criticism might
profitably be more scientific, one is by no
means convinced that The Sacred Wood
takes criticism very far in that direction,
nor, indeed, that Mr. Eliot sees very far
in that direction. It is clear enough that
for scientific criticism a very definite point
d’appui will be indispensable, even if the
point d’appui be only that aesthetic values
are relative. The critic should apprize us at
the outset what his attitude will be, thus
enabling us to discount it. He must, there-
fore, be clear as to his attitude, must know
thoroughly and easily the world of values
in which he moves, must decide in advance
what terms he will use. His terms should be
expressly defined. If he intends, for exam-
ple, to use the word “feeling” in the mod-
ern psychological sense, as distinct from
“emotion,” he should say so in advance,
lest his reader be confused; or else substi-
tute for it the less equivocal word “affect.”

Mr. Eliot is not, in these matters, pre-
cise. He has been infected by modern psy-
chology, and he uses the terms of it not
infrequently; but the basis from which he
employs it shifts, and one is not sure that
he is aware of the shift. Not with impunity
can one mix the James–Lange set of terms
with the terms of Freud: nor again the
terms of de Gourmont (who was an ama-
teur psychologist, and often a misleading
one) with those of Kostyleff. Poetry, says
Mr. Eliot on one occasion, “is not the
expression of personality, but an escape
from personality.” On another occasion he
says: “Massinger had not the personality
to create great farce.” Again, he quotes
with approval de Gourmont (“Problème
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du Style”): “Le but de l’activité propre de
l’homme est de nettoyer sa personnalité, de
la laver de toutes les souillures qu’y dépose
l’education . . .” Of Massinger again: “His
personality hardly exists.” Now perhaps
Mr. Eliot has something definite in mind
when he speaks of personality, and per-
haps he has some theory of the manner in
which the personality of the poet relates
to his work, but he fails to make either
thing clear. To what extent, when he thinks
of personality, is he thinking of sensibil-
ity? If sensibility be called a and experience
b, then is personality ab? And would this
make de Gourmont’s advice meaningless?
And, in the upshot, do we not make it clear
that “personality” is so vague a word as to
be useless, even dangerous if it is our inten-
tion to be scientific? Mr. Eliot perceives
keenly the need for definition: love of def-
inition is one of his most obvious charac-
teristics. He performs an admirable service
in this sort when, in his essay on “Poetic
Drama,” he opens a coroner’s inquest on
the word “rhetoric.” But his sense of the
definite is intermittent; it abandons him
often at the most critical moment, and in
consequence Mr. Eliot himself is forever
abandoning us on the very doorstep of the
illuminating. One has again and again the
feeling that he is working, as it were, too
close to the object. He is meticulous with-
out being clear; he passes quickly from one
detail of analysis to another; he is aggres-
sively aware that he is “thinking,” his
brow is knit; but he appears to believe that
mere fineness of analysis will constitute,
in the sequence of his comments, a direc-
tion. What happens is that he achieves a
kind of filigree without pattern. He does
not always know in advance where he is
going, and it often occurs, therefore, that
he takes the wrong train of thought. That
his talk continues to be of extraordinary
interest does not avail: he is rapidly borne
out of earshot. “On pense mal quand on
sait que l’on pense.” Mr. Eliot is so intent

on being intelligent at every point, in every
sentence, in every syllable, that many of his
pages become mere incoherences of clev-
erness; the evidence of thought is weighty,
but the value of it is vague.

If Mr. Eliot is only intermittently and
at times sciolistically a psychologist in his
efforts toward a scientific method, one
must observe also that at the very basis
of his attitude, where it is most explicit,
in the essay called “The Perfect Critic,”
he is least scientific. The ignorant reader
(I quote a passage in that essay) “is unable
to distinguish the poetry from an emo-
tional state aroused in himself by the
poetry, a state which may be merely an
indulgence of his own emotions . . . The
end of the enjoyment of poetry is a pure
contemplation from which all the acci-
dents of personal emotion are removed;
thus we aim to see the object as it really
is . . .” Is this “pure contemplation” per-
haps a chimera? Is poetry an object, or an
experience, a relation to an object, a rela-
tion between ourselves and a set of stimuli
which the artist has “arranged”? If the lat-
ter, which of the emotions aroused in us are
“accidental”? The artist alone can tell us. I
do not know, here, whether I agree or dis-
agree with Mr. Eliot: I wish merely to point
out that in what is obviously meant to
be an important passage he falls far short
of being clear. Supplement, moreover, the
passage just quoted with this, from the
essay on Hamlet (a play which Mr. Eliot
terms an “artistic failure”): “And proba-
bly more people have thought Hamlet a
work of art because they found it interest-
ing, than have found it interesting because
it is a work of art. It is the Mona Lisa of
literature.” This statement is quite logical
in its contexts. It is here significant because
it arouses a suspicion that Mr. Eliot is dis-
trustful of the artist who uses “interest-
ing” material, that he prefers the work of
art which is a triumph over material of
which the direct “emotional” interest is

63



less obvious (the plays of Massinger and
Jonson, for example). But surely a work
of art is no less a work of art for dealing
with an emotional experience which inter-
ests or charms us than for dealing with
one that repels or leaves us indifferent?
Let us again have recourse to algebra: let
x represent a theme which “interests” us,
y a theme which does not, z the utmost
possible skill of arrangement of theme. It
will be clear that xz will delight us more
than yz. And it is quite proper, is it not,
that this should be so? Mr. Eliot desires,
of course, to make a distinction between
the “emotional” appeal which a work of
art may make, and the “aesthetic” appeal.
The distinction is worth making, but not if
it leads the critic to condemn the former in
order to exalt the latter, or if it leads him
to attempt to isolate the latter, for “pure
contemplation.”

All of this is confusing because it is part
of an attempt to make a beginning of sci-
entific criticism on what is really a sec-
ondary plane. It is useless, or nearly use-
less, to attempt an estimate of the “skill”
of a work of art, because, as long as we
do not know what the work of art is for,
we cannot hope to know precisely what
will constitute skill. If criticism is to be
a science, then we must begin with an
attempt to understand what is the func-
tion of art, socially and psychologically.
What is the function of art in the commu-
nity? In the life of the artist? This must be
the starting-point, and the inquiry will deal
very largely, at the outset, precisely with
the question of “theme” as distinguishable
from “arrangement.” Analysis of the “aes-
thetic” values will come later.

Mr. Eliot’s perplexity and obscurity and
lack of coherence result from the fact
that he is on this secondary plane and
does not know it. It would be extremely
unjust, however, to leave it at that. His
observations are acute, his temperateness
is refreshing. It is a testimonial to the

range and ingenuity of his mind that as
one puts down his book one thinks of so
many points about which one would like
to quarrel with him, and quarrel, more-
over, respectfully. Is Hamlet a failure as a
work of art? Does Mr. Eliot find, in his
essay on that play, the “objective correl-
ative” of his conviction? Was a suitable
mythological or philosophical framework,
provided by tradition, lacking for Blake?
With questions like these Mr. Eliot invites
us to a meditation prolonged and deli-
cious . . . Nor would one forget to abuse
him for his clever but insufficient theory of
the prose style of Mr. Arthur Symons.

∗“The Sacred Wood.”
New Statesman 16 (26
March 1921), 733–34.

Most bookish persons, and some who are
not bookish, are artists manqués. Hence
the perennial fascination of literary crit-
icism: to read about works of art, to be
helped to dissect the creative act, is to dis-
solve the pangs of thwarted creation into a
soothing dream. Literary criticism can do
that precisely because it is an impure activ-
ity. Mr. Eliot, indeed, tries to define for it a
legitimate field, but on the whole without
success, and yet both when he discusses
what criticism ought and ought not to be,
and when he applies his doctrine practi-
cally to literature, in some respects he sat-
isfies our needs more completely than some
even justly famous critics. The impulse that
carries us palpitating through his book is
the feeling: “What an ass I have been!”—
the cry of the stifled creative spirit finding
a semblance of liberation in the perception
that it has been stifled.

The method by which Mr. Eliot
produces this effect is, for all the
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complications of his discourse (he makes
high demands on his reader’s intelligence:
that is another attraction), extremely sim-
ple at bottom. He assumes that art, in
the sense of work of “eternal intensity,” is
something rare, exquisite, requiring intel-
ligence for its apprehension, and indeed
never understood save by a select minority.
Because his grasp of this central assump-
tion never falters, and is carried through
with the coolness of a dandy and the air of
a man of science, he is able to go straight to
the heart of that starved, lonely creature,
the artist in the reader. With Mr. Eliot for a
guide the starveling sees, or thinks he sees,
that, if he cannot create, he can at least
appreciate in a way that is almost as much
worth while. He had fancied, perhaps, that
the cause of his failure to create was some-
thing wrong with his emotions, some lack
of sincerity or intensity. But no. “It is not
the ‘greatness,’ the intensity, of the emo-
tions, the components, but the intensity
of the artistic process, the pressure, so to
speak, under which the fusion takes place,
that counts.” Whether a man can exert
this pressure, whether his mind is like the
shred of platinum (that is one of Mr. Eliot’s
most impressive metaphors) in presence of
which two gases combine to form a third,
that is clearly more or less an accident
beyond his control; but it always remains
open to him, by exerting his intelligence,
to understand the creations of minds that
have that property. And (who knows?) if
he take enough trouble to be intelligent,
to distinguish between the poetry and the
emotional states aroused in him by the
poetry, he may even develop the structure
of his sensibility into a capacity for cre-
ation. In any case, with Mr. Eliot to help,
there seems good hope of attaining and
holding fast that impersonal attitude, that
exorcism of the personal accidents of emo-
tion, which is necessary for the systematic
enjoyment of poetry. And even that will
be an enormous improvement. The stim-

ulating quality of Mr. Eliot’s critical writ-
ing consists, we are inclined to think, in
our susceptibility at the present moment
to some such chain of ideas and feelings
as that, rather than in the direct compul-
sive force of its judgments or in the fact
that it brings intellect once more to bear
on the problems of art. The book is one of
those that gives impetus and direction to
a tide caught on the turn. Those who are
not carried away by that tide will enter-
tain two main doubts: whether the deper-
sonalized, scientific attitude towards art
that Mr. Eliot professes is not more appar-
ent than real, and whether the cogency of
his judgments does not partly depend on
the strategic advantage which that attitude
gives him, rather than on the soundness or
delicacy of his sensibility. We can see that
on some themes he is better than on oth-
ers, and that he is best when he applies
his method to accepted reputations, such
as those of Ben Jonson or Blake, about
which, however, fundamental misconcep-
tions have clustered. Ben Jonson is conge-
nial to Mr. Eliot as the creator of a world
which, unlike that of Shakespeare, is not
what he calls three-dimensional, but which
he nevertheless has no difficulty in pre-
senting to us as a world of eternal inten-
sity. Among the worlds which, although
two-dimensional, are great poetry, and
which, because they are mere surfaces with
no tentacles striking down to our per-
sonal passions and desires, are apt to be
misapprehended by an age that has lost
the sense of “pure” art, Mr. Eliot moves
with assured steps. His whole analysis
of the distinction between the two kinds
of art worlds—an analysis which, more
than anything else, helps him to suggest
the nature of that eternal intensity which
both share—is work of abiding value. We
feel this despite some evidence (witness
the too sophisticated paper on Hamlet)
that he is not at home with Shakespeare.
Again, he succeeds with Blake for kindred
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reasons, and chiefly because Blake is one
of the rare English examples of the “pure”
artist. Blake, unhampered by education or
social ambitions, “knew what interested
him, and he therefore presents only the
essential, only, in fact, what can be pre-
sented, and need not be explained. And
because he was not distracted, or fright-
ened, or occupied in anything but exact
statement, he understood. He was naked,
and saw man naked, and from the cen-
tre of his own crystal.” From this angle
Mr. Eliot is able to correct a number of
misapprehensions closely connected with
those that engage him when dealing with
the Elizabethans, and within this sphere
his work seems to us to deserve the high-
est praise. At the same time closer exami-
nation suggests that, for all our enjoyment
of the wit and distinction of his writ-
ing, his sphere as a critic has disquieting
limitations.

Everything in the last resort depends on
the critic’s sensibility, on the sureness with
which he recognizes, whatever its period,
work of eternal intensity when he sees it.
By all means let us accept Mr. Eliot’s doc-
trine that salvation lies in keeping our eye
on the poetry and not on the poet; but
what if we seem to see that his own eye
on the poetry is sometimes, as it were, a
glass eye, an ingenious contrivance of mir-
rors and strings? That need not, perhaps,
shake our confidence in the doctrine, but
it will make us think twice before aban-
doning ourselves altogether to the fascina-
tion of the exposition. And when we think
twice we become aware of a curious ele-
ment of bluff. Take, for instance, his anal-
ysis of Dante: the scientific apparatus is
paraded, but in the end nothing convinc-
ing emerges, and we are left with an uneasy
feeling that Mr. Eliot has no objection to
mystifying us, that indeed he rather enjoys
the process. We hardly like to ask whether
in such cases he is trying to palm off on
us some substitute for direct apprehen-

sion, and whether he has really perceived
with absolute certainty the difference of
intensity between, say, Mr. Ezra Pound and
Dante or Marlowe; for Mr. Eliot has the
gift of touching some spring in us—is it
intellectual snobbery?—that makes us dif-
fident about putting such questions. But,
if we do, there is some evidence that he is
not, in respect of native sensibility, so sure
a critic as his learning and intelligence at
first incline us to believe. Certainly, if he
is sometimes in the dark, and knows it,
he is not one of those who frankly invite
the reader to grope with him; he prefers
to rely on the suggestive force of his fiat
lux. It would be interesting, had we space,
to probe the reasons for this preference,
and to ask what lies behind his instinct for
the technique of suggestion—an instinct
which never fails him and which teaches
him the value of a hypnotic pass at the very
opening. His very title is such a pass: The
Sacred Wood, combined with the quota-
tions before the title-page! One of those
quotations is from Petronius; the other
is: “I also like to dine on becaficas”—the
reverential reader has already closed bliss-
ful eyes—and perhaps opened his modest
mouth, ready for the spoon.

∗“Detachment.”
Saturday Review 131
(2 April 1921), 281–82.

A desiccation of the emotions and a stud-
ied reliance on the intellect rob Mr. Eliot’s
essays on poetry and criticism of that
which gives criticism its greatest value. He
flatters his readers by not “writing down”
to them, but his inability to communicate
the pleasure he has derived from litera-
ture and his refusal to reveal to his read-
ers the mysteries he himself has penetrated

66



become, in the end, an irritation, an
offense. His voice is level. He has no ges-
ture. Scholarship, acuteness of mind, deli-
cacy of perception and many ideas are his;
but though he writes of poetry, he is coldly
detached from it, and though life is the
stuff of literature, we cannot feel that he
has ever lived. It is a disembodied voice
that speaks. The result is an extraordinary
brittleness, even when truth is spoken; the
moment a conclusion, after much, painful
groping, is reached, it dissolves into dust.

This separation of the writer from the
matter he criticizes is, in Mr. Eliot’s case,
both self-conscious and self-imposed. Eru-
dition, he points out, “is useless unless
it enables us to see literature all round,
to detach it from ourselves, to reach
a state of pure contemplation,” and he
praises two American writers because they
“have endeavoured to establish a criticism
which should be independent of temper-
ament.” But he goes farther than this. In
his extraordinarily clever and provocative
essay, “Tradition and the Individual Tal-
ent,” he asserts that “the progress of an
artist is a continual self-sacrifice, a con-
tinual extinction of personality.” This, on
the face of it, is so demonstrably untrue
that Mr. Eliot is driven to adopt a the-
ory, for the discovery of which we are
willing to give him sole credit, that the
poet has not a “personality” to express,
but “a particular medium, which is only a
medium and not a personality, in which
impressions and experiences combine in
peculiar and unexpected ways.” The obvi-
ous retort, of course, is “If a poet has no
personality, why does his progress depend
on the extinction of that which he does
not possess?” Mr. Eliot, it appears to us,
is merely begging the question. His “par-
ticular medium” is but another term for
personality; but things are not altered by
giving them different names. He foresees
this objection and, in attempting to defeat
it, loses himself in a jungle of words. For

example: “The business of the poet is not
to find new emotions, but to use the ordi-
nary ones and, in working them up into
poetry, to express feelings which are not
in actual emotions at all.” Here is chaos.
When Mr. Eliot states that emotions never
experienced by a poet will “serve his turn
as well as those familiar to him,” he seems
to suggest that emotion, per se, is of no
value to the imaginative writer. That is,
we are warmed by a man with an ice-cold
heart. But we know from the statements
of the poets themselves that this is not
so. Emotion must precede and feed poetry,
though at the moment of creation the
writer may have all the “tranquility” that
has been ascribed to him. One of the essen-
tials that go to the making of a great poet
is that he shall feel greatly, diversely: he
must have universality of emotion. Imag-
ination is the key to all the emotions that
are not inherent in the psychology of the
individual.

[. . .]

It is clear from Mr. Eliot’s rather congested
style, so closely packed with thought, that
we have in this book a mind laboriously
and honestly at work to discover principles
of criticism free from the weakening and
distorting influences of temperament . . .
Yet his writing is not always laborious,
and . . . he sometimes helps us to an under-
standing by a graphic metaphor, or a vivid
presentation of the core of his thesis. He
says of Swinburne’s critical work: “One is
in risk of becoming fatigued by a hubbub
that does not march; the drum is beaten,
but the procession does not advance.” In
writing of George Wyndham, he very aptly
declares that “[t]he Arts insist that a man
shall dispose of all he has, even of his fam-
ily tree, and follow art alone.” . . . This epi-
grammatic manner is only occasional, and
we are far from saying that in it Mr. Eliot’s
great ability is most fully disclosed. It is in
the least lucid of his pages that we become
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most aware of original and distinctive gifts
striving to discover a mode of utterance, a
vehicle, for his crowding thoughts.

John Middleton Murry.
“The Sacred Wood.”
New Republic 26
(13 April 1921), 194–95.

It is unlikely that Mr. T. S. Eliot’s book
of criticism will impress any large sec-
tion of the public; for one thing, it chiefly
deals with a period of English literature of
which—in spite of a general profession of
acquaintance—very few nowadays have a
real and active knowledge: the Elizabethan
period; another, more important reason is
that Mr. Eliot has made a serious tactical
error in not doing his utmost to eliminate
the traces of a superior attitude. This is the
more to be deplored because there are peo-
ple prepared to read criticism of literature
about which they know nothing, some-
times with the vague idea that an essay will
save them the trouble of reading anything
more, sometimes, more laudably, with the
intention of sampling work to which the
first approach is difficult for them. They
will be either frightened or offended by
Mr. Eliot’s manner. It is a pity.

What is more curious, and much more
reprehensible, is that the people who ought
to take Mr. Eliot’s criticism seriously—
above all, the English literary critics,—
have also behaved as though they were
frightened or offended. They have given
no sign that they appreciated the impor-
tant fact that Mr. Eliot possesses a critical
intelligence of a high order and a sensibil-
ity of an unusual kind; instead of attempt-
ing to elucidate a critical attitude that is as
surely individual as any of our time, they

have abused, misrepresented or ignored
him. True, his manner is often unfortu-
nate, portentous and disdainful; his actual
writing often stiff and hidebound. But crit-
ics who know anything of their real busi-
ness should be quick to forgive the second
of these shortcomings when they realize
that it is the direct result of an attempt
to express some very subtle perceptions
and expound some unfamiliar doctrines.
That they have had no inkling—I speak,
of course, only of English critics—of what
Mr. Eliot is really trying to say; that they
have praised him (in the few cases where
he has been praised) even more ignorantly
than they have blamed him is the most
damning evidence I know of the general
incompetence of English criticism at the
present day.

Before making any attempt to criti-
cize Mr. Eliot’s criticism, I must endeavor
to present—however inadequately—the
main outlines of his thought. He begins
with the assumption that a work of lit-
erary art is an object which arouses in
an educated sensibility a peculiar emo-
tion; but this emotion is not indescribable,
as some theorists of the plastic arts hold,
nor is it always the same. The main work
of the critic is to elucidate the particu-
lar emotion aroused by a literary work,
by an effort of comparison and analysis;
his function is not to expound his own
emotions, which may often be, quite legit-
imately, compounded of a hundred non-
aesthetic responses, but to disengage and
distinguish the precise emotion evoked by
the object as a whole. As a corollary to
this, but now regarding the work of litera-
ture from the angle of the artist, Mr. Eliot
holds—following Rémy de Gourmont—
that the construction of the object essen-
tially involves a depersonalization of emo-
tion; in other words, a poem of the highest
order is not in any ordinary sense of the
phrase an expression of personal emotion,
but something arranged, built and created
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in such a way that it must impress in its
unique and determined fashion any unbi-
ased sensibility exposed to it. We must con-
ceive of the writer less as one who speaks
to us than as the carver of a solid thing
which will compel us to react towards it in
a certain way. An artist’s seriousness—and
this is a word which Mr. Eliot uses often in
a sense that (in default of a definition) must
be gleaned from his book as a whole—is
measured by the degree to which he sac-
rifices all desire for immediate and unre-
strained expression, all personal idiosyn-
crasy, to the impersonal task of building
the solid object which is the work of liter-
ary art.

[. . .]

A fairly clear consequence of the theory
is that pure works of literature, or the pure
portions of impure works, may produce
in us emotional responses of a very var-
ied kind; for though our judgment that a
work is pure must in the last resort depend
upon the reactions of our sensibility, our
sensibility may reasonably be expected to
discriminate between a reaction to a gen-
eral coherence and impersonal solidity and
a reaction to particular kinds of coher-
ence and solidity. One solid work of lit-
erature may arouse and satisfy far more
complex emotional needs in ourselves than
another equally solid. The aim of criti-
cism should therefore be twofold: first, to
inquire and establish the degree of artistic
perfection in a given work, the extent to
which the author’s personal emotion has
been transformed and depersonalized; sec-
ond, to elucidate and describe the pecu-
liar quality of the work in so far as it is
perfect.

[. . .]

[Mr. Eliot’s] criticism is positive; he not
only conceives but exercises it as an
adjunct and an aid to creation. I do not
mean that it is what is commonly called

“creative criticism,” the activity by which
a writer gives a loose rein to all the irrel-
evant emotions aroused in him by a work
of literature, and—in Mr. Eliot’s illumi-
nating and rather contemptuous phrase—
“indulges a suppressed creative wish.” It
is rather the opposite of this; a criti-
cism which is directed towards a complete
exploration of the work of literature with
a view to mastering its mechanism.

[. . .]

Mr. Eliot . . . has been attacked by
his critical colleagues in England in ways
which only show that they are completely
unable to grasp his conceptions or his
methods. It is easy to make cheap fun of a
man who is taking extreme pains to eluci-
date a subtle thought; it is much harder to
understand him.

[. . .]

Mark Van Doren.
“England’s Critical
Compass.”
Nation 112, no. 2913
(4 May 1921), 669–70.

[. . .]

Mr. Symons’s Baudelaire belongs to a
critical kind that is probably dying. It rep-
resents impressionism without character,
Paterism withered beyond seed.

[. . .]

If Mr. Eliot has read Mr. Symons’s book
he has been outraged, no doubt; for he is
leading what might be termed the school
of the younger responsibles, and he has
set himself unalterably against impression-
istic criticism. His Sacred Wood shelters

69



the best essays and reviews that he has
contributed to the Athenaeum and other
periodicals during the past few years, and
represents in a way the most conscien-
tious critical effort now being made in
England. Those knife-sharp faculties of his
which year in and year out have been trim-
ming and clipping poems from the devil’s
own brain have also been busy at criti-
cism, which, Mr. Eliot insists, is not an
art, or a hobby, or even a business, but
an exact science. Above all it is not cre-
ation. The trouble with Mr. Symons as a
critic, says Mr. Eliot, is that he is try-
ing to produce something more than crit-
icism and only producing something less
than creation. The real creator—and it is
a pity that in England where critics are so
few, so many creators must turn off into
criticism—has no such difficulty when he
discusses literature, since he has already
satisfied his nature and is not the victim
of a suppressed creative wish. Mr. Eliot is
all for analysis, and for keeping the cate-
gories straight. He chastises emotion from
the critical scene—the emotion which is
concealed behind the abstract jargon of the
pseudo-scientist no less than that which is
displayed in the languorous synonyms of
the impressionist—with the sobriety of an
ascetic. His remedy for England’s critical
anemia is exercise in ideas, for which the
teachers should be a Frenchman, Rémy de
Gourmont, and a Greek, Aristotle—two
men at least who see straight. Mr. Babbitt
and Mr. More in America, says Mr. Eliot,
powerfully possess ideas, but their vision
suffers from ethical refraction. The perfect
critic will be as cold as steel and as free
from color as plate glass. Eliot is not a
perfect critic, because he does not write
well enough in prose; but in the course of
his essays on Tradition, Rhetoric, Euripi-
des, Marlowe, Hamlet, and Ben Jonson,
he has drawn permanently valuable dis-
tinctions, and he has vindicated with rare

intelligence the right, indeed the neces-
sity, of the critic to think and to go on
thinking.

[. . .]

Richard Aldington.
“The Sacred Wood.”
Today 8, no. 4 (September
1921), 191–93.

The publication of Mr. T. S. Eliot’s book
of literary essays, The Sacred Wood, is an
event of considerable intellectual impor-
tance. Many of these essays, it is true, were
already known to those alert readers intel-
ligent enough to follow Mr. Eliot’s writings
in the obscure or widely-known periodi-
cals he favors with such impartial cold-
ness; but their publication in book form
makes a more cumulative effect, and cre-
ates a greater admiration than was possi-
ble when they were scattered about. The
purpose of this note is simply to persuade,
to a close reading of this book, all those
potential readers who will certainly enjoy
it, but who have been diverted from it by
journalistic calumny or not even allowed
to hear of it.

The Sacred Wood is the most stimu-
lating, the most intelligent, and the most
original contribution to our critical litera-
ture during the last decade—at least I can-
not think of any book which combines
in so eminent a degree these three quali-
ties of stimulus, intelligence and original-
ity. If for no other cause than its “revival of
enjoyment” (to quote an interesting Amer-
ican writer, Miss Marianne Moore), The
Sacred Wood deserves the approbation of
all who can appreciate literature; for Mr.
Eliot is a critic who is not tired, not bored,
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not petulant, not pretentious, not super-
ficial, not ignorant, but—to be positive—
alert and sensitive, profound and reason-
able, above all one who has read the
authors he criticizes with sympathy, enjoy-
ment and discrimination. But this book is
a great deal more than a merely intelli-
gent “revival of enjoyment”; our admira-
tion goes not so much to Mr. Eliot’s gusto,
his enthusiastic sense for what is good in
literature, but to other and more impor-
tant gifts in him, other and more important
qualities in his writing.

The mind which exercises itself in The
Sacred Wood has both distinction and fas-
cination: the fascination of great natural
gifts, the distinction of natural gifts used
rightly. To distinguish between the quali-
ties which are purely “natural” and those
which are acquired is probably impossi-
ble, for it is often simply by stimulation
and training that many valuable intellec-
tual qualities are even discovered. All I
am trying to bring out is the harmony
between the presumably inherent gifts of
this exquisite mind and their subsequent
strengthening by right discipline. To say
that the spirit animating these essays is
the spirit of intelligence and right reason
looks like saying rather little; but, reflect
how rare are true intelligence and right
reason (especially in literary criticism) and
you will see that these two qualities alone
set The Sacred Wood above all books of
similar pretensions but dissimilar achieve-
ments. And two qualities, which every-
one theoretically admires and so many
small writers practically dislike and always
attack when they manifest themselves, are
intelligence and right reason. Now The
Sacred Wood is intelligent to a very high
degree and deserves (for that alone) our
admiration and respect; it is intelligent
because it is always cogent, always vital,
always putting aside what is accidental
and irrelevant to fix our attention on what

is essential and permanent. And its appeal
is never to prejudice, never to ignorance,
never to any of the myriad forms of senti-
mentality and mental laziness, but always
to right reason. This last is a virtue not
only intellectual but ethical; it is what
the French mean by being “loyale”; it is,
never being petty or perverse or partisan,
or merely obstinate, but always trying to
“regarder les choses telles qu’elles sont
en elles-mêmes”—“to see the object as in
itself it really is.”

[. . .]

It is a very great pleasure to read a new
book which is primarily a “disinterested
play of the intelligence” upon a “flow of
fresh ideas.” For though the subjects Mr.
Eliot chooses for his reflections are either
the poetry of authors like Ben Jonson or
Dante or Swinburne (all extremely famil-
iar as topics), or abstractions like “Tra-
dition and the Individual Talent,” “The
Perfect Critic,” and so on, he has invari-
ably a fresh point of view to enunciate
and a remarkable number of new stimu-
lating thoughts to throw off by the way.
It is incredible that any serious student
of literature can read The Sacred Wood
without receiving that delightful shock
we experience at the first contact with a
fresh original mind; it is quite incredible
that any reader—even if he disagrees with
every sentence in the book—can fail to
perceive the profound intellectual quali-
ties displayed, the dispassionate search for
truth inherent in Mr. Eliot’s method. It is
credible that readers and writers should
disagree with what Mr. Eliot says, but it is
perfectly incredible that any person above
the ranks of the ignorant should affect to
believe that Mr. Eliot’s criticism is negli-
gible, or that he is (to quote a newspa-
per critic) a précieux ridicule! That is an
expression of human malignity or human
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stupidity for which not even my pessimism
was prepared.
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∗Times Literary
Supplement 1084
(26 October 1922), 690.

[Review of The Waste Land and
inaugural issue of the Criterion]

If we are to judge by its first number,
the Criterion is not only that rare thing
amongst English periodicals, a purely lit-
erary review, but it is of a quality not infe-
rior to that of any review published either
here or abroad. Of the seven items which
make up this number there are at least five
that we should like to see preserved in a
“permanent” form. And of these five there
are two, the long poem by Mr. T. S. Eliot
called The Waste Land and Dostoevski’s
“Plan of a Novel,” now first translated
into English, that are of exceptional impor-
tance. We cannot imagine a more untidy
plan for a novel or anything else than this
one by Dostoevski, and yet, even on a first
reading, one has a confused impression of
having passed through an exciting and sig-
nificant experience.

[. . .]

Mr. Eliot’s poem is also a collection
of flashes, but there is no effect of het-
erogeneity, since all these flashes are rel-
evant to the same thing and together give
what seems to be a complete expression of
this poet’s vision of modern life. We have
here range, depth, and beautiful expres-
sion. What more is necessary to a great
poem? This vision is singularly complex
and in all its labyrinths utterly sincere. It is
the mystery of life that it shows two faces,
and we know of no other modern poet
who can more adequately and movingly
reveal to us the inextricable tangle of the
sordid and the beautiful that make up life.

Life is neither hellish nor heavenly; it has
a purgatorial quality. And since it is pur-
gatory, deliverance is possible. Students of
Mr. Eliot’s work will find a new note, and
a profoundly interesting one in the latter
part of this poem.

Of the other items in this number we
may single out an excellent short story
by May Sinclair, an interesting literary
study by Sturge Moore, and a maliciously
urbane and delightful article on “Dull-
ness,” by George Saintsbury. What literary
school, then, does this new quarterly rep-
resent? It is a school which includes Saints-
bury, Sturge Moore, and T. S. Eliot. There
is no such school, obviously. It becomes
apparent that the only school represented
is the school of those who are genuinely
interested in good literature.

Edmund Wilson, Jr.
“The Rag-Bag of
the Soul.”
New York Evening Post
Literary Review, 25
November 1922,
pp. 237–38.

To the eyes of many, even of the wis-
est of those who came to maturity in the
nineteenth century, the last few years have
seen what looks like the complete disin-
tegration of literature. The dykes of the
mind have been broken and are flooded
by a furious sea—in which the order
which so many centuries have labored to
impose on human thought, the harmony
which uncounted hands have molded for
the imagination, are awash as dishonored
fragments among the ordures and detritus
of the world. Our elders can but pace the
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shrinking shore and lament the engulfment
of their city; they have despaired of the
integrity of art with the wreck of the
shapes they have known. Yet if they would
only row out a little way and fix their
eyes on that turbulent ocean, they might
observe that their familiar city had been
reorganized below the tide and they might
even, when they had got used to the new
element, come to find themselves at home
there again. One considerable structure, at
least, they could hardly fail to make out—
or, in other words, there is one new liter-
ary form which has conspicuously estab-
lished itself since the war and which has
now become as susceptible of description
as any of the older ones.

I speak of “since the war,” but it really
goes back much further. The war was only
one of the factors which have given liter-
ature its present shape. It is at the junc-
tion of many storms that we behold these
shattered fixtures of our landscape, boil-
ing in the nozzle of the whirlwind—fused
and crushed together at its point. In the
December of 1908 there appeared before
a literary club in Moscow a man named
Nikolai Yevreynov, who read a manifesto
on “Monodrama.” It was already [. . .]
Expressionism full blown—a drama in
which the external world was to be seen
exclusively through the consciousness of
the central character.

What I call Monodrama (wrote
Yevreynov) is a kind of dramatic
representation which endeavors with
the greatest fulness to communicate
to the spectator the soul state of the
acting character, and presents on the
stage the world surrounding him as
he conceives it at any moment in his
stage experience. [. . .] Only with
him do I identify myself, only from
his point of view do I perceive the
world surrounding him, the people
surrounding him. [. . .]

It is easy to see that such a play as From
Morn to Midnight, or even The Hairy
Ape, conforms more or less closely to this
description. And not only the newer drama
but the newer poetry and fiction, too: T. S.
Eliot’s The Waste Land and Ezra Pound’s
Eight Cantos; James Joyce’s Ulysses, and
the short stories of such writers as Virginia
Woolf and Sherwood Anderson (the latter
in “Out of Nowhere into Nothing”). The
characteristic literary form today, almost
everywhere where the old formulas are
being discarded, is a cross-section of the
human consciousness of a single specific
human being, usually carried through a
very limited period—only a day or an
hour—of his career. It is the whole world
sunk in the subjective life of a single human
soul—beyond whose vague and impass-
able walls there is nothing solid or clear,
there is nothing which exists in itself as
part of an objective order. [. . .] So the clear,
heroic figures of Racine moving small
upon a spacious stage, where the forces of
society and religion rise above them and
dominate them, contrast directly with the
modern Expressionist play in which the
personages form no part of a structure, but
in which such traces as still remain of a
structure, serve merely to clutter the mind
of a single personage.

“But this is all an old story,” you will
say. “It is only Classicism and Romanti-
cism over again. What you are describing
is merely the old ideal, which dates from
the beginning of the last century—when
against the ideal of Church or State, of the
individual as conforming to an institution,
there arose the new ideal of the individ-
ual as supremely important in himself. The
process of submerging the whole world in
the subjectivity of a single person began
when it came to be believed that emo-
tions were valuable for their own sake—
that de Musset’s tears and Byron’s storms
and Chateaubriand’s somber malaises—
though they contributed neither to the City
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of God nor to the Republic of the Age
of Reason, obeying no ancient rule and
guided by no classic example—were jus-
tified by their own urgency, and interest-
ing in themselves. Your Expressionist or
your Dadaist is merely saying in uglier lan-
guage what Don César de Bazan says when
he suddenly enters through the chimney:
‘Tant pis! c’est moi!’”

Well, in the first place, what we are hav-
ing just now is a reaction not against Clas-
sicism but against Naturalism. [. . .]

Expressionism was the furious repu-
diation of the Naturalistic ideal. Even
the Impressionism to which it specifically
opposed itself gave too much importance
to the external world: with Impressionism
it had always been a question of external
things imposing themselves on you: hence-
forward it was to be a question of your
imposing yourself upon them. One had
had enough of copying things even in the
vague, sketchy fashion of the Impression-
ists. What mattered was not what the thing
was like, but what emotion it aroused in
you. All the better if you had never seen
the thing. [. . .] Take the external world
and wring its neck, distort it, break it to
pieces! In the reassembling of its fragments
we shall make what it really means to us.

Towards the breaking up of things, fur-
thermore, all the forces of the time seemed
to drive: life itself was marching confused;
even the unity of capitalism had collapsed.
As the Divina Commedia reflects the unity
and system of the Middle Ages, so James
Joyce and T. S. Eliot reflect our present
condition of disruption. We are all tumul-
tuous fragments, cages of unreconciled
monkeys; like the ogres in Western pic-
tures, our souls are impossible monsters
[. . .].

And if these [. . .] chunks of spiritual
matter be examined a little more closely,
it will be seen that they differ in kind as
well as condition from the emotions of
the Romantics. They are the fragments,

not of mighty passions only partially com-
prehended, but of intimate and ironic
self-knowledge. This is partly science, of
course. The transforming of introspective
art, “Psychology,” and especially, above
all, the discovery of the subconscious self,
which, appearing to widen the field, to
deepen the sea of the subjective, really
made man feel a certain finality in his
knowledge of himself, as if now that a false
bottom had been removed from his soul,
there were no hope of making it any larger.
But another cause certainly contributed to
his ironic knowledge of himself. The rev-
elations of Dr. Freud were reinforced by
other revelations. In the hardship, abase-
ment, and despair of the war, the Western
world found itself out. Seeing all estab-
lished society in flux, all institutions imper-
illed, the gentlemen among the gallipots
and the underling on the throne, man dis-
covered how untrustworthy he was and
how rankly an animal. Nor did he have
any longer the illusion of superior beings
to uphold him: the governors and kings
and savants whom he had looked to as
a higher race, as the guardians of a gen-
uine knowledge and power which directed
the destinies of life, seemed to turn out
as ignorant, as incompetent, and as selfish
as himself. No more ideal figures then—
no more heroic giants! Only harsh self-
mockery and self-knowledge—the human
soul as a mess. A combination of nervous
interest in the complexity of one’s distastes
and desires with a wry and unpleasant
laughter at having found oneself out—and
at having found out that no one else was
very different from oneself.

And no one makes any attempt to pick
up the scattered pieces. That is the final
characteristic of post-war literature. [. . .]
[T]he products of a great many [. . .]
involve no belief in any sort of order—
either moral or aesthetic. The human con-
sciousness is a rag-bag, a rubbish heap—
there is nothing more to be done with
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it. You cannot build with fragments like
these. What if the limbs of divine broken
statues are mingled with the old tin cans
and dung? All attempts to bring a palace
from this chaos have ludicrously failed.
We are content to note the jarring ele-
ments which make up the consciousness
of man without ever subduing them to a
system or even forming a hypothesis about
them. It is no longer a question, as it once
was, of man in relation to God, or man
in relation to society, or man in relation
to his neighbor. Let us merely explore a
single human consciousness and make a
record of what we find there without ven-
turing even the most rudimentary ideas as
to what their significance may be or as to
which of them may be considered the most
valuable:

What are the roots that clutch, what
branches grow

Out of this stony rubbish? Son of man,
You cannot say, or guess, for you

know only
A heap of broken images, where the

sun beats,
And the dead tree gives no shelter, the

cricket no relief,
And the dry stone no sound of water.

T. S. Eliot’s lines in The Waste Land fur-
nish an apt description of the situation,
and a quotation from a more conventional
author who has yet caught something of
the spirit of the time puts it even more
clearly and briefly. “I know myself but
that is all,” cries one of Scott Fitzgerald’s
heroes, who has “grown up to find all gods
dead, all wars fought, all faiths in men
shaken.” And that is precisely the point
of view of the modern novelist or poet: “I
know myself but that is all.”

All the works which pursue this method
do not, of course, so completely lack
structure—or even ideas. I have rather
described the type towards which modern
expression seems to tend. This form has

its masterpieces, like another. In Ulysses,
for example, though we have a section of
the typical stream of consciousness in all
its brokenness and triviality, its aimless-
ness and confusion, we have it organized
within itself and brought into relation with
the rest of the world. It is, in fact, a sort
of Divine Comedy of the twentieth cen-
tury. Mr. Joyce has no theological, philo-
sophical, or political system, but he at least
manipulates his hero’s reactions in obedi-
ence to a precise technical plan—in such
a way as to make them cover in a day
the whole of average human experience.
Mr. Bloom has his two supplemental fig-
ures present a sort of compendium of all
that man is and knows about himself at
present. Joyce has done the rag-bag of the
mind on an exhaustive scale; it is the mind
not merely of three obscure people over a
period of twenty hours; it is the mind of a
whole society.

The trouble with pure Expressionism
is not only that it tends to throw struc-
ture overboard, depending for the direc-
tion it is to take on the velleity of the guide-
less mind, but also that the further inside
himself the artist has withdrawn the more
remote his images become from the images
of the actual world, the more difficult is he
to understand. The common language has
been abandoned; he is sunk in an unfath-
omable sea. The old convenient agreement
by which certain sense-impressions are to
be known as a chair and certain others
as a pair of shoes has been completely
abrogated. [. . .]

Perhaps, then, there was, after all, a
sound instinct behind the cries of dis-
may with which our fathers have seen the
stream of consciousness engulfing the arts.
Remembering the costly pains of great
artists to save harmony from the hubbub
of life and the long hard hours of philoso-
phers to win logic from the vagaries of
that very stream, to impose upon the aim-
less disorder of the world the discipline of
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meaning and of form, they are naturally
alarmed and cry out that we are sinking
in chaos. It is partially, of course, that
they do not understand the new forms—
which will doubtless appear to our chil-
dren as simple as, say, Verlaine does to us;
but it is also, I believe, that the anarchy
of our art reflects the anarchy of our ide-
als, and that men who are used to a more
orderly world shrink from it as from some-
thing sinister. And in some degree they are
probably right. We are very proud nowa-
days of admitting everything, of having
put on record the whole scale of our tini-
est and most ignoble desires. And we really
deserve to be proud: it is the proof of our
honesty and research. But may it not be
that in the future, when the age of bewil-
derment has passed, we shall find that our
present conviction of knowing ourselves
so thoroughly that we have come to the
end of our rope was based upon an illu-
sion? We are rather inclined to be con-
temptuous of the literature of the past
because it seems at one time or another to
have suppressed so many obvious facts—
at one period “realistic detail,” at another
the sexual passions. Yet our fathers were
ignoring or denying in the interests of some
particular plan. They were doing their best
to make the world live up to some defi-
nitely conceived ideal. And almost every
page of their literature shows the mark
of that ideal or plan—whether Augustan
or Mediæval, Christian or Humanitarian.
By pretending that the world was so and
so, they actually succeeded in transform-
ing it; by suppressing certain sets of phe-
nomena they did to some degree abolish
them. [. . .] But we have no pervasive plan
and no dominating ideal. Even capitalistic
progress, shabby as it was, can no longer
lend its support to the intelligent. Nor is
the Communist–Humanitarian idea mak-
ing very much headway just at present.
Its credit, like that of every other political
ideal, was shaken by the war. But when

we do become capable again of believing
in something, we shall probably begin to
censor the record of our consciousness in
the interests of our faith. [. . .] I haven’t,
in fact, the slightest idea which set of
phenomena would be censored. But I do
believe that in a genuinely vigorous society
some selection will have to be made among
the instincts which make a menagerie of
every human being—that certain impulses
and ideas will have consistently to be sup-
pressed while certain others are cultivated
with a superlative intensity—if man is to
have even the illusion of controlling his
own fate.

“Comment.”
Dial 73 (December 1922),
685–87.

The editors have the pleasure of announc-
ing that for the year of 1922 the Dial’s
award goes to Mr. T. S. Eliot.

Mr. Eliot has himself done so much to
make clear the relation of critic to cre-
ative artist that we hope not to be asked
whether it is his criticism or his poetry
which constitutes that service to letters
which the award is intended to acknowl-
edge. Indeed it is our fancy that those who
know one or the other will recognize the
propriety of the occasion; those who know
both will recognize further in Mr. Eliot an
exceedingly active influence on contempo-
rary letters.

[. . .] Few American writers have pub-
lished so little, and fewer have published
so much which was worth publication. We
do not for a moment suspect Mr. Eliot of
unheard-of capacities; it is possible that he
neither has been pressed to nor can write
a popular novel. But the temptation not to
arrive at excellence is very great, and he is
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one of the rare artists who has resisted it. A
service to letters peculiarly acceptable now
is the proof that one can arrive at eminence
with the help of nothing except genius.

Elsewhere in this issue will be found
a discussion of Mr. Eliot’s poetry [by
Edmund Wilson], with special reference to
his long work, The Waste Land, which
appeared in the Dial of a month ago;
in reviewing The Sacred Wood, and else-
where, we have had much to say of his
critical work, and may have more. At this
moment it pleases us to remember how
much at variance Mr. Eliot is with those
writers who having themselves sacrificed
all interest in letters, are calling upon crit-
icism to do likewise in the name of the
particular science which they fancy can
redeem the world from every ill but them-
selves. As a critic of letters Mr. Eliot has
always had preeminently one of the qual-
ifications which he requires of the good
critic: “a creative interest, a focus upon the
immediate future. The important critic is
the person who is absorbed in the present
problems of art, and who wishes to bring
the forces of the past to bear upon the
solution of these problems.” This is pre-
cisely what Mr. Eliot has wished, and
accomplished, in his function as critic of
criticism.

[. . .]

There is another, quite different sense,
in which Mr. Eliot’s work is of exceptional
service to American letters. He is one of
a small number of Americans who can
be judged by the standards of the past
[. . .]. Mr. Eliot is almost the only young
American critic who is neither ignorant of
nor terrified by the classics, that he knows
them (one includes Massinger as well as
Euripides) and understands their relation
to the work which went before and came
after them. There are in his poems certain
characters, certain scenes, and even certain
attitudes of mind, which one recognizes as

peculiarly American; yet there is nowhere
in his work that “localism” which at once
takes so much of American writing out of
the field of comparison with European let-
ters and (it is often beneficial to their rep-
utations) requires for American writers a
special standard of judgment.

[. . .]

When Prufrock in paper covers first
appeared, to become immediately one of
the rarest of rare books (somebody stole
ours as early as 1919), Mr. Eliot was
already redoubtable. Since then, poet with
true invention, whom lassitude has not
led to repeat himself, critic again with
invention and with enough metaphysics to
draw the line at the metaphysical, his leg-
end has increased. We do not fancy that
we are putting a last touch on this climax;
we express gratitude for pleasure received
and assured.

[. . .]

Mr. Eliot’s command of publicity is not
exceptional, and we feel it necessary to put
down, for those who care for information,
these hardily gleaned facts of his biogra-
phy. In 1888 he was born in St. Louis; in
1909 and 1910 he received, respectively,
the degrees of Bachelor and of Master of
Arts at Harvard; subsequently he studied
at the Sorbonne, the Harvard Graduate
School, and Merton College, Oxford. He
has been a lecturer under both the Oxford
and the London University Extension Sys-
tems, and from 1917 to 1919 he was assis-
tant editor of the Egoist. We have heard it
rumored that he is still “À Londres, un
peu banquier”; those who can persuade
themselves that facts are facts will find
much more of importance in the “Mélange
Adultère de Tout,” from which the quo-
tation comes; as that poem was written
several years ago it omits the names of
Mr. Eliot’s books: The Sacred Wood,
Poems [1920], and The Waste Land (not to
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speak of the several volumes later incorpo-
rated into Poems) and omits also the fact
that Mr. Eliot is now editor of the Criterion
[. . .]. The most active and, we are told, the
most influential editor–critic in London
found nothing to say of one of the con-
tributions to the first number except that
it was “an obscure, but amusing poem”
by the editor [The Waste Land] . . . [O]ur
readers can judge of the state of criticism
in England by turning to the first page of
our November issue and reading the same
poem there.

Edmund Wilson, Jr.
“The Poetry of Drouth.”
Dial 73 (December 1922),
611–16.

Mr. T. S. Eliot’s first meager volume of
twenty-four poems was dropped into the
waters of contemporary verse without stir-
ring more than a few ripples. But when
two or three years had passed, it was
found to stain the whole sea. Or, to
change the metaphor a little, it became evi-
dent that Mr. Eliot had fished a murex
up. His productions, which had origi-
nally been received as a sort of glorified
vers de société, turned out to be unfor-
gettable poems, which everyone was try-
ing to rewrite. There might not be very
much of him, but what there was had
come somehow to seem precious and now
the publication of his long poem, The
Waste Land, confirms the opinion which
we had begun gradually to cherish, that
Mr. Eliot, with all his limitations, is one
of our only authentic poets. For this new
poem—which presents itself as so far his
most considerable claim to eminence—
not only recapitulates all his earlier and
already familiar motifs, but it sounds for

the first time in all their intensity, untem-
pered by irony or disguise, the hunger for
beauty and the anguish at living which lie
at the bottom of all his work.

Perhaps the best point of departure for
a discussion of The Waste Land is an
explanation of its title. Mr. Eliot asserts
that he derived this title, as well as the plan
of the poem “and much of the incidental
symbolism,” from a book by Miss Jessie L.
Weston called From Ritual to Romance.
The Waste Land, it appears, is one of
the many mysterious elements which have
made of the Holy Grail legend a peren-
nial puzzle of folk-lore; it is a desolate and
sterile country, ruled over by an impotent
king, in which not only have the crops
ceased to grow and the animals to repro-
duce their kind, but the very human inhab-
itants have become unable to bear chil-
dren. The renewal of the Waste Land and
the healing of the “Fisher King’s” wound
depend somehow upon the success of the
Knight who has come to find the Holy
Grail.

Miss Weston, who has spent her whole
life in the study of the Arthurian leg-
ends, has at last propounded a new solu-
tion for the problems presented by this
strange tale. Stimulated by Frazer’s Golden
Bough—of which this extraordinarily
interesting book is a sort of offshoot—
she has attempted to explain the Fisher
King as a primitive vegetable god—
one of those creatures who, like Attis
and Adonis, is identified with Nature her-
self and in the temporary loss of whose
virility the drouth or inclemency of the sea-
son is symbolized; and whose mock burial
is a sort of earnest of his coming to life
again. Such a cult, Miss Weston contends,
became attached to the popular Persian
religion of Mithraism and was brought
north to Gaul and Britain by the Roman
legionaries. When Christianity finally pre-
vailed, Attis was driven underground and
survived only as a secret cult, like the
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Venus of the Venusberg. The Grail legend,
according to Miss Weston, had its origin
in such a cult; the Lance and Grail are the
sexual symbols appropriate to a fertility
rite and the eerie adventure of the Chapel
Perilous is the description of an initiation.

Now Mr. Eliot uses the Waste Land
as the concrete image of a spiritual
drouth. His poem takes place half in
the real world—the world of contem-
porary London, and half in a haunted
wilderness—the Waste Land of the medi-
aeval legend; but the Waste Land is only
the hero’s arid soul and the intolera-
ble world about him. The water which
he longs for in the twilit desert is to
quench the thirst which torments him in
the London dusk. And he exists not only
upon these two planes, but as if through-
out the whole of human history. Miss
Weston’s interpretation of the Grail leg-
end lent itself with peculiar aptness to
Mr. Eliot’s extraordinarily complex mind
(which always finds itself looking out upon
the present with the prouder eyes of the
past and which loves to make its ora-
cles as deep as the experience of the race
itself by piling up stratum upon stratum
of reference, as the Italian painters used
to paint over one another); because she
took pains to trace the Buried God not
only to Attis and Adonis, but further back
to the recently revealed Tammuz of the
Sumerian–Babylonian civilization and to
the god invited to loosen the waters in
the abysmally ancient Vedic Hymns. So
Mr. Eliot hears in his own parched cry the
voices of all the thirsty men of the past—of
the author of Ecclesiastes in majestic bit-
terness at life’s futility, of the Children of
Israel weeping for Zion by the unrefresh-
ing rivers of Babylon, of the disciples after
the Crucifixion meeting the phantom of
Christ on their journey; of Buddha’s renun-
ciation of life and Dante’s astonishment
at the weary hordes of Hell, and of the

sinister dirge with which Webster blessed
the “friendless bodies of unburied men.”
In the center of his poem he places the
weary figure of the blind immortal prophet
Tiresias, who, having been woman as well
as man, has exhausted all human experi-
ence and, having “sat by Thebes below the
wall / And walked among the lowest of the
dead,” knows exactly what will happen in
the London flat between the typist and the
house-agent’s clerk; and at its beginning
the almost identical figure of the Cumæan
Sibyl mentioned in Petronius, who—gifted
also with extreme longevity and preserved
as a sort of living mummy—when asked by
little boys what she wanted, replied only
“I want to die.” Not only is life sterile and
futile, but men have tasted its sterility and
futility a thousand times before. T. S. Eliot,
walking the desert of London, feels pro-
foundly that the desert has always been
there. Like Tiresias, he has sat below the
wall of Thebes; like Buddha, he has seen
the world as an arid conflagration; like the
Sibyl, he has known everything and known
everything in vain.

Yet something else, too, reaches him
from the past: as he wanders among the
vulgarities which surround him, his soul is
haunted by heroic strains of an unfading
music. Sometimes it turns suddenly and
shockingly into the jazz of the music-halls,
sometimes it breaks in the middle of a bar
and leaves its hearer with dry ears again,
but still it sounds like the divine rumor
of some high destiny from which he has
fallen, like indestructible pride in the citi-
zenship of some world which he never can
reach. In a London boudoir, where the air
is stifling with a dust of futility, he hears,
as he approaches his hostess, an echo of
Antony and Cleopatra and of Aeneas com-
ing to the house of Dido—and a painted
panel above the mantel gives his mind a
moment’s swift release by reminding him
of Milton’s Paradise and of the nightingale
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that sang there. Yet though it is most often
things from books which refresh him, he
has also a slight spring of memory. He
remembers someone who came to him
with wet hair and with hyacinths in her
arms, and before her he was stricken sense-
less and dumb—“Looking into the heart
of light, the silence.” There were rain and
flowers growing then. Nothing ever grows
during the action of the poem and no rain
ever falls. The thunder of the final vision is
“dry sterile thunder without rain.” But as
Gerontion in his dry rented house thinks
wistfully of the young men who fought in
the rain, as Prufrock longs to ride green
waves and linger in the chambers of the
sea, as Mr. Apollinax is imagined draw-
ing strength from the deep sea-caves of
coral islands, so in this new poem Mr.
Eliot identifies water with all freedom and
illumination of the soul. He drinks the
rain that once fell on his youth as—to use
an analogy in Mr. Eliot’s own manner—
Dante drank at the river of Eunoë that the
old joys he had known might be remem-
bered. But—to note also the tragic dis-
crepancy, as Mr. Eliot always does—the
draught, so far from renewing his soul and
leaving him pure to rise to the stars, is only
a drop absorbed in the desert; to think of it
is to register its death. The memory is the
dead god whom—as Hyacinth—he buries
at the beginning of the poem and which—
unlike his ancient prototype—is never to
come to life again. Hereafter, fertility will
fail; we shall see women deliberately mak-
ing themselves sterile; we shall find that
love has lost its life-giving power and can
bring nothing but an asceticism of disgust.
He is traveling in a country cracked by
drouth in which he can only dream fever-
ishly of drowning or of hearing the song
of the hermit-thrush which has at least
the music of water. The only reappearance
of the god is as a phantom which walks
beside him, the delirious hallucination of

a man who is dying of thirst. In the end
the dry-rotted world is crumbling about
him—his own soul is falling apart. There
is nothing left to prop it up but some
dry stoic Sanskrit maxims and the broken
sighs from the past, of singers exiled or
oppressed. Like de Nerval, he is disin-
herited; like the poet of the “Pervigilium
Veneris,” he is dumb; like Arnaut Daniel
in Purgatory, he begs the world to raise a
prayer for his torment, as he disappears in
the fire.

It will be seen from this brief descrip-
tion that the poem is complicated; and it
is actually even more complicated than
I have made it appear. It is sure to be
objected that Mr. Eliot has written a
puzzle rather than a poem and that his
work can possess no higher interest than a
full-rigged ship built in a bottle. It will be
said that he depends too much on books
and borrows too much from other men
and that there can be no room for original
quality in a poem of little more than four
hundred lines which contains allusions to,
parodies of, or quotations from, the Vedic
Hymns, Buddha, the Psalms, Ezekiel,
Ecclesiastes, Luke, Sappho, Virgil, Ovid,
Petronius, the “Pervigilium Veneris,”
St. Augustine, Dante, the Grail legends,
early English poetry, Kyd, Spenser, Shake-
speare, John Day, Webster, Middleton,
Milton, Goldsmith, Gérard de Nerval,
Froude, Baudelaire, Verlaine, Swinburne,
Wagner, The Golden Bough, Miss
Weston’s book, various popular ballads,
and the author’s own earlier poems. It
has already been charged against Mr.
Eliot that he does not feel enough to be
a poet and that the emotions of longing
and disgust which he does have belong
essentially to a delayed adolescence.
It has already been suggested that his
distaste for the celebrated Sweeney shows
a superficial mind and that if he only
looked more closely into poor Sweeney he
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would find Eugene O’Neill’s Hairy Ape;
and I suppose it will be felt in connection
with this new poem that if his vulgar
London girls had only been studied by
Sherwood Anderson they would have
presented a very different appearance. At
bottom, it is sure to be said, Mr. Eliot
is timid and prosaic like Mr. Prufrock;
he has no capacity for life, and nothing
which happens to Mr. Prufrock can be
important.

Well, all these objections are founded
on realities, but they are outweighed by
one major fact—the fact that Mr. Eliot
is a poet. It is true his poems seem the
products of a constricted emotional expe-
rience and that he appears to have drawn
rather heavily on books for the heat he
could not derive from life. There is a cer-
tain grudging margin, to be sure, about all
that Mr. Eliot writes—as if he were com-
pensating himself for his limitations by a
peevish assumption of superiority. But it
is the very acuteness of his suffering from
this starvation which gives such poignancy
to his art. And, as I say, Mr. Eliot is a
poet—that is, he feels intensely and with
distinction and speaks naturally in beauti-
ful verse—so that, no matter within what
walls he lives, he belongs to the divine
company. His verse is sometimes much too
scrappy—he does not dwell long enough
upon one idea to give it its proportionate
value before passing on to the next—but
these drops, though they be wrung from
flint, are none the less authentic crystals.
They are broken and sometimes infinitely
tiny, but they are worth all the rhinestones
on the market. I doubt whether there is
a single other poem of equal length by a
contemporary American which displays so
high and so varied a mastery of English
verse. The poem is—in spite of its lack
of structural unity—simply one triumph
after another—from the white April light
of the opening and the sweet wistfulness

of the nightingale passage—one of the
only successful pieces of contemporary
blank verse—to the shabby sadness of
the Thames Maidens, the cruel irony of
Tiresias’ vision, and the dry grim stony
style of the descriptions of the Waste Land
itself.

That is why Mr. Eliot’s trivialities are
more valuable than other people’s epics—
why Mr. Eliot’s detestation of Sweeney is
more precious than Mr. Sandburg’s sympa-
thy for him, and Mr. Prufrock’s tea-table
tragedy more important than all the pas-
sions of the New Adam—sincere and care-
fully expressed as these latter emotions
indubitably are. That is also why, for all
its complicated correspondences and its
recondite references and quotations, The
Waste Land is intelligible at first read-
ing. It is not necessary to know anything
about the Grail legend or any but the most
obvious of Mr. Eliot’s allusions to feel the
force of the intense emotion which the
poem is intended to convey—as one can-
not do, for example, with the extremely ill-
focused Eight Cantos of his imitator Mr.
Ezra Pound, who presents only a bewil-
dering mosaic with no central emotion to
provide a key. In Eliot the very images
and the sound of the words—even when
we do not know precisely why he has
chosen them—are charged with a strange
poignancy which seems to bring us into
the heart of the singer. And sometimes
we feel that he is speaking not only for
a personal distress, but for the starvation
of a whole civilization—for people grind-
ing at barren office-routine in the cells of
gigantic cities, drying up their souls in eter-
nal toil whose products never bring them
profit, where their pleasures are so vulgar
and so feeble that they are almost sadder
than their pains. It is our whole world of
strained nerves and shattered institutions,
in which “some infinitely gentle, infinitely
suffering thing” is somehow being done
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to death—in which the maiden Philomel
“by the barbarous king so rudely forced”
can no longer fill the desert “with invio-
lable voice.” It is the world in which the
pursuit of grace and beauty is something
which is felt to be obsolete—the reflections
which reach us from the past cannot illu-
mine so dingy a scene; that heroic prelude
has ironic echoes among the streets and
the drawing-rooms where we live. Yet the
race of the poets—though grown rarer—
is not yet quite dead: there is at least one
who, as Mr. Pound says, has brought a
new personal rhythm into the language
and who has lent even to the words of his
great predecessors a new music and a new
meaning.

Gilbert Seldes.
“T. S. Eliot.”
Nation 115 (6 December
1922), 614–16.

The poems and critical essays of T. S. Eliot
have been known to a number of read-
ers for six or seven years; small presses in
England have issued one or two pamphlet-
like books of poetry; in America the Little
Review and the Dial have published both
prose and verse. In 1920 he issued his
collected Poems, a volume of some sixty
pages, through Knopf, and the follow-
ing year the same publisher put forth
The Sacred Wood, a collection of four-
teen essays devoted to two subjects, crit-
icism and poetry. This year a volume no
larger than the first, containing one long
poem, is issued. The position, approach-
ing eminence, which Mr. Eliot holds is
obviously not to be explained in terms of
bulk.

[. . .] The secret of his power (I will
not say influence) as a critic is that he is
interested in criticism and in the object of
criticism, as a poet that he understands and
practices the art of poetry. In the first of
these he is exceptional, almost alone; in
both, his work lies in the living tradition
and outside the willfulness of the moment
[. . .].

At the present moment criticism of lit-
erature is almost entirely criticism of the
ideas expressed in literature; it is interested
chiefly in morals, economics, sociology,
or science. We can imagine a critic circa
1840 declaring that Othello is a bad play
because men should not kill their wives;
and the progress is not very great to 1922
when we are likely as not to hear that it is
a bad play because Desdemona is an out-
moded kind of woman. [. . .] [The critics’]
creative interest is in something apart from
the art they are discussing; and what Mr.
Eliot has done, with an attractive air of
finality, is to indicate how irrelevant that
interest is to the art of letters. He respects
these imperfect critics in so far as they are
good philosophers, moralists, or scientists,
but he knows that in connection with let-
ters they are the victims of impure desires
(the poet manqué as critic) or of impure
interests (the fanatical “single-taxer” as
critic). “But Aristotle,” he says, “had none
of these impure desires to satisfy; in what-
ever sphere of interest, he looked solely
and steadfastly at the object; in his short
and broken treatise he provides an eternal
example—not of laws, or even of method,
for there is no method except to be very
intelligent, but of intelligence itself swiftly
operating the analysis of sensation to the
point of principle and definition.” Again,
more specifically, “The important critic is
the person who is absorbed in the present
problems of art, and who wishes to bring
the forces of the past to bear upon the solu-
tion of these problems . . .” Criticism, for

87



Mr. Eliot, is the statement of the structures
in which our perceptions, when we face a
work of art, form themselves. He quotes
Rémy de Gourmont: “To erect his personal
impressions into laws is the great effort of
man if he is sincere.”

The good critic, as I understand Mr.
Eliot, will be concerned with the aesthetic
problem of any given work of art; he will
(I should add) not despise ideas, but if he
is intelligent he will recognize their place
in a work of art and he will certainly
not dismiss as paradoxical nonsense
Mr. Eliot’s contention that his baffling
escape from ideas made Henry James the
most intelligent man of his time. It is not
an easy task to discover in each case what
the aesthetic problem is; but that is the
task, precisely, which every good critic . . .
is always compelled to attempt. . . . Mr.
Eliot has accomplished the task several
times, notably in his essay on Hamlet,
about which essay a small literature has
already been produced. I have not space
here to condense the substance of that or
of the other critical essays . . . nor to
do more than say that they are written
with an extraordinary distinction in which
clarity, precision, and nobility almost
always escaping magniloquence, are the
elements.

In turning to Mr. Eliot as a poet I do
not leave the critic behind since it is from
his critical utterances that we derive the
clue to his poetry. He says that the histor-
ical sense is indispensable to anyone who
would continue to be a poet after the age of
twenty-five, and follows this with a state-
ment that cannot be too closely pondered
by those who misunderstand tradition and
by those who imagine that American let-
ters stand outside of European letters and
are to be judged by other standards: “the
historical sense compels a man to write
not merely with his own generation in his
bones, but with a feeling that the whole of
the literature of Europe from Homer and

within it the whole of the literature of his
own country has a simultaneous existence
and composes a simultaneous order.”

This is only the beginning of “deper-
sonalization.” It continues: “What hap-
pens is a continual surrender of himself
[the poet] as he is at the moment to some-
thing which is more valuable. The progress
of an artist is a continual self-sacrifice, a
continual extinction of personality” [and
concludes] “the more perfect the artist, the
more completely separate in him will be
the man who suffers and the mind which
creates . . .”

[. . .]

“Poetry is not a turning loose of emo-
tion, but an escape from emotion; it is
not the expression of personality, but an
escape from personality. But, of course,
only those who have personality and emo-
tions know what it means to want to
escape from these things.”

The significant emotion has its life in
the poem and not in the history of the poet;
and recognition of this, Mr. Eliot indi-
cates, is the true appreciation of poetry.
Fortunately for the critic he has written
one poem, The Waste Land, to which one
can apply his own standards. It develops,
carries to conclusions, many things in his
remarkable earlier work, in method and
in thought. I have not that familiarity with
the intricacies of French verse which could
make it possible for me to affirm or deny
the statement that technically he derives
much from Jules Laforgue; if Rémy de
Gourmont’s estimate of the latter be cor-
rect one can see definite points of similarity
in the minds of the two poets: “His natu-
ral genius was made up of sensibility, irony,
imagination, and clairvoyance; he chose to
nourish it with positive knowledge (con-
naissances positives), with all philosophies
and all literatures, with all the images of
nature and of art; even the latest views
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of science seem to have been known to
him . . .”

A series of sardonic portraits—of peo-
ple, places, things—each the distillation of
a refined emotion, make up Mr. Eliot’s
Poems [1920]. The deceptive simplicity of
these poems in form and in style is exac-
tly at the opposite extreme from false
naiveté; they are unpretentiously sophisti-
cated, wicked, malicious, humorous, and
with the distillation of emotion has gone a
condensation of expression. In The Waste
Land the seriousness of the theme is
matched with an intensity of expression
in which all the earlier qualities are subli-
mated.

In essence The Waste Land says some-
thing which is not new: that life has
become barren and sterile, that man is
withering, impotent, and without assur-
ance that the waters which made the land
fruitful will ever rise again. (I need not
say that “thoughtful” as the poem is, it
does not “express an idea”; it deals with
emotions, and ends precisely in that sig-
nificant emotion, inherent in the poem,
which Mr. Eliot has described.) The title,
the plan, and much of the symbolism of the
poem, the author tells us in his “Notes,”
were suggested by Miss Weston’s remark-
able book on the Grail legend, From Ritual
to Romance; it is only indispensable to
know that there exists the legend of a king
rendered impotent, and his country sterile,
both awaiting deliverance by a knight on
his way to seek the Grail; it is interesting
to know further that this is part of the Life
or Fertility mysteries; but the poem is self-
contained. It seems at first sight remark-
ably disconnected, confused, the emotion
seems to disengage itself in spite of the
objects and events chosen by the poet as
their vehicle. The poem begins with the
memory of summer showers, gaiety, joy-
ful and perilous escapades; a moment later
someone else is saying “I will show you
fear in a handful of dust,” and this is

followed by the first lines of Tristan und
Isolde, and then again by a fleeting rec-
ollection of loveliness. The symbolism of
the poem is introduced by means of the
Tarot pack of cards; quotations, precise
or dislocated, occur; gradually one dis-
covers a rhythm of alternation between
the visionary (so to name the memories of
the past) and the actual, between the spo-
ken and the unspoken thought. There are
scraps, fragments; then sustained episodes;
the poem culminates with the juxtaposi-
tion of the highest types of Eastern and
Western asceticism, by means of allusions
to St. Augustine and Buddha; and ends
with a sour commentary on the injunc-
tions “Give, sympathize, control” of the
Upanishads, a commentary which reaches
its conclusion in a pastiche recalling all
that is despairing and disinherited in the
memory of man.

A closer view of the poem does more
than illuminate the difficulties; it reveals a
hidden form of the work, indicates how
each thing falls into place, and to the
reader’s surprise shows that the emotion
which at first seemed to come in spite of
the framework and the detail could not
otherwise have been communicated. For
the theme is not a distaste for life, nor is
it a disillusion, a romantic pessimism of
any kind. It is specifically concerned with
the idea of the Waste Land—that the land
was fruitful and now is not, that life had
been rich, beautiful, assured, organized,
lofty, and now is dragging itself out in a
poverty-stricken and disrupted and ugly
tedium, without health, and with no con-
solation in morality; there may remain for
the poet the labor of poetry, but in the
poem there remain only “[t]hese fragments
I have shored against my ruins”—the bro-
ken glimpses of what was. The poem is not
an argument and I can only add, to be fair,
that it contains no romantic idealization
of the past; one feels simply that even in
the cruelty and madness which have left
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their record in history and in art, there
was an intensity of life, a germination and
fruitfulness, which are now gone, and that
even the creative imagination, even hallu-
cination and vision have atrophied, so that
water shall never again be struck from a
rock in the desert. Mr. Bertrand Russell
has recently said that since the Renais-
sance the clock of Europe has been running
down; without the feeling that it was once
wound up, without the contrasting emo-
tions as one looks at the past and at the
present, The Waste Land would be a dif-
ferent poem, and the problem of the poem
would have been solved in another way.

The present solution is in part by jux-
taposition of opposites. We have a pas-
sage seemingly spoken by a slut, ending
“Goonight Bill. Goonight Lou. Goonight
May. Goonight / Ta ta. Goonight.
Goonight,” and then the ineffable “Good
night, ladies, good night, sweet ladies,
good night, good night.” . . . And in
the long passage where Tiresias, the cen-
tral character of the poem, appears, the
method is at its height, for here is the cold-
est and unhappiest revelation of the assault
of lust made in the terms of beauty.

[Quotation of lines 215–48 (episode
of the typist and the clerk) of The
Waste Land ]

It will be interesting for those who have
knowledge of another great work of our
time, Mr. Joyce’s Ulysses, to think of the
two together. That The Waste Land is,
in a sense, the inversion and complement
of Ulysses is at least tenable. We have
in Ulysses the poet defeated, turning out-
ward, savoring the ugliness which is no
longer transmutable into beauty, and, in
the end, homeless. We have in The Waste
Land some indication of the inner life of
such a poet . . . [I]n each, the theme, once it
is comprehended, is seen to have dictated
the form. More important still, I fancy,
is that each has expressed something of

supreme relevance to our present life in the
everlasting terms of art.

A. T. [Allen Tate].
“Whose Ox.”
Fugitive 1 (December
1922), 99–100.

[. . .]

It is agreed, we assume, that the
aesthetic problem confronting the poet
is eminently practical—versification, dic-
tion, composition, in a word, mechanics
being the elusive enemy to capture and
subdue . . . And it is pretty well decided
beforehand that his finished product must
represent some phase of life as ordinar-
ily perceived, and that he must look for
his effects in new combinations of images
representing only the constituted material
world. It is possible that his notion, unlike
the question of technique, is somewhat
gratuitous and inadequate; and I believe
that the unique virtue of the contemporary
revolt is its break, in a positive direction,
with the tyranny of representation.

Mr. Clive Bell has ably shown that
Modern Art has to its credit worthwhile
things quite outside the untoward perver-
sion of seeing life whole. It is patent, for
instance, that the art of Duncan Grant
and of Picasso has no objective validity
and represents nothing; but perhaps the
world as it is doesn’t afford accurate cor-
relatives of all the emotional complexes
and attitudes; and so the painter and, it
may be, the poet are justified in not only
rearranging (witness entire English Tradi-
tion) but remaking, remolding, in a sub-
jective order, the stuff they must necessar-
ily work with—the material world. It is
inevitable that there should be excesses,
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that the logical consequences of such a the-
ory should lead many into an arid and fan-
tastic subjectivism remote from the forms
in which life presents itself to us. But surely
the one extreme is not more undesirable
than the other . . .

The problem of representation is of
equal concern to the poet, for his solution
of it will largely determine his diction and,
especially, his prosody. Concede the banal-
ity that form and content are one, and it
is then clear that the apparently inexplica-
ble framework of T. S. Eliot’s The Waste
Land is inevitable and final; for to imagine
that poem in another music would be very
much like thinking of The Iliad as writ-
ten in a sequence, say, of triplets or cin-
quains. I think for all time—so important
is The Waste Land—Mr. Eliot has demon-
strated the necessity, in special cases, of an
aberrant versification, for doubtless none
assails the authenticity of his impersonal
and increasingly abstract art, though some
may not care for it. . . .

Perhaps T. S. Eliot has already pointed
the way for this and the next generation, as
Mr. Seldes says. But there are and will be
many still faithful to the older, if not more
authentic, tradition: for the old modes are
not yet sapped. However, the Moderns
have adequately arrived, and their claims
are by no means specious . . .

Burton Rascoe.
“In Defense of T. S. Eliot.”
Herald-Tribune [New
York], 7 January 1923,
sec. 6, p. 22.

To lunch with Gilbert Seldes and Edmund
Wilson, Jr., and we were all in a happy
frame of mind over the imminence of

Gilbert’s departure for Europe. We drew
up a telegram to Lee Wilson Dodd suggest-
ing that he write a parody of The Waste
Land [. . .].

We made merry over the fact that here
were gathered together three critics looked
upon as arch-conspirators in the effort to
palm off on the public an unintelligible
poem by an obscure scribbler as the great
poetic work of the year.

Eliot, of course, is about as obscure
among the literate as Rudolph Valentino is
among movie fans; Clive Bell, the English
critic, went so far as to say recently that
Eliot is the most considerable poet writ-
ing in English, being not unmindful of the
fact that William Butler Yeats, John Mase-
field, and Thomas Hardy are still alive; and
although the bulk of Eliot’s work is very
small, he has had the greatest influence per-
haps of any one poet living upon the work
of younger men.

And The Waste Land is not unintelligi-
ble. It is, naturally enough, unintelligible
to people who read it as carelessly as, say,
Keith Preston does. Keith quotes

O the moon shone bright on Mrs.
Porter

And on her daughter
They wash their feet in soda water

and then he comments: “As persiflage it
has its points. The phantasy of moonlit
damsels washing their feet in ice cream
soda water has a sort of Kubla Khandy
store flavor that we find refreshing.” The
poem says nothing about “ice cream soda
water”; it says plain soda water, a not
uncommon bath for tired and swollen feet.
To comprehend the mood and meaning
of these few lines is to comprehend the
mood and meaning of the whole poem.
The poem is, as I have said before, tragic
in mood; it is akin to a dirge or lament,
but it differs from the usual tragic poem in
that it is keyed sardonically, not romanti-
cally, as for instance, is “The Lament for
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Bion,” or prophetically, as for instance, are
the lamentations of the Old Testament, or
wrathfully, as is “The Revolt of Islam,”
or philosophically, as is Goethe’s Faust. Its
sardonic quality is peculiarly modern.

Eliot sings, to put the matter quite
simply, the diminution of the energy of
the world. “Faith,” says Elie Faure, “is the
religious name we give energy”; it is the
decline of faith, of energy, that Eliot in
this poem laments. Modern life, he says,
is arid, without a driving faith, lacking
in the great dreams and illusions which
sent men in quest of the Holy Grail,
impelled Columbus to cross the Atlantic
and made possible all the great epochs
in history we call progress. To emphasize
this he selects lines from great poets, from
Sappho, from Ovid, from Virgil, from
Shakespeare, from Spenser, from Dante,
who celebrated beauty with a great faith,
and revises their sentiments in conso-
nance with the arid drabness of modern
life.

One has but to compare the nuptial
passages in the Æneid with its modern
counterpart (as Eliot sees it) in the expe-
ditious, listless affair Eliot relates between
the typist and the young house agent’s
clerk to see the similarity and the vio-
lent contrast. Virgil’s celebration of Dido’s
love for Æneas is the finest flight of his
poetic fancy. Everything is lovely; every-
thing is perfect; Aphrodite and Juno unite
in making things nice for the lovers. Eliot,
in contrast, pictures a modern love scene in
a great city, London: a young typist, tired
out from a day’s work, returns to her
hall bedroom for her meal hastily pre-
pared from cheap canned goods. There
is a bed that serves her as a divan, piled
with articles of dress. Her lover is a brisk,
self-satisfied animal without sentiment or
delicacy who expedites matters, “bestows
one final patronising kiss” and descends
the stairs. Meanwhile how does this

modern Dido of the tenements regard her
encounter with her Æneas? Goldsmith has
written:

When lovely lady stoops to folly
And finds too late that men betray,

What charm can soothe her
melancholy?

What art can wash her guilt away?

And Virgil had voiced that sentiment
when he makes Dido soothe her melan-
choly in suicide. But, sings Eliot:

She turns and looks a moment in the
glass,

Hardly aware of her departed lover;
Her brain allows one half-formed

thought to pass:
“Well now that’s done: and I’m glad

it’s over.”
When lovely woman stoops to folly

and
Paces about her room again, alone,
She smoothes her hair with automatic

hand,
And puts a record on the gramophone.

The modern Dido of the tenements, says
Eliot, is too fatigued, too disillusioned, too
cynical, to take love seriously, to make it
a purposeful, energizing thing. She says
“That’s that” and thinks no more about it.

Again, the poet Day sings:

A noise of horns and hunting, which
shall bring

Actæon to Diana in the spring.

While Eliot paraphrases it with a bitter
twist:

The sound of horns and motors,
which shall bring

Sweeney to Mrs. Porter in the spring.
O the moon shone bright on Mrs.

Porter
And on her daughter
They wash their feet in soda water

92



Et O ces voix d’enfants, chantant dans
la coupole!

There is “ape-necked Sweeney” of
a former comic poem by Eliot playing
Actæon to Mrs. Porter’s Diana. There is
the reminiscent parody of the once pop-
ular ballad, “The Moon Shines Bright on
Pretty Red Wing,” a quick juxtaposition of
an anti-climax in the image of Mrs. Porter
and her daughter bathing their swollen
feet in soda water, and a sardonic employ-
ment of the loveliest line from one of
the loveliest of Verlaine’s religious poems,
“Parsifal.”

Throughout The Waste Land this
method of contrasts by parodies, alter-
ations, and distorted images is pursued
by Eliot with a result in perhaps the
most sardonic poem in the language. To
say that the poem lacks beauty is to
delimit the word beauty to such quali-
ties as “sweetness,” “prettiness,” “exalted
sentiment,” etc., which have, strictly, little
to do with beauty, even though a beauti-
ful poem may be at the same time sweet
and pretty and exalted. The Waste Land
is as rich in poetic fallacy as any poem by
Marlowe or Keats, but it is poetic fallacy
of a different sort.

To say that life is not as bad as it is
depicted in this poem is silly and irrelevant;
of course it isn’t; neither is it as good as life
is depicted in the Eclogues of Virgil.

Louis Untermeyer.
“Disillusion vs. Dogma.”
Freeman 6 (17 January
1923), 453.

The Dial’s award to Mr. T. S. Eliot and
the subsequent book-publication of his

The Waste Land have occasioned a dis-
play of some of the most enthusiastically
naı̈ve superlatives that have ever issued
from publicly sophisticated iconoclasts.
A group, in attempting to do for Mr.
Eliot what Ulysses did for Mr. Joyce,
has, through its emphatic reiterations,
driven more than one reader to a study
rather than a celebration of the qual-
ities that characterize Mr. Eliot’s work
and endear him to the younger cere-
bralists. These qualities, apparent even
in his earlier verses, are an elaborate
irony, a twitching disillusion, a persistent
though muffled hyperaesthesia. In “The
Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” and
the extraordinarily sensitized “Portrait of
a Lady,” Mr. Eliot fused these quali-
ties in a flexible music, in the shifting
nuances of a speech that wavered dex-
terously between poetic color and casual
conversation. In the greater part of Poems
[1920], however, Mr. Eliot employed a
harder and more crackling tone of voice;
he delighted in virtuosity for its own sake,
in epigrammatic velleities, in an incongru-
ously mordant and disillusioned vers de
société.

In The Waste Land, Mr. Eliot has
attempted to combine these two contra-
dictory idioms with a new complexity.
The result—although, as I am aware, this
conclusion is completely at variance with
the judgment of its frenetic admirers—is
a pompous parade of erudition, a lengthy
extension of the earlier disillusion, a kalei-
doscopic movement in which the bright-
colored pieces fail to atone for the absence
of an integrated design. As an echo of con-
temporary despair, as a picture of disso-
lution of the breaking-down of the very
structures on which life has modeled itself,
The Waste Land has a definite authentic-
ity. But an artist, is, by the very nature
of creation, pledged to give form to form-
lessness; even the process of disintegration
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must be held within a pattern. This pattern
is distorted and broken by Mr. Eliot’s jum-
ble and narratives, nursery-rhymes, criti-
cism, jazz-rhythms, Dictionary of Favorite
Phrases and a few lyrical moments. Pos-
sibly the disruption of our ideals may
be reproduced through such a mélange,
but it is doubtful whether it is crystal-
lized or even clarified by a series of sev-
ered narratives—tales from which the con-
necting tissue has been carefully cut—
and familiar quotations with their necks
twisted, all imbedded in that formless
plasma which Mr. Ezra Pound likes to call
a Sordello-form. Some of the intrusions
are more irritating than incomprehensible.
The unseen sailor in the first act of Tristan
und Isolde is dragged in (without point or
preparation) to repeat his “Frisch weht der
Wind”; in the midst of a metaphysical dia-
logue, we are assured

O O O O that Shakespeherian Rag—
It’s so elegant
So intelligent

Falling back on his earlier métier, a species
of sardonic light verse, Mr. Eliot does not
disdain to sink to doggerel that would be
refused admission to the cheapest of daily
columns:

When lovely woman stoops to folly
and

Paces about her room again, alone,
She smoothes her hair with automatic

hand,
And puts a record on the gramophone.

Elsewhere, the juxtaposition of Andrew
Marvell, Paul Dreiser and others equally
incongruous is more cryptic in intention
and even more dismal in effect:

But at my back from time to time I
hear

The sound of horns and motors,
which shall bring

Sweeney to Mrs. Porter in the spring.
O the moon shone bright on Mrs.

Porter
And on her daughter
They wash their feet in soda water
Et O ces voix d’enfants, chantant dans

la coupole!

It is difficult to understand the pres-
ence of such cheap tricks in what Mr.
Burton Rascoe has publicly informed us is
“the finest poem of this generation.” The
mingling of willful obscurity and weak
vaudeville compels us to believe that the
pleasure which many admirers derive from
The Waste Land is the same sort of grat-
ification attained through having solved
a puzzle, a form of self-congratulation.
The absence of any verbal acrobatics from
Mr. Eliot’s prose, a prose that represents
not the slightest departure from a sort of
intensive academicism, makes one suspect
that, were it not for the Laforgue mecha-
nism, Mr. Eliot’s poetic variations on the
theme of a super-refined futility would
be increasingly thin and incredibly second
rate.

As an analyst of desiccated sensa-
tions, as a recorder of the nostalgia of
this age, Mr. Eliot has created something
whose value is, at least, documentary. Yet,
granting even its occasional felicities, The
Waste Land is a misleading document.
The world distrusts the illusions which the
last few years have destroyed. One grants
this latter-day truism. But it is groping
among new ones: the power of the uncon-
scious, an astringent scepticism, a mysti-
cal renaissance—these are some of the cur-
rent illusions to which the Western World
is turning for assurance of their, and its,
reality. Man may be desperately insecure,
but he has not yet lost the greatest of
his emotional needs, the need to believe
in something—even in his disbelief. For
an ideal-demanding race there is always
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one more God, and Mr. Eliot is not his
prophet.

Elinor Wylie.
“Mr. Eliot’s Slug Horn.”
New York Evening Post
Literary Review, 20
January 1923, p. 396.

The reviewer who must essay, within the
limits of a few hundred temperate and
well-chosen words, to lead even a willing
reader into the ensorcelled mazes of Mr.
T. S. Eliot’s Waste Land perceives, as the
public prints have it, no easy task before
him. [. . .]

Amazing comparisons have been
drawn between Mr. Eliot and certain
celebrated poets; his admirers do not
couple him with Pound nor his detractors
with Dante, and both are justified in any
annoyance which they may feel when
others do so. His detractors say that he
is obscure; his friends reply that he is no
more cryptic than Donne and Yeats; his
detractors shift their ground and point
out with perfect truth that he has not the
one’s incomparable wit nor the other’s
incomparable magic; his friends, if they
are wise, acquiesce. It is stated that he
is not so universal a genius as Joyce;
the proposition appears self-evident to
anyone who believes with the present
reviewer, that Joyce is the sea from whose
profundity Eliot has fished up that very
Tyrian murex with which Mr. Wilson
rightly credits him. Some comparisons,
indeed, suggest the lunatic asylums where
gentlemen imagine themselves to be the
authors of Caesar’s Commentaries and
the Code Napoléon.

But when we begin to inquire what Mr.
Eliot is, instead of what he is not—then
if we fail to respond to his accusing cry
of “Mon semblable,—mon frère!” I am
inclined to think that we are really either
hypocrite readers or stubborn ones closing
deliberate eyes against beauty and passion
still pitifully alive in the midst of horror.
I confess that once upon a time I believed
Mr. Eliot to be a brutal person: this was
when I first read the “Portrait of a Lady.”
I now recognize my error, but my sense
of the hopeless sadness and humiliation of
the poor lady was perfectly sound. I felt
that Mr. Eliot had torn the shrinking crea-
ture’s clothes from her back and pulled the
drawing-room curtains aside with a click
to admit a flood of shameful sunlight, and
I hated him for his cruelty. Only now that
I know he is Tiresias have I lost my desire
to strike him blind as Peeping Tom.

This power of suggesting intolerable
tragedy at the heart of the trivial or the sor-
did is used with a skill little less than mirac-
ulous in The Waste Land, and the power
is the more moving because of the
attendant conviction, that this terrible
resembling contrast between nobility and
baseness is an agony in the mind of Mr.
Eliot of which only a portion is transferred
to that of the reader. He is a cadaver, dis-
secting himself in our sight; he is the god
. . . who was buried in Stetson’s garden
and who now arises to give us the ben-
efit of an anatomy lesson. Of course it
hurts him more than it does us, and yet
it hurts some of us a great deal at that.
If this is a trick, it is an inspired one. I
do not believe that it is a trick; I think
that Mr. Eliot conceived The Waste Land
out of an extremity of tragic emotion and
expressed it in his own voice and in the
voices of other unhappy men not carefully
and elaborately trained in close harmony,
but coming as a confused and frightening
and beautiful murmur out of the bowels
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of the earth. “I did not know death had
undone so many.” If it were merely a piece
of virtuosity it would remain astonishing;
it would be a work of art like a fine choir
of various singers or a rose window exe-
cuted in bright fragments of glass. But it is
far more than this; it is infused with spirit
and passion and despair, and it shoots up
into stars of brilliance or flows down dying
falls of music which nothing can obscure
or silence. These things, rather than other
men’s outcries, are shored against any ruin
which may overtake Mr. Eliot at the hands
of Fate or the critics.

As for the frequently reiterated state-
ment that Mr. Eliot is a dry intellectual,
without depth or sincerity of feeling, it is
difficult for me to refute an idea which
I am totally at a loss to understand; to
me he seems almost inexcusably sensitive
and sympathetic and quite inexcusably
poignant, since he forces me to employ this
horrid word to describe certain qualities
which perhaps deserve a nobler tag in min-
gling pity with terror. That he expresses the
emotion of an intellectual is perfectly true,
but of the intensity of that emotion there
is, to my mind, no question, nor do I recog-
nize any reason for such a question. A very
simple mind expresses emotion by action:
a kiss or a murder will not make a song
until they have passed through the mind
of a poet, and a subtle mind may make a
simple song about a murder because the
murder was a simple one. But the simplic-
ity of the song will be most apparent to
the subtlest minds; it will be like a queer
masquerading as a dairy maid. But as for
Mr. Eliot, he has discarded all disguises;
nothing could be more personal and direct
than his method of presenting his weari-
ness and despair by means of a stream of
memories and images the like of which, a
little dulled and narrowed, runs through
the brain of any educated and imagina-
tive man whose thoughts are sharpened by
suffering. [. . .] [T]hough Mr. Eliot may

speak with the seven tongues of men and
of angels, he has not become as sound-
ing brass and tinkling cymbal. His gifts,
whatever they are, profit him much; his
charity, like Tiresias, has suffered and fore-
suffered all. If he is intellectually arrogant
and detached—and I cannot for the life
of me believe that he is—he is not spiri-
tually either the one or the other; I could
sooner accuse him of being sentimental.
Indeed, in his tortured pity for ugly and
ignoble things he sometimes comes near to
losing his hardness of outline along with
his hardness of heart; his is not a kindly
tolerance for weakness and misery, but
an obsessed and agonized sense of kin-
ship with it which occasionally leads him
into excesses of speech, ejaculations whose
flippancy is the expression of profound
despair.

Were I unable to feel this passion shak-
ing the dry bones of The Waste Land
like a great wind, I would not give a
penny for all the thoughts and riddles
of the poem; the fact that Mr. Eliot has
failed to convince many readers that he
has a soul must be laid as a black mark
against him. Either you see him as a par-
lor prestidigitator, a character in which I
am personally unable to visualize him, or
else you see him as a disenchanted wiz-
ard, a disinherited prince. When he says
Shantih three times as he emerges from
The Waste Land you may not think he
means it: my own impulse to write Amen
at the end of a poem has been too often
and too hardly curbed to leave any doubt
in my mind as to Mr. Eliot’s absorbed
seriousness; he is fanatically in earnest.
His Waste Land is Childe Roland’s evil
ground, the names of all the lost adventur-
ers his peers toll in his mind increasing like
a bell. He has set the slug horn to his lips
and blown it once and twice: the squat,
round tower, blind as the fool’s heart, is
watching him, but he will blow the horn
again.
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Burton Rascoe.
“The Waste Land
Controversy.”
New York Herald
Tribune, 21 January 1923,
sec. 6, p. 27.

To Edmund Wilson, Jr.’s after the theater,
and thence to Elinor Wylie’s, where we
talked of this and that, and Wilson told
me that Louis Untermeyer had an attack
on The Waste Land in the current Free-
man, wherein he, too, voiced the notion
that a group of us are conspiring to mis-
lead the public. [. . .]

On the way home I got the magazine
and read Louis’s article. He is plainly on
the defensive throughout and he resorts to
cheap epithets directed not against Eliot
or his poem, but against the people who
like it. His opening sentence is a disingen-
uous distortion of fact to score an irrele-
vant point: “The Dial’s award to Mr. T. S.
Eliot and the subsequent book-publication
of his The Waste Land have occasioned
a display of some of the most enthusi-
astically naı̈ve superlatives that have ever
issued from publicity-sophisticated enthu-
siasts.” The implication is that the enthusi-
asm is consequent to the Dial’s award. The
facts are these: I read the poem in galley
proofs from Boni and Liveright’s office and
wrote about it in an article for Shadow-
land a week or so before the Dial had even
tried to get The Waste Land for magazine
publication. Wilson had read the poem in
manuscript and written a magazine article
about it before the poem’s publication in
the Dial or in book form. The Dial’s award
was not decided upon until weeks after we
had all had our separate say on the poem’s
merit. And what is more, none of us had

ever talked with the other about the poem
until after we had had our say about it.
Wilson called me up one night and said
he had just been reading “Eliot’s new long
narrative poem; you want to get hold of it.
It’s a very extraordinary piece of work.”
That is all. And if Louis will recall, after
the poem’s publication in the Dial, I called
him up one night under a similar impulse
only to find that Louis had read the poem
and did not like it.

If Louis had judged the poem on aes-
thetic grounds and had found it want-
ing, his critique might have been salu-
tary. He makes but one point that is not
irrelevant—“the absence of an integrated
design”—a point which all of us have
made with reference to Eliot’s too frequent
use of ellipsis and disdain for “wadding,”
or, as Louis says, “connecting tissue.”
“Man,” Louis winds up grandly, “may be
desperately insecure, but he has not yet
lost the greatest of his emotional needs, the
need to believe in something—even in his
disbelief.” That is a noble thought, Louis,
but what in the world has it to with Eliot’s
poem?

∗Harold Monro.
“Notes for a Study of The
Waste Land: An Imaginary
Dialogue with T. S. Eliot.”
Chapbook 34 (February
1923), 20–24.

[Part 1 consists of an imaginary
dialogue with Eliot]

2.

Most poems of any significance leave one
definite impression on the mind. This
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poem makes a variety of impressions,
many of them so contradictory that a large
majority of minds will never be able to rec-
oncile them, or conceive of it as an entity.
Those minds will not go beyond wonder-
ing why it so often breaks itself up vio-
lently, changes its tone and apparently its
subject. It will remain for them a pot-
pourri of descriptions and episodes, and
while deprecating the lack of style, those
people will console themselves with soft
laughter. That influential London Editor–
critic who dismissed it as “an obscure but
amusing poem” is an instance.

Obscure it is, and amusing it can be too;
but neither quite in the way he seems to
have meant. They who have only one defi-
nition for the word poem may gnash their
teeth, or smile. One definition will not be
applicable to The Waste Land. Of course,
most poets write of dreaming, [. . .] but this
poem actually is a dream presented with-
out any poetic boast, bluff, or padding;
and it lingers in the mind more like a dream
than a poem, which is one of the reasons
why it is both obscure and amusing. It
is not possible to see it whole except in
the manner that one may watch a cloud
which, though remaining the same cloud,
changes its form repeatedly as one looks.
Or to others it may appear like a drawing
that is so crowded with apparently unre-
lated details that the design or meaning
(if there be one) cannot be grasped until
those details have been absorbed into the
mind, and assembled and related to each
other.

3.

A friend came to me with the discovery
that he and I could not hope to under-
stand Mr. Eliot’s poems; we had not the
necessary culture: impossible for us to rec-
ognize the allusions. I asked him whether
the culture could be grown in a bottle or
under a frame, or in the open. Mr. Edmund

Wilson, Jr. tells us, on the other hand, that
“it is not necessary to know . . . any but
the most obvious of Mr. Eliot’s allusions
to feel the force of the intense emotion
which the poem is intended to convey.”
I was inclined to side with Mr. Wilson,
so we confined ourselves to discussing the
permissibility of introducing, as Mr. Eliot
does, into the body of a poem, wholly or
partly, or in a distorted form, quotations of
other poems. “In the absence of inverted
commas,” said my friend, “the ignorant,
when they are French quotations (seeing
that Mr. Eliot has written several French
poems) or German even, might mistake
them for lines belonging to the poem itself.
It is simple cribbing. The distortions are
more serious still. For instance:

When lovely woman stoops to folly
and

Paces about her room again, alone,
She smoothes her hair with automatic

hand,
And puts a record on the gramophone.

is an outrage, and a joke worthier of
Punch, than of a serious poet. Also I much
prefer the Bible, Spenser, Shakespeare,
Marvell, and Byron to Eliot. Marvell
wrote: ‘But at my back I always hear /
Time’s wingèd chariot hurrying near.’ Eliot
writes: ‘But at my back in a cold blast I
hear / The rattle of the bones, and chuckle
spread from ear to ear.’ Well, that is simply
a meretricious travesty of one of the most
beautiful couplets in English poetry. It is
wicked.”

I answered: “[. . .] What we have to find
out is whether T. S. Eliot is a sufficiently
constructive or imaginative, or ingenious
poet to justify this freedom that he
exercises.”

He answered: “Yes, but . . . ‘But at
my back I always hear / Eliot’s intellectual
sneer.’ Now I’m doing it myself.”
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4.

This poem is at the same time a repre-
sentation, a criticism, and the disgusted
outcry of a heart turned cynical. It is
calm, fierce, and horrible: the poetry of
despair itself become desperate. [. . .] Our
epoch sprawls, a desert, between an unre-
alized past and an unimaginable future.
The Waste Land is one metaphor with a
multiplicity of interpretations.

5.

[Quotation of lines 1–7 of The Waste
Land]

Conrad Aiken.
“An Anatomy
of Melancholy.”
New Republic 33 (7
February 1923), 294–95.

Mr. T. S. Eliot is one of the most indi-
vidual of contemporary poets, and at the
same time, anomalously, one the most
“traditional.” By individual I mean that
he can be, and often is (distressingly, to
some) aware in his own way; as when he
observes of a woman (in “Rhapsody on
a Windy Night”) that the door “opens
on her like a grin” and that the corner
of her eye “Twists like a crooked pin.”
Everywhere, in the very small body of his
work, is similar evidence of a delicate sen-
sibility, somewhat shrinking, somewhat
injured, and almost always sharply itself.
But also, with this capacity or necessity for
being aware in his own way, Mr. Eliot has
a haunting, a tyrannous awareness that
there have been many other awarenesses
before; and that the extent of his own

awareness, and perhaps even the nature of
it, is a consequence of these. He is, more
than most poets, conscious of his roots. If
this consciousness had not become acute
in “Prufrock” or “Portrait of a Lady,”
it was nevertheless probably there: and
the roots were quite conspicuously French,
and dated, say, 1870–1900. A little later,
as if his sense of the past had become
more pressing, it seemed that he was pos-
itively redirecting his roots—urging them
to draw a morbid dramatic sharpness from
Webster and Donne, a faded dry gilt of
cynicism and formality from the Restora-
tion. This search of the tomb produced
“Sweeney” and “Whispers of Immortal-
ity.” And finally, in The Waste Land,
Mr. Eliot’s sense of the literary past has
become so overmastering as almost to con-
stitute the motive of the work. It is as
if, in conjunction with Mr. Pound of the
Cantos, he wanted to make a “literature
of literature”—a poetry not more actu-
ated by life itself than by poetry; as if
he had concluded that the characteristic
awareness of a poet of the 20th century
must inevitably, or ideally, be a very com-
plex and very literary awareness able to
speak only, or best, in terms of the lit-
erary past, the terms which had molded
its tongue. This involves a kind of idol-
atry of literature with which it is a lit-
tle difficult to sympathize. In positing, as
it seems to, that there is nothing left for
literature to do but become a kind of
parasitic growth on literature, a sort of
mistletoe, it involves, I think, a definite
astigmatism—a distortion. But the theory
is interesting if only because it has col-
ored an important and brilliant piece of
work.

The Waste Land is unquestionably
important, unquestionably brilliant. It is
important partly because its 433 lines sum-
marize Mr. Eliot, for the moment, and
demonstrate that he is an even better poet
than most had thought; and partly because
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it embodies the theory just touched upon,
the theory of the “allusive” method in
poetry. The Waste Land is, indeed, a poem
of allusion all compact. It purports to be
symbolical; most of its symbols are drawn
from literature or legend; and Mr. Eliot has
thought it necessary to supply, in “Notes,”
a list of the many quotations, references,
and translations with which it bristles. He
observes candidly that the poem presents
“difficulties,” and requires “elucidation.”
This serves to raise at once, the question
whether these difficulties, in which per-
haps Mr. Eliot takes a little pride, are not
so much the result of complexity, a fine
elaborateness, as of confusion. The poem
has been compared, by one reviewer, to
a “full-rigged ship built in a bottle,” the
suggestion being that it is a perfect piece
of construction. But is it a perfect piece
of construction? Is the complex material
mastered, and made coherent? Or, if the
poem is not successful in that way, in what
way is it successful? Has it the formal
and intellectual complex unity of a micro-
scopic Divine Comedy; or is its unity—
supposing it to have one—of another
sort?

If we leave aside for the moment all
other considerations, and read the poem
solely with the intention of understanding,
with the aid of the “Notes,” the symbol-
ism, of making out what it is that is sym-
bolized, and how these symbolized feelings
are brought into relation with each other
and with the other matters in the poem; I
think we must, with reservations, and with
no invidiousness, conclude that the poem
is not, in any formal sense, coherent. We
cannot feel that all the symbolisms belong
quite inevitably where they have been put;
that the order of the parts is an inevitable
order; that there is anything more than a
rudimentary progress from one theme to
another; nor that the relation between the
more symbolic parts and the less is always

as definite as it should be. What we feel
is that Mr. Eliot has not wholly annealed
the allusive matter, has left it unabsorbed,
lodged in gleaming fragments amid mate-
rial alien to it. Again, there is a distinct
weakness consequent on the use of allu-
sion which may have both intellectual and
emotional value for Mr. Eliot, but (even
with the “Notes”) none for us. The “Waste
Land” of the Grail legend, might be a
good symbol, if it were something with
which we were sufficiently familiar. But
it can never, even when explained, be a
good symbol, simply because it has no
immediate associations for us. It might, of
course, be a good theme. In that case it
would be given us. But Mr. Eliot uses it for
purposes of overtone; he refers to it; and
as overtone it quite clearly fails. He gives
us, superbly, a waste land—not the Waste
Land. Why, then, refer to the latter at all—
if he is not, in the poem, really going to
use it? Hyacinth fails in the same way. So
does the Fisher King. So does the Hanged
Man, which Mr. Eliot tells us he associates
with Frazer’s Hanged God—we take his
word for it. But if the precise association
is worth anything, it is worth putting into
the poem; otherwise there can be no pur-
pose in mentioning it. Why, again, “Datta,
Dayadhvam, Damyata”? Or “Shantih.”
Do they not say a good deal less for us than
“Give: sympathize: control” or “Peace”?
Of course; but Mr. Eliot replies that he
wants them not merely to mean those par-
ticular things, but also to mean them in a
particular way—that is, to be remembered
in connection with an Upanishad. Unfor-
tunately, we have none of us this mem-
ory, nor can he give it to us; and in the
upshot he gives us only a series of agree-
able sounds which might as well have been
nonsense. What we get at, and I think it is
important, is that in none of these partic-
ular cases does the reference, the allusion,
justify itself intrinsically, make itself felt.
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When we are aware of these references at
all (sometimes they are unidentifiable) we
are aware of them simply as something
unintelligible but suggestive. When they
have been explained, we are aware of the
material referred to, the fact, (for instance,
a vegetation ceremony) as something use-
less for our enjoyment or understanding of
the poem, something distinctly “dragged
in,” and only, perhaps, of interest as hav-
ing suggested a pleasantly ambiguous line.
For unless an allusion is made to live iden-
tifiably, to flower, where transplanted, it is
otiose. We admit the beauty of the impli-
cational or allusive method; but the key
to an implication should be in the impli-
cation itself, not outside of it. We admit
the value of esoteric pattern: but the pat-
tern should itself disclose its secret, should
not be dependent on a cipher. Mr. Eliot
assumes for his allusions, and for the fact
that they actually allude to something, an
importance which the allusions themselves
do not, as expressed, aesthetically com-
mand, nor, as explained, logically com-
mand; which is pretentious. He is a lit-
tle pretentious, too, in his “plan,”—“qui
pourtant n’existe pas.” If it is a plan, then
its principle is oddly akin to planlessness.
Here and there, in the wilderness, a broken
finger-post.

I enumerate these objections not, I must
emphasize, in a derogation of the poem,
but to dispel, if possible, an illusion as
to its nature. It is perhaps important to
note that Mr. Eliot, with his comment on
the “plan,” and several critics, with their
admiration of the poem’s woven complex-
ity, minister to the idea that The Waste
Land is, precisely, a kind of epic in a
walnut shell: elaborate, ordered, unfolded
with a logic at every joint discernible; but
it is also important to note that this idea
is false. With or without the notes the
poem belongs rather to that symbolical
order in which one may justly say that

the “meaning” is not explicitly, or exactly,
worked out. Mr. Eliot’s net is wide, its
meshes are small; and he catches a good
deal more—thank heaven—than he pre-
tends to. If space permitted one could pick
out many lines and passages and parodies
and quotations which do not demonstra-
bly, in any “logical” sense, carry forward
the theme, passages which unjustifiably,
but happily, “expand” beyond its purpose.
Thus the poem has an emotional value
far clearer and richer than its arbitrary
and rather unworkable logical value. One
might assume that it originally consisted of
a number of separate poems which have
been telescoped—given a kind of forced
unity. The Waste Land conception offered
itself as a generous net which would, if
not unify, at any rate contain these var-
ied elements. We are aware of a superficial
“binding”—we observe the anticipation
and repetition of themes, motifs; “Fear
death by water” anticipates the episode
of Phlebas, the cry of the nightingale is
repeated, but these are pretty flimsy links,
and do not genuinely bind because they
do not reappear naturally, but arbitrarily.
This suggests, indeed, that Mr. Eliot is per-
haps attempting a kind of program music
in words, endeavoring to rule out “emo-
tional accidents” by supplying his read-
ers, in notes, with only those associations
which are correct. He himself hints at the
musical analogy when he observes that “In
the first part of Part V three themes are
employed.”

I think, therefore, that the poem must
be taken,—most invitingly offers itself,—
as a brilliant and kaleidoscopic confu-
sion; as a series of sharp, discrete, slightly
related perceptions and feelings, dramati-
cally and lyrically presented, and violently
juxtaposed (for effect of dissonance) so as
to give us an impression of an intensely
modern, intensely literary consciousness
which perceives itself to be not a unit by
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a chance correlation or conglomerate of
mutually discolorative fragments. We are
invited into a mind, a world, which is a
“broken bundle of mirrors”; a “heap of
broken images.” Isn’t it that Mr. Eliot,
finding it “impossible to say just what
he means,”—to recapitulate, to enumerate
all the events and discoveries and memo-
ries that make a consciousness,—has emu-
lated the “magic lantern” that throws
“the nerves in patterns on a screen”? If
we perceive the poem in this light, as a
series of brilliant, brief, unrelated or dimly
related pictures by which a consciousness
empties itself of its characteristic contents,
then we also perceive that, anomalously,
though the dropping out of any one picture
would not in the least affect the logic or
“meaning” of the whole, it would seri-
ously detract from the value of the por-
trait. The “plan” of the poem would not
greatly suffer, one makes bold to assert,
by the elimination of “April is the cru-
ellest month,” or Phlebas, or the Thames
daughters, or Sosostris or “You gave me
hyacinths” or “A woman drew her long
black hair out tight”; nor would it mat-
ter if it did. These things are not impor-
tant parts of an important or careful intel-
lectual pattern; but they are important
parts of an important emotional ensem-
ble. The relations between Tiresias (who
is said to unify the poem, in a sense, as
spectator) and the Waste Land, or Mr.
Eugenides, or Hyacinth, or any other frag-
ment, is a dim and tonal one, not exact.
It will not bear analysis, it is not always
operating, nor can one with assurance,
at any given point, say how much it is
operating. In this sense The Waste Land
is a series of separate poems or passages,
not perhaps all written at one time or
with one aim, to which a spurious but
happy sequence has been given. This spu-
rious sequence has a value—it creates the
necessary superficial formal unity; but it

need not be stressed, as the “Notes” stress
it. Could one not wholly rely for one’s
unity,—as Mr. Eliot has largely relied—
simply on the dim unity of “personality”
which would underlie the retailed contents
of a single consciousness? Unless one is
going to carry unification very far, weave
and interweave very closely, it would
perhaps be as well not to unify at all;
to dispense, for example, with arbitrary
repetitions.

We reach thus the conclusion that the
poem succeeds—as it brilliantly does—by
virtue of its incoherence, not of its plan;
by virtue of its ambiguities, not of its
explanations. Its incoherence is a virtue
because its “donnée” is incoherence. Its
rich, vivid, crowded use of implication is a
virtue, as implication is always a virtue;—
it shimmers, it suggests, it gives the desired
strangeness. But when, as often, Mr. Eliot
uses an implication beautifully—conveys
by means of a picture-symbol or action-
symbol a feeling—we do not require to
be told that he had in mind a passage in
the Encyclopedia, or the color of his nurs-
ery wall; the information is disquieting,
has a sour air of pedantry. We “accept”
the poem as we would accept a power-
ful, melancholy tone-poem. We do not
want to be told what occurs; nor is it
more than mildly amusing to know what
passages are, in the Straussian manner,
echoes or parodies. We cannot believe that
every syllable has an algebraic inevitabil-
ity, nor would we wish it so. We could
dispense with the French, Italian, Latin
and Hindu phrases—they are irritating.
But when our reservations have all been
made, we accept The Waste Land as one
of the most moving and original poems
of our time. It captures us. And we sigh,
with a dubious eye on the “notes” and
“plan,” our bewilderment that after so
fine a performance Mr. Eliot should have
thought it an occasion for calling “Tullias’s
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ape a marmosyte.” Tullias’s ape is good
enough.

Harriet Monroe.
“A Contrast.”
Poetry: A Magazine of
Verse 21 (March 1923),
325–30.

[Review of The Waste Land and
Lew Sarett’s The Box of God,
also published in 1922]

[. . .]

In the important title-poems of the
two [poets] we have an adequate mod-
ern presentation of the two immemorial
human types. One might call these types
briefly the indoor and the outdoor man,
but that would be incomplete; they are
also the man who affirms and the man
who denies; the simple-hearted and the
sophisticated man; the doer, the believer,
and the observant and intellectual ques-
tioner. These two types have faced each
other since time began and they will accuse
each other till quarrels are no more. Both,
in their highest development, are dream-
ers, men commanded by imagination; seers
who are aware of their age, who know
their world. Yet always they are led by
separating paths to opposite instincts and
conclusions.

Mr. Eliot’s poem—kaleidoscopic, pro-
fuse, a rattle and rain of colors that fall
somehow into place—gives us the malaise
of our time, its agony, its conviction of
futility, its wild dance on an ash-heap
before a clouded and distorted mirror. “I
will show you fear in a handful of dust,” he

cries, and he shows us confusion and dis-
may and disintegration, the world crum-
bling to pieces before our eyes and patch-
ing itself with desperate gaiety into new
and strangely irregular forms. He gives us,
with consummate distinction, what many
an indoor thinker thinks about life today,
what whole groups of impassioned intel-
lectuals are saying to each other as the
great ball spins.

Yet all the time there are large areas
of mankind to whom this thinking does
not apply; large groups of another kind
of intellectual whose faith is as vital and
constructive as ever was the faith of their
crusading forefathers. To the men of sci-
ence, the inventors, the engineers, who are
performing today’s miracles, the miasma
which afflicts Mr. Eliot is as remote a
speculative conceit, as futile a fritter of
mental confectionery, as Lyly’s euphemism
must have been to Elizabethan sailors.
And these men are thinkers too, dream-
ers of larger dreams than any groups
of city-closeted artists may evoke out of
the circling pipe-smoke of their scented
talk. These men are creating that mod-
ern world which the half-aware and over-
informed poets of London and Mont-
martre so darkly doom.

[. . .]

We live in a period of swift and tremendous
change: if Mr. Eliot feels it as chaos and
disintegration, and a kind of wild impu-
dent dance-of-death joy, Mr. Sarett feels it
as a new and larger summons to faith in
life and art. [. . .]

But I would not be understood as belit-
tling the importance of Mr. Eliot’s glisten-
ing, swiftly flowing poem of human and
personal agony because it does not say
the whole thing about the age we live in.
Mr. Eliot would be the first to disclaim
such an intention—he would probably say
that The Waste Land is the reaction of
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a suffering valetudinarian to the present
after-the-war chaos in Europe, with its
tumbling-down of old customs and sanc-
tities. It is a condition, not a theory, which
confronts him; and he meets the condi-
tion with an artist’s invocation of beauty.
One would expect a certain deliberateness
in Mr. Eliot’s art, but this poem surprises
with an effect of unstudied spontaneity.
While stating nothing, it suggests every-
thing that is in his rapidly moving mind,
in a series of shifting scenes which fade
in and out of each other like the cinema.
The form, with its play of many-colored
lights on words that flash from everywhere
in the poet’s dream, is a perfect expres-
sion of the shifting tortures in his soul. If
one calls The Waste Land a masterpiece
of decadent art, the words must be taken
as praise, for decadent art, while always
incomplete, only half-interpretive, is piti-
fully beautiful and tragically sincere. The
agony and bitter splendor of modern life
are in this poem, or that part of it which
dies of despair while the world is building
its next age.

[. . .]

J. F.
“Shantih, Shantih,
Shantih: Has the Reader
Any Rights Before the Bar
of Literature?”
Time 1 (3 March 1923),
12.

There is a new kind of literature abroad
in the land, whose only obvious fault is
that no one can understand it. Last year
there appeared a gigantic volume entitled

Ulysses, by James Joyce. To the uniniti-
ated it appeared that Mr. Joyce had taken
some half million assorted words—many
such as are not ordinarily heard in rep-
utable circles—shaken them up in a colos-
sal hat, laid them end to end. To those in on
the secret the result represented the great-
est achievement of modern letters—a new
idea in novels.

The Dial has awarded its $2,000 prize
for the best poem of 1922 to an opus enti-
tled The Waste Land, by T. S. Eliot. Burton
Rascoe, of The New York Tribune, hails it
as incomparably great. Edmund Wilson,
Jr., of Vanity Fair, is no less enthusiastic
in praise of it. So is J. Middleton Murry,
British critic.

Here are the last eight lines of The
Waste Land:

London Bridge is falling down falling
down falling down

Poi s’ascose nel foco che gli affina
Quando fiam uti chelidon—O

swallow swallow
Le Prince d’Aquitaine à la tour abolie
These fragments I have shored against

my ruins
Why then Ile fit you. Hieronymo’s

mad againe.
Datta. Dayadhvam. Damyata.

Shantih shantih shantih

The case for the defense, as presented
by the admirers of Messrs. Eliot, Joyce, et
al., runs something like this:

Literature is self-expression. It is up to
the reader to extract the meaning, not up
to the writer to offer it. If the author writes
everything that pops into his head—or that
is supposed to pop into the head of a
given character—that is all that should be
asked. Lucidity is no part of the auctorial
task.

It is rumored that The Waste Land was
written as a hoax. Several of its supporters
explain that that is immaterial, literature
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being concerned not with intentions but
results.

J. M.
Double Dealer 5 (May
1923), 173–74.

[. . .]

The Waste Land is, it seems to me,
the agonized outcry of a sensitive roman-
ticist drowning in a sea of jazz. When Mr.
Burton Rascoe calls it “perhaps the finest
poem of this generation,” one is compelled
to challenge the verdict because compar-
isons in the arts are unjust in the first
place and The Waste Land is not as a
whole superb. But one would be very fool-
ish indeed who would deny that it contains
magnificent elements and supremely beau-
tiful lines.

This medley of catch-phrases, allu-
sions, innuendoes, paraphrase and quota-
tion gives unmistakable evidence of rare
poetic genius. One is certain that, read
by Mr. Eliot, to whom every allusion is
clear, for whom every catchword has a
ghostly portent, for whom every quotation
has an emotional and intellectual conno-
tation of intense significance, The Waste
Land is a great poem. To us who can-
not read with Mr. Eliot’s spectacles, col-
ored as they are by Mr. Eliot’s experience,
it must remain a hodgepodge of grandeur
and jargon. It cannot, from the standpoint
of the average reader or of the average
writer of verse, be appraised as a complete
success.

Mr. Eliot, an immortal by instinct, finds
himself submerged—a “drowned Phoeni-
cian Sailor”—in the garish and to him
not charming swirl of animalistic, illiter-
ate human life, now seething on both sides

of the Atlantic. Caught in this maelstrom,
he catches glimpses of the world of drama
and romance and stable beauty which he
would prefer and which, no question, he
has found in books. From that ideal world
come floating ghostly cadences, images
and reminders. To these straws he clings,
as a sort of salvation.

O swallow swallow
Le Prince d’Aquitaine à la tour abolie
These fragments I have shored against

my ruins

The fragments from the other world which
Mr. Eliot clings to in The Waste Land,
like the fragments which he quotes in The
Sacred Wood, are of the very heart of
poetry: “Those are pearls that were his
eyes” echoes throughout.

Taking the poem as a whole, the aver-
age reader will object that many passages,
as pure art, are not satisfactory. I venture
to repeat that Mr. Eliot’s own intellectual
or emotional associations give to some of
the language used in The Waste Land a
significance which it does not and can-
not have for another individual. The dis-
cords, in Mr. Eliot’s opinion and in that
of certain readers, no doubt, have their
place in the pattern, adding a beauty of
contrast, heightening the effect of the har-
monies. To me the discords seem unsat-
isfactory discords. The Waste Land is
a poem containing passages of extreme
beauty, but I believe there are few per-
sons who can read it all with sustained
delight.

[Quotations of passages from “The
Burial of the Dead,” “A Game of
Chess,” and “Death by Water”]

Many of us have contended for a long
time that T. S. Eliot is one of the most
exceptional men of letters of his epoch.
The Waste Land confirms that belief. How
much of it or of his previous work is
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indelible I would not venture to estimate.
That that work reveals a genius and a
personality extremely rare, I am certain.
And that Mr. Eliot, as poet or as critic
or as scholar, eminently deserved such
an award as the Dial prize, seems to be
incontrovertible.

John Crowe Ransom.
“Waste Lands.”
New York Evening Post
Literary Review 3 (14 July
1923), 825–26.

[. . .]

The field of literature in our day—perhaps
beyond all other days—is an unweeded
garden, in which the flowers and weeds
are allowed to grow side by side because
the gardeners, who are the critics, do not
know their botany. The commonest and
fatalest error in the riot of our letters
is the fundamental failure of the creative
imagination, and it ought always to be
exposed.

[. . .]

[C]riticism should be prepared to make
an example of bad artists for the sake of
the good artists and the future of art.

But what a congenial exercise is fur-
nished the critic by that strange poem,
The Waste Land. In the first place, every-
body agrees beforehand that its author is
possessed of uncommon literary powers,
and it is certain that, whatever credit the
critic may try to take from him, a flatter-
ing residue will remain. And then his poem
won a spectacular triumph over a certain
public and is entitled to an extra quantity

of review. Best of all, Mr. Eliot’s perfor-
mance is the apotheosis of modernity, and
seems to bring to a head all the specifically
modern errors, and to cry for critic’s ink
of a volume quite disproportionate to its
merits as a poem.

The most notable surface fact about
The Waste Land is of course its extreme
disconnection. I do not know just how
many parts the poem is supposed to have,
but to me there are something like fifty
parts which offer no bridges the one to the
other and which are quite distinct in time,
place, action, persons, tone, and nearly
all the unities to which art is accustomed.
This discreteness reaches also to the inside
of the parts, where it is indicated by a
frequent want of grammatical joints and
marks of punctuation; as if it were the
function of art to break down the usual
singleness of the artistic image, and then to
attack the integrity of the individual frag-
ments. I presume that poetry has already
gone further in this direction. It is a species
of the same error which modern writers of
fiction practice when they laboriously dis-
connect the stream of consciousness and
present items which do not enter into
wholes. Evidently they think with Hume
that reality is facts and pluralism, not com-
pounds and systems. But Mr. Eliot is more
enterprising than they, because almost in
so many words he assails the philosophi-
cal or cosmical principles under which we
form the usual images of reality, naming
the whole phantasmagoria “Waste Land”
almost as plainly as if he were naming cos-
mos “Chaos.” His intention is evidently
to present a wilderness in which both
he and the reader may be bewildered, in
which one is never to see the wood for the
trees.

Against this philosophy—or negation
of philosophy—the critic must stand fast.
It is good for some purposes, but not for
art. The mind of the artist is an integer, and
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the imaginative vision is a single act which
fuses its elements. It is to be suspected that
the author who holds his elements apart
is not using his imagination, but using a
formula, like a scientist anxious to make
out a “case”; at any rate, for art such a
procedure suggests far too much strain and
tension. For the imagination things cohere;
pluralism cannot exist when we relax our
obsessions and allow such testimony as is
in us to come out. Even the most refractory
elements in experience, like the powerful
opposing wills in a tragedy, arrive auto-
matically at their “higher synthesis” if the
imagination is allowed to treat them.

There is a reason besides philosophi-
cal bias which makes the disconnection
in the poem. The fragments could not be
joined on any principle and remain what
they are. And that is because they are at
different stages of fertilization; they are
not the children of a single act of birth.
Among their disparities one notes that
scraps from many tongues are juxtaposed;
and yet one knows well that we are in
different “ages of intelligence” when we
take the different languages on our lips;
we do not quote Greek tragedy and mod-
ern cockney with the same breath or with
the same kinds of mind. We cannot pass,
in The Waste Land, without a convulsion
of the mind from “O O O O that Shake-
speherian Rag,” to “Shantih shantih shan-
tih.” And likewise, the fragments are in
many meters, from the comparatively for-
mal meter which we know as the medium
of romantic experiences in the English the-
saurus to an extremely free verse which we
know as the medium of a half-hearted and
disillusioned art. But, above all, some frag-
ments are emotions recollected in tranquil-
ity and others are emotions kept raw and
bleeding, like sores we continue to pick. In
other words, the fragments vary through
almost every stage, from pure realism
to some point just short of complete

fertilization by the romantic imagination,
and this is a material which is incapable of
synthesis.

A consequence of this inequality of
material is a certain novelty of Mr. Eliot’s
which is not fundamentally different from
parody. To parody is to borrow a phrase
whose meaning lies on one plane of intel-
ligence and to insert it into the context
of a lower plane; an attempt to com-
pound two incommensurable imaginative
creations. Mr. Eliot inserts beautiful quo-
tations into ugly contexts. For example:

When lovely woman stoops to folly
and

Paces about her room again, alone,
She smoothes her hair with automatic

hand,
And puts a record on the gramophone.

A considerable affront against aesthetic
sensibilities. Using these lovely borrowed
lines for his own peculiar purposes, Mr.
Eliot debases them every time; there is not,
I believe, a single occasion when his con-
text is as mature as the quotation which
he inserts into it; he does not invent such
phrases for himself, nor, evidently, does his
understanding quite appreciate them, for
they require an organization of experience
which is yet beyond him.

[. . .]

But it may be put to the credit of Mr. Eliot
that he is a man of better parts gener-
ally than most of the new poets, as in the
fact that he certainly bears no animus
against the old poetry except as it is taken
as a model by the new poets; he is suffi-
ciently sensitive to its beauties at least to
have held on with his memory to some
of its ripest texts and to have introduced
them rather wistfully into the forbidding
context in his own poems, where they are
thoroughly ill at ease.
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The criticism does not complete itself
till it has compared The Waste Land with
the earlier work of its author . . . Poems,
which appeared a year previously, hardly
presaged the disordered work that was
to follow. The discrepancy is astonish-
ing. Sweeney and Prufrock, those heroes
who bid so gaily for immortality in their
own right, seem to come out of a fairly
mature and at any rate an equal art. They
are elegant and precious creations rather
than substantial, with a very reduced emo-
tional background, like the art of a man
of the world rather than of a man of
frankly poetic susceptibilities . . . I pre-
sume that The Waste Land with its bur-
den of unregenerate fury, was disheart-
ening to such critics as Mr. Aldington,
who had found in the Poems the voice
of a completely articulate soul; I presume
that for these critics the Poems [1920]
are automatically voided and recalled by
the later testament; they were diabolically
specious, and the true heart of the author
was to be revealed by a very different
gesture. But I prefer to think that they
were merely precocious. They pretended
to an intellectual synthesis of which the
author was only intellectually aware, but
which proved quite too fragile to contain
the ferment of experience. One prefers The
Waste Land after all, for of the two kinds
it bears the better witness to its own sin-
cerity.

The Waste Land is one of the most
insubordinate poems in the language, and
perhaps it is the most unequal. But I do not
mean in saying this to indicate that it is per-
manently a part of the language; I do not
entertain it as a probability. The genius of
our language is notoriously given to feats
of hospitality: but it seems to me it will
be hard pressed to find accommodations
at the same time for two such incompat-
ibles as Mr. Wordsworth and the present
Mr. Eliot; and any realist must admit that
what happens to be the prior tenure of the

mansion in this case is likely to be stub-
bornly defended.

Helen McAfee.
“The Literature of
Disillusion.”
Atlantic 132 (August
1923), 227.

Under pressure of war emotion, we did
undoubtedly idealize one another (at least,
all those on one side), and we some-
times forgot to judge men’s motives on
the basis of our accumulated knowledge
of human nature. The rebound to self-
criticism and cynicism had to come. But
another element has entered in during
these last five years. “Happy is he who suf-
fers and knows why,” says one of Claudel’s
dying heroines. With the spectacle of the
peace before them, and its aftermath in
Europe, some men no longer see why they
suffered.

Certainly the most striking dramatiza-
tion of this depth of confusion and bitter-
ness is Mr. Eliot’s The Waste Land. As if by
flashes of lightning it reveals the wreck of
the storm. For this effect it is clear that the
author has consciously striven—indeed he
refers to his work as “my ruins.” The poem
is written in what is called the Expression-
ist manner—a manner peculiarly adapted
to the present temper. It does not present
the social order in a series of concentric cir-
cles, as in Dante, with the individual pass-
ing from one to the other in mathematical
succession; or as a wall against which the
individual dashes himself, usually in vain,
as in Tolstoy or Ibsen. It rather presents his
mind, or his mood, as the center around
which the world gyrates wildly, and with
which it makes few contacts, and those
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chiefly enigmatic. To students of psychol-
ogy, the method of procedure in The Waste
Land must be highly significant. Impres-
sions, fragments of experience, memories
of other men’s writings, drift through the
author’s consciousness at the bidding of
the subconscious. There is little attempt at
completion of any one pattern out of the
mass of details and allusions, or at logical
climax. But the parts move with a certain
rhythm—the rhythm of daydreams—and,
dream-fashion, resolve one into another
and so achieve a whole. It is mood more
than idea that gives the poem its unity.
And that mood is black. It is as bitter
as gall; not only with a personal bitter-
ness, but also with the bitterness of a man
facing a world devastated by war for a
peace without ideals. The humor—for it
has humor—is sordid, grotesque. Yet even
in the barren ugliness of The Waste Land
there is redeeming grace. After quoting a
bit from that most delightful of all spring
poems, the “Pervigilium Veneris,” and two
other lines equally fine, Mr. Eliot seems
content to rest his case—“These frag-
ments,” he writes, “I have shored against
my ruins.”

Allen Tate.
“Waste Lands.”
New York Evening Post
Literary Review 3
(4 August 1923), 886.

John Crowe Ransom’s article, “Waste
Lands,” in the [New York Evening Post]
Literary Review of July 14 [see this vol-
ume, pp. 106–08], [. . .] does such scant
justice to the school of so-called philo-
sophic criticism, to which one supposes he
belongs, that it may be of interest to your

readers to consider [. . .] a few of the errors
into which it leads him.

[. . .] Mr. Ransom rightly says that
the critic “should be prepared to make
an example of bad artists for the sake of
the good artists”; but this example can-
not be made by exorcizing pluralism to
the advantage of a gentler but equally
irrelevant ghost: “For the imagination
things cohere; pluralism cannot exist
when we relax our obsessions and allow
such testimony as is in us to come out.”
In other words, no honest man can be
a pluralist—which is not only palpably
untenable but quite outside the course of
his argument.

[. . .]

The real trouble with Mr. Ransom’s
article comes out when he proceeds to
comment on specific aspects of The Waste
Land. Mr. Eliot is a pluralist; he has
not “achieved” a philosophy; ergo, he is
immature, and his poem is inconsiderable.
I take it that Anatole France is immature.
But Mr. Ransom’s worry on this point
really is his inability to discover the form
of the poem, for, says he, it presents meters
so varied and such lack of grammar and
punctuation and such bewildering array
of discrete themes, that he is at a loss to
see the poem as one poem at all. What-
ever form may be, it is not, I dare say,
regularity of meter. Artistic forms are ulti-
mately attitudes, and when Mr. Ransom
fails to understand Mr. Eliot’s purpose in
using lines from other poets, like “When
lovely woman stoops to folly,” calling it
parody, we are aware of a naı̈veté some-
what grosser than that which he ascribes
elsewhere in his essay to modern experi-
mentation generally. He makes his point
by a highly imaginative petitio principii:
the fragments are at different stages of
“fertilization” and represent different lev-
els of intelligence; and then, too, Eliot
inserts these quotations into a context
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never so rich as their proper abode. Is it
possible that Mr. Ransom thinks that these
beautiful fragments were put into The
Waste Land simply to lend it a “beauty”
which its author could not achieve for
himself? And is he confusing parody with
irony? His definition of parody, without
the dogmatic implication that one plane
of consciousness is “higher” than another,
is really a definition of irony: the incon-
gruous is not always the deformed or
ludicrous. And it is probably true that
meters are never more than an organic
scaffolding upon which the poet hangs
an attitude; the “form” of The Waste
Land is this ironic attitude which Mr.
Ransom relegates to the circus of Carolyn
Wells. My remarks here are excessive;
at this point in Mr. Ransom’s argument
we suspect that he should not be taken
seriously.

It is to be regretted also that T. S. Eliot
repudiates his first volume ipso facto by
writing The Waste Land. The only discov-
erable difference between Poems and The
Waste Land is certainly not one of central
attitude. Mr. Eliot, an intellectual roman-
ticist, need not commit himself to the same
intuition of the world today as yesterday;
he must shift all the time, for his motive is
curiosity, not prepossession, even though
he is driven always by the same thirst. The
free intelligence cannot harbor a closed
system.

And if tradition means sameness,
then Mr. Eliot cannot survive with
Wordsworth. But Mr. Ransom doesn’t say
just where it is that poems survive. How-
ever, it is likely that the value of The
Waste Land as art is historical rather than
intrinsic, but the point of my objection
to John Crowe Ransom’s essay is that
the method he employs is not likely
to give T. S. Eliot much concern. And
my excuse for this extended objection is
that Mr. Ransom is not alone. He is a
genre.

∗[Edgell Rickword].
“A Fragmentary Poem.”
Times Literary
Supplement 1131 (20
September 1923), 616.

Between the emotion from which a poem
rises and the reader, there is always a cul-
tural layer of more or less density from
which the images or characters in which
it is expressed may be drawn. In the bal-
lad “I wish I were where Helen lies” this
middle ground is but faintly indicated. The
ballad, we say, is simpler than the “Ode to
the Nightingale”; it evokes very directly
an emotional response. In the ode the
emotion gains resonance from the atmo-
sphere of legendary association through
which it passes before reaching us. It can-
not be called better art, but it is certainly
more sophisticated and to some minds less
poignant. From time to time there appear
poets and a poetic audience to whom
this refractory haze of allusion must be
very dense; without it the meanings of the
words strike them so rapidly as to be inap-
preciable, just as, without the air, we could
not detect the vibration of light. We may
remember with what elaboration Addison,
among others, was obliged to undertake
the defense of the old ballads before it was
recognized that their bare style might be
admired by gentlemen familiar with the
classics.

The poetic personality of Mr. Eliot
is extremely sophisticated. His emotions
hardly ever reach us without traversing a
zig-zag of allusion. In the course of his
four hundred lines, he quotes from a score
of authors and in three foreign languages,
though his artistry has reached that point
at which it knows the wisdom of some-
times concealing itself. There is in general
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in his work a disinclination to awake in
us a direct emotional response. It is only,
the reader feels, out of regard for someone
else that he has been induced to mount
the platform at all. From there he con-
ducts a magic-lantern show; but being too
reserved to expose in public the impres-
sions stamped on his own soul by the jour-
ney through the Waste Land, he employs
the slides made by others, indicating with
a touch the difference between his reac-
tion and theirs. So the familiar stanza of
Goldsmith becomes

When lovely woman stoops to folly
and

Paces about her room again, alone,
She smoothes her hair with automatic

hand,
And puts a record on the gramophone.

To help us to elucidate the poem Mr.
Eliot has provided some notes which will
be of more interest to the pedantic than the
poetic critic. Certainly they warn us to be
prepared to recognize some references to
vegetation ceremonies. This is the cultural
or middle layer, which, whilst it helps us to
perceive the underlying emotion, is of no
poetic value in itself. We desire to touch
the inspiration itself, and if the appara-
tus of reserve is too strongly constructed,
it will defeat the poet’s end. The theme is
announced frankly enough in the title, The
Waste Land; and in the concluding con-
fession, “These fragments I have shored
against my ruins,” we receive a direct com-
munication which throws light on much
which had preceded it. From the opening
part, “The Burial of the Dead,” to the final
one we seem to see a world, or a mind, in
disaster and mocking its despair. We are
aware of the toppling of aspirations, the
swift disintegration of accepted stability,
the crash of an ideal. Set at a distance by a
poetic method which is reticence itself, we
can only judge of the strength of the emo-
tion by the visible violence of the reaction.

Here is Mr. Eliot, a dandy of the choic-
est phrase, permitting himself blatancies
like “the young man carbuncular.” Here
is a poet capable of a style more refined
than that of any of his generation parody-
ing without taste or skill—and of this the
example from Goldsmith is not the most
astonishing. Here is a writer to whom orig-
inality is almost an inspiration borrowing
the greater number of his best lines, creat-
ing hardly any himself. It seems to us as if
The Waste Land exists in the greater part
in the state of notes. This quotation is a
particularly obvious instance:

London Bridge is falling down falling
down falling down

Poi s’ascose nel foco che gli affina
Quando fiam uti chelidon—O

swallow swallow
Le Prince d’Aquitaine à la tour abolie.

The method has a number of theoret-
ical justifications. Mr. Eliot himself has
employed it discreetly with delicious effect.
It suits well the disillusioned smile which
he had in common with Laforgue; but
we do sometimes wish to hear the poet’s
full voice. Perhaps if the reader were suf-
ficiently sophisticated he would find these
echoes suggestive hints, as rich in signif-
icance as the sonorous amplifications of
the romantic poets. None the less, we do
not derive from this poem as a whole the
satisfaction we ask from poetry. Numer-
ous passages are finely written; there is an
amusing dialogue in the vernacular, and
the fifth part is nearly wholly admirable.
The section beginning “What is that sound
high in the air” has a nervous strength
which perfectly suits the theme; but he
declines to a mere notation, the result of
an indolence of the imagination.

Mr. Eliot, always evasive of the grand
manner, has reached a stage at which he
can no longer refuse to recognize the lim-
itations of his medium; he is sometimes
walking very near the limits of coherency.
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But it is the finest horses which have the
most tender mouths, and some unsympa-
thetic tug has sent Mr. Eliot’s gift awry.
When he recovers control, we shall expect
his poetry to have gained in variety and
strength from this ambitious experiment.

∗Clive Bell.
“T. S. Eliot.”
Nation & Athenaeum 33
(22 September 1923),
772–73.

To be amongst the first to think, say, or
do anything, is one of the silliest and
most harmless of human ambitions: I was
one of the first in England to sing the
praises of Eliot. I shall not forget going
down to a country house for the Easter
of 1916—or was it ’17?—with Prufrock
in my pocket, and hearing it read aloud
to a circle of guests with whose names I
am too modest to bribe your good opin-
ion. Only this I will say, no poet could
ask for a better send off. “The Love Song
of J. Alfred Prufrock” was read aloud
two or three times and discussed at inter-
vals; it was generally admired or, at any
rate, allowed to be better than anything
of the sort that had been published for
some time: and it pleases me to remem-
ber that its two most ardent admirers
were a distinguished mathematician (not
Bertrand Russell) and an exquisite lady of
fashion.

To me “Prufrock” seemed a minor mas-
terpiece which raised immense and permis-
sible hopes: my opinion has not changed,
but my hopes have dwindled slightly. For,
as yet, Eliot has written nothing better
than “Prufrock,” which seems less surpris-
ing when we discover that, in a sense, he

has written nothing else; for the last seven
years, I mean, he has been more or less
repeating himself. He has lost none of the
qualitites which made me then describe
him as “about the best of our younger
poets”; his intelligence and wit are as sharp
as ever, and his phrasing is still superior to
that of any of his contemporaries: but he
has not improved.

Eliot, it seems to me, has written noth-
ing wittier, more brilliantly evocative of a
subtle impression, than “Mr. Apollinax”;
and that, I believe, he wrote before he came
to England. It is proper to add that if in
this style he has not improved on him-
self, neither has anyone, in the interval,
improved upon him. As for phrasing—a
term which in his case I prefer to “dic-
tion” (musicians will understand why)—
it is his great accomplishment; and if you
will open Prufrock at the very first page
you will come upon the following passage:

Let us go, through certain
half-deserted streets,

The muttering retreats
Of restless nights in one-night cheap

hotels
And sawdust restaurants with

oyster-shells:
Streets that follow like a tedious

argument
Of insidious intent
To lead you to an overwhelming

question . . .

than which, in my opinion, he has done
nothing better. Before contradicting me let
the reader count at least ten, and give his
memory a jog. In Mr. Eliot’s later poems
he will find, to be sure, better phrases than
any of these; but is he sure they are by Mr.
Eliot? The poet has a disconcerting habit
of omitting inverted commas. “Defunctive
music,” for instance, is from Shakespeare;
and not only the Elizabethans are laid
under contribution. The other day a rather
intemperate admirer quoted at me the line

112



[from “Cousin Nancy”], “The army of
unalterable law,” and declared that no
modern could match it. You know it is by
Meredith.

If you will read carefully Eliot’s three
longer poems—“Prufrock,” “Gerontion,”
and The Waste Land—I think you will see
what I mean (even if you do not agree with
me) in saying that he has been more or
less repeating himself. And here we come
at Eliot’s essential defect. He lacks imag-
ination; Dryden would have said “inven-
tion,” and so will I if you think it would
sweeten my discourse. Eliot belongs to that
anything but contemptible class of artists
whose mills are perfect engines in perpet-
ual want of grist. He cannot write in the
great manner out of the heart of his sub-
ject; his verse cannot gush as a stream from
the rock: birdlike he must pile up wisps
and straws of recollection round the ten-
uous twig of a central idea. And for these
wisps and straws he must go generally to
books. His invention, it would seem, can-
not be eked out with experience, because
his experience, too, is limited. His is not a
receptive nature to experience greatly. Del-
icate and sensitive admirers have found, I
know, the key to lifelong internal tragedy
in those lines [from “Gerontion”] with
their choice Elizabethan tang:

I that was near your heart was
removed therefrom

To lose beauty in terror, terror in
inquisition.

I have lost my passion: why should I
need to keep it

Since what is kept must be
adulterated?

But for my part, I cannot believe they are
wrung from the heart of tragic experience.
The despairing tone which pervades Eliot’s
poetry is not, it seems to me, so much the
despair of disillusionment as the morbidity
of The Yellow Book.

But how the man can write! And
the experience, if it be small, is per-
fectly digested and assimilated; it has gone
into the blood and bones of his work.
Admit that the butter is spread uncon-
scionably thin; at least the poet may claim,
with the mad hatter, that it was the best
butter. By his choice of words, by his forg-
ing of phrases, by his twisting, stretching,
and snapping of rhythms—manipulations
possible only to an artist with an exact
ear—Eliot can make out of his narrow
vision and meager reaction things of per-
petual beauty, [as in following lines from
“The Fire Sermon”]:

At the violet hour, the evening hour
that strives

Homeward, and brings the sailor
home from sea,

The typist home at teatime, clears her
breakfast, lights

Her stove, and lays out food in tins.

Mark the transition—the technical one I
mean—the stress and scarcely adumbrated
stress—“homeward, and brings the sailor
home from sea, / The typist home at
teatime,” so as to run on in a breath
“clears her breakfast.” A less dextrous
artist would have had to break the flow
with a full stop to show that he had
changed the subject. The line, “Her dry-
ing combinations touched by the sun’s last
rays,” is a piece of obvious comic-weekly
humor, unworthy of so fastidious a writer.
But try a line or two lower down:

He, the young man carbuncular,
arrives,

A small house agent’s clerk, with one
bold stare,

One of the low on whom assurance
sits

As a silk hat on a Bradford millionaire.

In its own modern way it is as neat as Pope,
and one can almost see Mr. Arnold Bennett
going to the races. I should be surprised if
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Eliot were ever to write a great poem; but
he might easily write three or four which
would take their places among the most
perfect in our language.

Eliot reminds me of Landor: I believe he
will not disdain the comparison. Landor
wrote half-a-dozen of the most perfect
poems in English, and reams of impeccable
dullness. Like Eliot he had very little imag-
ination or invention; a narrow vision and,
as a rule, tepid reactions; unlike Eliot he
was incontinent. Spiritually, he looked out
of the window of a suburban villa on the
furniture of a suburban garden: the clas-
sical statue he set up in the middle of the
grass plot was more often than not a cast.
No, it was something more spacious than
a villa garden; but it bore a horrid likeness
to a public park. Yet, on the rare occasions
when Landor could apprehend the hum-
drum world he inhabited with something
like passion, his art enabled him to create
a masterpiece. [. . .]

Eliot is said to be obscure; and cer-
tainly The Waste Land does not make easy
reading. This I deplore, holding, with the
best of English critics, that “wit is most to
be admired when a great thought comes
dressed in words so commonly received
that it is understood by the meanest appre-
hensions.” Only let us not forget that
“Prufrock,” which at first seemed almost
unintelligible, now seems almost plain sail-
ing, and that “Sweeney Erect,” which was
described as “gibberish,” turns out to be
a simple and touching story; so when we
cudgel our brains over his latest work let
us hesitate to suppose that we cudgel in
vain. It was decided, remember, that Gray’s
odes were quite incomprehensible; so were
In Memoriam and [George Meredith’s]
The Egoist; and the instrumentalists—
those practical experts—assured the con-
ductor that no orchestra ever would play
Beethoven’s symphonies, for the very sim-
ple reason that they were unplayable. I
respect the man who admits that he finds

Eliot’s poetry stiff; he who from its obscu-
rity argues insincerity and mystification I
take for an ass.

Turn to Eliot’s criticism (The Sacred
Wood) if you want proof of his sincerity,
and of one or two more qualities of
his. Here he gives you some of the most
interesting criticism and quite the silliest
conclusions going. Here is a highly con-
scious artist, blessed with an unusually
capable intellect and abnormal honesty,
whose analysis of poetical methods is,
therefore, bound to be masterly; who
is never flabby, and who never uses
well-sounding and little-meaning phrases
to describe a quality in a work of art
or a state in his own mind. Eliot is an
exceptional critic. Unluckily, he is a
Cubist. Like the Cubists, he is intent upon
certain important and neglected qualities
in art; these he detects unerringly, and he
has no eyes for any others. His vision, you
remember, was said to be narrow. He has
an a priori theory, which is no sillier than
any other a priori theory, and he applies
it unmercifully. It leads him into telling
us that Coriolanus is better than Hamlet
and The Faithful Shepherdess than
Lycidas—it leads him into absurdity. His
conclusions are worthless; the argument
and analysis by which he arrives at them
are extraordinarily valuable. As in his
poetry, in criticism his powerful but
uncapacious mind can grasp but one
thing at a time; that he grasps firmly.
He disentangles with the utmost skill
an important, hardly come at, and too
often neglected quality in poetry; and
if it were the only quality in poetry he
would be almost the pontiff his disciples
take him for. Not quite—for no aes-
thetic theory can explain his indiscreet
boosting of the insignificant Miss Sinclair
and the lamentable Ezra Pound. These
predilections can be explained only by
a less intelligent, though still perfectly
honorable, misconception.
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∗J. C. Squire.
“Poetry.”
London Mercury 8
(October 1923), 655–56.

I read Mr. Eliot’s poem [The Waste Land]
several times when it first appeared; I have
now read it several times more; I am still
unable to make head or tail of it. Passages
might easily be extracted from it which
would make it look like one of those wan-
tonly affected productions which are writ-
ten by persons whose one hope of impos-
ing on the credulous lies in the cultivation
of a deliberate singularity. It is impossi-
ble to feel that when one reads the whole
thing: it may bewilder and annoy, but it
must leave the impression on any open-
minded person that Mr. Eliot does mean
something by it, has been at great pains to
express himself, and believes himself to be
exploring a new avenue (though we may
think it a dark cul-de-sac) of poetic treat-
ment. The work is now furnished with
an extensive apparatus of notes. There
are references to Ezekiel, Marvell, The
Inferno, Ovid, Wagner, St. Augustine, Sir
James Frazer, and the Grail legend. But
though these will tell those who do not
know where Mr. Eliot got his quotations
and symbolism from, they do not explain
what these allusions are here for. The
legend about the Cumæan Sibyl, which
Rossetti paraphrased in verse, combined
with the title and one casual reference,
suggest that Mr. Eliot believes the poem
to be about the decay of Western civi-
lization and his own utter sickness with
life. But even with this knowledge I con-
fess that I do not see where it comes in.
There is a vagrant string of drab pictures
which abruptly change, and these are inter-
spersed with memories of literature, lines

from old poets, and disconnected ejacula-
tions. This is a fair specimen of the poem’s
progress:

[Quotation of lines 189–206 from
“The Fire Sermon”]

After which we proceed to the Smyrna
currant merchant who asked Mr. Eliot
(or somebody else perhaps) to tea at the
Cannon Street Hotel, and we conclude
with “Shantih shantih shantih,” which, we
are told, is “a formal ending to an Upan-
ishad.” Conceivably, what is attempted
here is a faithful transcript, after Mr.
Joyce’s obscurer manner, of the poet’s wan-
dering thoughts when in a state of erudite
depression. A grunt would serve equally
well; what is language but communica-
tion, or art but selection and arrangement?
I give it up; but it is a pity that a man who
can write as well as Mr. Eliot writes in this
poem should be so bored (not passionately
disgusted) with existence that he doesn’t
mind what comes next, or who under-
stands it. If I were to write a similar poem
about this poem the first line from another
work which would stray into the med-
ley would be Mr. Chesterton’s emphatic
refrain “Will someone take me to a pub?”
The printing of the book is scarcely worthy
of the Hogarth Press.

∗F. L. Lucas.
“The Waste Land.”
New Statesman 22
(3 November 1923),
116–18.

“Solitudinem faciunt, poëma appel-
lant.”

Among the maggots that breed in
the corruption of poetry one of the
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commonest is the bookworm. When
Athens had decayed and Alexandria
sprawled [. . .]; when the Greek world
was filling with libraries and emptying of
poets, growing in erudition as its genius
expired, then first appeared [. . .] that Pro-
fessorenpoesie which finds in literature the
inspiration that life gives no more, which
replaces depth by muddiness, beauty by
echoes, passion by necrophily. The fash-
ionable verse of Alexandria grew out of the
polite leisure of its librarians, its Home-
ric scholars, its literary critics. Indeed, the
learned of that age had solved the eco-
nomic problem of living by taking in each
other’s dirty washing, and “Alexandra” of
Lycophron, which its learned author made
so obscure that other learned authors
could make their fortunes by explaining
what it meant, still survives for the curi-
ous as the first case of this disease [. . .].
The malady reappears at Rome [. . .] in
the gloomy pedantry that mars so much of
Propertius; it has recurred at intervals ever
since. [. . .]

Readers of The Waste Land are referred
at the outset, if they wish to understand the
poem or even its title, to a work on the rit-
ual origins of the legends of the Holy Grail
by Miss J. L. Weston, a disciple of Frazer,
and to The Golden Bough itself. Those
who conscientiously plunge into the two
hundred pages of the former interesting,
though credulous, work, will learn that the
basis of the Grail story is the restoration
of the virility of a Fisher King (who is an
incarnation, like so many others in Frazer,
of the Life-Spirit), and thereby of the fer-
tility of a Waste Land, the Lance and the
Grail itself being phallic symbols. While
maintaining due caution and remember-
ing how “Diodorus Siculus / Made himself
ridiculous, / By thinking thimbles / Were
phallic symbols,” one may admit that Miss
Weston makes a very good case. [. . .] The
sick king and the waste land symbolize, we

gather, the sick soul and the desolation of
this material life.

But even when thus instructed and with
a feeling of virtuous research the reader
returns to the attack, the difficulties are but
begun. To attempt here an interpretation,
even an intelligible summary of the poem,
is to risk making oneself ridiculous; but
those who lack the common modern gift
of judging poetry without knowing what
it means, must risk that. The Waste Land
is headed by an allusion from Petronius
to the Sibyl of Cumae, shrunk so small by
her incredible age that she was hung up in
a bottle and could only squeak, “I want to
die.” She typifies, I suppose, the timeworn
soul’s desire to escape from the “Wheel”
of things. The first of the five sections
opens in spring with one of the snatches
of poetry that occur scattered about the
poem:

April is the cruellest month, breeding
Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing
Memory and desire, stirring
Dull roots with spring rain.

The next moment comes a spasm of futile,
society conversation from a Swiss resort,
followed by a passionate outburst at the
sterile barrenness of life, though not with-
out hope of its redemption.

[Quotation and brief description of
representative passages from all five
sections of The Waste Land]

[T]he gist of the poem is apparently
a wild revolt from the abomination of
desolation which is human life, com-
bined with a belief in salvation by the
usual catchwords of renunciation—this
salvation being also the esoteric signifi-
cance of the savage fertility-rituals found
in The Golden Bough, a watering, as
it were, of the desert of the suffering
soul.
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About the philosophy of the poem, if
such it be, it would be vain to argue; but it
is hard not to regret the way in which mod-
ern writers of real creative power aban-
don themselves to the fond illusion that
they have philosophic gifts and a weighty
message to deliver to the world, as well.
In all periods creative artists have been
apt to think they could think, though
in all periods they have been frequently
harebrained and sometimes mad; just as
great rulers and warriors have cared only
to be flattered for the way they fiddled
or their flatulent tragedies. But now, in
particular, we have the spectacle of Mr.
Lawrence, Miss May Sinclair, and Mr.
Eliot, all sacrificing their artistic powers
on the altar of some fantastic Mumbo-
Jumbo, all trying to get children on man-
drake roots instead of bearing their natural
offspring.

Perhaps this unhappy composition
should have been left to sink itself: but it
is not easy to dismiss in three lines what is
being written about as a new masterpiece.
For at present it is particularly easy to win
the applause of the blasé and the young,
of the coteries and the eccentricities. The
Victorian “Spasmodics” likewise had their
day. But a poem that has to be explained in
notes is not unlike a picture with “This is a
dog” inscribed beneath. Not, indeed, that
Mr. Eliot’s “Notes” succeed in explaining
anything, being as muddled as incomplete.
What is the use of explaining “laquearia”
by quoting two lines of Latin containing
the word, which will convey nothing to
those who do not know that language, and
nothing new to those who do? What is the
use of giving a quotation from Ovid which
begins in the middle of the sentence, with-
out either subject or verb, and fails to add
even the reference? And when one person
hails another on London Bridge as hav-
ing been with him “at Mylae,” how is the
non-classical reader to guess that this is

the name of a Punic sea-fight in which as
Phoenician sailor, presumably, the speaker
has taken part? The main function of the
“Notes” is, indeed, to give the references
to the innumerable authors whose lines
the poet embodies, like a mediaeval writer
making a life of Christ out of lines of Virgil.
But the borrowed jewels he has set in its
head do not make Mr. Eliot’s toad the more
prepossessing.

In brief, in The Waste Land Mr. Eliot
has shown that he can at moments write
real blank verse; but that is all. For the
rest he has quoted a great deal, he has par-
odied and imitated. But the parodies are
cheap and the imitations inferior. Among
so many other sources Mr. Eliot may have
thought, as he wrote, of Rossetti’s “Card-
Dealer,” of [Browning’s] “Childe Roland
to the Dark Tower Came,” of [Tennyson’s]
“Vision of Sin” with its same question:
“To which an answer peal’d from that
high land, / But in a tongue no man could
understand.” But the trouble is that for the
reader who thinks of them the comparison
is crushing. The Waste Land adds nothing
to a literature which contains things like
these. And in our own day, though Pro-
fessor Santayana be an inferior poet, no
one has better reaffirmed the everlasting
“No” of criticism to this recurrent malady
of tired ages, “the fantastic and lacking in
sanity”:

Never will they dig deep or build for
time

Who of unreason weave a maze of
rhyme,

Worship a weakness, nurse a whim,
and bind

Wreaths about temples tenantless of
mind,

Forsake the path the seeing Muses
trod,

And shatter Nature to discover God.
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∗Humbert Wolfe.
“Waste Land and
Waste Paper.”
Weekly Westminster 1
(17 November 1923), 94.

I begin by admitting that I do not under-
stand Mr. Eliot’s poem in the sense that I
could not pass an examination upon it. If,
for example, I were set the following three
questions (two compulsory),

(1) What relation does the expressed
desire of the Cumæan Sibyl to die
bear to the poem that it prefaces?

(2) How far does each part of the poem
carry on the meaning of its prede-
cessor and point on to the conclu-
sion?

(3) Is it really necessary, in order to
understand the poem, to make
a detailed study of the literature
of anthropology? Illustrate your
reply by reference to Miss Jessie
L. Weston’s book From Ritual
to Romance, Handbook of Birds
of Eastern North America, and
Bradley’s Appearance and Reality.

I should be prepared to give answers, and I
am certain that they would be quite unlike
the answers that others who, equally with
me, admire the poem, would give, and, like
all the answers, would be unsatisfactory to
Mr. Eliot. But that doesn’t bother me in
the least. Part of the truth about poetry is
its beautiful and essential unintelligibility,
just as obscurity is its most fatal defect.
Unintelligibility, in my use of the word
here, conveys that rushing sense of sug-
gestion hiding behind the actual written
word that almost stuns the receptive mind,
as might a too-bright light projected upon

a sensitive eye. All poetry worthy of the
name shakes just perceptibly beyond the
ordinary power of the mind, but it shakes
in brightness not in darkness. It is not that
the poet can’t make himself clear to us, but
it is that true poetry is always reaching out
beyond itself to the thoughts and feelings
for which no words have yet been found.
There is about it always an unprospected
land, no-man’s because it is trodden, in
default of fools, by angels. From all of
which it follows that everybody who cares
for poetry must always fail in an examina-
tion of a strict kind. To confess, therefore,
that I don’t understand Mr. Eliot’s poem
seems to me to be no more a criticism of it
than to say that (in the same sense) I don’t
understand Shakespeare’s sonnets. Neither
needs in that sense to be understood.

But that is not to say that I don’t get
from The Waste Land just those thrills
that I associate with what I believe to be
poetry. I do emphatically, and if they come
by unusual channels, that after all is the
best tribute that could be paid to any work
of art.

[. . .]

[W]hat are we to suppose is hidden under
these excursions from the Starnbergersee
by way of a hyacinth garden and fortune-
telling by cards to the “brown fog of a win-
ter dawn” in London? Is it the soul sprawl-
ing from mountains out of spring past a
viscous summer into the drabbest of win-
ters? I don’t interpret, because even as I
attempt interpretation Mr. Eliot assaults
me with “You! hypocrite lecteur!—mon
semblable,—mon frère!”

Well, if I am his brother, I shall pro-
ceed by saying that the next movement,
“The Game of Chess,” is the symbol of
the nightingale of beauty singing in the
ears of all of us, choked with the dirt of
the common burdens of mortality. End-
ing how? Why thus: “Good night, ladies,
good night, sweet ladies, good night, good
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night.” (That line hits me between the eyes.
It is, to me, poetry’s closing-time.)

As to the third movement, “The Fire
Sermon,” the nightingale sings again:
“Twit twit twit / Jug jug jug jug jug jug
/ So rudely forc’d. / Tereu” between the
rats in the slime, the wanton typist in her
sodden attic, and “where the walls / Of
Magnus Martyr hold / Inexplicable splen-
dour of Ionian white and gold.” Rats, lust,
inexplicable splendor all in one tumbled
heap: “la la / To Carthage then I came.”

So then the fourth movement, “Death
by Water,” and how things lovely endure
by dying before loveliness decays, and here
no nightingale need sing. [In the] fifth
movement and last, “What the Thunder
Said,” here are the “falling towers,” the
black end when:

A woman drew her long black hair
out tight

And fiddled whisper music on those
strings

And bats with baby faces in violet
light.

Thus we have progressed through every
form of ruin and despair over the Waste
Land to where: “London Bridge is falling
down falling down falling down.”

As I began by saying, I don’t pretend to
understand, but end with the sense that the
five movements are knit together by some
invulnerable strand. There remains in my
mind a sound of high and desolate music.
So poetry should end.

[. . .]
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This small volume contains three essays on
seventeenth-century poetry in Mr. Eliot’s
best vein. The discussion of English liter-
ature has suffered peculiarly from a lack
of well-informed and independent criti-
cism outside its official historians, who as
a rule accept the same scheme of rank-
ings and hand the same phrases on to
one another. It was the great merit of
George Moore’s imaginary conversations
with Edmund Gosse that they attempted
to disturb this system. Mr. Moore, read-
ing many celebrated English novels for the
first time rather late in life, complained, as
a novelist, that the actual artistic qualities
of these works did not fit the conventional
accounts of them; and Mr. Gosse, who
had come to guard the treasures of English
culture with almost as little over-exercise
of the critical sense as the Beefeater who
watches the Crown Jewels in the Tower of
London, was represented as rather hard
put to it to make a satisfactory defense.
So Mr. Eliot, who has the advantage over
Mr. Moore of having studied his subject
as thoroughly as any compiler of text-
books, becomes bored with the cliché rep-
utations of the English poets: he is tired
of hearing about Ben Jonson’s “comedy of
humors” and the “quaint conceits” of the
“metaphysical” poets and the superlative
lyric excellence of Wordsworth and Shel-
ley. And he sets out to find what artistic
realities are laid away in these parroted
phrases.

One of the features of Mr. Eliot’s
revaluation is a dissatisfaction with the
nineteenth century and a corresponding
enthusiasm for the Elizabethans and the
seventeenth century. I am not sure that,
in his reaction against the vulgar con-
ception of English poetry as coming to
its fullest growth in the Romantics and
Victorians, with Milton and Shakespeare
as lonely oaks out-topping the barbarous
undergrowth of earlier periods, he has
not sometimes fallen over into paradox
in urging the claims of the comparatively
neglected. Does he not, for example, exag-
gerate a little when he says that Dryden’s
“powers were, we believe, wider but no
greater, than Milton’s,” as if implying that
they were as great, and when he describes
Marlowe—with all his merits—as “a man
of prodigious intelligence”? And I should
also like to protest against his use of
a certain passage from Dryden’s Secular
Masque—which has already been used by
Mrs. Colum in an essay of her own for
the same purpose—as a proof of Dryden’s
poetic genius; this passage when taken by
itself may be made to sound quite exciting,
rather like something in Mr. W. B. Yeats,
but it seems to me difficult to continue
to regard it as impressive when one has
looked it up and found out what it actually
means in the essentially interesting form in
which it occurs. Mr. Eliot has a curious
weakness—in his own poetry it appears
as a gift—for finding in isolated passages
of this sort effects which they were evi-
dently never intended to convey. Another
example in this book is to be found in
the turn he gives to certain lines in Bishop
King’s “Exequy on His Dead Wife”: here,
he says, “there is that effect of terror which
is several times attained by one of Bishop
King’s admirers, Edgar Poe.” It certainly
is possible by quoting these lines sepa-
rately to lend them an effect of terror; but
I doubt whether anything of the kind was
intended by King or that any one but Eliot
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would have thought of it. It is the poet
Eliot and not the poet King or the poet
Dryden who expressed his temperament
in these selected passages—the poet who
has already given a new color and mean-
ing to lines taken out of their context from
his predecessors by embodying them in his
own poems.

These minor exaggerations do not,
however, impair the force of Mr. Eliot’s
excellent case for the superior artistic seri-
ousness and success of the seventeenth-
century poets over their eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century successors.

[Quotation from “The Metaphysical
Poets,” Selected Essays 46–47]

Perhaps the most interesting discov-
ery in the book is the resemblance which
Mr. Eliot finds between the seventeenth-
century poets and the Elizabethans on the
one hand, and Baudelaire and the French
Symbolists, on the other. A “telescoping
of images” and “multiplied association” is
characteristic of both. They both possess
“a mechanism of sensibility” which can
“devour any kind of experience” and their
poems are equally complex. They perform
the function of the poet indicated by Mr.
Eliot in the first of the passages quoted
above—that of “amalgamating disparate
experience.” That is why Webster and
Donne have come back into fashion in
America and England simultaneously with
the belated English symbolistic movement
which derives its original inspiration from
Rimbaud and Laforgue. Young people
no longer object, like William Archer, to
the absurdity of Webster’s plots nor, like
Bernard Shaw, scoff at his intelligence.
They know that he is a poet trying to
convey special effects of feverishness and
apprehension rather than a dramatist like
Sir Arthur Pinero, and that he succeeds
where a modern symbolistic dramatist like
Maeterlinck fails. Mr. Eliot has profited
in his own practice as a poet by the

discovery which he here expounds and this
is one of the facts which has given him
his importance in contemporary literature.
He has carried on the French tradition of
Symbolism in English—unlike many other
English-writing Symbolists—by working
from the English tradition of “wit” and
“metaphysical poetry” which came to an
end in the seventeenth century.

∗Edwin Muir.
“Mr. Eliot’s Criticism.”
Calendar of Modern
Letters 1 (May 1925),
242–44.

The title of this volume is misleading,
for the two more important of the three
essays included are devoted to the meta-
physical poetry of the seventeenth century.
Though short, these essays contain proba-
bly the most penetrating body of observa-
tion on the metaphysical poets that has yet
appeared in English, and it is nothing less
than a calamity for literature that Mr. Eliot
should have been compelled to discontinue
the book, “beginning with Chapman and
Donne, and ending with Johnson,” which,
he tells us in the preface, he once projected.
He was admirably fitted for the work both
by his gifts and his predilections; and the
book, had it been completed, would not
only have enriched the literature of criti-
cism, but would also have stimulated, by
making it more conscious of its aims, the
poetry of today.

Mr. Eliot’s diagnosis of the increas-
ing psychological debility of English
poetry since the time of the Elizabethans
and their immediate successors is suf-
ficiently well known, but here it may
be briefly stated again. The poets of
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these eras, he says, “possessed a mech-
anism of sensibility which could devour
any kind of experience.” Afterwards—
Mr. Eliot attributes the evil to Milton
and Dryden—“a dissociation of sensibil-
ity set in.” Poetry occupied itself only
with certain classes of “experience.” Of
the verse of the eighteenth-century poets—
Pope, Collins, Gray, Johnson, and that
of the Romantic poets—Shelley, Keats,
Wordsworth, Tennyson—this was equally
true. From this poverty of the poetic spirit,
this failure of poetry to deal completely
with experience, sentimentality, among
many other evils, arose. The main prob-
lem of the poet now is to reintegrate this
poetic consciousness which for two cen-
turies has been split up, and to deal with
experience completely again. But this he
will do successfully only if, among other
things, he knows and steeps himself in, and
does not imitate, the poetry in the English
tradition in which this has already been
done.

This bald summary does small jus-
tice to a very notable analysis of English
poetry, but it may serve to indicate what
a wealth of application, not only to the
poetry of the past, but to that of our day,
would have flowed from analysis had Mr.
Eliot written his projected survey. That
this analysis is accepted as a truism by
intelligent people today is due chiefly to
Mr. Eliot; the trouble is that it is very
loosely accepted, too loosely to be of effec-
tual use to the poet. Mr. Eliot has always
striven to make as exact as possible the
implication of this theory. He has tried
to show the necessary connection with a
sensibility capable of devouring any kind
of experience, of a habit of mind in a
certain sense philosophical—or, at least,
intellectually curious—and of that with a
poetry which will be at need “simple, arti-
ficial, difficult, or fantastic.” He has reiter-
ated that “the possible interests of a poet
are unlimited; the more intelligent he is

the better”; and this, as he is careful to
demonstrate, is not merely a pious opin-
ion, but a fact which may be deduced from
a study of great poetry. He has shown
admirably that poetry which dispenses
with these qualities—with what might be
called psychology—is bound sooner or
later to become sentimental. But, best of
all, he has not demonstrated all this on
the plane of general ideas; he has been
interested rather in the actual ways in
which this more complete poetic sensibil-
ity works and can work, showing how and
in what terms the unlimited interests of the
poet have been and may be again trans-
lated into poetry, and what have been the
uses and possibilities for the poet of the
“simple, artificial, difficult, and fantas-
tic.” Were the body of Mr. Eliot’s criti-
cism larger—three or four times larger—
than it is, its influence on contemporary
poetry would perhaps be decisive. It is,
one feels, a misfortune that it has not been
decisive.

The danger of criticism such as this,
which has its eye disinterestedly on pos-
sibilities of the English poetic tradition
which have been overlooked or unful-
filled, is that it tends to exalt poets, how-
ever small, who have expressed some of
those possibilities, at the expense of oth-
ers, however great, who have not. Mr.
Eliot’s criterion of poetry becomes insen-
sibly a pragmatic one, and the poet who
is more stimulating than another to this
age becomes to him not only stimulating
but sometimes, one feels, great. This fault
is more injurious than it seems: it gives an
effect of derangement of values. For exam-
ple, the excellent essay on Marvell in this
volume would be calculably more impor-
tant if it did not contain a depreciatory ref-
erence to Milton. Such things throw a crit-
ical judgment out of proportion, the last
thing, one imagines, that Mr. Eliot desired.
But after one has encountered in all of the
three essays in this volume an exasperated
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sentence on Milton, one begins to wonder
if Mr. Eliot is in reality capable of appreci-
ating the greatness of Milton’s poetry, and
although the doubt is dismissed as unjust,
a certain feeling of insecurity has been
given. It is bound to be intensified when
one reads, “I have long felt that the poetry
of the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies, even much of that of inferior inspi-
ration, possesses an elegance and a dignity
absent from the popular and pretentious
verse of the Romantic Poets and their suc-
cessors.” Wordsworth, the greatest of the
Romantic poets, is neither popular nor
pretentious, and at his best has a dignity
far less assailable, because his own, than
that of Johnson or Gray, even if in his case
it is incompatible with elegance. Mr. Eliot’s
failure—perhaps through impatience—to
acknowledge things such as these, lessens
the weight of his judgments, and lessens
it needlessly. His criticism is more com-
prehensive and more sound than that of
any other writer of this generation, but
it would be infinitely better if it were
compatible with an appreciation of the

importance of Milton as well as Marlowe,
of Wordsworth as well as Dryden, in the
English poetic tradition. Until it is, it will
have a faint but damaging, and altogether
misleading, resemblance to the criticism of
a school.
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∗Edgell Rickword.
“The Modern Poet.”
Calendar of Modern
Letters 2 (December
1925), 278–81.

If there were to be held a Congress of
Younger Poets, and it were desired to make
some kind of show of recognition to the
poet who has the most effectively upheld
the reality of the art in an age of prepos-
terous poeticizing, it is impossible to think
of any serious rival to the name T. S. Eliot.

[. . .]

The impression we have always had of
Mr. Eliot’s work, reinforced by this com-
modious collection in one volume, may
be analyzed into two coincident but not
quite simultaneous impressions. The first
is the urgency of the personality, which
seems sometimes oppressive, and comes
near to breaking through the so finely-
spun aesthetic fabric; the second is the
technique which spins this fabric and to
which this slender volume owes its curi-
ous ascendency over the bulky monsters
of our time. For it is by his struggle with
technique that Mr. Eliot has been able
to get closer than any other poet to the
physiology of our sensations (a poet does
not speak merely for himself) to explore
and make palpable the more intimate dis-
tresses of a generation for whom all the
romantic escapes had been blocked. And,
though this may seem a heavy burden to
lay on the back of technique, we can watch
with the deepening of consciousness, a
much finer realization of language, reach-
ing its height in passages in The Waste
Land until it sinks under the strain and in

“The Hollow Men” becomes gnomically
disarticulate.

The interval is filled with steady
achievement, and though the seeds of dis-
solution are apparent rather early, there is
a middle period in which certain things are
done which make it impossible for the poet
who has read them to regard his own par-
ticular problems of expression in the same
way again; though he may refuse the path
opened, a new field of force has come into
being which exerts an influence, creates a
tendency, even in despite of antipathy. [. . .]

Let us take three main stages in this
development of technique, [. . .] “The Love
Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” “Gerontion”
and The Waste Land. (The neo-satiric
quatrains do not raise any fundamental
queries; they are the most easily appreci-
ated of Mr. Eliot’s poems, after “La Figlia
che Piange.” The French poems remind
us of Dryden’s prefaces [vide Swift], and
there are half-a-dozen other mere jeux
d’esprit.)

“Gerontion” is much nearer to The
Waste Land than “The Love Song” is
to “Gerontion.” The exquisite’s witty
drawing-room manner and the deliberate
sentimental rhythms give way to more
mysterious, further-reaching symbols, and
simpler, not blatantly poetic rhythms. As
an instance, we have in “The Love Song”:

For I have known them all already,
known them all—

Have known the evenings, mornings,
afternoons,

I have measured out my life with
coffee spoons;

But in The Waste Land:

And I Tiresias have foresuffered all
Enacted on this same divan or bed;
I who have sat by Thebes below the

wall
And walked among the lowest of the

dead.
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The relation and the difference of
these passages hardly need stressing, but,
though I had not intended to enter into
an examination of the psychological con-
tent of these poems, I find that this sub-
ject of fore-knowledge is cardinal to the
matter. Fore-knowledge is fatal to the
Active Man, for whom impulse must not
seem alien to the end, as it is to the
vegetative life of the poets, whose ends
are obscured in the means. The passage
in “Gerontion” beginning: “After such
knowledge, what forgiveness?” and the
remainder of the poem are such profound
commentary on the consequent annihila-
tion of the will and desire that they must
be left to more intimate consideration.
The passage is a dramatic monologue, an
adaptation one might hazard of the later
Elizabethan soliloquy, down even to the
senecal:

Think
Neither fear nor courage saves us.

Unnatural vices
Are fathered by our heroism. Virtues
Are forced upon us by our impudent

crimes.

“Gerontion” is a poem which runs
pretty close to The Waste Land, and it
is free from the more mechanical devices
of the later poem, but lacks its fine origi-
nal verse-movements. In the Sweeney qua-
trains, especially in the last stanzas of
“Among the Nightingales,” the noble and
the base, the foul and the fine, are brought
together with a shock; the form has lit-
tle elasticity, and tends to become, like the
couplet, stereotyped antithesis. In the fluid
medium of The Waste Land the contrast
may be brought about just as violently, or
it may be diffused. This contrast is not, of
course, the whole content of the poem, but
Mr. Eliot has most singularly solved by its
means the problem of revoking that differ-
entiation between poetic and real values
which has so sterilized our recent poetry.

His success is intermittent; after a short
passage of exquisite verse he may bilk us
with a foreign quotation, an anthropo-
logical ghost, or a mutilated quotation.
We may appreciate his intention in these
matters, the contrast, the parody, enriches
the emotional aura surrounding an orig-
inal passage, but each instance must be
judged on its own merits; whether the
parody, for instance, is apposite. On this
score Mr. Eliot cannot be acquitted of an
occasional cheapness, nor of a somewhat
complacent pedantry, and since we can-
not believe that these deviations are intrin-
sic to the poetic mind, we must look for
their explanation elsewhere. We find it in
the intermittent working of Mr. Eliot’s ver-
bal imagination. He has the art of words,
the skill which springs from sensitiveness,
and an unmatched literary apprehension
which enables him to create exquisite pas-
sages largely at second-hand (lines 60–77).
It is when this faculty fails of imaginative
support, as it must at times, that certain
devices are called in; the intellect is asked
to fill in gaps (possibly by reference to the
notes, when they are, as they rarely are,
helpful) which previous poets have filled
in with rhetoric, perhaps, but at any rate
by a verbal creation which stimulates the
sensibility. The object of this verbal effort
is not merely to stimulate the sensibility,
since disjunctive syllables can do that, but
to limit, control, and direct it towards a
more intense apprehension of the whole
poem. That is where a failure in verbal
inventiveness is a definite poetic lapse. In a
traditional poet it would result in a patch
of dull verse, in Mr. Eliot’s technique we
get something like this:

To Carthage then I came

Burning burning burning burning
O Lord thou pluckest me out
O Lord thou pluckest

burning
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Whether this is better of worse than
dull verse I need not decide; that it is a fail-
ure, or the aesthetic scheme which would
justify it is wrong, can I think be fairly
upheld.

Though we may grasp the references
to Buddha’s Fire Sermon and Augustine’s
Confessions, and though Mr. Eliot may tell
us that “the collocation of these two rep-
resentatives of eastern and western asceti-
cism, as the culmination of this part of the
poem, is not an accident,” we find it diffi-
cult to be impressed. It is the danger of the
aesthetic of The Waste Land that it tempts
the poet to think the undeveloped theme a
positive triumph and obscurity more pre-
cious than commonplace. The collocation
of Buddha and Augustine is interesting
enough, when known, but it is not poet-
ically effective because the range of their
association is [. . .] limited by widely dis-
persed elements in the poem, and the essen-
tial of poetry is the presence of concepts in
mutual irritation.

This criticism might be extended to the
general consideration of the technique of
construction used in The Waste Land; it
is still exploited as a method, rather than
mastered. The apparently free, or subcon-
sciously motivated, association of the ele-
ments of the poem allows that complex-
ity of reaction which is essential to the
poet now, when a stable emotional attitude
seems a memory of historical grandeur.
The freedom from metrical conformity,
though not essential, as Don Juan shows,
is yet an added and important eman-
cipation, when the regular meters lan-
guish with hardly an exception in the
hands of mechanicians who are compe-
tent enough, but have no means of mak-
ing their consciousness speak through and
by the rhythm. Mr. Eliot’s sense of rhythm
will, perhaps, in the end, be found his
most lasting innovation, as it is the qual-
ity which strikes from the reader the most
immediate response.

∗Leonard Woolf.
“‘Jug Jug’ to Dirty Ears.”
Nation & Athenaeum 38
(5 December 1925), 354.

To the Victorian and to most of his ances-
tors the poet was a nightingale. The bird
and the man did but sing because they
must, and, though the song might be sad,
it must also be sweet—indeed the sweet-
est songs are those which tell of saddest
thought. We have changed all that: Mr.
Eliot, who is a long way the best of the
modern poets, makes his nightingales sing
“‘Jug Jug’ to dirty ears” and tells us how

The nightingales are singing near
The Convent of the Sacred Heart,

And sang within the bloody wood
When Agamemnon cried aloud
And let their liquid siftings fall
To stain the still dishonoured shroud.

The dirty ears and the liquid siftings are
now as essential a part of the nightingale’s
song as the magic casements, the perilous
seas, the verdurous glooms, and the wind-
ing mossy ways . . .

There are many who will welcome this
collected edition of Mr. Eliot’s poems. Per-
sonally I like Mr. Eliot’s poems so much
that I am afraid of appearing exagger-
ated in criticizing them. When I get a
book of his into my hands, I become fasci-
nated; I simply cannot stop rereading the
poems until something physical from out-
side forces me to shut the book. Naturally
I think that there is something rare in the
book itself to cause so rare a reaction. In
the first place I believe it to be poetry, for
real poetry is very rare. Mr. Eliot is a real
poet. That he is difficult to understand, I
admit; and this difficulty will cause many
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people to miss the poetry. But if anyone
will read the opening of The Waste Land,
and the whole of “Gerontion,” without
fussing very much about whether or not he
is understanding exactly what the author
means, he will suddenly be amazed and
delighted by the mere beauty of the poetry:

[Quotation of lines 1 to 6 of
“Gerontion.”]

Secondly, Mr. Eliot has not only got the
poetry, but he has found the instrument,
the tune, the measure, the method which
exactly fit the singing of “Jug Jug” to dirty
ears. I feel the spirit of 1922 moving in The
Waste Land more violently and potently
than in any other contemporary poem: the
spirit of the age is breathed into it much
as the spirit of 1850 was breathed into In
Memoriam.

I have admitted that Mr. Eliot’s poetry
is difficult to understand, but I admit
it with so many qualifications that the
admission is valueless. I am sure that I
understand every poem which Mr. Eliot
has written; I could not tell you what every
word and line mean, but that is not nec-
essary for an understanding and appreci-
ation of the poems. In fact, the real crit-
icism of Mr. Eliot is that he is too easy
to understand, because he is always say-
ing the same thing in different ways. His
method, which alone involves obscurity,
consists in keeping two tunes going at the
same time, often one against the other.
First, he works persistently through allu-
sions: in the simplest case four words,
lifted from Shakespeare and inserted in a
poem called “Burbank with a Baedeker:
Bleistein with a Cigar,” evoke the image
of Cleopatra and how her barge burned
on the water, an image which is flung
in the face of the Princess Volupine, the
“Chicago Semite Viennese” Bleistein, and
Sir Ferdinand Klein. Secondly, he attempts
to communicate rather subtle emotions
by the crude and violent juxtaposition of

discordant scenes, thoughts, emotions. My
only criticism of him is that the theme
which he plays on these subtle strings is
always the same and is very old. The splen-
dor and romance of our desires and imag-
inations, the sordidness of reality—that is
the theme of “Prufrock,” of “Sweeney,” of
“Burbank,” of The Waste Land, of “The
Hollow Men.” The nightingale never sings
anything but “Jug Jug” to dirty ears. The
mind is eternally “aware of the damp souls
of housemaids / Sprouting despondently at
area gates,” while eternally looking for the
barge of Cleopatra burning all day upon
the water. The end of life is “an old man
driven by the Trades / To a sleepy corner,”
with “Thoughts of a dry brain in a dry sea-
son,” and the world, when it ends, will end
“Not with a bang but a whimper.”

∗John Middleton Murry.
“The ‘Classical’ Revival.”
Adelphi 3 (February
1926), 585–95, and
(March 1926), 648–53.

One reads not seldom nowadays of a
“classical” revival in modern literature.
There is a certain justification for the term.
A fairly definite tendency can be observed
among modern writers since the publi-
cation of Mr. Lytton Strachey’s Eminent
Victorians. [. . .]

There is no reason why this large
and general movement of the public taste
should not be called a “classical” revival,
save that the phrase suggests much more
than the reality. It suggests, moreover, that
the new wave of classicism succeeds a pre-
vious romanticism. Actually this is not the
case. What went before the new classical
movement was not anything that could be
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usefully called romanticism: but rather a
literature of social optimism and religious
nullity.1 [. . .]

[. . .] The classical revival belongs to
the after-war period. It is an expression of
a universal skepticism. In so conscious a
practitioner as Mr. Strachey it is the mani-
festation of a certain amused contempt for
Victorian equivocations [. . .]. On the still
more popular levels—represented by The
Beggar’s Opera—there is a corresponding
weariness of social problems and serious-
ness, and an inarticulate conviction that
idealism and high-falutin’ did not save us
from disaster, but rather took us into it.
The universal desire is to be amused with-
out arrière-pensée. The “classical” revival
is an expression or a satisfaction of this
universal desire.

Therefore it is far better to call it
an Augustan than a “classical” revival,
since classicism stands for a good deal
more than skepticism and amusement. The
Augustan revival represents the reaction
from a collapsed, and consequently a false,
idealism; and probably the impulse would,
in times of greater energy, have produced
a movement of realism. But precisely at
this moment the chaos of consciousness
is so extreme that the effort necessary to
deal with modern life realistically would
be prodigious; on the other hand, the gen-
eral lassitude among men of ability is such
that even a moderate effort of the kind
would be refused. More than this, the
skepticism of the intelligentsia is so com-
plete that it involves the art of literature
itself. [. . .] Idealism, even the writer’s ideal-
ism for his craft, in other than a super-
ficial sense, is the enemy. It is not to be
required of literature that it should aim
at discerning and expressing some beauty
which is the truth in the welter of contem-
porary life. Hence the vogue of the eigh-
teenth century, wherein human beings can
be contemplated, as it were, in a condition
of paradisal ignorance of the complexities

which now assail them: and, to correspond
with this, in the writers who affect to give
some picture of the contemporary life, a
complete cynicism and detachment. The
human beings they depict are mere talking
machines: intellectual marionettes. They
are not given, and they are not intended
to have, any creative truth: their purpose
is not to reveal, but to amuse.

[. . .]

The “classical” revival, in so far as it
is homogenous, is based upon an absolute
skepticism, and is, like the hedonistic phi-
losophy with which it is allied, impervious
to criticism. [. . .]

But the “classical” revival is not really
homogenous, not wholly Augustan. It has
a “serious” wing. The cynical and the
serious classicists are lumped together by
a perfunctory criticism. Nothing is more
remarkable in the utterances of journal-
ists who affect the classical revival than an
indiscriminate juxtaposition of the names
of Mr. Lytton Strachey, Mrs. Virginia
Woolf, Mr. Aldous Huxley, Mr. David
Garnett, and Mr. T. S. Eliot. Mr. Strachey,
Mr. Garnett, and Mr. Huxley do indeed
belong together, though there are signs
of incipient malaise in Mr. Huxley: but
Mrs. Virginia Woolf and Mr. Eliot are of
another kind. They are serious, while the
others are cynical, “classicists.”

We shall have later most sharply to
distinguish between Mrs. Woolf and Mr.
Eliot, for their seriousness has important
points of difference. Mrs. Woolf, being
a woman, is serious as Falstaff was a
coward, on instinct; Mr. Eliot rather by
premeditation. But a similar seriousness
finds a similar manifestation in both of
them: each desires to be loyal to what we
can only call the modern consciousness—a
complex state of mind, a spiritual “atmo-
sphere” which exists now, and has never
existed before. Each endeavors to cre-
ate something adequate to the welter of
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dissatisfactions and desires which has
invaded the sensitive mind during and
since the war. Mrs. Woolf’s Jacob’s Room
and Mr. Eliot’s The Waste Land belong
essentially to the same order. [. . .]

[T]he immediate effect of these two
works is the same: the exercise of a prodi-
gious intellectual subtlety to produce the
effect of a final futility. The word is just,
however harsh it may appear to those who
are aware of the gifts of the authors. Both
are unusually fine critics; both are tor-
mented by the longing to create. But their
creations, despite the approval of the quid-
nuncs and the claqueurs, are futile. Fifty,
ten years hence no one will take the trou-
ble (no small one) to read either of these
works, unless there should be some rev-
olutionary happening in their authors—
some liberation into a real spontaneity—
which will cause these records of their
former struggle in the wilderness to be
studied with the sympathy and curiosity
which a contemporary now bestows upon
them.

These two writers are indeed interest-
ing. The contradiction between so much
serious intention, so much proved abil-
ity, and so paradoxical an outcome—
parturiunt montes; nascetur ridiculus
mus—is at first sight scarcely less than por-
tentous; so is the contrast between the fail-
ure, intrinsic and external, of these serious
classicists and the twofold success of the
cynical classicists with whom they are so
indiscriminately confused.

Yet the contradiction and the con-
trast are easy to explain. It is precisely
because Mrs. Woolf and Mr. Eliot are
more serious than their fellow classicists
that they fail. For to be serious is not to
be cynical; and not to be cynical is to
be lacking in the attitude which gives the
possibility of perfection to contemporary
classicism. The attitude must be congru-
ous with the method. In the cynical clas-
sicists it is: a technique of detachment for

an attitude of detachment. With the com-
plexities and heart-searchings of modern
life they are ostentatiously unconcerned;
they turn their backs upon it and seek
their relaxation in the trim parterres of the
Augustans. By these same complexities
and heart-searchings, the serious classi-
cists are deeply perturbed. [. . .] They strive
to grapple with the modern consciousness:
they become experimental, alembicated,
obscure. They achieve nothing.

Yet why not? [. . .]
Actually the reason for their fail-

ure is simple. Their works are over-
intellectualized; they lack spontaneity;
they are overladen with calculated sub-
tleties (which are quite different from the
instinctive subtleties of the writer who is
master of his purpose, his instrument and
himself); and they fail to produce any unity
of impression. The reader is compelled, in
the mere effort to understand, to adopt
an attitude of intellectual suspicion, which
makes impossible the communication of
feeling. The works offend against the most
elementary canon of good writing: that the
immediate effect should be unambiguous.

But why, being classicists, should they
offend in this most unclassical way? The
answer to that is that they are not clas-
sicists. As critical intelligences, they have,
and have not given utterance to, pro-
classical velleities—for order and clarity
and decorum; as creative writers they are,
in spite of all the restraint they impose
upon themselves, disordered, obscure,
indecorous. It is not their fault, they are
children of the age against which they
rebel. Above all, they are serious. They
wish to express their real experience. And
it happens that their real experience is such
that it gives rise to classical velleities and
defies classical expression.

For there is no order in modern experi-
ence, because there is no accepted principle
of order. The obvious paradox of Mr. Eliot
the classicist writing The Waste Land is a
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mere trifle compared to the inward con-
tradiction between the profession of clas-
sical principles such as his and the con-
tent of that poem. The poem expresses a
self-torturing and utter nihilism: there is
nothing, nothing: nothing to say, nothing
to do, nothing to believe, save to wait with-
out belief for the miracle. Once its armor
of incomprehensibility is penetrated the
poem is found to be a cry of grinding and
empty desolation. Nothing could conceiv-
ably be more remote from the complacent
skepticism of the cynical Augustans. This
is a voice from the Dark Night of the Soul
of a St. John of the Cross—the barren and
dry land where no water is.

To order such an experience on clas-
sical principles is almost beyond human
powers. In might conceivably be done, by
an act of violence, by joining the Catholic
Church. St. John of the Cross was a
Catholic. But the stupendous difference
is that St. John of the Cross was born
a Catholic, who thought and felt instinc-
tively in the categories of the Church. Mr.
Eliot was not; he was born into the same
tormenting fluidity as the rest of us. And
it is not likely that he will sell his equiv-
ocal birthright; like the rest of us, sooner
or later he will be forced to crystallize his
miracle out of himself.2

But what in the name of all incompre-
hensibles has such a man, in such a con-
dition, to do with classicism? What can
classicism mean for him? A spiritual tech-
nique he envies and cannot use; a cer-
tainty he longs for and cannot embrace—
it could mean either of these things. But
to envy classicism is not to be a classi-
cist; it is to be, most unenviably, a roman-
tic: a romantic who is conscious of sin
in being what he is, and cannot take the
plunge into the unknown; whose being
knows that there is but one way, but whose
mind, fascinated by ancient certitudes, can
discern only nothingness along the only
way.

The Waste Land, with a vengeance: but
surely Mr. Eliot must know that no clas-
sicist ever got there. That is a station on
the mystic path. The only classicism that
knows anything about it is the classicism
of the Catholic Church: and its knowledge
derives from the fact that it has managed to
include most romanticisms. If he requires
a nearer precedent, it is to the romantics
that he must go.

This profound and absolute contradic-
tion lies beneath all Mr. Eliot’s professions
of classicism. He is, essentially, an unre-
generate and incomplete romantic; and he
must remain unregenerate and incomplete
so long as he professes classicism: for so
long will his professions and his reality
remain utterly divorced.

The overcoming of this divorce be-
tween his understanding and his being is
precisely the miracle he asks for in The
Waste Land. It will not happen: such mira-
cles never do happen.3 A man has to create
his own miracles, by paying for them, out-
wardly in the eyes of men and inwardly in
his own soul’s eye. The outward price Mr.
Eliot is called upon to pay is a public recan-
tation of his “classicism.” It is unfortunate
for him that his recantation must be pub-
lic; but, since his profession was public, it
is inevitable.

We have pressed home the analysis of
Mr. Eliot’s condition because he is the most
striking example of the self-stultification
involved in the profession of a serious clas-
sicism today. “Classicism” is all very well;
but to be coherent, to be viable, it must
not be serious. A serious classicism is a
contradiction in terms for a modern mind;
and since, when one is serious, errors of
thought have their direct consequences
upon the whole of the inward man, no
criticism of Mr. Eliot can be serious
unless it follows home the visible contra-
diction of his professions and his practice
to their source in an internecine conflict
between his understanding and his being.
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That conflict will never be resolved, can
never be resolved, save at the cost of a sac-
rifice. There is a moment, in life and in
letters, when a man must lose his life to
save it.

[. . .]

Notes

1. I am not unmindful of the fact that crit-
ics of repute—Babbitt, Seillière, Lasserre—
French, or of French inspiration, maintain
that precisely this is “romanticism.” But
romanticism and religious nullity are, in my
judgment, mutually exclusive. [. . .] Sim-
ilarly, I refuse the name of “classical” to
a movement based on a religious nullity.
Ultimately, I hold that classicism assumes
the existence of God, and strives to under-
stand Him; in other words, it keeps firmly
before it the problem of good and evil and
seeks demonstrably to justify the ways of
God to men, as in classical Greek drama
and Dante: whereas romanticism seeks to
discover the existence of God, and is con-
tent ineffably to know Him, and in the
act of knowledge transcends the distinction
between good and evil, as in the high drama
of Shakespeare—Lear and Antony. For a
true classicism the existence of God is a real
intellectual postulate; for a true romanti-
cism a real spiritual experience.

[. . .]

2. Of course, not out of himself alone:
the miracle—regeneration—is precisely the
knowledge that he is not alone.

3. [. . .] [The] new complete edition of Mr.
Eliot’s poems [. . .] contains one poem
written later than The Waste Land: “The
Hollow Men” (1925). Nothing could more
painfully confirm my statement that the
miracle will not happen. This is a more
absolutely barren poem than The Waste
Land. The utterance is more naked, as
though Mr. Eliot had no longer the energy
to cover himself.

[Quotation of lines 83–89 of “The
Hollow Men” V]

∗Louise Morgan.
“The Poetry of Mr. Eliot.”
Outlook 57 (20 February
1926), 135–36.

No poet of the present generation has been
more violently attacked or more passion-
ately admired, and more perfectly misun-
derstood than Mr. T. S. Eliot. Over and
over again the critics, some of them poets,
“new poets,” themselves, have repeated
that he is merely clever, very very clever,
that he is an erudite charlatan, often
incomprehensible and obscure, that he has
a brain and no heart. Since the publication
of his collected poems the same criticisms
have reappeared in the reviews; once more
we are told that he is a cerebralist only, and
a disillusioned one besides. Indeed, a facile
but grotesquely irrelevant analogy which
originated two years ago with Mr. Louis
Untermeyer in his [. . .] American Poetry is
employed again in the current quarterlies
by two critics, both poets—the compari-
son of The Waste Land to a cross-word
puzzle.

[It is] incredible that any reader sensi-
tive to poetry should not be aware of the
profound emotional quality in Mr. Eliot’s
work. To have emerged untouched from
“Preludes,” or “Rhapsody on a Windy
Night,” or “Morning at the Window,” or
“The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,”
or The Waste Land, is a feat comparable
with strolling in full evening dress through
a tropical tornado or an arctic blizzard
unscathed. There are various reasons for
this strange insensibility. One is the pop-
ular fallacy that feeling and thought are
incompatible, that when a man begins to
use his brain he must cease to feel. As if,
when the blood goes racing to the brain,
the heart is not obliged to beat faster!
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The peculiar emotional force in Mr. Eliot’s
poetry is mainly due to the mental con-
trol he constantly exercises over his feel-
ings, giving the effect so to speak of the
hounds of feeling straining at the taut leash
of the mind. Or to vary the figure, the
source of his poetry is deep in his heart
as the source of the spring is deep in the
bowels of the mountain, but as it issues it
is filtered and purified by the active sun-
light of his brain. Another current fallacy
allied to the one just mentioned is that
poetry does not flourish on disillusion. But
what did Hamlet, which is stuffed full of
the world’s finest poetry, spring from! The
chiefest reason, however, is that this poet is
as uncompromisingly and as self-awarely
new as were Wordsworth and Coleridge in
the last decade of the eighteenth century.

In Mr. Eliot we have evidence of one
of those renewals of poetry which hap-
pen roughly once in a century, and which
spring from direct and deliberately made
contact with the common life and speech
of the moment. That actual life and speech
which gives poetry a fresh vitality becomes
in its turn literesque and sterile, until
another contact creates another renewal.
The test of Mr. Eliot’s power is that he
gives the sense of his own time in no local
or provincial way, but as a part of all
the time that has gone before it, imply-
ing inevitably the timeless in time. With
a kind of dramatic tenderness he isolates
the essential human thing from all its infi-
nite varieties of manifestations. Actaeon
and Diana are but different symbols for
Sweeney and Mrs. Porter. The poor little
typist, torpidly seduced by the carbuncu-
lar clerk, is lovely woman that stoops to
folly. It is as if he had opened all the tight
little bundles into which we parcel up our
consciousness—parchment and seals for
our knowledge of history, white tissue and
ribbon for our aesthetic functions, brown
paper and string with double knots for
our physiological—had opened them and

strewn their contents flat under the mid-
day sun, Leicester’s velvet cloak near the
typist’s drying combinations, the singing
mermaids from the chambers of the sea
next to Prufrock’s trousers with the bot-
toms rolled. An important peculiarity of
his method in procuring this effect of the
life of all time expressing itself in the par-
ticular disguise of the moment, is the use
of literary quotations. He is the first poet
to set echoing in his lines the overtones
of an experience which is often richer
and sharper than our direct encounter
with life and nature—our experience with
literature.

We have alluded to his dramatic qual-
ity; no other poet since Shakespeare has
put dauntlessly cheek by jowl the sublime
and the commonplace. In a minor way, and
necessarily much more condensed form,
the same intensely dramatic effect of real-
ity is achieved by the setting together
in Prufrock’s mind of his white flannel
trousers and the siren beauty of the sea,
as by the juxtaposition of the drunken
porter and Macbeth’s terribly ecstasy. It is
by his daring to make use of this dualism
which is so integral a part of all life but
which has only rarely before been consid-
ered the proper material for poetry, that
Mr. Eliot secures his most deeply moving
effects, sincere and simple effects which,
because [. . .] not understood [. . .], are
labeled “obscure” and “merely clever” by
the worldly-wise critics. His instrumenta-
tion, to mention only one other detail of
his technique, is constantly varied, as often
as not from line to line; apparently willful,
it is carefully and subtly calculated. He
rhymes or does not rhyme, uses asso-
nance, repetition, the latter with singular
beauty, or ignores all the accepted mechan-
ical means of conjuring up the poetic
mood, entirely to suit his own turn. He
contrives to cap a tragic stanza power-
fully with the doggerel rhyme of “visit”
with “is it?”; he succeeds with such novel
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experiments as making rhymes out of a
grammatical ending, as in the opening
lines of The Waste Land; he employs the
refrain to help achieve a deeply exciting
sound pattern in Lil’s friend’s monologue
in the same poem. [. . .]

Without doubt for many and
lamentable decades still we shall have
variations on the familiar themes, on
sentimental, old, unhappy, far-off things
and romantic peaks in Darien, just as
couplets in the prescribed eighteenth-
century manner persisted far down into
the nineteenth. But in the meantime the
generation of 1925 has as clear and
deliberate a statement of a new order of
poetic values in the Poems of Mr. T. S.
Eliot as had the generation of 1798 when
Wordsworth and Coleridge challenged
the old order of that day with the Lyrical
Ballads.

∗I. A. Richards.
“Mr. Eliot’s Poems.”
New Statesman 26 (20
February 1926), 584–85.

[. . .]

Mr. Eliot’s poetry has occasioned an
unusual amount of irritated or enthu-
siastic bewilderment. The bewilderment
has several sources. The most formidable
is the unobtrusiveness, in some cases
the absence, of any coherent intellectual
thread upon which the items of the poem
are strung. A reader of “Gerontion,” of
“Preludes,” or of The Waste Land may, if
he will, after repeated readings, introduce
such a thread. Another reader after much
effort may fail to contrive one. But in either
case energy will have been misapplied.
For the items are united by the accord,

contrast, and interaction of their emo-
tional effects, not by an intellectual scheme
that analysis must work out. The only
intellectual activity required takes place in
the realization of the separate items. We
can, of course, make a “rationalization”
of the whole experience, as we can of any
experience. If we do we are adding some-
thing which does not belong to the poem.
Such a logical scheme is, at best, a scaf-
folding which vanishes when the poem is
constructed. But we have so built into our
nervous systems a demand for intellectual
coherence, even in poetry, that we find a
difficulty in doing without it.

This point may be misunderstood, for
the charge most unusually brought against
Mr. Eliot’s poetry is that it is over-
intellectualized. One reason for this is his
use of allusion. A reader who in one
short poem picks up allusions to: The
Aspern Papers, Othello, “A Toccata of
Galuppi’s,” Marston, “The Phoenix and
the Turtle,” Antony and Cleopatra (twice),
“The Extasie,” Macbeth, The Merchant
of Venice, and Ruskin feels that his wits
are being unusually well exercised. He
may easily leap to the conclusion that the
basis of the poem is in wit also. But this
would be a mistake. These things come
in, not that the reader may be ingenious
or admire the writer’s erudition (this last
accusation has tempted several critics to
disgrace themselves) but for the sake of the
emotional aura which they bring. Allusion
in Mr. Eliot’s hands is a technical device
for compression. The Waste Land is the
equivalent in content to an epic. Without
this device twelve books would have been
needed. But these allusions and the notes
in which some of them are elucidated have
made many a petulant reader turn down
his thumb at once.

This objection is connected with
another, that of obscurity. To quote a
recent pronouncement upon The Waste
Land from Mr. Middleton Murry: “The
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reader is compelled, in the mere effort
to understand, to adopt an attitude of
intellectual suspicion, which makes impos-
sible the communication of feeling. The
works offend against the most elementary
canon of good writing: that the immediate
effect should be unambiguous.” [See “The
‘Classical’ Revival” (1926) in this volume,
pp. 132–36.] Consider first this “canon.”
What would happen, if we pressed it,
to Shakespeare’s greatest sonnets or to
Hamlet? The truth is that very much of
the best poetry is necessarily ambiguous
in its immediate effect. Even the most care-
ful and responsive reader must re-read and
do hard work before the poem forms itself
clearly and unambiguously in his mind. An
original poem, as much as a new branch
of mathematics, compels the mind which
receives it to grow, and this takes time. [. . .]

The critical question in all cases is
whether the poem is worth the trouble it
entails. For The Waste Land this is consid-
erable. There is Miss Weston’s From Ritual
to Romance to read, and its “astral” trim-
mings to be discarded—they have nothing
to do with Mr. Eliot’s poem. There is Canto
XXVI of the Purgatorio to be studied—the
relevance of the close of that Canto to the
whole of Mr. Eliot’s work must be insisted
upon. It illuminates his persistent concern
with sex, the problem of our generation
as religion was the problem of the last.
There is the central position of Tiresias in
the poem to be puzzled out—the cryptic
form of the note which Mr. Eliot writes on
this point is just a little tiresome. It is a
way of underlining the fact that the poem
is concerned with many aspects of the one
fact of sex, a hint that is perhaps neither
indispensable nor entirely successful.

When all this has been done by the
reader, when the materials with which the
words are to clothe themselves have been
collected, the poem still remains to be read.
And it is easy to fail in this undertaking. An
“attitude of intellectual suspicion” must

certainly be abandoned. But this is not dif-
ficult to those who still know how to give
their feelings precedence to their thoughts,
who can accept and unify an experience
without trying to catch it in an intellectual
net or to squeeze out a doctrine. One form
of this attempt must be mentioned. Some,
misled no doubt by its origin in a Mys-
tery, have endeavored to give the poem a
symbolical reading. But its symbols are not
mystical but emotional. They stand, that
is, not for ineffable objects but for nor-
mal human experience. The poem, in fact,
is radically naturalistic; only its compres-
sion makes it appear otherwise. And in this
it probably comes nearer to the original
Mystery which it perpetuates than tran-
scendentalism does.

If it were desired to label in three
words the most characteristic feature of
Mr. Eliot’s technique this might be done
by calling his poetry a “music of ideas.”
The ideas are of all kinds, abstract and
concrete, general and particular, and, like
the musician’s phrases, they are arranged,
not that they may tell us something but
that their effects in us may combine into
a coherent whole of feeling and produce
a peculiar liberation of the will. They are
there to be responded to, not to be pon-
dered or worked out. This is, of course, a
method used intermittently in very much
poetry, and only an accentuation and iso-
lation of one of its normal resources. The
peculiarity of Mr. Eliot’s later, more puz-
zling, work is his deliberate and almost
exclusive employment of it. In the earlier
poems this logical freedom only appears
occasionally. In “The Love Song of J.
Alfred Prufrock,” for example, there is
a patch at the beginning and another at
the end, but the rest of the poem is quite
straightforward. In “Gerontion,” the first
long poem in this manner, the air of mono-
logue, of a stream of associations, is a
kind of disguise and the last two lines—
“Tenants of the house, / Thoughts of a
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dry brain in a dry season”—are almost
an excuse. The close of “A Cooking Egg”
is perhaps the passage in which the tech-
nique shows itself most clearly. The reader
who appreciates the emotional relevance
of the title has the key to the later poems
in his hand. The Waste Land and “The
Hollow Men” (the most beautiful of Mr.
Eliot’s poems, if we reserve a doubt as to
the last section, astonishing though it is)
are purely a “music of ideas,” and the pre-
tense of a continuous thread of associa-
tions is dropped.

How this technique lends itself to mis-
understandings we have seen. But many
readers who have failed in the end to
escape bewilderment have begun by find-
ing on almost every line that Mr. Eliot has
written [. . .] that personal stamp which
is the hardest thing for the craftsman to
imitate and perhaps the most certain sign
that the experience, good or bad, rendered
in the poem is authentic. Only those unfor-
tunate persons who are incapable of read-
ing poetry can resist Mr. Eliot’s rhythms.
The poem as a whole may elude us while
every fragment, as a fragment, comes vic-
toriously home. It is difficult to believe
that this is Mr. Eliot’s fault rather than
his reader’s, because a parallel case of a
poet who so constantly achieves the hard-
est part of his task and yet fails in the easier
is not to be found. It is much more likely
that we have been trying to put the frag-
ments together on a wrong principle.

Another doubt has been expressed. Mr.
Eliot repeats himself in two ways. The
nightingale, Cleopatra’s barge, the rats and
the smoky candle-end recur and recur.
Is this a sign of a poverty of inspira-
tion? A more plausible explanation is
that this repetition is in part a conse-
quence of the technique above described,
and in part something which many writ-
ers who are not accused of poverty also
show. Shelley, with his rivers, towers, and
stars, Conrad, Hardy, Walt Whitman, and

Dostoevsky spring to mind. When a writer
has found a theme or image which fixes
a point of relative stability in the drift
of experience, it is not to be expected
that he will avoid it. Such themes are
a means of orientation. And it is quite
true that the central process in all Mr.
Eliot’s best poems is the same: the con-
junction of feelings which, though super-
ficially opposed—as squalor, for example,
is opposed to grandeur—yet tend as they
develop to change places and even to unite.
If they do not develop far enough the inten-
tion of the poem is missed. Mr. Eliot is
neither sighing after vanished glories nor
holding contemporary experience up to
scorn. Both bitterness and desolation are
superficial aspects of his poetry. There are
those who think he merely takes his read-
ers into the waste land and leaves them
there, that in his last poem he confesses his
impotence to release the healing waters.
The reply is that some readers find in his
poetry not only a clearer, fuller realization
of their plight, the plight of a whole gen-
eration, than they find elsewhere, but also
through the very energies set free in that
realization, [they find] a return of the sav-
ing passion.

∗J. C. S[quire].
“Poems.”
London Mercury 13
(March 1926), 547–48.

Mr. Eliot’s work is mainly an elaborate
expression of disgust. He ends his volume
with these lines:

This is the way the world ends
This is the way the world ends
This is the way the world ends
Not with a bang but a whimper.
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And he calls his longest poem The Waste
Land, its apparent object being to reflect in
a vagrant and fatigued sequence of images
the exhaustion of our civilization. The
mood is familiar enough: it is what thirty
years ago they used to call “fin-de-siècle”:
Baudelaire without his guts. It is a dyspep-
tic mood, the mood of a man of low vital-
ity, a man feeling “below par.” The diagno-
sis on which it is nominally founded seems
to me unsound. Our civilization appears at
least as vigorous as it was a century ago,
and the urban ugliness and the emptiness
of the lives of many people, rich and poor,
is no new thing; neither is the exaggeration
of it from outside. And what new com-
plexion has recently come over our situa-
tion versus the universe I do not make out.
Nevertheless a poet must be granted his
opinions and his mood, though an obsti-
nate pessimism or fierce despair is more
likely to produce moving literature than
the muted dejection which appears habit-
ual with Mr. Eliot, who seems unable to
love anything or, by the same token, to
hate. In the last resort we have to ask our-
selves what are the qualities of his work
and what pleasure does it give us.

Certain powers of intellect and crafts-
manship he obviously possesses. There is
an acute, if perverse, mind in these poems,
and a faculty, too seldom employed, for a
faint individual music: Mr. Eliot observes
closely, and he has a vocabulary which will
do anything he wants, a vocabulary which,
perhaps, might be richer if it were poorer,
for it is stuffed with terms drawn from
obscure penetralia of learning which are
no assistance to his toiling reader. Unhap-
pily Mr. Eliot has very little regard for his
reader. In one of the poems of his earli-
est period, when his poems were weary,
and comparatively lucid, reveries over the
vacuity of daily life in general and culti-
vated tea parties in particular, he depicted
himself as mounting his aunt’s doorstep
and “turning / Wearily, as one would turn

to nod good-bye to La Rochefoucauld, / If
the street were time and he at the end of
the street.” The lucidity, of late, has van-
ished, but whenever there is an opening
in the mists which surround the later Mr.
Eliot, he is still to be observed nodding
good-bye to Rochefoucauld—who stands
at the end of a street sparsely populated
with pale typists, cats, barrel-organs, and
footmen going out for a drink. It is not a
very infectious attitude; nor does it gener-
ate the simple, sensuous, and passionate.
In the later poems Mr. Eliot has reinforced
his detachment by a further detachment
of speech. Now and again he is com-
prehensible and strong (as in the stanzas
about Webster and Donne) or comprehen-
sible and melodious (as in the first lines
of The Waste Land and the last stanza of
“Sweeney Among the Nightingales”); usu-
ally he is obscure, so inconsequent, that
the kindest thing one can suppose is that
he is experimenting with automatic writ-
ing. Why on earth he bothers to write at
all is difficult to conceive; why, since he
must write, he writes page after page from
which no human being could derive any
more meaning (much less edification or
pleasure) than if they were written in
Double-Dutch (which parts of them possi-
bly are) is to me beyond conjecture. Why
to the Waste Land add a Valley of pecu-
liarly Dry Bones?

Edmund Wilson, Jr.
“Stravinsky and Others.”
New Republic 46 (10
March 1926), 73–74.

[. . .]

This is perhaps not an appropriate
place to speak of the collected edition of

141



T. S. Eliot’s poems which has just been
published in England. This volume con-
tains nothing new except a set of poems
called “The Hollow Men,” which repre-
sents an even more advanced stage of the
condition of demoralization already given
expression in The Waste Land; the last of
these poems—the disconnected thoughts
of a man lying awake at night—consists
merely of the barest statement of a melan-
choly self-analysis mixed with a fragment
of the Lord’s Prayer and a morose par-
ody of “Here We Go Round the Mulberry
Bush.” “This is the way the world ends,”
the poet concludes, “Not with a bang but
a whimper.”

No artist has felt more keenly than Mr.
Eliot the desperate condition of Europe
since the War nor written about it more
poignantly. Yet, as we find this mood of
hopelessness and impotence eating into
his poetry so deeply, we begin to won-
der whether it is really the problems of
European civilization which are keeping
him awake nights. Mr. Eliot has lived
abroad so long that we rarely think of
him as an American and he is never writ-
ten about from the point of view of his
relation to other American authors. Yet
one suspects that his real significance is
less that of a prophet of European disin-
tegration than of a poet of the American
Puritan temperament. Compare him with
Hawthorne, Henry James, E. A. Robin-
son, and Edith Wharton: all these writ-
ers have their Waste Land, which is the
aesthetic and emotional waste land of the
Puritan character and their chief force lies
in the intensity with which they communi-
cate emotions of deprivation and chagrin.
The young men of Eliot’s earlier poems,
with their prudence and their inability to
let themselves go, are like the young men
of Henry James’s early novels and like
the Hawthorne of the Notebooks; and the
later creations of Eliot, with their regrets
for having dared too little, correspond

exactly to the middle-aged men of the later
Henry James, of The Ambassadors and
“The Beast in the Jungle.” What is most
important about Mr. Eliot, however, is that
even in his deepest dejections and tending,
as he seems to do here, to give his emo-
tions a false significance, he remains a poet
of the first order. One is struck, in going
through this new edition, by the fact that
he survives re-reading better than almost
any of his contemporaries, American or
English.

[. . .]

Allen Tate.
“A Poetry of Ideas.”
New Republic 47 (30 June
1926), 172–73.

Poems: 1909–1925 by Mr. T. S. Eliot is
a spiritual epilogue to The Education of
Henry Adams. It represents a return of the
Anglo-French colonial idea to its home. A
pervasive sense of public duty led Adams
into morally and politically active life, but
it was not strong enough to submerge the
“finer grain,” with which his hereditary
European culture had endowed him. The
conflict was disastrous; he repudiated the
American adventure too late. But in Mr.
Eliot, Puritan obligation withdraws into
private conscience; a system of conduct
becomes a pattern of sensibility; his mea-
ger romanticism, like the artificially con-
structed ruin of the eighteenth century, is
strictly an affair of the past; it has noth-
ing whatever in common with a creed of
practical romanticism like that of William
James. Going home to Europe, Mr. Eliot
has had to understand Europe; he could
not quite sufficiently be the European sim-
ply to feel that he was there; he has been
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forced to envisage it with a reminiscent
philosophy. And it is not insignificant that
the quarterly of which he is the editor is the
first British journal which has attempted to
relate the British mind to the total Euro-
pean mind; that has attempted a rational
synthesis of the traditions of Roman cul-
ture; that has, in a word, contemplated
order. Mr. Eliot’s position in this scheme of
recapitulation, of arranging the past when
the future seems to him only vaguely to
exist, is in some respects particularly for-
tunate. It has enabled him to bring to Eng-
land, in his poetry, the sense of a contem-
porary spiritual crisis, which shell-shock
had already rendered acute, but of which
the English Channel had perhaps kept out
the verbally conscious signification. The
essays of Maurras, Valéry, Massis, the
philosophy of Spengler, all may variously
attest to the reality of European disorder.
It is nevertheless the special poetical cre-
ation of Mr. Eliot’s cultural disinheritance
and gloom.

It has not, I believe, been pointed out
that Mr. Eliot’s poetry is principally a
poetry of ideas, that these ideas have
steadily anticipated the attitude of a later
essay [. . .] “The Function of Criticism.”
The Sacred Wood was written in the years
of this anticipatory verse, but this volume
is singularly devoid of its chief issues. For
the early essays presuppose a static soci-
ety and the orderly procession of letters:
“Tradition and the Individual Talent” pre-
supposes a continuity of traditional cul-
ture as literature. The baroque agony of
the poetry in the corresponding period
was preoccupied, however, with the anar-
chy which he has subsequently rational-
ized and for which he has proposed as rem-
edy the régime of a critical dictatorship, in
“The Function of Criticism.”

The critical idea of disorder began, in
the poetry, as the desperate atmosphere
of isolation. It was obviously conviction
prior to reflection, but to one in Mr. Eliot’s

spiritual unrest it speedily becomes a pro-
tective idea; it ceases to be emotion, per-
sonal attitude; one ceases reiterating it as
such. This rationalization of attitude puts
in a new light the progressive sterilization
of his poetry. It partly explains the slender-
ness of his production: a poetry with the
tendency to ideas betrays itself into criti-
cism, as it did in Arnold, when it becomes
too explicit, too full. His collected Poems
is the preparation for a critical philoso-
phy of the present state of European lit-
erature. As this criticism becomes articu-
late, the poetry becomes incoherent. The
intellectual conception is now so complete
that he suddenly finds there is no sym-
bolism, no expressive correspondence, no
poetry, for it. An emotional poetry uncen-
sored by reason would be intolerable to his
neo-classical predilections. For Mr. Eliot
apprehends his reality with the intellect,
and the reality does not yield a coherent
theme. This is evidently the formula of The
Waste Land (1922), where the traditional
mythologies are no longer forms of expres-
sion, but quite simply an inexplicable
burden the meaning of which the vulgar
brutality of modern life will not permit the
poem to remember. The mythologies dis-
appear altogether in “The Hollow Men”
(1925), for this series of lyrics stands at the
end of his work as the inevitable reduction
to chaos of a poetry of the idea of chaos:

Here we go round the prickly pear
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
This is the way the world ends
Not with a bang but a whimper.

The series is substantially an essay on con-
temporary Europe.

Throughout Mr. Eliot’s poetry two
principle devices advance the presentation
of spiritual disorder. [. . .] The first is the
device of shifted movement, or of logically
irrelevant but emotionally significant con-
clusion, used with typical success at the
end of the “Preludes” [. . .]. [T]he second
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device [is] that of projecting simultane-
ously events which are separated in time,
destroying the commonplace categorical
perception of time and space and erect-
ing the illusion of chaos—a device of
tremendous effect in the Tiresias passage
and the Sweeney poems. [. . .] [Such] is
the rhythm of Sweeney, Grishkin, Bur-
bank; also a system of imagery too spe-
cific in its properties to have been learned
directly from Laforgue, supposedly Mr.
Eliot’s chief French influence.

While he has all along been under the
influence of Laforgue and Corbière, it has
not given him his two major effects. From
these poets he has borrowed, not tricks of
construction so much as attitudes and par-
ticular lines; for example, Mr. Eliot’s beau-
tiful line “Simple and faithless as a smile
and shake of the hand” is a paraphrase,
in which the metaphor is made a defi-
nite image, of “Simple et sans foi comme
un bonjour.” The line was Laforgue’s, but
now because Eliot has improved it, it is his.
And the Elizabethan element is impure.
Webster’s varied complexity of pattern, its
fusion of heterogeneous sensations, breaks
down under Mr. Eliot’s treatment. It has
undoubtedly served him as a model of dic-
tion, but the physical presentation of psy-
chological terror and the sense of formal
beauty, fused in Webster, are in Eliot, as
Mr. Edwin Muir has pointed out, sim-
ply mixed, alternately recurring. His Eliza-
bethanism has indubitably been too ingen-
uously appraised by some critics, and it has
thus been objected that such a formula is
inadequate to contemporary “problems”;
but even were the formula of most of
Eliot’s poetry what these critics suppose it
to be, criticism might as well assert that
Dryden was not the poet of his age because
he did not permit the lately “discov-
ered” law of gravitation to alter the qual-
ity of sensitivity of his verse. Mr. Eliot’s
poetry has attempted with considerable
success to bring back the total sensibility

as a constantly available material, deeper
and richer in connotations than any
substance yielded by the main course
of English poetry since the seventeenth
century.

He has borrowed intelligently from a
great many sources; it is only because of
an interested romantic criticism that the
privilege has fallen into dishonor. Those
aspects of recent French poetry which
reappear in Eliot have been impugned as
echo and faddism; it is forgotten that some
of Massinger’s best lines are revisions of
Tourneur, are unoriginal. And it is not
merely as a skillful borrower that Mr.
Eliot is the most traditional poet of the
age. For him and for all sound criticism
down to Pater, the body of literature in the
Greco-Roman culture lives as an organ-
ism; he has deliberately employed such of
its properties as extend, living, into the cre-
ative impulse of his age. His attention in
both criticism and poetry has been to the
poetry, not to the poet; to the essence and
not the momentary vicar of the essence.
The attitude is self-contained, impersonal,
classical, and the critics of opportunity
and private obsession have regretted the
lack of personal exploitation; his unfamil-
iar system of metaphor has offered a great
deal for a vulgar age to misunderstand.
His conviction that the traditional inspi-
ration, in immediately inherited forms, is
exhausted produced the transition poem,
The Waste Land: it exhibits this inspira-
tion as it now exists in decay, and it looks
by implication toward a new world-order
the framework of which Mr. Eliot lacked
the excessive divination to supply. He is
traditional, but in defining tradition as life,
as a living cultural memory, instead of a
classical dictionary stocked with literary
dei ex machina, he is also the type of con-
temporary poet.

Mr. Eliot’s is a scrupulous, economic
mind. It is possible that he has nothing
more to say in poetry. “The Hollow Men”
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ends at least a phase. Whether the diffi-
culty is the personal quality of his Puritan
culture, as Mr. Edmund Wilson seems to
believe, or lies in the tangle of contempo-
rary spiritual forces, it would be hazardous
just now to say.

[. . .]

Conrad Aiken.
“The Poetic Dilemma.”
Dial 82 (May 1927),
420–23.

It has been often enough, perhaps too
often, said of late, that the almost fatal
difficulty which confronts the poet nowa-
days is the difficulty of finding a theme
which might be worth his power. If he be
potentially a “major” poet, this difficulty
is thought to be particularly formidable,
if not actually crippling; but for even
the “minor” poet (to use minor in no
pejorative sense), it is considered serious.
Mr. T. S. Eliot, whose Poems have been
reprinted by Mr. Knopf, has himself con-
tributed something to this theory. In his
admirable note on Blake, in The Sacred
Wood, he suggests that Blake was poten-
tially a major poet who was robbed of his
birthright by the mere accident of there not
being, at the moment, a prepared or tra-
ditional cosmology or mythology of suffi-
cient wealth to engage, or disengage, his
great imaginative power. He was com-
pelled, in the absence of such a frame,
to invent a frame for himself; and in this
was, perhaps inevitably, doomed to fail-
ure. Had he been born to a belief as rich
and profound as that which Dante inher-
ited, might he not have been as great a
poet? . . .

This is an ingenious idea; but it is pos-
sible to take it too seriously. It is obvi-
ous enough that some sort of tradition
is a very great help to a poet—it floats
him and sustains him, it carries him more
swiftly and easily than he could carry him-
self, and it indicates a direction for him.
But a fact too often lost sight of, at the
present time, is that the great poet may be,
precisely, one who has a capacity to find,
at any given moment, a theme sufficient
for the proper exercise of his strength.
There were contemporaries of Dante who
were excellent poets, but for whom the
cosmology which enchanted Dante was
not evocative. If Blake scanned his hori-
zon in vain for “huge cloudy symbols,”
Goethe, scanning the same horizon, was
not so unsuccessful. It is true enough that,
with the decay of religion as a force in
human life, poetry must be robbed of that
particular kind of conviction, as has been
noted by Mr. I. A. Richards; but to assume
from this that the poetry of the future
must inevitably be a poetry of skepticism
or negation is perhaps to oversimplify the
issue. Poetry has always shown itself able
to keep step easily and naturally with the
utmost that man can do in extending his
knowledge, no matter how destructive of
existing beliefs that knowledge may be.
Each accretion of knowledge becomes, by
degrees, a part of man’s emotional atti-
tude to the world, takes on affective val-
ues or overtones, and is then ready for use
in poetry. The universe does not become
each year simpler or less disturbing, nor
is there any reason to suppose that it ever
will. The individual who is born into it will
continue to be surprised or delighted by
it, or surprised and injured; and in direct
ratio with this surprise and delight or sur-
prise and injury, he will continue to be a
poet.

The wail of contemporary criticism,
therefore, to the effect that poetry can
find nothing to cling to, leaves one a little
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skeptical, though it is easy enough to sym-
pathize with the individual poets who, suf-
fering from that delusion, have for the
moment lost themselves in self-distrust.
Mr. Pound and Mr. Eliot are perhaps very
typical victims of this kind. But whereas
Mr. Pound has evaded the issue, seek-
ing asylum in a sense of the past (rather
half-heartedly held), Mr. Eliot has made
a poetry of the predicament itself. His
poetry has been from the outset a poetry
of self-consciousness; of instinct at war
with doubt, and sensibility at odds with
reason; an air of precocious cynicism has
hung over it; and his development as a poet
has not been so much a widening of his
field—though at first sight The Waste Land
might suggest this—as a deepening of his
awareness of it. Prufrock, who antedated
by a decade the later poem, could not give
himself to his emotions or his instincts
because he could not bring himself, sub
specie aeternitatis, quite to believe in them:
he was inhibited, and preferred to remain
a despairing spectator, but at the same time
he wished that he might have been a sim-
pler organism, “a pair of ragged claws.”
The theme of “Gerontion,” a good many
years later, is the same: it is again the par-
alyzing effect of consciousness, the “After
such knowledge, what forgiveness?” And
The Waste Land is again a recapitulation,
reaching once more the same point of acute
agony of doubt, the same distrust of deci-
sion or action, with its “awful daring of
a moment’s surrender / Which an age of
prudence can never retract.”

The reissue of Poems is not the occasion
for a detailed review of Mr. Eliot’s early
work, however; for our present purpose it
is sufficient to note that Mr. Eliot has con-
spicuously shared the contemporary feel-
ing that there are no “large” themes for
the poet, and that he has had the courage
and the perspicacity to take as his theme
precisely this themelessness. Why not—
he says in effect—make a bitter sort of
joke of one’s own nihilism and impotence?
And in making his bitter joke, he has writ-
ten some of the most searchingly unhappy
and vivid and individual of contemporary
poetry. One feels that his future is secure,
by virtue of his honesty quite as much as
by virtue of his genius.
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ESSAYS ON STYLE AND ORDER
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∗J[acob] Bronowski.
Cambridge Review 49
(30 November 1928), 176.

Mr. Eliot asserts himself. He is no longer
the intelligent layman; there are moments
when he is near becoming the intolerant
cleric. This religious preoccupation is as
irritating as that of M. Maurras, and as
irrelevant. Dogma is an integral part of
classicism; but it is a part only; and when
Mr. Eliot underlines it so insistently, he
endangers the whole perspective of his atti-
tude. The essay on the humanism of Prof.
Babbitt shows to what falsification this
must lead, and cannot be passed over with-
out challenge.

Mr. Eliot, in attacking American
humanism, suggests that humanism is
ancillary to religion; and develops a pic-
ture of Christianity as continuous in con-
trast to a sporadic humanism. This is
patently false. If there has always been a
remnant of religious tradition in the High
Church—and such passages as Tractarian
humanism make even this doubtful—there
has certainly been no such tradition in
the English Church proper. Neither have
the European races an “actual tradition of
Christianity”; but, as T. E. Hulme showed,
European culture since the Renaissance
has been almost continuously humanist.
The confessions of Rousseau, the table-
talk of Queen Victoria, or the sermons
of Archbishop Fénelon, are ample illustra-
tion. The humanist attitude is in fact quite
tenable in an age sufficiently self-satisfied;
and it is only Prof. Babbitt’s classical con-
tacts which make him uncertain. America
as a whole is not uncertain; the danger
of its attitude is not, as Mr. Eliot sug-
gests, collapse, but the danger of a culture
out of contact with Europe, and without

tradition. That is why it is a danger to
Europe as well as to America.

It is superfluous to say that all these
essays, with the exception perhaps of those
on Middleton and Baudelaire, are impor-
tant; that on Machiavelli particularly so.
We can only hope that by the time Mr. Eliot
finishes The School of Donne, he will have
become less self-conscious of his faith.

∗“Mr. Eliot’s New Essays.”
Times Literary
Supplement 1401
(6 December 1928), 953.

Mr. Eliot owes his eminence in the world
of modern literature to something more
than his possession of a critical and poetic
mind of a high and original order; even
those who have never been able to accept
his point of view have always recognized
and paid tribute to the seriousness and
integrity displayed in his unremitting quest
for a philosophy, or at least a mental atti-
tude, which might square with the com-
plexities, the realities and, in particular, the
skepticisms of contemporary living. None
could attribute to him a merely facile clas-
sicism, and yet it has sometimes seemed to
us that he rather desired to be than indu-
bitably was a classicist. The pages of his
early book, The Sacred Wood, reiterate
the desirability—indeed the necessity—for
a living tradition of which the artist might
fully avail himself. “It is part of the busi-
ness of the critic to preserve tradition—
where a good tradition exists.” But what
if it does not exist? The Sacred Wood
makes clear enough its author’s desire for
a cultural tradition, but are we not enti-
tled to assert that it does nothing to show
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such a tradition as existing or even pos-
sible today. Again, if his poems can be
called classical at all it is only in the most
superficial and negligible sense, in their
debts, their borrowings. In every essen-
tial, just in so far as they do most truly
express Mr. Eliot in his singularity, they
are unrestrainedly romantic. That, lost
in the deserts of the Waste Land, amid
“the mountains of rock without water,”
he should cry aloud for the security of an
established tradition and all that it implies
need surprise no one. But such a refuge,
so viewed, must surely have seemed more
than ever afar off!

It is now some years since it was first
suggested by an acute critic that Mr. Eliot
would find it possible to reconcile his prin-
ciples with his practice only “by an act of
violence, by joining the Catholic Church.”
[See John Middleton Murry, “The ‘Clas-
sical’ Revival” (1926), in this volume,
pp. 132–36.] A drawing near to Anglo-
Catholicism is the step his new book
announces. For it is not, he declares, sim-
ply a collection of literary essays. In that
case it “would have been much bigger.”
These eight articles have been carefully
selected and arranged “to indicate cer-
tain lines of development, and to disas-
sociate myself from certain conclusions
which have been drawn from my volume
of essays, The Sacred Wood . . . The gen-
eral point of view may be described as
classicist in literature, royalist in politics
and anglo-catholic in religion.” The first
of these two quoted sentences contains an
ambiguity unusual in Mr. Eliot’s writing,
leaving it not clear whether he thinks the
“certain conclusions” justifiably or erro-
neously drawn. In view of his new preface
to the second (1928) edition of the earlier
book, we must presume the latter, but in
that case, without further specification, the
comment is not very helpful. Certainly, as
we read the two books it would seem that
the later Mr. Eliot has little to regret or

revise, for we find in these new pages just
the same “scrupulous respect for words,
that their meaning should be neither vague
nor exaggerated,” the same preference for
the direct above the “fine” phrase, the
same fastidious striving towards a prose
too perfectly “welded with the matter” to
startle by sudden exultation in purple pas-
sages. Even more peremptorily than before
does he reject “personality” as the source
of any “ultimate value” in the arts, seek-
ing to reduce the distortion of objective
truth by the writer’s individuality to a min-
imum. “Andrewes’s emotion,” he writes,
summing up his ideal in a sentence, “is
purely contemplative; it is not personal, it
is wholly evoked by the object of contem-
plation, to which it is adequate; his emo-
tions wholly contained in and explained
by its object.” He follows his precepts
with, on the whole, admirable precision.
The essay on Andrewes reveals him almost
at his very best. He sets that Anglican
Bishop clearly in his place in the English
Church of the seventeenth century, dis-
sects the peculiar excellences of his style
as revealed in his sermons, and finally iso-
lates his unique quality in the course of an
illuminating comparison with Donne. The
form of the essay is perfect, the expres-
sion (but for one or two harsher out-
bursts) almost exquisite in its unemotional
purity. “John Bramhall” follows similar
lines. “Niccolo Machiavelli” is directed
to show the author of The Prince as
an exceptionally honest, a “pure” and
“intense” observer of human nature. F. H.
Bradley appears not least as a great stylist
who brought “British philosophy closer
to the Greek tradition,” Baudelaire—not
wholly familiarly—as “essentially a Chris-
tian born out of his due time; and a clas-
sicist, born out of his due time.” The
essay on Thomas Middleton is excellent
in its penetrative deliberation; that upon
Crashaw contains some surprising com-
parisons with Keats and Shelley, and is less
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good. The concluding essay, “The Human-
ism of Irving Babbitt,” calls for more
detailed comment.

So far one has read these pages with
pleasure and admiration, if with occa-
sional and increasing perturbation. More
and more one finds Mr. Eliot expressing
controversial sentiments which he makes
little or no effort to support, and grow-
ing, too, more and more uncompromis-
ing. In the essay on Bradley he is by no
means the pure critic; he deals with his
subject as defending a point of view in
which they both concur. It is difficult to say
whose views, if not of both, are being pre-
sented in such a passage as the following:
“Morality and religion are not the same
thing, but they cannot beyond a certain
point be treated separately. A system of
ethics, if thorough, is explicitly or implic-
itly a system of theology.” Such question-
able sentences are frequent. Bramhall, he
says, “implies the profounder objection to
Hobbes when he says simply that Hobbes
makes praise and blame meaningless. ‘If a
man be born blind or with one eye, we
do not blame him for it; but if a man
have lost his sight by his intemperance, we
blame him justly.’ This objection is finally
unanswerable.” But is it? Have we really
any right to go beyond the position of
those who urge both free will and pre-
destination as equally indisputable though
incompatible facts? Admittedly we take
free will for granted, but are we entitled
to hold it as more than a working belief?
Undeniably the modern tendency is not to
blame a man for his failings and failures—
but Mr. Eliot has already in “Lancelot
Andrewes” declared for medieval against
modern. He denies the ability of the indi-
vidual to stand alone; destroy communion
with God, he asserts, and the most enlight-
ened humanism can yield only disappoint-
ment. All these issues are brought to a head
in the final essay, which is in purpose a
questioning of Mr. Babbitt’s philosophy

of secular humanism from the view-
point of one accepting a religion of rev-
elation and dogma. Can such human-
ism, he asks, ever provide an alternative
to Christianity—save perhaps temporarily
and on a basis of Christian culture? Is not
the humanist, suppressing the divine, “left
with a human element which may quickly
descend again to the animal”? Has human-
ism ever achieved more than a sporadic
accompaniment to a continuous Chris-
tianity? Can it, in short, be more than
parasitical, secondary to religion? And he
replies: “To my mind, it always flourishes
most when religion has been strong; and
if you find examples of humanism which
are anti-religious, or at least in opposi-
tion to the religious faith of the place
and time, then such humanism is purely
destructive, for it has never found anything
to replace what it destroyed.” The char-
acteristic modern refusal to receive any-
thing upon an authority exterior and ante-
rior to the individual he rejects decisively:
“[U]nless by civilization you mean mate-
rial progress, cleanliness, etc.—which is
not what Mr. Babbitt means; if you mean a
spiritual and intellectual coordination on
a high level, then it is doubtful whether
civilization can endure without religion,
and religion without a church.” The essay
in its parts and as a whole leads “to the
conclusion that the humanistic point of
view is auxiliary to and dependent upon
the religious point of view. For us, religion
is Christianity; and Christianity implies, I
think, the conception of the Church.”

Here, certainly, is nothing new, but
from the author of The Waste Land it is at
first sight astonishing, to say the least. We
ourselves can only conceive of Mr. Eliot’s
“act of violence” as consequent upon a
dynamic fusion of the need for an object
of belief with the desire—the increasing
desire—for a universal and continuous
rather than a living tradition. He has dis-
covered at once a respite and a continuity.
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But it is our view that by accepting a higher
spiritual authority based not upon the
deepest personal experience (for that we
must still turn to the poems), but upon the
anterior and exterior authority of revealed
religion, he has abdicated from his high
position. Specifically he rejects Modernism
for medievalism. But most of us, like Mr.
Babbitt, have gone too far to draw back.
It is to the country beyond the Waste Land
that we are compelled to look, and many
will consider it the emptier that they are
not likely to find Mr. Eliot there. Recently
he recorded his conviction that Dante’s
poetry represents a saner attitude towards
“the mystery of life” than Shakespeare’s.
Not a saner, we would say, but simply
a different attitude, and to the majority,
the great majority, today no longer a vital
one.

∗“For Mr. T. S. Eliot.”
New Statesman 32
(29 December 1928),
387–88.

[. . .]

[W]e prefer to deal with this little book
as what it appears to be: a collection of
essays on miscellaneous subjects to which
the author has not succeeded in giving
that coherent force which is the quality of
a very determined character—the kind of
force, for instance, which Dr. Saintsbury,
whose predilections are very much what
Mr. Eliot asserts his own to be, gives to
all his writings. Mr. Eliot’s great reputa-
tion with the young is due to two facts:
that, of the men who practice and criti-
cize the more recent fashions in literature,
he has some acquaintance with the past—
an acquaintance that strikes with awe the

young men whose reading begins with the
Edwardians; that he holds very distinct
and reasonably dogmatic opinions, and
evidently writes from his mind rather than
from his “dark inwards” or “the red pavil-
ion of his heart.”

[. . .]

∗F. R. Leavis.
“T. S. Eliot—A Reply to
the Condescending.”
Cambridge Review 50
(8 February 1929),
254–56.

Under the title “For Mr. T. S. Eliot,”
there appeared in a recent number of the
New Statesman a review of Mr. Eliot’s last
book.

“Mr. Eliot’s great reputation with the
young,” pronounced the reviewer, “is due
to two facts: that, of the men who practice
and criticize the more recent fashions in lit-
erature, he has some acquaintance with the
past—an acquaintance that strikes with
awe the young men whose reading begins
with the Edwardians; that he holds very
distinct and reasonably dogmatic opin-
ions, and evidently writes from his mind
rather than from his ‘dark inwards’ or
‘the red pavilion of his heart.’” [See ex-
cerpt of review on this page.] One rec-
ognized the note. It tends to recur when
the consciously adult, especially in the
academic world, speak and write of Mr.
Eliot. [. . .] Those of us who are aware
of our debt to Mr. Eliot have learnt not
to be too provoked by this kind of conde-
scension. It offsets the snobism attendant,
inevitably, upon the vogue that Mr. Eliot
enjoys, and suffers from. But the challenge
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quoted above does seem to give one who
still counts himself among the young, and
who discusses literature a good deal with
others of the young, a fair opportunity
to acknowledge the debt and to define its
nature.

First of all, we recognize in Mr. Eliot
a poet of profound originality, and of
especial significance to all who are con-
cerned for the future of English poetry.
To describe him as “practicing the more
recent fashions” is misleading, and betrays
ignorance and prejudice. It suggests that
he is one of a herd of “Modernist” poet-
asters. But there is no other poetry in the
least like Mr. Eliot’s: he is an originator,
and if he has his mimics, he could be con-
fused with them only by the malicious or
the incompetent. Nor is it his fault if he
is included in the Sitwellian “we.” “Pro-
found originality” were considered words.
Mr. Eliot says in The Sacred Wood that
the historical sense is “nearly indispens-
able to anyone who would continue to
be a poet beyond his twenty-fifth year;
and the historical sense involves a per-
ception, not only of the pastness of the
past, but of its presence [. . .]. This his-
torical sense, which is a sense of the time-
less as well as of the temporal and of the
timeless and of the temporal together, is
what makes a writer traditional. And it
is at the same time what makes a writer
most acutely conscious of his place in time,
of his own contemporaneity.” Mr. Eliot
is now well beyond his twenty-fifth year,
and his latest poetry has a new vitality.
“Salutation,” which appeared in the Cri-
terion for January, last year, and “Perch’
io non spero,” which appeared in the last
Printemps number of Commerce, have a
power and a beauty that might, one would
think, compel recognition even from an
anthologist. The poet bears out the critic.
His poetry is more conscious of the past
than any other that is being written in
English today. This most modern of the

moderns is truly more traditional than the
“traditionalists”—and he is a poet.

“By losing tradition,” he says in The
Sacred Wood, “we lose our hold on the
present.” It is because of his hold on
the present that he has his great reputa-
tion among the young. Poetry tends recur-
rently to confine itself by conventions of
“the poetic” which bar the poet from his
most valuable material, the material that is
most significant to sensitive and adequate
minds in his own day; or else sensitive and
adequate minds are barred out of poetry.
Something of this kind has clearly been
wrong with poetry in this century, and
efforts at readjustment, those, for instance,
of Mr. Masefield, Mr. Binyon, and Mr.
Squire, have commonly served only to
call attention to its plight. Mr. Eliot is so
important because, with a mind of very
rare sensitiveness and adequacy, he has, for
himself, solved the problem, and so done
more than solve the problem for himself.
His influence will not be measured by the
number of his imitators, but will manifest
itself in indirect and subtle ways of which
there can be no full account. In any case,
the academic mind charting English poetry
a century hence will not be tempted to con-
descend to Mr. Eliot.

His influence has made itself so pro-
foundly and so widely felt in so short a
time because he is a critic as well as a
poet, and his poetry and his criticism rein-
force each other. One would hardly guess
from the description of him as “criticizing
the more recent fashions in literature” that
his criticism has been almost wholly con-
fined to writers of the past. If Dryden and
Donne are in fashion, Mr. Eliot may have
had something to do with their being so;
it is he alone who has made them more
than fashions. “The important critic,” he
says in The Sacred Wood, “is the person
who is absorbed in the present problems
of art, and who wishes to bring the forces
of the past to bear upon the solution of
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these problems.” We who are aware of
our debt to Mr. Eliot find his criticism so
important because it has pursued this aim
with such indubitable success. The present
writer, having undertaken to lecture on
contemporary poetry, looked through sev-
eral years of the likely journals, and found
that the helpful review or critique almost
always showed the influence of Homage to
John Dryden.

Mr. Eliot’s acquaintance with the past,
then, has impressed us so much because it
has illuminated for us both the past and the
present. We find commonly that the eru-
dition of the constituted authorities does
neither. His acquaintance with the past is
profound enough to have reshaped the cur-
rent effective idea of the English tradition.
If no serious critic or poet now supposes
that English poetry in the future must, or
can, develop along the line running from
the Romantics through Tennyson, this is
mainly due to Mr. Eliot. But for him we
certainly should not have had this clear
awareness; and for this debt alone—it is a
very great, though incalculable debt—that
histories of English literature will give him
an important place.

All this might suggest that Mr. Eliot’s
criticism is pervaded by the propagandist
spirit. It is not so: “English criticism,” he
has remarked, “is inclined to argue or per-
suade rather than to state”; but his own is
the last against which such a charge could
be brought. It is so entirely controlled by
the will to “see the object as in itself it
really is” that some people reading it, and
missing the non-critical that they expect to
find in criticism, think (or so they report)
that it contains nothing at all. It makes
some of us feel that we never read criticism
before. At any rate Mr. Eliot represents
for us the essentially critical, and when,
intimidated by the insinuation of priggish-
ness, we are told that criticism is “any kind
of writing about books,” we are stiffened
by the thought of him as by a vicarious

conscience. Those of us who are giving a
good part of our lives to the study of lit-
erature are especially grateful to him. For
no one has set forth for us our justifying
ideas so clearly and cogently, and no critic
has served them in his practice with such
austere integrity.

The critic, he concludes, in [. . .] “The
Function of Criticism,” must have “a very
highly developed sense of fact.” This sug-
gests well enough where, in his account of
criticism, the stress falls. The critic must
cultivate this sense of fact in regions where
there are no facts that can be handed round
or brought into the laboratory. He must
aim, in so far as he is a critic, to establish
the work of art as a fact, an object existing
outside of, and apart from, himself. Actu-
ally, of course, this cannot be done, and
there is no one demonstrably right judg-
ment. But a critic is a critic only in so far
as he is controlled by these ideals. And
their inaccessibility leads, not to arbitrari-
ness, but to askesis, not to assertiveness,
but to docility. He seeks help, confirma-
tion, and check from as many qualified
minds as possible. “For the kinds of crit-
ical work we have admitted,” writes Mr.
Eliot, “there is the possibility of coopera-
tive activity, with the further possibility of
arriving at something outside of ourselves,
which may provisionally be called truth.”
All this may be both old and obvious to
the adult, but we who admire Mr. Eliot
had never before had it made obvious to
us; and we are grateful to him for the clear-
ness and force with which he has set forth
the idea of criticism, and for the athletic
rigor with which he has verified his princi-
ple with his practice.

We have learnt from Mr. Eliot what is
meant by “an interest in art and life as
problems which exist and can be handled
apart from their relations to the critic’s pri-
vate temperament.” And it seems to us the
only kind of interest that can justify a pro-
longed study of literature. But there will
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always be people who find Mr. Middleton
Murry’s kind of interest more exciting
(though we ourselves acknowledge a debt
to Mr. Murry for stimulus, derived mainly
from his early work). It is not, however,
only those who prefer prophecy, exalta-
tions, and the ardors of the private soul
who find Mr. Eliot’s criticism unrepaying.
There are others, sober enough, who are
baffled and repelled by the very purity of
its devotion to literature, by its very rigor.
For Mr. Eliot never forgets that poetry
is made of words. His approach is com-
monly by way of technique, and his deal-
ings with “content” are always rigorously
controlled and disciplined. He is not (to
adapt some words of his own) one of
those who, in writing about Hamlet, for-
get that their first business is to study a
work of art. So those who are accustomed
to think of Hamlet as a man with a life
antecedent to, and outside of, the play, a
subject for psycho-analysis, feel Mr. Eliot
induces cerebral corrugations to no end.
“To the member of the Browning Study
Circle,” he says, “the discussion of poets
about poetry may seem arid, technical, and
limited. It is merely that the practitioners
have clarified and reduced to a state of
fact all the feelings that the member can
only enjoy in the most nebulous form; the
dry technique implies, for those who have
mastered it, all that the member thrills to;
only that has been made into something
precise, tractable, under control. That, at
all events, is one reason for the value of
the practitioner’s criticism—he is dealing
with his facts, and he can help us do the
same.”

Although Mr. Eliot never forgets to see
poetry as a texture of words, he is as
much concerned with what lies behind as
other critics, and more effectively. “Their
words,” he says, comparing Shakespeare,
Donne, Webster, and Tourneur with Jon-
son, “have often a network of tentacular
roots reaching down to the deepest terrors

and desires. Jonson’s most certainly have
not . . .” This suggests fairly well the man-
ner of Mr. Eliot’s approach to the more
inward critical problems, and the kind of
control he maintains. And with this conti-
nence he is, we find, as fertile in generaliza-
tions, explicit and implied, as any critic we
know. “Eriger en lois ses impressions per-
sonnelles, c’est le grand effort d’un homme
s’il est sincère”: it is not for nothing that
he set this sentence from Rémy de Gour-
mont at the head of the first essay in The
Sacred Wood. For instances of his gen-
eralizing one may adduce his elucidation
of impersonality, of the relation between
the work of art and the personality of the
artist, and the account which he gives in
Homage to John Dryden of the relation
between thought and emotion in poetry.
Such things as these we find in the essen-
tial structure of our thinking about art.
They seem to us to be among those ideas
which, says Mr. Eliot, “stand forth lumi-
nous with an independent life of their own,
so true that one forgets the author in the
statement.”

And among such ideas, for some of
us, is Mr. Eliot’s conception of order. The
more we brood over the critic’s problem
of making his judgment something more
than an assertion of personal like or dislike
the more inevitable we find the concep-
tion of European literature as an organic
whole, and within it, English literature as
an organic whole, an order—an order in
which each new thing must find a place,
though the existing order is modified all
through by the addition. Here we come to
the wider implications of Mr. Eliot’s “clas-
sicism,” and about these there is, naturally,
less certain agreement than about state-
ments of principle that arise immediately
out of considerations of technique. And,
of course, the “classicism” involves things
outside of literature.

These other things are to the fore in
Mr. Eliot’s last book. The “very distinct
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and reasonably dogmatic opinions” that
he holds concerning these things, whether
we agree with them or not, seem to us to
give For Lancelot Andrewes the “coher-
ent force” that we have always found in
Mr. Eliot’s work. The reviewer’s judgment
to the contrary seems to us so perverse as
to call for something other than ordinary
critical incompetence to explain it. In any
case, to liken Mr. Eliot’s “dogmatic opin-
ions” to Dr. Saintsbury’s “predilections”
will not do. Dr. Saintsbury’s high Toryism
appears mainly as accidental to his writ-
ings on literature. And whoever found in
the expressions of it anything more than
traits of a personality, racy and assertive,
a Character? Mr. Eliot’s “predilections”
are central to all his work; they are its
structure and articulation, its organiza-
tion, and if we leave them out we leave
out everything. This is not to intend any
disrespect to Dr. Saintsbury; we know the
debt that we owe to scholarship. But the
mention of his name serves to bring out
the peculiar nature of the debt we owe
to Mr. Eliot. It is because of Mr. Eliot
that such erudition as Dr. Saintsbury’s does
not merely overwhelm us, and make us
feel that life is not long enough to take
literature seriously. For if Mr. Eliot has
told us that erudition is “useless unless it
enables us to see literature all round, to
detach it from ourselves, to reach a state
of pure contemplation,” he has also given
us inspiriting, if chastening, examples
of erudition being used to such end. It is
he who has heartened us and shown us
the way to a study of literature that may
hope to produce something other than
mere accumulation.

In his latest utterances, now that he has
passed on “to the problem of the relation
of poetry to the spiritual and social life of
its time and of other times,” we may not
always follow him, in either sense of the
word. But we await eagerly the promised
statements of his position. And we believe

that, whatever this may be, it is compatible
with the completest intellectual integrity.
Meanwhile we are much impressed by his
way of stating the problem—the prob-
lem of preserving civilization. At any rate,
we feel that we must consider very seri-
ously his view of civilization as depend-
ing upon a strenuously achieved and tra-
ditional normality, a trained and arduous
common sense, a kind of athletic poise
that cannot be maintained without a labo-
rious and critical docility to traditional
wisdom.

Even were the problems that Mr. Eliot
is concerned with less urgent, to us he
would be notable for the spare and sinewy
scrupulousness of his writing. It is this that
has enabled him to exert so much influence
with a bulk of published work that would
fill no more than a middling-sized book.
“When there is so much to be known,”
he says, “when there are so many fields
of knowledge in which the same words
are used with different meanings, when
everyone knows a little about a great many
things, it becomes increasingly difficult for
anyone to know whether he knows what
he is talking about or not.” There could be
no more effective awakener of the intel-
lectual conscience than Mr. Eliot: he has
made it less easy to shirk.

[. . .]

Francis Fergusson.
“Golden Candlesticks.”
Hound and Horn 2
(April–June 1929),
297–99.

In his Preface to the 1928 edition of The
Sacred Wood, Mr. Eliot says that the views
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he expressed in that volume in 1920 he still
substantially holds. He was, however, at
that time concerned with the thing called
poetry and not with its relation to soci-
ety or ethics. One of course believes Mr.
Eliot when he says this: no one is such a
consummate master of the art of sticking
to the point; indeed it is this humble con-
centration on the subject that makes his
criticism the most authoritative now being
written. At the same time he is unique
in the extent to which he has also the
complementary virtue: he always sees the
object in its context. [. . .] [A]lthough
his method is to talk always about a
particular thing (e.g., Symons’s transla-
tion of Baudelaire), still everything he says
implies the larger pattern which he holds
in his mind’s eye. [. . .] [O]f the essays in
Lancelot Andrewes Mr. Eliot says, “I have
made bold to unite these occasional essays
merely as an indication of what may be
expected, and to refute any accusation of
playing ’possum. The general point of view
may be described as classicist in literature,
royalist in politics, and anglo-catholic in
religion.”

This is of course far more explicit
than anything in The Sacred Wood, where
all the questions not strictly relevant to
poetry were shelved or referred to Tradi-
tion. Unless one was sure one knew what
he meant by Tradition, it was easy to infer
from that volume a doctrine of art for art’s
sake. In the present volume he does not
talk about Tradition very much, but he dis-
cusses a political thinker (Machiavelli); a
metaphysician (Bradley); a humanist (Irv-
ing Babbitt); and two bishops (Lancelot
Andrewes and John Bramhall), as well as
three poets. He is interested in each of
them from several points of view. He is
interested in their styles, their worldly wis-
dom, or lack of it, and in whether they
have religious understanding. He permits
himself in other words to bring a larger
part of his pattern into focus; and we see

that what he called Tradition in The Sacred
Wood he now calls God, or one manifes-
tation of God, depending on whether one
thinks his vision has remained fairly con-
stant and only his exposition broadened,
or his vision continuously broadened and
deepened. Probably he has simply been
waiting to speak until his vision should
have become set and clarified. He is so
self-conscious that he knows when he is
ready to speak. Moreover he has an acute
sense of what might be called the poli-
tics of spirituality, which determines the
way he speaks when he has once made up
his mind, as well as a sense of himself as
an important actor on the world’s stage.
By Lancelot Andrewes he seems to have
settled most of these questions of emo-
tion, conscience and tact, and to be ready
to announce a position. He has passed a
certain point and mastered his develop-
ment, which begins to seem steady and
consistent.

This development might have begun
(speaking diagrammatically and on the
basis of hints which he himself has given)
with the revelation of Henry James, whose
piety toward the English social organism,
though more solemn and credulous than
Eliot’s, seems to have been the latter’s
inspiration. Eliot also learned a great deal,
from the point of view of method, from
James’s intelligence. (“He had a mind so
fine that no mere idea could violate it.”)
Bradley’s logic came to confirm and jus-
tify this type of intelligence, Bradley also
having been humble before concrete, while
insisting upon the unity of the whole pic-
ture. [. . .] With these guides he then
acquired an enormous erudition, espe-
cially [. . .] in the Elizabethan period
and the Mediterranean classics. He devel-
oped a loyalty to the best in the European
tradition—classicism and Christianity—
as well as a loyalty to English culture.
His conversion to anglo-catholicism now
comes as the keystone of this structure. He
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says of Hooker and Andrewes: “They were
fathers of a national Church and they were
Europeans.”

One already sees this creation as
extremely impressive, meeting as it does
the needs of an extraordinary sensibil-
ity, an extraordinary intelligence, and an
extraordinarily intense emotion. Some of
Mr. Eliot’s audience may wonder in what
proportions his sense of expediency, his
religious need and his highly educated
Puritan conscience, combined to produce
the final movement of his conversion. Per-
haps the clue is to be found in the quota-
tion he places at the beginning of Lancelot
Andrewes; “Thou, Lord, Who walkest
in the midst of the golden candlesticks,
remove not, we pray Thee, our candle-
stick out of its place; but set in order the
things which are wanting among us, and
strengthen those which remain, and are
ready to die.” We who have no golden
candlestick must find his final position as
unproductive of “manna and partridges”
for us as Professor Babbitt’s irreproachable
individualism—Mr. Eliot’s own lessons in
“context” make that sufficiently clear; but
he will take his place like Professor Babbitt
as one of the guides that we will always
need.

Edmund Wilson, Jr.
“T. S. Eliot and the
Church of England.”
New Republic 58
(24 April 1929), 283–84.

This volume of essays by T. S. Eliot con-
tains papers on Lancelot Andrewes and
John Bramhall, two seventeenth-century
English divines, and on Machiavelli, F. H.

Bradley, Baudelaire, Thomas Middleton,
Crashaw, and Irving Babbitt. They are
all distinguished by Eliot’s unique com-
bination of subtle and original thinking
with simple and precise statement, and will
be read by everybody interested in litera-
ture. T. S. Eliot has now become perhaps
the most important literary critic in the
English-speaking world. His writings have
been brief and few, and it is almost incred-
ible that they should have been enough
to establish him as an intellectual leader;
but when one tries to trace the causes of
the change from the point of view of the
English criticism of the period before the
War to the point of view of the criticism
of our own day, one can find no figure of
comparable authority. And we must rec-
ognize that Eliot’s opinions, so cool and
even casual in appearance, yet sped with
the force of so intense a seriousness and
weighted with so wide a learning, have
stuck oftener and sunk deeper in the minds
of the postwar generation of both England
and America than those of any other liter-
ary critic.

For Lancelot Andrewes, however, is
not, like The Sacred Wood, a book merely
of literary criticism. The essays which
it contains have been selected by Eliot
for the purpose of indicating a gen-
eral point of view in literature, poli-
tics and religion. This point of view,
he tells us in his preface, “may be
described as classicist in literature, royal-
ist in politics, and anglo-catholic in reli-
gion”; and it is to be further expounded
in “three small books” called respectively
The School of Donne, The Outline of
Royalism, and The Principles of Modern
Heresy.

Eliot’s ideas, in For Lancelot Andrewes,
appear chiefly by implication; and we
run the risk of misrepresenting them in
attempting to discuss them merely on the
basis of this book. Still, Eliot has invited us
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to read this slender collection of essays as
signifying classicism, royalism and anglo-
catholicism, and it is difficult to know
how else to write about it. The clearest
and most explicit statement on the sub-
ject of religion which I can find is the
following from the essay in which Eliot
points out the deficiencies of Irving Bab-
bitt’s humanism: “[U]nless by civilization
you mean material progress, cleanliness,
etc. . . . if you mean a spiritual and intellec-
tual coordination on a high level, then it is
doubtful whether civilization can endure
without religion, and religion without a
church.” One recognizes a point of view
which is by way of becoming fashion-
able among certain sorts of literary peo-
ple. Yet this usually presents itself merely
as a feeling that it would be a good thing
to believe rather than as a real and liv-
ing belief. And, though Eliot lets us know
that he does believe, his faith, as it appears
both in these essays and in his recent
poems, seems a faith entirely uninspired
by hope, entirely unarmed with force—a
faith which is merely, to quote his own epi-
graph, “ready to die.”

Now, no one will dispute that the
world, just at present, is badly in need of
the sort of ideals which the Church was
able formerly to supply; but it seems to
me that the objection to Eliot’s position is
simply that the Church is now practically
impossible as a solution to our present dif-
ficulties because it is so difficult to get edu-
cated people to believe in its fundamental
doctrines—and that, even if a few first-
rate men like Eliot manage to convince
themselves that they do not accept them,
one cannot see how they can honestly
contemplate the possibility of a renais-
sance of faith general enough to make the
Church intellectually important again. I
agree that, without a church, you cannot
have anything properly describable as reli-
gion; and I sympathize with Mr. Eliot’s

criticism of certain substitute religions,
like that of H. G. Wells, which try to retain
the benefits of faith while doing away
with the necessity of believing. You can-
not have real Christianity without a cult
of Christ as the son of God. But since it is
plainly becoming more and more difficult
to accept Christ in this role, it seems that
we must do without both the Church and
religion. The answer to Mr. Eliot’s asser-
tion that “it is doubtful whether civiliza-
tion can endure without religion” is that
we have got to make it endure. Nobody
will pretend that this is going to be easy;
but it can hardly be any more difficult
than trying to believe that the intellec-
tual leadership of the future will be sup-
plied by the Roman Catholic Church or by
the Church of England, or by any church
whatsoever.

Nothing seems to me more sadly symp-
tomatic of the feeble condition of modern
literary people, of their unwillingness or
incapacity to confront the realities about
them, than the movement back to Thomas
Aquinas—or, as in Eliot’s case, back to
Bishop Andrewes. It is not a question of
the wisdom or the authority of Bishop
Andrewes or Aquinas in their own day,
when it was still possible for a first-rate
mind to accept the supernatural basis of
religion. But to argue, as, in the literary
world, one sometimes finds people doing,
that, because society is badly off with-
out religion, we should make an effort to
swallow medieval theology, seems pecu-
liarly futile. If the salvation of civiliza-
tion depends on such religious fervor as
the present literary generation is capable
of kindling—if it depends on the edify-
ing example of the conversion of Jean
Cocteau and the low blue flame of the later
Eliot—then I fear that we must give up
hope.

I was writing last week of John Dos
Passos and his mirage of social revolution.
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It seems to me that T. S. Eliot is a case
of much the same kind: T. S. Eliot, like
Dos Passos, is a highly cultivated Amer-
ican who finds it difficult to accept con-
temporary America; but, instead of escap-
ing from the American situation by way
of Greenwich Village radicalism and the
myth of a serious-minded and clear-eyed
proletariat, as Dos Passos tends to do,
Eliot has gone to England and evolved
for himself an aristocratic myth out of
English literature and history. Eliot’s clas-
sicism, royalism, and anglo-catholicism,
from the notion I get of them in his
recent writings, seems to me as literary
and lacking in plausibility as Dos Passos’
class-conscious proletariat: it seems as dif-
ficult to imagine royalty and the Church
becoming more, instead of less, impor-
tant even in England as it does to imag-
ine the American employees becoming less,
instead of more middle-class. Most Ameri-
cans of the type of Eliot and Dos Passos—
that is, sensitive and widely read literary
people—have some such agreeable fantasy
in which they allow their minds to take
refuge from the oppression and perplexi-
ties about them. In the case of Mencken,
it is a sort of German university town,
where people drink a great deal of beer
and read a great many books, and where
they respect the local nobility—if only
the Germany of the Empire had not been
destroyed by the War! [. . .] With Ezra
Pound, it is a medieval Provence, where
poor but accomplished troubadours enjoy
the favors of noble ladies—if only that
world were not as dead as Provençal! With
John Dos Passos, it is a society of work-
ers, disinterested, industrious, and sturdy,
but full of the gaiety, good-fellowship,
and frankness in which the Webster Hall
balls nowadays are usually so disappoint-
ingly lacking—if only the American work-
ers were not preoccupied with buying
radios and Ford cars, instead of organizing

themselves to overthrow the civilization of
the bourgeoisie! And with T. S. Eliot, it
is a world of seventeenth-century English
churchmen, who combine scrupulous con-
sciences with good prose—if it were only
not so difficult nowadays for men capable
of becoming good writers to believe in the
Apostolic Succession!

Among these, writers like Dos Passos
and Mencken stay at home and denounce
America, while writers like Eliot and
Pound go abroad and try to forget it. It
is peculiarly hard for such men to get an
intellectual foothold in our world: New
York, particularly, at the present time,
is like the great glass mountain of the
Arabian Nights, against which the barques
of countless young writers are continually
coming to grief. And this is true not of
the United States only, but more or less of
the whole western world. Europe, indus-
trially, politically, and socially, is becom-
ing more and more like America every day;
and the European catastrophe of the War
has left America demoralized, too. It is up
to the young American writers to make
some sense of their American world—for
their world is not everybody’s world, and,
if they fail to find a way to make possi-
ble in it “a spiritual and intellectual coor-
dination on a high level,” it may be that
no one else will be able to do it for them.
That world is a world of many religions,
but without the leadership of any church—
and it is a world where, whatever reorgani-
zation one may prophesy for a democratic
state, it is difficult to imagine the restora-
tion of monarchy. It is a world in which
T. S. Eliot’s positive programs would not,
therefore, seem particularly helpful. We
shall, I fear, not be able to lean upon the
authority of either Church or King, but
shall have to depend for our new social
and moral ideals on a resolute study of
contemporary reality, and upon our own
imaginations.
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Arthur Colton.
“A Significant Direction.”
Saturday Review 5
(27 April 1929), 947.

I once asked a French scholar to explain
the high estimate placed on Bossuet by
French critics, even the worldly minded;
and he replied: “His magnificent logic.”
Some such epithets, magnificence and
logic, we make use of in our estimate of
Burke, but it is no doubt more inveterate
with the French to insist on the aesthetic
values of logic. At a time when we are feel-
ing that habit and emphasis are rather con-
spicuously absent from the contemporary
program, it is significant that Mr. Eliot’s
very significant mind turns to the seven-
teenth century—to the sermons of Bishop
Andrewes and to Bishop Bramhall’s Just
Vindication of the English Church—for
his initial examples of style, and of order
as the first principle of style. Literary crit-
icism of sermons is not often met with
now. One’s memory has to go back to
Coleridge and Johnson in search of it,
and notes that their admiration, too, was
for the seventeenth-century preachers. In
so thinking of the subject from a literary
standpoint, one notes further that the old-
fashioned sermon had very distinct struc-
tural form. Divinity students must have
been taught how to build them, and taught
a principle like that imposed on the drama.
As for the plot, so for the argument; noth-
ing belongs there which does not move it
forward. The formal divisions and sub-
divisions were devices to force average
preachers—who as average men would
tend to wander from coherence—to force
them into clarity and consecutive precision
in spite of themselves.

Mr. Eliot finds that Andrewes’s sermons
are models of absorption in the subject,
whereas Donne’s sermons are interfused
and interrupted by Donne’s personality. It
was a strange personality, and strange per-
sonalities interest us; but Mr. Eliot prefers
personality behind rather than in front.
In the same way he finds the almost for-
gotten Bramhall a sounder and more logi-
cal thinker than Hobbes. The two bishops
are important men historically, because the
Church of England was formulated under
Elizabeth, and these and their like gave it
its intellectual background and substance.
Andrewes’s prose “is not inferior to that of
any sermons in the language, unless it be
some of Newman’s. [. . .] [And his] place
second to none in the history of the for-
mation of the English Church.” Bramhall’s
prose “is great prose only in the sense that
it is good prose of a great epoch.”

Mr. Eliot defends Machiavelli as a real-
istic and logical thinker whose reputation
has been falsified ever since his time by a
persistent romanticism which was shocked
by his “cynicism.” But he was neither a
cynic nor a prophet.

[H]e was concerned first of all with
truth, not with persuasion, which is one
reason why his prose is great prose,
[. . .] a model of style for any lan-
guage. [. . .] What makes him a great
writer, and for ever a solitary figure, is
the purity and single-mindedness of his
passion. [. . .] Only the pure in heart
can blow the gaff on human nature as
Machiavelli has done. [. . .] The cynic
is always impure and sentimental.

One may object that cynicism is not
always that, while admitting it the wrong
word to apply to Machiavelli. One may
object that neither is romanticism, in Mr.
Eliot’s derogatory sense, the right word to
describe the feeling that has always been
repelled by the logical, but unscrupulous,
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politics of The Prince. It is not exactly
romanticism which rejects the doctrine
that a sufficient end justifies any means. It
is perhaps an instinct more realistic than
any logic. But a defense of Machiavelli,
like a defense of Fascism, must start from
the situation and alternative of the time.
Whether it justifies or not, it explains. And
if Mr. Eliot, in his apotheosis of Machi-
avelli, goes further than most of us would
go, the essay is nevertheless in line with
the two preceding, and indicative of the
general direction in which his mind is
moving. It is seeking the path from an era
of romance and roundabout thinking out
into an era of straight thinking applied to
undisguised realities.

So, too, with the essay on F. H.
Bradley. He prefers Bradley to Arnold,
as Bramhall to Hobbes and Andrewes
to Donne, because he finds him a more
realistic thinker, more secure on his feet,
and less subject to hallucination. Again,
in the essay on Baudelaire, he points out
that Mr. Symons mistranslates Baudelaire
into the faded dialect of the “decadent
’nineties.” But Baudelaire was more sub-
stantial than that, more like Racine than
like Swinburne, for whose childish disci-
ples “evil was very good fun.” To Baude-
laire it was a reality. Again, in the essay on
Thomas Middleton, a name associated as
collaborator in a number of long-winded
plays, it is shown that in each of two
of these plays, The Changeling and The
Roaring Girl, there is a woman charac-
ter of extraordinary vitality and perma-
nent truth to human nature, independent
of the conventions of any epoch. Again, in
the essay on Crashaw, the constant “brain
work” in Crashaw is contrasted with the
absence of that “brain work” in passages
quoted from Shelley. Shelley seems to be
Mr. Eliot’s favorite hunting ground for
samples of an age gone astray after unsub-
stantial things. To an ex-romanticist, not
entirely repentant, it seems that the Shelley

verse somehow sings, like a Shakespearean
lyric, and the pace is swift; whereas the
Crashaw verse does not sing but only
meditates and the pace is slow. Mr. Eliot
may say that “somehow sings” may stand
for that very kind of day dreaming from
nowhere to nowhere, which enclosed the
whole romantic era in its violet fog. Still
I suspect that, if no value is to be seen
except where the thing is thought through
to its outcome—no “mutations,” nothing
translunary and inexplicable—then some-
thing with reality in it is going to be missed.

The final essay is on “The Humanism
of Irving Babbitt.” I had always thought
of Professor Babbitt and Mr. Eliot (com-
panioned by M. Julien Benda) as mov-
ing in the same direction; and as regards
purely literary criticism they do. Mr. Eliot
acknowledges his relations to Professor
Babbitt in terms of the utmost respect.
But here is a question of ethical theory,
where Professor Babbitt is an individu-
alist, and is complained of as “trying to
build a Catholic platform out of Protes-
tant planks.” His “inner check” is found
as insufficient a substitute in feasible ethics
for the solidities of the older faith, as
F. H. Bradley found Arnold’s “best self,”
or “culture,” or “the stream of tendency”
that on the whole “makes for righteous-
ness.” The criticism in both cases is suffi-
ciently cogent, but one might think it only
fair of Mr. Eliot to submit his own posi-
tion. Perhaps it is not so much a position
as a direction, and perhaps that is the best
kind of position to take in times like these.
The direction seems headed back to the
seventeenth century, in so far that, how-
ever much or little he may accept their
premises, he finds satisfaction in the rea-
soning of the seventeenth-century divines;
just as he finds satisfactory “brain work”
in the seventeenth-century poets and a cor-
respondence to the realities of life.

It is his direction, as well as his force
and scholarship, that leads me to think
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Mr. Eliot among the most indicative of
modern critics, indicative of the way things
will possibly be tending a generation
ahead, when the elders among us have
gone away with our recollections and our
surmises.

Mark Van Doren.
“The Letter Giveth Life.”
Nation 128 (15 May
1929), 590.

I have heard this book abused as ster-
ile by persons who had not got past the
already famous preface wherein Mr. Eliot
states that his general point of view is
“classicist in literature, royalist in poli-
tics, and anglo-catholic in religion.” Mr.
Eliot, so the legend goes, has withered
into a triple faith, hardened into a three-
headed dogma—turned a fastidious, tired
back upon our glorious confusion and
gone the easy, empty way of absolutism.
The author of The Waste Land, people
say, has repudiated even his vision of our
contemporary intellectual desert—a vision
which was useful at least in that it showed
us what we are—in honor of meaningless
formulas from old time which he alone
mumbles, thinking thereby to achieve
impossible certitudes.

But Mr. Eliot announces in the same
preface that he has in preparation three
volumes explaining his classicism, his roy-
alism, and his anglo-catholicism; and after
several readings of the present volume I
am inclined to suggest that his detractors
wait until the publication of that trilogy—
when quite possibly, there will be nothing
to say. For all of Mr. Eliot’s very fine and
strong intelligence is here; he has in no
sense lost footing, though his steps may

take him where most of us never dream of
walking these days. And I have every rea-
son to believe that, far from being at the
end of his critical career, he is only at the
beginning of it. This in spite of the fact that
he is seriously interested in religion and
enormously concerned about the meaning
of words. There is a connection between
the two for Mr. Eliot, who approaches
the problem of Grace through nothing
less than the intellect. I fancy, indeed, the
meaning of his book to be that almost
no one else approaches it thus today. “Of
course Mr. Shaw and Mr. Wells are also
much occupied with religion and Ersatz-
Religion. But they are concerned with the
spirit, not the letter. And the spirit kil-
leth, but the letter giveth life.” Anyone
who cannot guess what Mr. Eliot intends
in the pregnant paradox had better read
For Lancelot Andrewes. At least he will
have read one of the most deliberate, pre-
cise, and fruitful of contemporary books.

[. . .] In an age of slovenly thought and
blowzy discourse Mr. Eliot is a great relief.
Whether or not the letter leadeth into sal-
vation, may he follow it in peace.

Conrad Aiken.
“Retreat.”
Dial 86 (July 1929),
628–30.

If it is impossible to read Mr. T. S. Eliot’s
criticism without respect, it is also becom-
ing increasingly impossible to read it with-
out misgivings. In The Sacred Wood, and
again in Homage to John Dryden, Mr.
Eliot provided his immediate generation
with a group of literary essays which were
an admirable corrective for many of the
intellectual and aesthetic disorders of the
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time. They were compact, precise, astrin-
gent; they brought the past to bear on
the present, the present into a visible rela-
tion with the past; in short, they helped
materially to restore, for a literary gener-
ation which had lost its bearings, a sense
of tradition as a living and fruitful thing.
If one had any complaint to make, with
regard to these essays, it was not of their
main tendency, which was wholesome; nor
had one any fault to find with Mr. Eliot’s
intelligence and aesthetic tact, which were
acute; it was rather with regard to the
plane on which Mr. Eliot chose to con-
duct his analysis—and the tone which he
adopted—that one might have cavilled.
In the matter of plane, one had to note
that Mr. Eliot tended to be somewhat
abstract, not to say academic. His analysis
was more often analysis of the document
itself than of the psychological dynamics
of which the document was the sign; he
seemed to regard literary forms as absolute
and autonomous; and correspondingly, he
seemed to minimize the merely functional,
or social and psychological, elements in
the creation of literature.

These restrictions made for simplicity
and weight; but they also gave one an
uncomfortable feeling that a great deal
was being left out. In his very preoccupa-
tion with what was past and fixed, Mr.
Eliot was perhaps already beginning to
define himself, and his limitations, more
candidly than he was quite aware. It was as
if the immediate, the fluidly immediate, the
here and now—whether it were to be seen
in terms of personality, and the relation of
personality to the work of art, or in terms
of the relation of the work of art to its
social “moment”—were positively fright-
ening to him. Again and again he took
elaborate pains to evade or minimize the
problem of personality: even going so far
as to maintain that the work of art is an
escape from personality; a very revelatory

view. It may here be pertinently questioned
whether it is not precisely in this curi-
ous doctrine that Mr. Eliot is seeking an
“escape from personality.” From the psy-
chological chaos of the “I” and the “now,”
let us seek refuge in a world of canons,
forms, and rituals.

But if one felt, now and then, a shiver
from this quarter in The Sacred Wood, one
is exposed to a merciless blast of it in Mr.
Eliot’s new book, For Lancelot Andrewes.
In this, Mr. Eliot seems to be definitely
and defeatedly in retreat from the present
and all that it implies. A thin and vine-
garish hostility towards the modern world
is breathed from these pages. Seeking cer-
tainties, or at least a hope of certainties,
Mr. Eliot sounds a quavering recall, and
attempts to lead us back to classicism in lit-
erature, to royalism in politics, and to the
anglo-catholic church in religion. Human-
ism he condemns as merely a “sporadic”
ancillary of religion, a kind of parasite,
unable to exist fruitfully in its own right.
Reason is bankrupt. Of the human race,
the less said the better. Of Machiavelli,
he remarks in this new book: ‘‘[He] was
no fanatic; he merely told the truth about
humanity. The world of human motives
which he depicts is true—that is to say,
it is humanity without the addition of
superhuman Grace. It is therefore tolera-
ble only to persons who have also a defi-
nite religious belief; to the effort of the last
three centuries to supply religious belief
by belief in Humanity the creed of Machi-
avelli is insupportable. . . . What Machi-
avelli did not see about human nature is
the myth of human goodness which for lib-
eral thought replaces the belief in Divine
Grace.”

It is hard to describe this as anything
but a complete abdication of intelligence.
And pari passu with this abdication goes
a striking change in Mr. Eliot’s whole
outlook and style. A note of withered
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dogmatism sounds repeatedly in these
pages; the circle of Mr. Eliot’s sympathies
has narrowed and hardened; in his essays
on Andrewes and Bramhall, he is even led,
by his propagandist zeal, to write dully
of dull subjects. Throughout the entire
book—unless we except some excellent
pages on Middleton and Baudelaire—we
feel the presence of a spirit which is inimi-
cal to everything new or bold or generous.
Cautiously, jejunely, with an air of puritan
acerbity, it seeks a refuge from humanity
in Grace, from personality in dogma, and
from the present in the past. Turning its
back on the living word, it retreats into a
monastic chill; and denies the miracle and
abundance of life. But can the miracle and
abundance be denied in this fashion? Not,
one suspects, so simply or so summarily.
The moment is still with us, it is a world
to be explored, and there are still intrepid
explorers. Mr Eliot might have been one
of these—as indeed in his verse at times he
has been—and, but for the Grace of God,
he might be yet. It is to be hoped that he

will not continue to prefer a narrower and
safer path.
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[Review of Dante]

This little book on Dante may be con-
sidered from at least three points of view:
as an introduction to Dante, as a discus-
sion of poetry and belief, and as an ampli-
fication of what might be called Mr. Eliot’s
classical ideal. Mr. Eliot disclaims any
intention of writing another brief intro-
duction to the study of Dante and declares
that he is incompetent to perform such a
task; but he has written such an introduc-
tion, he has written the best we have, an
important and exciting book; and so we
can scarcely admit that he is incompetent.
“A quotation, a critical remark, an enthu-
siastic essay,” he writes, “may well be the
accident that sets one to reading a par-
ticular author; but an elaborate prepara-
tion of historical and biographical knowl-
edge has always been to me a barrier.”
Such knowledge is always a barrier in an
introduction, and most of the introduc-
tions to Dante have too much of it. Mr.
Eliot pursues a different method: he relates
the process and stages of his own com-
prehension, his gradually growing aware-
ness of the unity of Dante; and his whole
endeavor seems to be to make us aware
too.

The book is still more valuable because,
while he was writing it, Mr. Eliot was pre-
occupied with a question that is urgent
today, the question of poetic belief. Mr.
I. A. Richards, in Practical Criticism, has
shown how important this question is.
Mr. Eliot is concerned with analyzing the
question only to the extent of clearing the

ground for an appreciation of Dante, but
his theory has wider implications, and it is
to be hoped that he will develop his point
of view in more detail. His general con-
clusion may be indicated in a sentence:
“I deny, in short, that the reader must
share the beliefs of the poet in order to
enjoy the poetry fully.” His discussion is
interesting, furthermore, because with this
question he tackles an aspect of the larger
problem formulated in the Preface to the
1928 edition of The Sacred Wood: “that
of the relation of poetry to the spiritual
and social life of its time and of other
times,” for poetry, he now believes, “cer-
tainly has something to do with morals,
and with religion, and even with politics
perhaps, though we cannot say what.” It
should be noted that in Dante, however,
he is most concerned with what poetry
has not to do with morals, religion, and
politics, or, in other words, with reiter-
ating that, to begin with, “we must con-
sider it primarily as poetry and not another
thing.”

The best amplification of the classi-
cal ideal is approached by recalling, in
a general way, the ideal put forward in
For Lancelot Andrewes. Mr. Eliot would
agree with M. Ramon Fernandez to this
extent at least, that classicism is not “a cer-
tain manner of having been classic” which
haunts the very style of the neo-classicists;
he would agree further that it is “a sharply
specific way of thinking and way of feel-
ing”; but soon, if I understand the two
positions, they would part company. Mr.
Eliot’s ideal, I believe, is to be found in his
analysis of Andrewes:

When Andrewes begins his sermon,
from beginning to end you are sure that
he is wholly in his subject, unaware of
anything else, that his emotion grows
as he penetrates more deeply into his
subject, that he is finally ‘alone with

171



the Alone,’ with the mystery which
he is seeking to grasp more and more
firmly . . . Andrewes’s emotion is purely
contemplative; it is not personal, it is
wholly evoked by the object of con-
templation, to which it is adequate;
his emotions wholly contained in and
explained by its object.

If we omit Professor Babbitt, this is, in
essentials, the ideal to which the other six
men [discussed in For Lancelot Andrewes]
approximate. Sometimes the very phrases
are echoed, as when Mr. Eliot speaks
of the “purity and single-mindedness” of
the passion of Machiavelli, of Bradley’s
“purity and concentration of purpose,” or
of Middleton’s observation about human
nature, “without fear, without sentiment,
without prejudice, without personality.”
This classical ideal may be summed up,
perhaps, in the word “contemplation.”
The seven classicists are superficially quite
different, living in different ages, aiming at
different ends, but more profoundly they
all resemble each other in this, that they
are all men of contemplation. Superficially,
also, their styles are different, for Mr. Eliot
is not concerned with a certain manner of
having been classic which haunts the style
of the new-classicists, but with a certain
manner of being classic which will always
produce a fundamental similarity. He has
no recipe for style, but traces it back to a
“training of the soul.”

This idea is put forward in a quota-
tion at the very beginning of Dante: “La
sensibilité, sauvée d’elle-même et conduite
dans l’ordre, est devenue un principe de
perfection.” M. Fernandez appears to omit
the stage expressed in the clause “sauvée
d’elle-même”: he gives the impression that
he wishes to order merely the same per-
sonal emotions which the romantics cul-
tivated. Mr. Eliot, on the other hand,
strikes at the very root of the romantic

metaphysic: he wishes to save sensibility
from itself, he wishes intellect and sensi-
bility to be in harmony, to make an identi-
cal effort towards perfection. The analysis
of Mr. Eliot’s ideal and the comparison of
it with M. Fernandez’s should be carried
further, but here there is only space enough
to suggest that, along with the question of
poetic belief, this ideal was uppermost in
Mr. Eliot’s mind when he wrote Dante. It
shines through the discussion of Dante’s
language, his use of allegory and simile.
“The aim of the poet,” Mr. Eliot wrote in
his essay on Dante in The Sacred Wood,
“is to state a vision”; and in this little
book he goes on to analyze the devices
which Dante used to state his vision.
“Dante’s is a visual imagination,” he
writes,

. . . in the sense that he lived in an age
in which men still saw visions . . .

Dante’s attempt is to make us see
what he saw. He therefore employs
very simple language, and very few
metaphors, for allegory and metaphor
do not get on well together. And
there is a peculiarity about his com-
parisons which is worth noticing in
passing.

. . . The purpose of this type of simile
is solely to make us see more definitely
the scene which Dante has put before
us in the preceding lines.

This classical ideal seems to have been
instrumental in bringing about a change
in Mr. Eliot’s own poetry. The change,
when we read his poems chronologically, is
seen to be a gradual one; and to bring this
out most clearly we must contrast his first
and his last style. In the former we often
get the impression that the poet is search-
ing for “objective correlatives” which
shall be the formula for his particular
emotion:
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And I must borrow every changing
shape

To find expression . . .
[“Portrait of a Lady”]

Tenants of the house,
Thoughts of a dry brain in a dry

season.
[“Gerontion”]

In these quotations the search appears
explicit; more important are the numer-
ous places where it appears implicit. In
his latest poetry Mr. Eliot seems to me
to be doing something different. He no
longer strives to find the formula for his
disembodied emotion, but strives to be
so wholly in his subject that the emo-
tion will be evoked, will grow as he pene-
trates more deeply into it. Consequently, in
“Animula,” he has set himself a subject—
“Issues from the hand of God, the sim-
ple soul”—and has explored it. It is hard
to determine just how much this impres-
sion is due to the suggestion of Mr. Eliot’s
criticism, but one cannot help coming to
the conclusion, in the end, that, though
suggested by the criticism, one’s impres-
sion is securely based in fact. It is instruc-
tive, for instance, to compare the earlier
monologues, “Gerontion” and “The Love
Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” with the later
“Journey of the Magi” and “A Song for
Simeon”: in the first we are given the quo-
tidian ague of our life, but in the sec-
ond we are given that abstraction which
comes from intense concentration. In my
opinion Mr. Eliot has not yet surpassed
certain poems written in his earlier style,
but we are aware that he is doing some-
thing different. “Devotional poetry,” he
wrote in For Lancelot Andrewes, “is reli-
gious poetry which falls within an exact
faith and has precise objects for contem-
plation.” With “Perch’ io non spero . . . ,”
“Som de l’escalina,” “Animula,” and the

poems already mentioned, Mr. Eliot has
emerged as a devotional poet.

Marianne Moore.
“A Machinery of
Satisfaction.”
Poetry: A Magazine of
Verse 38 (September
1931), 337–39.

[Review of Marina]

What seas what shores what grey
rocks and what islands

What water lapping the bow
And scent of pine and the woodthrush

singing through the fog
What images return
O my daughter.

This inquiry, without question mark, is the
setting of Marina. It is a decision that is
to animal existence a query: death is not
death. The theme is frustration and frus-
tration is pain. To the eye of resolution

Those who sharpen the tooth of the
dog, meaning

Death
Those who glitter with the glory of the

hummingbird, meaning
Death
Those who sit in the sty of

contentment, meaning
Death
Those who suffer the ecstasy of the

animals, meaning
Death

Are become unsubstantial.
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T. S. Eliot is occupied with essence
and instrument, and his choice of imagery
has been various. This time it is the
ship, “granite islands” and “woodthrush
calling through the fog.” Not sumptu-
ous grossness but a burnished hedonism
is renounced. Those who naively prof-
fer consolation put the author beyond
their reach, in initiate solitude. Although
solitude is to T. S. Eliot, we infer, not
“a monarchy of death,” each has his
private desperations; a poem may mean
one thing to the author and another to
the reader. What matters here is that
we have, for both author and reader, a
machinery of satisfaction that is power-
fully affecting, intrinsically and by asso-
ciation. The method is a main part of
the pleasure: lean cartography; reiteration
with compactness; emphasis by word pat-
tern rather than by punctuation; the con-
joining of opposites to produce irony; a
counterfeiting verbally of the systole, dias-
tole, of sensation—of what the eye sees
and the mind feels; the movement within
the movement of differentiated kindred
sounds, recalling the transcendent beauty
and ability, in Ash-Wednesday, of the
lines:

One who moves in the time
between sleep and waking, wearing

White light folded, sheathed about
her, folded.

The new years walk, restoring
Through a bright cloud of tears, the

years, restoring
With a new verse the ancient

rhyme.

As part of the revising of conventional-
ity in presentment there is the embedded
rhyme, evincing dissatisfaction with bald
rhyme. This hiding, qualifying, and em-
phasizing of rhyme to an adjusted tempo
is acutely a pleasure besides being a clue
to feeling that is the source, as in Ash-
Wednesday, of harmonic contour like the
sailing descent of the eagle.

Marina is not for those who read
inquisitively, as a compliment to the
author, or to find material for the lec-
ture platform. Apocalyptic declaration is
uncompliant to parody. If charged by
chameleon logic and unstudious didacti-
cism with creating a vogue for torment,
Mr. Eliot can afford not to be incom-
moded, knowing that his work is the tes-
tament of one “having to construct some-
thing upon which to rejoice.”
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∗Gerald Heard.
“T. S. Eliot.”
Week-End Review 1
(3 May 1930), 268–69.

Mr. Eliot is so serious a poet that he
deserves, like all who have escaped from
the idle singing through an empty day, to
be noted, not for the way he says things,
but for the things themselves. His style is
that most living style, a language distinc-
tive because it is fitted so closely to a per-
sonal thought. It is a symptom and can
only be justly criticized if an attempt is
made to judge the thought from which it
springs. So his poetry, though highly styl-
ized, may be appreciated by the ordinary
thinking man. Mr. Eliot’s poems are not
written as exercises in prosody or illustra-
tions of new sound-patterns; they are his
philosophy. What he says, he says because
not otherwise could he give expression
to his strong conviction. The Waste Land
could only be understood if it was realized
how deeply the poet had suffered because
of the war’s desolation.

The clue to these six poems called
Ash-Wednesday seems to be that the poet
has entered on a new stage of his life.
Adhesit pavimento might still be written
over them, but also De profundis, for
the strongest feeling that they give is of
a spirit’s communing. They do not seem
addressed to any public, still less to appre-
ciators of verse.

This, of course, is not to say that they
will not interest poetry lovers; but cer-
tainly such will be distracted from their
love of pure expression by the way that
philosophy will keep breaking in. Indeed,
it does not seem that it is possible to appre-
ciate this verse unless one can first dis-
cover to which of the traditions of English

religious verse Mr. Eliot really belongs. On
the one side we have the broad organ notes
of the main tradition, the expression of a
people whose main characteristic is that
they have cared for the word rather than
the rite, for statement rather than symbol.
It is the tradition which gave The Autho-
rized Version and which speaks through
Milton, and through Dryden, though a
Catholic. Religion to it is not so much a
mystery to be shown forth by symbols and
ritual, but is rather “sanctified common-
sense” to be set forth in the most stately
language. On the other side is what may be
called the iconographic tradition, the tra-
dition which uses words, not for argument
or for rhetoric, but to raise visual images,
to create hard clear symbols, for it believes
the infinite can only so be approached and
words may only so be used to shadow it
forth.

In English poetry, this tradition runs
alongside our main canon. We can trace
it back from Hopkins and Thompson, to
Crashaw and Donne, back even to the
author of The Pearl. Now to which of
these two does Mr. Eliot belong? For some
time he seemed to be attached to the visual
school, but it is only possible to be a true
visualizer if the main current is given a
wide berth. In English it flows so strongly
that for a poet to approach it is to be drawn
into its tideway. Francis Thompson real-
ized that. It seems to have been a deliber-
ate attempt to free himself of the associa-
tive sound tradition that made him take
for his greatest expression of the search
for the strayed soul by the divine lover,
not the perfect simile of the Good Shep-
herd, which has followed man for a hun-
dred generations, but the violent, contra-
dictory simile of the dog hunting down its
prey.

It is therefore very remarkable that
through these verses of Mr. Eliot, The
Authorized Version breaks out on every
hand. “And God said, / Shall these bones
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live?” “The burden of the grasshopper.”
“Redeem the time.” “O my people, what
have I done unto thee.” “And let my cry
come unto Thee.” Who can say how these
rhythms would sound to ears which have
never echoed to the lectionary’s cadences,
and who can say that a poet who takes
into his verse such phrases entire is not
already passing into the main English
tradition?

Such a symptom compels speculation
as to the poet’s spiritual bourne. The pro-
cess of those who move in the direction of
system and meaning is too often assumed
to be Anglican, High Anglican, Roman,
and probably the chances are in favor of
such a solution for those who think visu-
ally and not orally. But it is really an acci-
dent that poets should so think—and even
then the end is not certain. William Mor-
ris, a poet of the eye and not the ear,
who called Milton a damned rhetorician,
and a furious romantic to boot, did not
charge into Catholicism from his unhis-
torical notion of the middle ages, but into
Socialism. Taken as a whole, poets should
be primarily artists of the ear, and if so
they will tend to find their meaning and
system in utterance rather than in rite, in
prophecy rather than in symbol. Protes-
tantism, because it suspects plastic art,
must express its supreme feeling and intu-
ition in poetry. [. . .] The nations to whom
a rite and a sacrament are the supreme
manifestations of reality must take to plas-
tic expression to symbolize their religious
feeling. The major poets must be poets of
the ear, and they will always be prophetic,
not priestly. That is why England is the
home of Protestantism, supreme poetry,
and of only a secondary sculpture and
painting.

The future of Mr. Eliot’s muse is there-
fore of interest to philosophy as well as
to poetry. Will the main English tradition
reassert itself with this returned New Eng-
lander? It seems to be doing so. If it does,

when it wins him, his allegiance will mean
more than a turn in poetic fashion.

∗Francis Birrell.
“Mr. T. S. Eliot.”
Nation & Athenaeum 47
(31 May 1930), 292–93.

When Mr. T. S. Eliot started out on a poeti-
cal career which was to astonish many and
ravish some, he was primarily a satirist and
a “wit,” not merely in choice of subject,
as in “Mr. Apollinax,” but in the definite
sardonic quality with which, by the arts
of juxtaposition or abnormal stressing, he
invested words that had not yet had such
a significance:

Princess Volupine extends
A meagre, blue-nailed, phthisic

hand
To climb the waterstair. Lights, lights,

She entertains Sir Ferdinand
Klein.

The somber melody is intentionally out of
key with the poet’s ironic intention. [. . .]
But in Ash-Wednesday—the ironic intent
has completely vanished from the poems
of Mr. Eliot, and with it perhaps the super-
ficial qualitites that made him appeal to
the younger generation. He is now out for
what is known as “beauty,” and “beauty”
is less in request than wit. The six short
poems that make up Ash-Wednesday are
an elaborate study in pure form; and to
my mind contain many passages of great
loveliness:

At the first turning of the second stair
I turned and saw below
The same shape twisted on the

banister
Under the vapour in the fetid air
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Struggling with the devil of the stairs
who wears

The deceitful face of hope and of
despair.

[Quotation of lines 1–5 of
Ash-Wednesday IV]

The main difficulty I have in facing this
remarkable poem is that I do not under-
stand what it is all about. What are the
“three white leopards . . . under a juniper
tree,” what exactly are the three staircases,
and the veiled sisters? Are they mystical
or liturgical images with which I ought to
be acquainted, or are they merely private
associations in the sensibility of Mr. Eliot?
On the second assumption, are they per-
missible? And on the first, how much infor-
mation is an author justified in assuming
his reader to possess? Does not such a
great poet as Donne positively suffer in the
extravagance of his sensibility? Though to
be sure, Mr. Eliot would answer this last
question with a violent negative. Then per-
haps the difficulties will clear themselves
up. When I first read The Waste Land,
or even “Prufrock,” I could hardly make
head or tail of them, yet they now present
no particular difficulty.

A short poem like Ash-Wednesday can
only be appreciated by being read all
through, and read more than once. Only
thus will the reader be able to absorb the
complexity of its texture, the elaboration
of its prosody, the richness and violence of
its internal rhymes, its liturgical somber-
ness (for I suppose the liturgies of the
Church dictate the form as well as the
inspiration of the poem).

Mr. Eliot, very early in his career,
developed a vocabulary. There was about
his works, almost from the start, that
authentic smell which enables one to tell
them almost from a distance. No poet
has “arrived” until he has developed his
vocabulary, and some poets have not done
so until late in life. But with the success

comes the danger. The poet may rest con-
tent with his vocabulary and develop a
manner and a mannerism. He becomes
repetitive. Mr. Eliot is too inquisitive, emo-
tionally as well as linguistically, for this to
be a danger. On the other hand his temp-
tation is to be too constantly on the move
and keep the reader continually guessing.
It is the best danger for a poet.

Eda Lou Walton.
“Desire for Oblivion.”
Nation 131 (6 August
1930), 155.

That T. S. Eliot was in The Waste Land
already bent toward a search into religious
faith is, I believe, undeniable. In that pic-
ture of sterility he made his accusation
against his age, stated his desire for perfec-
tion, and began his search for faith and for
God. He could not continue to cry against
drought; he must find the principle, for
himself at least, of life. Nor would he be
likely to find this in any adaptation to a
scientific point of view. There is therefore
no break between Eliot’s earlier poems and
his later. The difference is merely one of
development. His passion was always for
the past; it was therefore more or less to
be expected that he would finally accept
not only classicism in form but one of the
oldest of religions, the Anglo-Catholic.

It is with the theme of the later poems
that we are concerned. Has Eliot found
in the acceptance of the Anglo-Catholic
religion anything that has greatly altered
his poetry? I do not believe so. The fun-
damental emotion, the emotion which is
the source of the man’s creative ability
in poetry, remains the same. Every poem
published since his pronouncement of his
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creed is upon the theme of death in life,
life in death, and the sincere desire for
oblivion. Life is a slow dying, death is a
rebirth, and neither process is subject so
much for ecstasy or rejoicing as it is for
pain and denial. Whenever Eliot has devel-
oped his argument up to the point where
a moment of vision might shatter doubt,
he takes that last step toward faith not by
vision, and not intellectually, but by a cry
for the Word: “Lord, I am not worthy / but
speak the word only.”

[Quotation of fourth stanza of
Ash-Wednesday I]

In Journey of the Magi, one of the several
poems published in pamphlet form before
Ash-Wednesday, Eliot speaks of Christ’s
birth as “Hard and bitter agony for us, like
Death, our death.” In another, A Song for
Simeon, his theme is death. And, finally, in
Ash-Wednesday we have a long ritualistic
chant or prayer for the acceptance of faith.
The poem is very difficult of interpretation
because it relies upon no ecstatic penetra-
tion of the mysteries, but upon a symbol-
ism not so much Catholic as it is personal.
The poem opens with lines reminiscent of
Dante and Shakespeare, but the poet does
not resort thereafter to quotation:

Because I do not hope to turn again
Because I do not hope
Because I do not hope to turn
Desiring this man’s gift and that man’s

scope.

The theme of the entire first part is renun-
ciation of life, of life which cannot find its
reason for being as do trees and plants.
Part II then develops through a series of
symbols—three leopards who feed on the
flesh and the bones, the lady who may be
the Church—the idea that the flesh and
the spirit wish oblivion. The bones finding
peace in oblivion, the spirit comes upon
the symbol of unity: “The single Rose /
Is now the Garden.” Part III may be said

to recall Dante again. An ascent of three
stairs toward paradise is described. On the
first step one leaves behind the demons
of hope and despair; on the second is a
blankness (again the waste land), an “old
man’s mouth drivelling, beyond repair.”
The third stair affords a renewed con-
sciousness of sensual living. Only after this
memory which fades comes the cry:

Fading, fading; strength beyond hope
and despair

Climbing the third stair.

Lord, I am not worthy
Lord, I am not worthy

but speak the word only.

Part IV is difficult of exact interpreta-
tion. Here the forces of life and death
are interwoven. Mary, the Virgin, spirit
of life walking between the violet and the
violet, renews all things. The years walk
there too and take away the fiddles and
the flutes; the new years cry “Redeem the
time, redeem the dream.” This is followed
by Part V, where the answer as to the way
of redemption is found in the Word:

And the light shone in darkness and
Against the Word the unstilled world

still whirled
About the centre of the silent Word.

O my people, what have I
done to thee?

Part VI comes back to the refrain of Part
I, “Although I do not hope to turn again,”
and to the statement that this is the time
of tension between dying and birth, when
the spirit is reborn.

[Quotation of lines 27–35 of
Ash-Wednesday VI]

The poet never reaches, it seems,
any overpowering certainty. The emotion
never reaches great pitch. There is more
intensity in those lines which state the
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poetic desire for oblivion than in any
affirming religious faith. Throughout, the
mood is almost desperately sad.

Edmund Wilson, Jr.
New Republic 64
(20 August 1930),
24–25.

The three short and pious poems which
T. S. Eliot has brought out as Christmas
cards, since “The Hollow Men” announ-
ced the nadir of the phase of despair
and desolation given such effective
expression in The Waste Land, seemed
comparatively uninspired and mild—far
below his earlier level. One felt that the
humility of his new religious phase was
having the effect of enfeebling his poetry.
But his new poem, or group of poems,
Ash-Wednesday, which follows a scheme
somewhat similar to that of The Waste
Land and makes a sort of sequel to it, is
not an unworthy successor.

The poet begins with the confession of
the bankruptcy of his former hopes and
ambitions:

[Quotation of first and last stanzas of
Ash-Wednesday I]

There follow passages in which the
prayer is apparently being answered: the
poet’s humility and pious resignation are
rewarded by a series of visions which
first console, then lighten his heart. We
find an imagery new for Eliot, a sym-
bolism semi-ecclesiastical and not with-
out a Pre-Raphaelite flavor: white leop-
ards, a Lady gowned in white, junipers
and yews, “The Rose” and “The Gar-
den,” and “jewelled unicorns draw[ing] by
the gilded hearse”: these are varied by an

interlude which returns to the imagery and
mood of The Waste Land—[quotation of
first stanza of Ash-Wednesday III]—and
a swirling, churning, anguished passage
which suggests certain things of Gertrude
Stein’s—[quotation of first stanza of Ash-
Wednesday V].

At last the themes of the first section
recur: the impotent wings of the “agèd
eagle” seem to revive, as,

From the wide window towards the
granite shore

The white sails still fly seaward,
seaward flying

Unbroken wings
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]

The broken prayer [“Bless me father”], at
once childlike and mystically subtle, with
which the poem ends seems to imply that
the poet has come closer to the strength
and revelation he craves. Grace is about
to descend.

[Quotation of last stanza of
Ash-Wednesday VI]

The literary and conventional imagery
upon which Ash-Wednesday so largely
relies and which is less vivid, because more
artificial, than that of Eliot’s earlier poems,
seems to be a definite feature of inferi-
ority: the “devil of the stairs” and the
“shape twisted on the banister,” which are
in Eliot’s familiar and unmistakable per-
sonal vein, somehow come off better than
the “jewelled unicorns” which incongru-
ously suggests Yeats. And I am made a lit-
tle tired of hearing Eliot, only in his early
forties, present himself as an “agèd eagle”
who asks why he should make the effort
to stretch his wings. Yet Ash-Wednesday,
though less brilliant and intense than Eliot
at his very best, is distinguished by most
of the qualities which made his other
poems remarkable: the exquisite phrasing
in which we feel that every word is in its
place and that there is not a word too
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much; the metrical mastery which catches
so naturally, yet with so true a modula-
tion, the faltering accounts of the suppli-
cant, blending the cadences of the liturgy
with those of perplexed brooding thought;
and, above all, that “peculiar honesty”
in “exhibiting the essential sickness or
strength of the human soul” of which Eliot
has written in connection with Blake and
which, in his own case, even at the moment
when his psychological plight seems most
depressing and his ways of rescuing him-
self from it least sympathetic, still gives
him a place among those upon whose
words we reflect with most interest and
whose tones we remember longest.

Morton D. Zabel.
“T. S. Eliot in
Mid-Career.”
Poetry: A Magazine of
Verse 36 (September
1930), 330–37.

If only because the history of Mr. Eliot’s
mind was for over a decade regarded as
typical of the ordeal of the twentieth-
century intelligence progressing down the
via obscura of the modern world, his latest
encounters must command the attention of
every contemporary. The hand that pro-
duced “Sweeney,” “Prufrock,” and The
Waste Land unquestionably left its thumb-
print on the thought and art of a gener-
ation. However little Eliot’s former dis-
ciples may be able to follow the recent
submissions of the poet from whom they
learned the final accents of disillusion-
ment, his experience remains one of the
few authentic records of intellectual recov-
ery in our time. For five years, that is,

since his last appearance as a poet, he
has perplexed his readers by a slow rever-
sion (announced as fully achieved in the
preface of For Lancelot Andrewes) to the
moral absolutism of which “The Hip-
popotamus” was an inverted parody, “Mr.
Eliot’s Sunday Morning Service” a social
indictment, “Gerontion” a broken and
pathetic echo, and the chorus of “The Hol-
low Men” a derisive denial. What had long
been implicit in his work was at length
fully disclosed: Eliot had never succeeded
in cutting the roots of native puritanism
which bound him to the soil of Christian-
ity. His nostalgia for the heroic and sancti-
fied glories of the past, when man’s role in
the universe was less equivocal and his des-
tiny mystically shrouded by the doctrine of
redemption, had finally led him not to sui-
cide but to the affirmations of faith. His
explorations had never been conducted
as far afield as those of a self-deluded
des Esseintes or of Verlaine. His realism,
though crossed with the subtle lineage of
Donne, was in the more immediate line
of Arnold, of [James Thomson] of “The
City of Dreadful Night,” of Housman,
and Hardy. Yet his return to faith might
have been forecast by the courageous a
dozen years ago. His early poems implic-
itly forecast a conversion as imminent as
the deathbed avowals of those fin-de-siècle
apostates who ended by espousing the
creeds whereof they had made at worst a
travesty, at best a rich and sensuous sym-
bolism for their emotional adventures. In
their luxuriating intoxications Eliot took
no share. If anything made his reaction
surprising it was the clear-eyed confronta-
tion of reality in The Waste Land, or
the withering and totally unflattering self-
portraiture, singularly unlike the elaborate
conceit of the “aesthete,” in “Prufrock.”
But the element of self-pity was not lack-
ing, and with it went an assumption of
premature senility, a Byronesque mock-
ery of conventions, and the extraordinary
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imaginative audacity which are unmistak-
able vestiges of a romanticism always mis-
trusted and finally rejected by Eliot in
his literary philosophy. The finality of his
despairing self-scrutiny implied a reserve
of idealism to which, escaping suicide,
he must some day fly for recourse. “The
eagles and the trumpets” might be “Buried
beneath some snow-deep Alps,” but the
possibility of digging them out remained.
The “old man in a dry month, / Being
read to by a boy, waiting for rain” did not
release his last hope of a reviving shower,
even where, across the parched acres of
the waste land, it failed to fall. The straw-
stuffed men in their idiotic dance around
the prickly pear, waiting for the world to
end “Not with a bang but a whimper,”
could not forget the phrases of a liturgy
promising the resurrection and the life.

This poem, “The Hollow Men” of
1925, serves as a link between the earlier
poems and Ash-Wednesday. In its com-
plete form it not only provides an endpiece
to the age of desolation and emptiness, but
contrives a plea for conciliation.

[Quotation of first stanza of “The
Hollow Men” III]

Reality had claimed of its victim his last
desire, but hope sent a persistent echo
through his brain.

[Quotation of last stanza of “The
Hollow Men” IV]

And

Between the desire
And the spasm
Between the potency
And the existence
Between the essence
And the descent
Falls the Shadow

For Thine is the Kingdom

Here were probably the final lines of
Mr. Eliot’s Inferno. His present volume,

along with the three pamphlet poems
lately published, may be considered the
opening cantos of his Purgatorio. These
terms are not applied fortuitously. They
are suggested both by Mr. Eliot’s long
and penetrating study of Dante, whereof
his recent essay is a record, and by a
symbolism which combines liturgical allu-
sion with the properties of the Commedia:
the “multifoliate rose,” the turning stair-
cases, the “blue of Mary’s colour” which
suffuses the prospects of the future.
From Dante Mr. Eliot has endeavored to
derive the profound and salient simplic-
ity which, in his own early poems, baf-
fled so many readers by its resemblance to
the ineluctable precision of Laforgue and
Corbière; he has likewise seen in Dante the
triumph of the visual imagination upon
which the poet must rely for his direct,
unequivocal, and symbolical approach to
truth: a method natural to Mr. Eliot’s cre-
ative temperament and wholly at vari-
ance with the discursive expositions of
new-classicism. “Gerontion,” “Sweeney
Among the Nightingales,” and “Burbank
with a Baedeker” employed that method
on a miniature but precise scale, and The
Waste Land cut cleanest to the core of
its inner meaning when it found symbol-
ical instruments of unqualified accuracy
(for instance, the first twenty lines, lines
77–110 and 257–265, and the first half
of Part V). In Mr. Eliot’s mind Dante’s
stylistic splendor is indissoluble from his
mediaeval inheritance, the condition and
certitude of his religious avowals, and
the immediate veracity of his imagery.
Dante has provided not only a tutelage
for Mr. Eliot’s literary concepts, but a
guide toward the conversion which has
now capped his career.

It was likely that Mr. Eliot should find
this guide, not among the exigencies of
material life or through flaying his con-
science with the rods of logic and dialectic,
but in a great poem. One is not debating
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his sincerity when one recalls that his for-
mer despairs were tutored by tragic and
decadent poets, whose thoughts and feel-
ings were imposed on his mind as inef-
faceably as their phrases were imposed on
his poems. From the desolation into which
Webster, Donne, de Nerval, and Baude-
laire led him, Dante (not to mention the
Bishops Bramhall and Andrewes) stood
ready to conduct him back to safety. The
cure was apparently as ready at hand as
the torture. It remains to be seen if it was
adopted out of as extreme and inevitable a
necessity, and if it has yielded a poetry as
distinguished by passion and clairvoyance,
by discipline in phrase and outline, by
those qualities of “equipoise, balance, and
proportion of tones” which in the Homage
to John Dryden won for Marvell Mr.
Eliot’s incisive praise.

Mr. Eliot’s approach to the doctrine of
the Incarnation is presented in “Journey of
the Magi”; his persistent weariness in the
face of the world’s burden—a weariness
and a failure in moral courage hitherto
counterbalanced by the rigorous integrity
of his craftsmanship—reappears in “A
Song for Simeon,” where, with his “eighty
years and no to-morrow,” the tyranny of
age and rationality still oppresses him.
In Ash-Wednesday the torment of confu-
sion and of exhausting intellectual scruples
alike begin to disappear.

[Quotation of lines 1–8 and 24–31 of
Ash-Wednesday I]

The poem, which is in six brief parts,
is constructed around a paradoxical peti-
tion: “Teach us to care and not to care.”
Thus, by several allegorical devices the
rejection of material concerns is described.
The bones of mortal curiosity, “scattered
and shining,” sing “We are glad to be scat-
tered, we did little good to each other.”
The spirit, climbing three staircases to the
cadence of “Lord, I am not worthy, /
but speak the word only,” leaves behind

the deceitful demons of hope and despair.
“Mary’s colour” becomes the signal of
promise as the poet reproaches himself
with the memory of his gospel of desola-
tion: “O my people, what have I done unto
thee.”

[Quotation of last stanza of
Ash-Wednesday V]

The final phrases, rejecting again
the desperate realism of disillusionment,
almost capture peace, the Shantih of The
Waste Land, in an evening of beatitude,
charity, and exaltation, with “let my cry
come unto Thee” on the poet’s lips.

Mr. Eliot’s religious experience has
not thus far impressed one as conceived
in intellectual necessity, or as imposed
through other than aesthetic forces on a
crowded and exhausted mind. He will
never be capable of forming a slovenly
concept or judgment: his present essay and
poems are distinguished by lucid state-
ment and well-reasoned concision. They
contain passages of subtle beauty. But
of the impact of profound conviction and
the absolute creative certitude of which
the early poems partook and which still
remains for Mr. Eliot’s study in [Donne’s]
“The Extasie,” [in Marvell’s] “To His Coy
Mistress,” in Baudelaire’s “La Mort,” [. . .]
one finds little here. The facility of design
that made “The Hollow Men” a flag-
ging and dispirited declamation, devoid
of organic fusion, has led to a desultory
kind of allegory, subtle enough in itself, but
unsharpened by wit or emotional inten-
sity, undistinguished by the complete for-
mal synthesis which Aquinas advocated as
a moral property and Dante exemplified
in his slightest allusion. As a consequence,
the contour of the design, as well as the
clean accuracy of reference and the pure
aphoristic subtlety, which alone would
sustain the key of exaltation demanded
by this quest for illusion and trans-
figuration, is lacking. Eliot spoke with
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complete authority in his first phase. In his
second he displays a conciliatory attitude
which may persuade few of his contempo-
raries but which, as a worse consequence,
deprives his art of his once incompara-
ble distinction in style and tone. These
brief poems, however, find their place in
a remarkable personal document which
already contains some of the finest poetry
and some of the most significant entries in
modern literature.

William Rose Benét.
“Round about Parnassus.”
Saturday Review of
Literature 7 (18 October
1930), 249–50.

[. . .]

The most distinguished volume of poetry
that has come to us recently is T. S.
Eliot’s Ash-Wednesday, though it is a very
brief series of flights. The second move-
ment appeared originally in the Satur-
day Review of Literature. Ash-Wednesday
is another distillation of Eliot’s despair
mixed with a rather hopeless appeal for
aid from the Christian religion. “Teach us
to sit still,” he reiterates. Let us give up,
let us sit still. If that is the most mod-
ern and refined interpretation of how we
should feel since once God so loved the
world, we can only say that we violently
disagree with it. In fact, even a superfi-
cial perusal of the New Testament will
reveal a Christ who was ever a source
of action. This other attitude smacks of
a new Pharisaism. The Church, indeed,
as it has developed, is not exempt from
snobbery, a spiritual snobbery that we par-
ticularly detest. That the religion of Jesus

Christ should ever be even faintly associ-
ated with this or with a dead-end philoso-
phy is inconceivable. But the ascetics have
always entirely misinterpreted him. Eliot
is a modern anchorite. Also he strives with
none, for none is worth his strife, partak-
ing of Landor’s high conceit of himself. But
our old conception of a prophet from the
desert was that the locust and wild honey
had played the office of a burning coal of
fire upon the tongue. Revelation was spo-
ken upon the prophets’ return. There was
no injunction to sit still. Quite the oppo-
site. There was a wrathful summons to get
up and do something.

Of course, Mr. Eliot and ourself differ
so fundamentally in our attitude towards
life, especially in our approach to the mys-
tic, that, though we may deeply admire
the strange, moving music and majestic
somberness of some of Mr. Eliot’s verse,
we cannot share at all his continuous vast
disillusionment that approaches apathy.
When we are feeling a particularly good
health we feel like praising God, and usu-
ally do so. Also, we have encountered no
little stark tragedy in the course of our
life, but it has not led us to ask to be
allowed to sit still. At that, we are not
known as being notably active. No, as Mr.
Dudley Fitts says, in a recent Hound and
Horn, “What ‘metaphysical measure’ can
relate . . . Eliot and W. R. Benét [. . .]?” The
answer is, quite aside from other consider-
ations, None at All. Which makes more
remarkable the strong impress that the
writing of T. S. Eliot leaves on our mind.
We are leagues removed from his disciples,
as we are from all the snobbish modern lit-
erary cliques, including the Proustian. We
regard it as so-easy-that-it-is-not-worth-
doing to write a parody of Eliot. But not
one of the busy little boys who have gone
around copying him has come anywhere
near him. For a man’s soul, whatever it
is worth, is his own single possession. It is
one thing that no one else, save perhaps the
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Devil, can steal from him. What is left out
of the imitations of Eliot is merely every-
thing, because what is necessarily omitted
is the evidence of the soul. He is one of few
modern poets who truly present it.

∗Brian Howard.
“Mr. Eliot’s Poetry.”
New Statesman 36
(8 November 1930), 146.

It has been the delightful, but exhausting,
task of the writer of this article to col-
lect during the past year an anthology of
verse by the younger English poets; one
of the most exhausting things about it
has been the numberless variations, gen-
erally in the treble key, upon Mr. Eliot’s
renowned poem, The Waste Land. Most of
these, of course, have had to be rejected. It
became such a plague that the moment the
eye encountered, in a newly arrived poem,
the words “stone,” “dust,” or “dry,”
one reached for the waste-paper basket.
But there were a number of poems that
came, showing an equally marked influ-
ence, towards which one felt very differ-
ently. These authors had read their Eliot,
but they had profited. It was not the
stones, the dustiness, and the droughts that
affected them so much as the thought that
lies behind this passage from Mr. Eliot’s
latest poem:

Because I know that time is always
time

And place is always and only place
And what is actual is actual only for

one time
And only for one place
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
Because I cannot hope to turn again

Consequently I rejoice, having to
construct something

Upon which to rejoice

This, perhaps, is the pith, not only of
Ash-Wednesday, but of the whole of Mr.
Eliot’s poetic message. It is the fearless,
the truly modern, thought behind it that
is influencing many of our better young
poets, and influencing them for their
good.

It is now some ten years since The
Waste Land appeared, like some austere
and unfamiliar flower in that blown-up
garden which was English poetry imme-
diately after the war. The Georgian poets
were busy planting hardy perennials where
hardy perennials grew before. Not even
Mr. Siegfried Sassoon, sedulously slipping
weed-killer into their watering-cans, was
successful in deterring their dreary recon-
struction. Wheels [a six-volume anthology
of verse, edited by Edith Sitwell, 1916–21]
itself creaked in vain. The young poets,
who because of their age had escaped
alive, were dazedly trooping up to help.
Suddenly—The Waste Land, and it may be
said with small exaggeration that English
poetry of the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury began. It is a pity that it was written
by an American, but there you are. We are
not quite so original as we were.

It was Mr. Eliot who suggested to our
young poets, more by his poetry than
by his admirable critical work, that they
should begin seriously to think of what
poetry really was. Granted that the guns
had stopped, and that it was possible to
hear again the nightingale, and granted
that to “get into a state” about nightin-
gales is the poet’s function, the time had
undoubtedly come to consider the gen-
eral nightingale situation, so to speak. Of
course, there is no time at which a poet
should not consider it, but poetry has a
way of deciding about the nightingale sit-
uation, and then leaving it. In England,
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as it happened, it had been decided by
the Romantics, and left for a hundred
years. The result was Georgian poetry. The
nightingale had become a mockingbird.
What was to be done? It was largely Mr.
Eliot who supplied the answer. One must
begin again, he suggested, to think about
the nightingale. To begin with, what is it?
The poet who asks himself this question at
once becomes, unlike Keats, a metaphysi-
cal poet. Keats, you will say, had no need
to ask such a question. Being the particu-
lar sort of poet he was, living at his par-
ticular time, and being a genius into the
bargain—you are quite right. But you are
quite wrong if you think that it was not
high time for all who confuse a partial-
ity for bird songs with an apprehension of
Nature to go into the question of what a
nightingale is.

In short, at a time when it was long
overdue, it was Mr. Eliot who introduced
the present limited, but definite, metaphys-
ical revival. It was he who reminded our
young poets—taking them, as it were, by
the lapel as they were yawningly replac-
ing the bird baths—that the poetic tran-
scription of natural history is all the better,
occasionally, for a thought or two about
the nature of reality.

This newest among Mr. Eliot’s longer
poems has, it must be admitted, a certain
flamelessness. It rarely transports. But the
level kept is a high one, and if one seldom
crosses a peak, it is a mountain road. As a
technician, no one today excels its author
in the writing of free verse. The rhythms
are held and broken with the control of
a master, and the interior rhyming is as
refreshing as it is beautiful. As an illustra-
tion of this, the following is perhaps the
best example from Ash-Wednesday:

Where shall the word be found, where
will the word

Resound? Not here, there is not
enough silence

Not on the sea or on the islands, not
On the mainland, in the desert or the

rain land,
For those who walk in darkness
Both in the day time and in the night

time
The right time and the right place are

not here
No place of grace for those who avoid

the face
Not time to rejoice for those who walk

among noise and deny the voice

The comparative absence of adjec-
tives in the foregoing, and the inclina-
tion towards one-syllable words are both
things to be noted. It is like seeing—
feeling—one sound stone being placed
exactly, firmly, and permanently upon
another, and there are many of us who
believe that it is with such stones as
these that the seriously damaged temple of
English poetry must be repaired.

Woven into the text are several litur-
gical fragments. “The Hail Mary,” “Pray
for us now and at the hour of our death.”
The priest’s preparation for Holy Commu-
nion, “Lord, I am not worthy.” Then from
the Bible, Ezekiel, “And God said, / Shall
these bones live?” And St. Paul, “Redeem
the time.”

No charge of plagiarism, however,
could be brought against Mr. Eliot any
more than it could against Gray. Mr. Eliot
fulfills the one condition upon which the
incorporation by a poet of the work of oth-
ers is allowed. The total result is entirely
his own.

We will not end without saying that
Ash-Wednesday is, in the sum, an impor-
tant and beautiful poem. That it is grave,
that it is what is termed “intellectual,” is
true. But it is this very quietness, this very
severity, which imparts to it that particular
quality of beauty so gratefully devoured by
the sensitive modern mind. The courage
for fine frenzies is already, let us hope,
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returning. It is being given to us, a trifle
savagely, by Mr. Roy Campbell. But it is
Mr. Eliot—and you may see how in the
first quotation in this article—who will
have made these future frenzies possible
and valuable again, if valuable they prove
to be. Because, upon reflection, it was not
the guns that had silenced the nightingale.
It was the mockingbird.

Allen Tate.
“Irony and Humility.”
Hound and Horn 4
(January–March 1931),
290–97.

Every age, as it sees itself, is the pecu-
liarly distracted one: its chroniclers notori-
ously make too much of the variety before
their own eyes. We are now inclined to
see the variety of the past as mere tur-
bulence within a fixed unity, and our
own surface standardization as the sign
of a profound disunity of impulse. We
have discovered that the chief ideas that
men lived by from about the twelfth
to the eighteenth centuries were absolute
and unquestionable, and that the social
turmoil of European history was simply
shortsighted disagreement as to the best
ways of making these deep assumptions
socially good. The temper of literary crit-
icism in the past appears to bear out
this belief. Although writers were judged
morally, no critic expected the poet to give
him a morality. The standard of judgment
was largely unconscious; a poem was a
piece of free and disinterested enjoyment
for minds mature enough—that is, con-
vinced enough of a satisfactory destiny—
not to demand of every scribbler a way of
life. Dante invented no formula for society

to run itself; he only used a ready-made
one. [. . .]

To discuss the merits of such a crit-
ical outlook lies outside my argument.
It would be equally pointless to attempt
an appraisal of any of its more com-
mon guides to salvation, including the
uncommon one of the Thirty-Nine Arti-
cles, which have been subscribed to by
Mr. T. S. Eliot, whose six poems published
under the title Ash-Wednesday are the
occasion of this review. For it is my thesis
that, in a discussion of Mr. Eliot’s poetry,
his doctrine has little to command inter-
est in itself. Yet it appears that the poetry,
notwithstanding the amount of space it
gets in critical journals, receives less dis-
cussion each year. The moral and reli-
gious attitude behind it has been related
to the Thirty-Nine Articles, to an intel-
lectual position that Eliot has defended in
prose. The poetry and the prose are taken
together as evidence that the author has
made a rather inefficient adaptation to the
modern environment; or at least he doesn’t
say anything very helpful to the Ameri-
can critics in their struggles to adapt them-
selves. It is an astonishing fact that, in an
atmosphere of “aesthetics,” there is less
discussion of poetry in a typical modern
essay on that fine art than there is in John-
son’s essay on Denham. Johnson’s judg-
ment is frankly moralistic, but he seldom
capitulates to a moral sentiment because it
flatters his own moral sense. He requires
the qualities of generality, invention, and
perspicuity. He hates Milton for a regicide,
but his judgment of Paradise Lost is the
most disinterested in English criticism. Mr.
Eliot’s critics are a little less able each year
to see the poetry for Westminster Abbey;
the wood is all trees.

I do not pretend to judge how far
our social and philosophical needs justify
this prejudice, which may be put some-
what summarily as follows: all forms of
human action, economics, politics, even
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poetry, and certainly industry, are legiti-
mate modes of salvation, but the more his-
torical religious mode is illegitimate. It is
sufficient here to point out that the man
who expects to find salvation in the latest
lyric or a well-managed factory will not
only not find it there; he is not likely to find
it anywhere else. If a young mind is inca-
pable of moral philosophy, a mind without
moral philosophy is incapable of under-
standing poetry. For poetry, of all the arts,
demands a serenity of view and a settled
temper of the mind, and most of all the
power to detach one’s own needs from the
experience set forth in the poem. A moral
sense so organized sets limits to the human
enterprise, and is content to observe them.
But if the reader lack this sense, the poem
will be only a body of abstractions either
useful or irrelevant to that body of abstrac-
tions already forming, but of uncertain
direction, in the reader’s mind. This reader
will see the poem chiefly as biography, and
he will proceed to deduce from it a history
of the poet’s case, to which he will attach
himself if his own case resemble it; if it
doesn’t, he will reject it. Either way, the
quality of the poem is ignored. But I will
return to this in a moment.

The reasoning that is being brought to
bear upon Mr. Eliot’s recent verse is as fol-
lows: Anglo-Catholicism would not at all
satisfy me; therefore, his poetry declines
under its influence. Moreover, the poetry
is not contemporaneous; it doesn’t solve
any labor problems; it is special, personal,
and it can do us no good. Now the poetry
is special and personal in quality, which is
one of its merits, but what the critics are
really saying is this—that his case-history
is not special at all, that it is a general
form of possible conduct that will not do
for them. To accept the poetry seems to
amount to accepting an invitation to join
the Anglican Church. For the assumption
is that the poetry and the religious position
are identical. If this were so, why should

not the excellence of the poetry induce
them to join the Church, in the hope of
writing as well, since the irrelevance of the
Church to their own needs makes them
reject the poetry? The answer is, of course,
that both parts of this fallacy are com-
mon. There is an aesthetic Catholicism,
and there is a Communist–economic rejec-
tion of art because it is involved with the
tabooed mode of salvation.

The belief is that Mr. Eliot’s poetry is
a simple record of the relation of his per-
sonality to an environment, and it wit-
nesses the powerful modern desire to judge
an art scientifically, practically, industri-
ally, according to how it works. The poetry
is viewed as a pragmatic result, and it
has no use. Now a different heredity–
environment combination would give us,
of mechanical necessity, a different result,
a different quantity of power to do a dif-
ferent and perhaps better work. Doubtless
this is true. But there is something discon-
certing in this simple solution to the prob-
lem when it is looked at more closely. Two
vastly different records or case-histories
might give us, qualitatively speaking, very
similar results: Baudelaire and Eliot have
in common many qualities but no history.
Their “results” have at least the common
features of irony, humility, introspection,
reverence—qualities fit only for contem-
plation and not for judgment according to
their desirability in our own conduct.

It is in this, the qualitative sense, that
Eliot’s poetry has been, I believe, misun-
derstood. In this sense, the poetry is spe-
cial, personal, of no use, and highly dis-
tinguished. But it is held to be a general
formula, not distinct from the general for-
mula that Eliot subscribed to when he
went into the Church.

The form of the poems in Ash-
Wednesday is lyrical and solitary, and
there is almost none of the elaborate nat-
ural description and allusion which gave
The Waste Land a partly realistic and
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partly symbolic character. These six poems
are a brief moment of religious experi-
ence in an age that believes religion to
be a kind of defeatism and puts its hope
for man in finding the right secular order.
The mixed realism and symbolism of The
Waste Land issued in irony. The direct and
lyrical method of the new poems creates
the simpler aesthetic quality of humility.
The latter quality comes directly out of the
former, and there is a nice continuity in Mr.
Eliot’s work.

In The Waste Land the prestige of our
secular faith gave to the style its peculiar
character. This faith was the hard, coher-
ent medium through which the discred-
ited forms of the historic religions emerged
only to be stifled; the poem is at once their
vindication and defeat. They are defeated
in fact, as a politician may be defeated
by the popular vote, but their vindication
consists in the withering irony that their
subordinate position casts upon the mod-
ern world.

The typical scene is the seduction of
the typist by the clerk in “The Fire
Sermon.” Perhaps Mr. J. W. Krutch has
not discussed this scene, but a whole gen-
eration of critics have, and from a view-
point that Mr. Krutch has recently made
popular: the seduction betrays the roman-
tic disillusion of the poet. The mechanical,
brutal scene shows what love really is—
that is to say, what it is scientifically, since
science is Truth; it is only an act of prac-
tical necessity, for procreation. The telling
of the story by the Greek seer, who is cho-
sen from a past of illusion and ignorance,
permits the scene to become a satire on
the foolish values of the past. The values
of the past were absurd and false; the sci-
entific Truth is both true and bitter. This
is the familiar romantic dilemma, and the
critics have read it into the scene from their
own romantic despair.

There is none in the scene itself. The
critics, who being in the state of mind I

have described are necessarily blind to an
effect of irony, have mistaken the sym-
bols of an ironic contrast for the terms of
a philosophic dilemma. Mr. Eliot knows
too much about classical irony to be over-
whelmed by a doctrine in literary biology.
For the seduction scene shows, not what
man is, but what for a moment he thinks
he is; in other words, the clerk stands for
the secularization of the humane and qual-
itative values in the modern world. And
the meaning of the contrast between Tire-
sias and the clerk is not disillusion but
irony. The scene is a masterpiece; perhaps
the most profound vision that we have of
modern man.

The importance of this scene as a key to
the intention of Ash-Wednesday lies in the
moral identity of humility and irony and
in an important difference between them
artistically. Humility is subjective, a qual-
ity of the moral character, a habitual atti-
tude. Irony is the particular and objective
instance of humility—that is, it is an event
or situation which induces humility in the
mind of a spectator; it is that arrangement
of experience, either premeditated by art
or accidentally appearing in the affairs of
men, which permits to the spectator an
insight superior to that of the actor, and
shows him that the practical formula, the
special ambition, of the actor is bound to
fail. Humility is thus the self-respect pro-
ceeding from a sense of the folly of men in
their desire to dominate a natural force or
situation. The seduction scene is the pic-
ture of the modern and dominating man.
The cleverness and the pride of conquest
of the “small house agent’s clerk” are the
badge of science, bumptious practicality,
overweening secular faith. The very suc-
cess of his conquest witnesses its aimless
character; it succeeds as a wheel succeeds
in turning; he can only do it over again.

His own failure to understand his posi-
tion is irony, and the poet’s insight into
it is humility. This is essentially the poetic
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attitude, an attitude that Mr. Eliot has been
approaching with increasing purity. It is
not that his recent verse is better or more
exciting than that of the period ending
with The Waste Land. Actually it is less
spectacular and less complex in subject-
matter; for Eliot less frequently objectifies
his leading emotion, humility, into irony.
His form is simple, expressive, homoge-
neous, and direct, and without the usual
elements of violent contrast.

There is a single ironic passage in Ash-
Wednesday, and significantly enough it is
the first stanza of the first poem. This pas-
sage represents objectively the poet as he
thinks himself for the moment to be. It
establishes that humility towards his own
merit which sets the whole mood of the
poems that follow. And the irony has been
overlooked by the critics because they take
the stanza as a literal exposition of the lat-
est phase of the Eliot “case-history”—at a
time when, in the words of Mr. Edmund
Wilson, “his psychological plight seems
most depressing.” Thus, here is the pose
of a Titan too young to be weary of strife,
but weary of it nevertheless.

[Quotation of first stanza of
Ash-Wednesday I]

If the six poems are taken together
as the focus of a specific religious emo-
tion, the opening stanza, instead of being
a naive personal “confession,” becomes
only a modest but highly effective techni-
cal performance. This stanza has two fea-
tures that are necessary to the development
of the unique imagery which distinguishes
the religious emotion of Ash-Wednesday
from any other religious poetry of our
time and which, in fact, probably makes
it the only valid religious poetry we have.
The first feature is the regular yet halting
rhythm, the smooth uncertainty of move-
ment which may either proceed to greater
regularity or fall away into improvisa-
tion. The second feature is the imagery

itself. It is trite; it echoes two familiar pas-
sages from English poetry. But the qual-
ity to be observed is this: it is secular
imagery. It sets forth a special ironic emo-
tion, but this emotion is not identified
with any specific experience. The imagery
is thus perfectly suited to the character
of the rhythm. The stanza is a device
for getting the poem under way, starting
from a known and general emotion, in a
monotonous rhythm, for a direction which
to the reader is unknown. The ease, the
absence of surprise, with which Mr. Eliot
brings out the subject to be “discussed” is
admirable. After some further and ironic
deprecation of his worldly powers, he
goes on:

And pray to God to have mercy upon
us

And I pray that I may forget
These matters that with myself I too

much discuss
Too much explain.

We are being told, of course, that there is
to be some kind of discourse on God, or a
meditation; yet the emotion is still general.
The imagery is even flatter than before; it
is imagery at all only in that special con-
text; for it is the diction of prose. And yet,
subtly and imperceptibly, the rhythm has
changed; it is irregular and labored. We
are being prepared for a new and sudden
effect, and it comes in the first lines of the
second poem:

Lady, three white leopards sat under a
juniper-tree

In the cool of the day, having fed to
satiety

On my legs my heart my liver and that
which had been contained

In the hollow round of my skull. And
God said

Shall these bones live? shall these
Bones live?
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From here on, in all the poems, there is
constant and sudden change of rhythm,
and there is a corresponding alternation
of two kinds of imagery—the visual and
tactile imagery common to all poetry and
without significance in itself for any kind
of experience, and the traditional religious
symbols. The two orders are inextricably
fused.

It is evident that Mr. Eliot has hit upon
the only method now available of using the
conventional religious image in poetry. He
has reduced it to metaphor, to the plane of
sensation. And corresponding to this pro-
cess, there are images of his own invention
which he almost pushes over the boundary
of sensation into abstractions, where they
have the appearance of conventional sym-
bols. The passage I have quoted above is
an example of this: for the “Lady” may be
a nun, or even the Virgin, or again she may
be a beautiful woman; but she is presented,
through the serious tone of the invoca-
tion, with all the solemnity of a religious
figure. The fifth poem exhibits the reverse
of the process; it begins with a series of
plays on the Logos, which is the most
rarified of all the Christian abstractions,
and succeeds in creating an illusion of
sensation by means of a broken and dis-
tracted rhythm:

If the lost word is lost, if the spent
word is spent

If the unheard, unspoken
Word is unspoken, unheard;
Still is the unspoken word, the Word

unheard,
The Word without a word, the Word

within
The world and for the world . . .
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[. . .]

[T]o the fastidious reader I would now
like to recommend the Selected Essays of
T. S. Eliot. These essays are chosen by
Mr. Eliot himself out of work done by
him since the year 1917, and I recom-
mend them not because I delude myself
into the belief that Mr. Eliot will ever find
appreciation among a very large number
of people, but because I honestly believe
him to stand among the most acute of
contemporary critics, and certainly among
the most notable of contemporary poets.
I think, therefore, that I should be guilty
of dishonesty towards myself and towards
you if I failed to draw your attention to
this book of essays, however stiff you may
find it to read. I do not say that you will
enjoy it; you certainly will not, unless you
happen to have an austere and scholarly
taste, akin to the taste of Mr. Eliot him-
self. You may find, indeed, that it leaves
you feeling as though you had bitten into
a sloe; and if you have ever bitten into
a sloe you will know what I mean—as
though your mouth were all dried up sud-
denly by a strangely astringent juice. Mr.
Eliot’s criticism has this astringent qual-
ity. It is severe and dry. It is restrained
and unemotional; above all, it is not in
the least picturesque. It makes no con-
cessions to the popular taste. It stands
at the very opposite pole to the popular-
ization of literature—those snippets from
the recognized great; those paths made
easy for us to a nodding acquaintance
with great minds, though not to any real

comprehension of them; that cheapen-
ing; that skimming, superficial knowledge
which enables us to talk of this thing
or that; so shallow, so convenient, and
so really contemptible. Mr. Eliot, thank
heaven, is one of the few writers left to
keep himself clean from all this smirch
of a vulgar publicity; witness the very
few essays that he has collected into this
volume out of the many years that have
elapsed between 1917 and 1932. Fifteen
years—a long time to produce a small-
ish book at the end of it, even though
that book takes in such various subjects
as Christopher Marlowe, Dante, Euripi-
des, Seneca, Shakespeare, Dryden, Blake,
Swinburne, Baudelaire, Wilkie Collins,
and Dickens. Mr. Eliot’s range may be
wide, but it is also deep. And it is also,
as I said before, astringent. It screws one’s
standard of values up to the keenest pitch.
Do you remember those lines of Andrew
Marvell?

He nothing common did, or mean,
Upon that memorable scene,
But with his keener eye,
The axe’s edge did try.

Those lines applied in Marvell’s intention
to the execution of Charles I; but, like all
really great poetry, they have an appli-
cation outside their actual subject. For
instance, one can apply them to Mr. Eliot.
He nothing common does, or mean; and
with his keener eye he tries the axe of lit-
erary criticism all the time.

The axe of literary criticism may seem,
to many, an axe not worth grinding. There
are other, more active, things in life, you
may say. But whatever one believes in is
surely worth believing in with all one’s
heart, whether it be literature, or farm-
ing, or banking, or politics. And Mr. Eliot
does believe in his own profession. He does
believe in the power of the written word.
That is a belief worthy of respect. And Mr.
Eliot holds it. So, if you read his book of
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essays, and if you think it rather too dry
and rather too scholarly, do, at least, real-
ize that there is a real conviction behind
it; the conviction that books matter, that
intelligent thought matters, that literature
matters, and is not a dead thing. For what
is writing, after all—the best writing, the
best books—but the best sifting-out of the
best minds? Writing is the only record we
can hope to have of such minds. It may put
us into a severe school. Mr. Eliot, who has
a severe taste, puts us into a very severe
school indeed. It requires some effort on
our part to follow him. But, truly, the effort
is worthwhile.

∗Peter Quennell.
“T. S. Eliot the Critic.”
New Statesman 4
(1 October 1932), 377–78.

Mr. Eliot’s volume of Selected Essays, just
now published as he leaves us for America,
represents in four hundred and fifty pages
fifteen successive years of work. Here
are essays from the early Sacred Wood,
which first made its appearance in 1920;
here, too, is a large part of For Lancelot
Andrewes. The brilliant trilogy, entitled
Homage to John Dryden, re-emerges next
to the little book on Dante. Thoughts after
Lambeth also recur. Two essays reprov-
ing Professor Babbitt, and generally set-
ting about the neo-Humanists, are neigh-
bored by a brief encomium on Marie
Lloyd. A sympathetic portrait of Charles
Whibley brings this various procession to
a close.

The last choice was particularly apt.
Mr. Eliot ends the survey of his own crit-
icism by a study of a very different type
of critic, precisely—even dramatically—

opposed to himself. All that Whibley was
not, Eliot is. All the qualities that the older
critic possessed—and the modern writer is
not behind-hand in appreciation; he pays a
generous tribute to Whibley’s talents—are
qualities he himself has never displayed.
How far this abstention has been deliber-
ate is a problem both fascinating and hard
to solve.

Whibley was a “man of the world” in
literature. I do not suggest that Mr. Eliot’s
critical work shows any lack of worldly
knowledge, but his knowledge is of a spe-
cialized and rarified kind, accumulated by
a special sort of experience. He is analyti-
cal rather than discursive. It is the peculiar
strength of such critics as Charles Whibley
that the enthusiasm they have derived from
their private reading should be reflected
on the surface of their critical style, and
that they should charm us by a warmth of
reflected enjoyment. Pleasure is made the
basis of understanding, while analysis pro-
vides a subsidiary means of approach.

Enjoy, begs the critic, as I enjoy!
True, every critic worth the title must
have appreciated before he can expound;
but then appreciation may assume con-
flicting guises. Whibley’s appreciation of
English literature was that of a cultivated
and scholarly man of the world, an epi-
curean in the purest and oldest sense,
honnête homme, like Saint Evremond or
Sir William Temple. His prose has a
Cyrenaic smoothness; and Mr. Eliot prac-
tices literature as a form of asceticism.
Though we read his critical work for our
own pleasure, we can’t help feeling that it
was often written from a sense of duty.

Not that he seems to toil against the
grain. No reader of Homage to John
Dryden and the Elizabethan essays in The
Sacred Wood can doubt that he is capable
of deep enjoyment and thinks pedagogy
a poor substitute for true delight. He has
said as much himself in the former study.
My point is that, since puritan and epicure
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are both preoccupied in the last resort by
the pursuit of happiness, Mr. Eliot has cho-
sen the puritanical method. He analyzes
in order that we may enjoy; he sacrifices
immediate charm to ultimate clarity.

And so one feature distinguishes all his
criticism—an avoidance, carried to strict
lengths, of what he considers vain and
superfluous ornament. Let the critic, he
implies, remain a critic. He has expressed
his distrust of the common type of writer
whose critical efforts are a secondary form
of creation, a consolation-prize in the race
he has failed to win. Hence a marked
absence of phrases and redundant imagery.
He never starts a campaign with a dis-
play of fireworks, never marches around
a citadel to the blast of trumpets. It has
become, one feels, a rigid code of honor to
observe the courtesy of a scientific siege.

These preferences must be accepted by
his readers: few phrases, no brilliant and
lively discursions, a prose style intention-
ally cold and colorless which throws his
subject into clear if chilly relief—a style,
in short, consistently self-effacing. It is
an impersonal style, and when prejudice
emerges—as it is apt to do, even here, from
time to time—and he speaks of the Arch-
Fiend in Paradise Lost as “Milton’s curly-
headed Byronic hero,” the effect is not
infrequently a trifle awkward. Whether his
rare phrases are awkward through want of
interest, or whether he eschews them from
lack of facility, we can only conjecture.

I mean facility of the pyrotechnic kind.
At all events, they are unimportant in
his critical essays where words for the
sake of words seldom figure. Some writ-
ers begin by blindfolding us with verbal
eloquence, lead us up a steep and diffi-
cult path, snatch off the bandage and show
us the view. Eliot starts by removing the
scales from our eyes. An operation for
cataract is always painful; and many fel-
low critics confronted by an opening para-
graph which states—oh, so simply and oh,

so coldly! albeit with a certain underly-
ing benevolence—that if they admire this
they are not likely to admire that and had
much better return to their false gods, have
been known to snort indignantly in the sur-
geon’s face and argue that they prefer their
original dimness.

Mr. F. L. Lucas is one of these.

[. . .]

Mr. Lucas once arrayed against the
critic some of his more startling literary
judgments—that Hamlet is unsuccessful as
a work of art, that Crashaw is a finer poet
than Shelley—and asked us to draw our
own conclusions. Well, we don’t go to a
critic for absolute truth; that is to say, we
can’t measure a critic’s usefulness by tot-
ting up a balance-sheet of right and wrong.
Literary excellence is comparative at the
best of times; and, whatever may be our
opinion of Crashaw’s merits—and he had
some merits which to Shelley were quite
unknown—there is little doubt that, as
expressed by Mr. Eliot, the contrast was
provocative and stimulating.

[. . .]

Objections, of course, can be raised.
We are accustomed to envisage the per-
fect critic as being suspended in the
void—preferably in the void of mild
agnosticism—who surveys the world with
disabused detachment. We are offended
by any touch of parti pris. True, all criti-
cism enshrines some prejudice; but we hate
to think that such prejudice as we may
encounter is imposed on us by an orthodox
religious system. Mr. Eliot is now essen-
tially orthodox. As long as the point of
view, to which I have referred, continues to
assimilate these beliefs—they are foreshad-
owed even in The Waste Land—it seems
impertinent to quarrel with private con-
victions. Puritanism is a dominant mode
in English literature, and Mr. Eliot is a
Puritan of American ancestry.
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It is a Puritan intelligence he brings
to bear. Critics naturally less ascetic have
proved less sensitive to the beauties of lan-
guage and added less to our understand-
ing of its spell. Mr. Eliot writes as a poet
but not poetically. Looking through this
volume of Selected Essays, it is very hard
to find a chapter or a single line in which
the desire to make an effect or round
a paragraph predominates over a Spar-
tan sense of fitness. No metaphor, flown
with syllabic intoxication, breaks into the
strenuous hush of the critic’s dissecting-
room.

There he labors, and on subjects very
diverse. Mr. Eliot is not temperamentally
expansive, but his interests are sympa-
thetic and range wide. He treats of Swin-
burne as sensibly as of Andrew Marvell, of
Blake, Jonson, Baudelaire and many oth-
ers, always with an experienced and odd
touch like an artist investigating a foreign
studio. It is perhaps one of his greatest crit-
ical virtues that he should have done his
best to redeem modern criticism from its
tendency to slovenly picturesqueness. We
may agree with him, or violently disagree.
The austerity of his professional attitude
commands respect.

∗R. A. Scott-James.
“A Critic’s Critic.”
Sunday Times, 2 October
1932, p. 8.

Mr. Eliot among writers belongs to a
rare species. He is preeminently a “critic’s
critic.” We cannot think of him as a pro-
pagandist intent on converting a Philistine
world to a true belief in literature. His mis-
sion, if mission it can be called, is to those
who have already had some initiation in

the sacred mysteries. Quiet, self-possessed,
confident, he puts his analytical judgment
at the service of the fastidious reader. He
is one of the few living critics who have
thought themselves into a consistent view
about literature; and he brings carefully
sharpened tools to each fresh task of lit-
erary judgment.

In this world, so uncertain for most of
us, we have the feeling that Mr. Eliot at
least always knows just where he stands,
and is ready to explain, reasonably and
urbanely, where we are, too, in relation
to the ages. If all critics were of his kind
they would be engaged together in “a sim-
ple and orderly field of beneficent activ-
ity”; there would be no need for the gently
ironic words in which he regrets the rarity
of the critic who endeavors to “compose
his differences with as many of his fellows
as possible, in the common pursuit of true
judgment.”

A Sound Classicism

No; it certainly is not quite like that,
though we may observe that a number of
his fellows have been together in acclaim-
ing a classicist trend discernible in cer-
tain distinctively modern literature. But
just because, in this surface movement,
there has been so much that is artifi-
cial and finicky, we may be all the more
grateful to Mr. Eliot for endeavoring to
establish principles of a sound classicism
catholic enough to allow for everything
that has happened between the times, say,
of Boileau and Mr. Aldous Huxley.

Mr. Eliot stands primarily for “order”
in literature, and order implies authority—
not that of Aristotle, or Boileau, or any
other single law-giver, but not the less sure
because it is distributed among the whole
body of writers who have contributed to
the great tradition of literature. By “tradi-
tion” he does not mean the handing down
of old ways of doing things, which we
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are to imitate. Rather, just as Croce said
that history is humanity’s memory of its
own past, so Mr. Eliot says “the conscious
present is an awareness of the past.” We
know more than the “dead writers,” but
they are “that which we know.” [. . .] Lit-
erature is conceived as a continuous pro-
cess in which the present reabsorbs the
past, and by renewed creation in terms of
a changing world modifies the past and
helps to complete it. The function of his
critic is to relate literature to the main cur-
rent of conscious creative effort. And so
we find him constantly insisting on the
need, not of narrowly defined rules of writ-
ing, but of a sort of training, or askesis—
even, in some cases, a convention—so that
the works of the artist will accord with,
rather than defy, the inescapable destiny
of tradition.

Tradition and Discipline

Thus, whilst he is not altogether success-
ful in telling us what William Blake was,
he can easily tell us what he was not—
“his genius . . . lacked . . . a framework
of accepted and traditional ideas which
would have prevented him from indulging
in a philosophy of his own”—a truth
which might be put a little more baldly
by saying “it is a pity Blake was not better
educated.” Or again—the Russian ballet,
at its best, delighted us because it “seemed
to be everything that we wanted in drama,
except the poetry . . . It seemed to revive the
more formal element in drama for which
we craved.” It rested upon a tradition and
severe discipline. It was “a system of physi-
cal training, of traditional, symbolical and
highly skilled movements.”

And similarly in regard to the drama—
he considers that the weakness of the
Elizabethan plays, and also the weakness
of the realistic plays which Mr. William
Archer admired so much, lay in “the lack
of a convention.” He asks us to conceive

what the Elizabethan drama might have
been if it had been “formed within a con-
ventional scheme—the convention of an
individual dramatist, or of a number of
dramatists working in the same form at the
same time”—presumably in the same sense
that the Greek tragedians worked within a
certain form, or morality plays of the type
of Everyman [. . .].

Two Opposite Tendencies

I cannot here pursue the arguments with
which Mr. Eliot, in essay after essay, dis-
cussing Elizabethan, or Caroline, or mod-
ern writers, endeavors to show what has
been or what might have been gained
by precision, by formalism, by something
akin to ritual, by that scrupulous absorp-
tion in the object which makes a work of
art impersonal and universal. He is restat-
ing the claims of classicism in its demand
for order, poise, and “right reason.”

What is surprising in one so detached
in his sympathies is that he should so def-
initely take sides between classicism and
romanticism, and that he should follow—
though in a broader spirit—the old prej-
udice which made men feel that if the
one was right the other was all wrong.
One would rather have expected him to
recognize—as Pater did—that there are
here two opposite tendencies which from
time immemorial have asserted themselves
in literature, each of which has its distinc-
tive merits and defects, and requires cor-
rection the one by the other. But on the
whole we in this country have at no time
since the eighteenth century been in danger
of a deficiency in Romanticism—not even
in this neo-Georgian period. Rather the
opposite—we stand always in need of
the cool sanity, the analytical judgment,
the fastidiousness which may be found
exemplified in Mr. Eliot’s severely intellec-
tual criticism.
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∗“A Critic of Poets.”
Punch 183 (5 October
1932), 391.

It is rare to discover a critic to whom
principles are more important and more
sedulously to be cultivated than taste. Not
that I deny the possession of a palate to
Mr. T. S. Eliot—whose Selected Essays,
1917–1932 [. . .] is the text of this
meditation—but the endowment is
subordinated to more excellent gifts.
True, neither fiction nor theology is here
Mr. Eliot’s strong suit. His enjoyable
“Lancelot Andrewes,” for instance,
ignores obvious derivatives from St.
Augustine. He even quotes the whimsical
African’s jest about the Baby Word
that could not speak as though it were
pure Jacobean; and his “Thoughts after
Lambeth” exhibits only a piecemeal
coherence. It is as a critic of poets and,
what is more to his purpose, poetry that
Mr. Eliot excels. His manifesto [. . .]
“Tradition and the Individual Talent”
gives the key to his attitude; and a steady
relentless war on the pretensions of the
second-rate is implied throughout a really
commanding exposition of the first-rate.
He realizes the futility of a search for
exotic emotions when new combinations
of the old, fused under high pressure,
are the sole condition of poetic output;
and the results of his technical research
are amazingly interesting, especially
those scattered up and down a dozen
studies of the Elizabethan dramatists. His
appreciation of the levity that enhances
seriousness—a capital issue in a delightful
essay on Marvell—strikes me as one
the finest concessions in a book which
has enlarged as well as enriched my
own pretty ample notion of the Muses’
territory.

Henry Hazlitt.
“The Mind of T. S. Eliot.”
Nation 135 (5 October
1932), 312–13.

T. S. Eliot has one of the most curious
and interesting minds of the present age. It
would doubtless be absurd to imply that he
has a split personality, in any pathological
sense, but one finds it difficult to discuss his
work until one has divided him into three
Eliots: the poet, the critic, and the philoso-
pher. Eliot is a major poet if we have any
major poets living. I do not intend to dis-
cuss him as a poet here, but merely as a
critic and thinker: it is sufficient for our
present purposes to observe that anyone
who first comes to his prose after reading
his poetry (I except Ash-Wednesday), or
who first comes to his poetry after read-
ing his prose, receives something like a
shock of incredulity: they seem so vio-
lently contrasted in vocabulary and tone.
If we could imagine each of them sur-
viving, without signature, it seems to me
highly improbable that posterity would
have the wit to put them together again.
The contrast almost makes one believe
that the same man who wrote the prose
of Bacon could have written the poetry of
Shakespeare.

Yet among critics, Eliot’s eminence is
hardly less than among poets. His acute
sensitiveness to literary values, his in-
sights and fine incidental observations, the
range and depth of his erudition, the bold-
ness and independence of his judgment,
and the dignity and closely woven texture
of his prose, entitle him to rank with some
of the greatest English critics; while the
definiteness and self-assurance, one might
almost say the arrogance, of his point of
view, are much more a strength than a
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weakness. His tone and attitude toward
his subjects outwardly resemble the tone
and attitude of the scientist. He is a lec-
turer who puts his specimens under the
microscope and tells us in great detail
what he finds there. He is an analytical
chemist who is not satisfied with mere
qualitative analysis but only with exact
quantitative analysis. Is he going to tell us
something about Seneca’s influence on the
Elizabethan drama? Then you can be sure
he will not rest in generalities: he will con-
sider, first, the precise extent of Seneca’s
responsibility for the Tragedy of Blood;
“second, his responsibility for bombast in
Elizabethan diction; and third, his influ-
ence upon the thought, or what passes for
thought, in the drama of Shakespeare and
his contemporaries.”

The two chief instruments in Eliot’s
criticism, then, are analysis and compar-
ison. The analysis, as I have hinted, is
almost chemical: it is the punctilious and
rather thorough separation of a compound
into its elements. The comparison is almost
as thorough, and is not made, as by most
critics, merely now and then, but system-
atically. [. . .] [W]e have come a long way
from impressionism.

This straining for exactness in Eliot
becomes almost an obsession. I have never
read a critic more impatient with the indi-
vidual statements of other critics, more
eager to pounce upon one unfortunate
word. He will quote Hazlitt on Dryden,
so that he may write: “In one sentence
Hazlitt has committed at least four crimes
against taste.” He will begin an essay
on Marlowe by quoting Swinburne on
Marlowe, merely that he may say: “In
this sentence there are two misleading
assumptions and two misleading conclu-
sions.” He will quote a paragraph from
Norman Foerster’s American Criticism,
a book which he professes to regard as
“brilliant,” only to call the paragraph
“a composition of ignorance, prejudice,

confused thinking and bad writing.”
Matthew Arnold he finds distressingly
vague: “Culture and Conduct are the first
things, we are told; but what Culture and
Conduct are, I feel that I know less well
on every reading . . . Culture is a term
which each man not only may interpret as
he pleases, but must indeed interpret as he
can.”

One might suppose that a writer so
harsh in dealing with the alleged loose-
ness of others would be himself a paragon
of definiteness and precision. But here is
where my bewilderment begins. As soon
as he departs from a description of the
specific qualities of the author or work
before him (where he is for the most
part admirable), as soon as he begins
to launch into general statements, either
about literature, or science, or religion, or
morals, Eliot seems to me to use words not
only loosely, but recklessly, meaninglessly.
What can he possibly mean when he tells
us, for example, that “the business of the
poet is . . . to express feelings which are
not in actual emotions at all”? I have only
a vague idea of what he is talking about,
again, when he goes on to remark that
“Poetry is not a turning loose of emotion,
but an escape from emotion.” Why should
the poet—or his reader—want to escape
from emotion? In what sense is poetry
an escape from emotion? Is it a sublima-
tion? a deflection? a katharsis? Well, one
may have several guesses, but surely both
“escape” and “emotion” in this context
are words “which each man not only may
interpret as he pleases, but must indeed
interpret as he can.” The reader’s predica-
ment is even worse when he encounters
such a statement as, “Dryden, with all his
intellect, had a commonplace mind.” His
dizziness is not lessened when he comes
to the Johnsonian sentence immediately
following: “His [Dryden’s] powers were,
we believe, wider, but no greater, than
Milton’s.” Thus the poet with wider
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powers than Milton’s had a commonplace
mind. Words have lost all meaning; let us
hold our heads in our hands and stagger
out.

[. . .]

The truth is that philosophically Eliot
is a very confused man. What chiefly dis-
guises this fact, apart from the illusion
of precision which his constant verbal dis-
tinctions and qualifying phrases create,
is that he never condescends to argue a
problem on its merits. One almost gath-
ers that his real objection to certain views
is not that they are logically untenable,
but that their proponents are rather crude,
and when he has pointed out the cru-
dity of the supporters of an opinion,
he sometimes forgets to ask whether the
opinion may not after all be true. His
superciliousness thus frequently protects
him from exposing his own logical weak-
ness. He almost invariably begs the ques-
tion, and hardly pretends to do anything
else. Thus in an essay which professes
to be about a forgotten divine named
John Bramhall, but immediately switches
to his immensely more interesting oppo-
nent, that “extraordinary little upstart”
(to quote Eliot’s somewhat less than objec-
tive description), Thomas Hobbes. Eliot
quotes the views of I. A. Richards and of
Bertrand Russell, in which each seeks to
show that value springs from desire and
depends upon the harmonization of con-
flicting desires. “The difficulty with such
theories,” comments Eliot aloofly, “is that
they merely remove the inherently valu-
able a further degree.” And that is all he
deigns to say about them: the reader is sup-
posed to consider them disposed of. But
the mere phrase “inherently valuable,” in
this context, reveals that Eliot himself is
quite at sea in philosophy. To recognize
that this is so it is not necessary to go
to the length of Spinoza, who says boldly

that we desire nothing because it is good,
but it is good only because we desire it.
It is merely necessary to recognize that
no value—economic, aesthetic, or moral—
can exist apart from some human appre-
ciation of it, or some human preference
for it.

[. . .] Personally I cannot feel that the
total drift of his thought carries him to the
destination where he pretends to be. As
Edmund Wilson has shrewdly remarked:
“We feel in contemporary writers like Eliot
a desire to believe in religious revelation,
a belief that it would be a good thing to
believe, rather than a genuine belief.” The
truth of this observation is confirmed for
me by, among other things, a phrase which
Eliot allows to slip out in discussing Irv-
ing Babbitt’s humanism. His own analysis
leads, Eliot thinks, “to the conclusion that
the humanistic point of view is auxiliary
to and dependent upon the religious point
of view. For us, religion is Christianity.”
The italics are mine. By “us” Eliot here
means, I suppose, us Occidentals, those of
us who have been brought up as Chris-
tians. But the remark implies that what
is important is not the objective truth of
the religion, not which religion, but the
supposed functional value of “religious”
belief itself. No real believer would let
such a phrase escape him. It would not
occur to Eliot to say: “For us, two and
two make four.” That would imply not
belief, but skepticism; it would imply, at
best, that the fourness of two and two was
the most desirable or convenient assump-
tion for the Western world. This is the
serpent’s doctrine of “As If,” of necessary
illusions; and it is more cynical at bottom
than the crude beliefs of us poor natural-
ists, who feel, with Santayana, that illu-
sion may be truly pleasing while we think
it true, but that to cling to it knowing it to
be an illusion is ignominious and well-nigh
impossible.
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W. E. Garrison.
“Humanism Criticizes
Itself.”
Christian Century 49
(12 October 1932), 1243.

Mr. Eliot has three reputations—as a poet,
as a critic and interpreter of English lit-
erature, and as an exponent of one type
of humanism. The greater part of the con-
tents of this volume of collected essays has
to do with the second of these fields of
activity. Of the dozen or more essays on the
Elizabethan dramatists and the poets of
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
it is sufficient to say that they represent
a high level of critical intelligence united
with mature scholarship and a rare com-
petence in the writing of criticism which is
literature in its own right. The rather long
essay on Dante is a worthy addition to the
literature of that vast field.

As a humanist, Mr. Eliot gives striking
proof of the heterogeneity of the humanist
camp, for he expends most of his energy
in pointing out the errors and inadequa-
cies of such humanistic thinkers as Mr. Irv-
ing Babbitt, to whom he devotes one entire
essay, and Mr. Norman Foerster, to whom
he devotes most of another. If one begins
this section with the reading of the paper
entitled “Thoughts after Lambeth”—a cri-
tique of the Lambeth conference of 1931
and the encyclical issued by it—there will
be a growing wonder, from the first page
to the last, that this man should be called
a humanist at all. Surely it must be a term
to juggle with if it can be applied to one
who considers the section on the Doctrine
of God the most important part of that
report, who insists that sound theological
dogma supported by the corporate mind

of the church is basic to right conduct,
and that the church ought to reverse the
order of the “medical and spiritual advice”
which it recommends in certain domestic
emergencies and to make the latter (now
become the former) mandatory rather than
merely optional for its communicants.

Mr. Eliot partially defines his own posi-
tion by saying that he began as a disci-
ple of Mr. Babbitt and that he feels that
he has rejected nothing that is positive in
his teaching. Yet he has rejected in toto
the idea that a humanistic view of the
world and of man can stand on its own
feet and make its own way apart from
religion, or that there is any such thing
as a vague and generalized religion which
can exist and function without the church.
The contrary notion is evidently rated—
and wisely rated, I think—not as a pos-
itive contribution but as one of the neg-
ative implications of a humanism which,
departing from the tolerant and genial atti-
tude which is proper to it, has grown dog-
matically anti-ecclesiastical and individu-
alistically self-sufficient.

Humanism, as Mr. Eliot views it, is gen-
eral culture; it is breadth and tolerance
and sanity; it is critical rather than con-
structive; its business is neither to estab-
lish dogmas nor to refute anything; and
it is valuable both “by itself, in the ‘pure
humanist,’ who will not set up humanism
as a substitute for philosophy and religion,
and as a mediating and corrective ingre-
dient in a positive civilization founded on
definite belief.” It is the tempering and civ-
ilizing influence without which on the one
hand “we reap the whirlwind of pragma-
tism and behaviourism,” and on the other
incur the rigors of theological dogmatism
and ecclesiastical tyranny.

His most important and heartening dis-
covery is that the humanistic point of view
is, if not actually a parasite upon religion,
at least an auxiliary to it, meaningless and
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impotent without it. Mr. Babbitt, like any
good classicist, is zealous for the main-
tenance of a system of absolutes, but he
seems painfully vague as to what they are,
where they can be found, by what crite-
ria they are to be recognized and by what
sanctions enforced. Mr. Eliot not only feels
the need of absolutes and despises equally
the Protestant liberalism and the Menck-
enite libertarianism which lack them, but
he knows where to find them. He looks to
the Christian tradition and to the church.
But when it comes to the actual solu-
tion of the ancient antinomy between
freedom and authority, one feels that he
rather spins a web of fine words between
the two than builds any substantial
bridge or achieves any genuine reconcilia-
tion.

∗“Mr. T. S. Eliot.”
Times Literary
Supplement 1602
(13 October 1932), 728.

Mr. Eliot’s Selected Essays contains his
“choice among all the prose that he has
written during the last fifteen years.” The
two essays which begin the volume—
“Tradition and the Individual Talent” and
“The Function of Criticism”—might be
regarded as the definition of the general
principles which are to be illustrated in
the practical essays which follow. They
are typical of the dialectic qualities pecu-
liar to Mr. Eliot: the strict reduction and
compression of his material to the limits
necessary to the achievement of a care-
fully proposed objective, the elimination
of side-issues, a dryness calculated to pro-
mote the utmost sobriety of mind in the
reader.

In them he seeks to establish some sort
of authority, some external touchstone of
value, as opposed, “classically,” to what
he deprecates with much dry wit as the
“Inner Voice” of romanticism. Literature
is to be regarded as a continuously living
whole. New art is to be measured against it
and judged by its “conformity,” its capac-
ity to “fit in” and thereby extend the tradi-
tion, altering its entire perspective. Yet Mr.
Eliot has to qualify this “test of value” in
admitting that “we are none of us infallible
judges of conformity”; and he is led time
and again to the admission of the necessity
of reliance on something not unlike the dis-
paraged “Inner Voice.” But if there is this
tentativeness at the root of his formulae,
he has still been able to achieve a unique
constancy of direction in his criticism. His
discipline has enabled him to reach con-
clusions of positive value, as in his bril-
liant disquisition on Hamlet; it is no less
valuable as a corrective to the sort of crit-
icism which he has described as “no bet-
ter than a Sunday park of contending and
contentious orators, who have not even
arrived at the articulation of their differ-
ences.” At his best, when he is writing
of specific literary work—in his studies of
the Elizabethans, of Dryden, of Dante—
we find intelligence and sensibility in a rare
combination. And there is more in these
studies than fine appreciation. It is to Mr.
Eliot that we owe the recognition of a tra-
dition that can be used, the recovery of
values that had seemed lost: it is largely to
him that modern poetry owes its release
from the oppression of the immediate
past.

But some defects inherent in Mr. Eliot’s
qualities must be admitted; defects more
apparent in the two essays we have dis-
cussed than elsewhere; and perhaps more
irritating here because of a certain pon-
tifical tone which lessens as the book
advances. In practical criticism, focused
on actual work, Mr. Eliot’s method is
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successful and assured. But in general and
abstract discussion it is apt to mislead,
even to be dangerous. In “Tradition and
the Individual Talent” we have a compres-
sion that moves the argument forcefully
towards a chosen objective; but, it seems
to us, at the expense of completeness, and
by the exclusion of issues not always irrel-
evant:

[T]he poet has, not a “personality”
to express, but a particular medium,
which is only a medium and not a per-
sonality . . . The business of the poet
is not to find new emotions, but to
use the ordinary ones and, in working
them up into poetry, to express feel-
ings which are not in actual emotions at
all.

In this description of the poet “using”
ordinary emotions and “working them
up” into poetry we have an example of
Mr. Eliot’s dialectic hyperbole, opposed
here by a statement implying that the gen-
esis of poetry is fortuitous, “a concentra-
tion which does not happen consciously
or of deliberation,” though “there is a
great deal, in the writing of poetry, which
must be conscious and deliberate.” Mr.
Eliot does not specify when, at what times
or places, the poet ought to be conscious
and when unconscious. These statements
are perhaps “facts” such as he writes of
in “The Function of Criticism” when he
refers to “the value of the practitioner’s
criticism—he is dealing with his facts, and
he can help us do the same.” Mr. Eliot is a
“practitioner” and in a position to amplify
his account of poetic practice. Here such
amplification would have been far from
irrelevant in clarifying the radical point
about the poet’s impersonality. But Mr.
Eliot leaves us with these ambiguous coun-
ters and the remark that his essay has con-
fined itself “to such practical conclusions
as can be applied by the responsible per-
son interested in poetry.” Much later in the

book, in a note to his fine essay on Dante,
Mr. Eliot reaches conclusions which illus-
trate the inadequacy of narrow generaliza-
tions:

. . . I can only conclude that I can-
not, in practice, wholly separate my
poetic appreciation from my personal
beliefs . . . It would appear that
“literary appreciation” is an abstrac-
tion, and pure poetry a phantom;
and that both in creation and enjoy-
ment much always enters which is,
from the point of view of “Art,”
irrelevant.

The point also raised in this note, that
something may be true for purposes of lim-
ited discussion but untrue if pushed to its
conclusion, is itself capable of protracted
argument.

[. . .]

∗Bonamy Dobrée.
“A Major Critic.”
Listener 8 (15 October
1932), supplement, ix.

There are many people who, when asked
their opinion of Mr. Eliot’s poetry, profess
themselves baffled, and then hasten to take
refuge in a declaration that they admire
his criticism. This is, to say the least of it,
odd, because the same mind, the same sen-
sibility, are so patently working in both: if
you really understand one, you will not
be baffled by the other, and Mr. Eliot’s
criticism is at least as bold, as drastic, as
his poetry. But, such questions apart, it is
likely that if Mr. Eliot were not a poet he
would not be the critic that he is; his criti-
cism is so sure because he has handled the
stuff himself; he is a workman discussing
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his craft; thus he knows what he is talking
about, and what is more, he knows when
he is not talking about the subject. He is
indeed that surprisingly rare thing, a liter-
ary critic. There are very few who do not
come to talk about their own emotions (for
some reason this is called “creative criti-
cism”) or display their own personality, or
again, leap over the bounds of literature
into the realms of morals, metaphysics, or
religion. For Mr. Eliot the first business of
the critic is to subdue his own personality,
so as to be free to discover general princi-
ples in the art he is discussing, and further,
for him, “the function of criticism seems to
be essentially a problem of order.” But no
one knows better than he does that litera-
ture cannot exist in the air; it is connected
with life, and man’s other intellectual and
imaginative activities. The difficulty is to
know where, in literary criticism, to stop,
and for the most part Mr. Eliot prefers
“to halt at the frontier of metaphysics.”
Poetry, he has said, “certainly has some-
thing to do with morals, and with religion,
and even with politics perhaps, though we
cannot say what . . . The best that we can
hope to do is to agree upon a point from
which to start.” That was, in part, the sub-
ject of The Sacred Wood, as it is, in part,
of this.

Thus Mr. Eliot discusses literature, and,
except where he definitely departs from
it, literature alone, but with a full realiza-
tion of what it implies, so that to follow
his criticism, and to test it, you have to
bring not only your feelings towards lit-
erature, but also your experience of life.
For, in common with all first-rate criticism,
Mr. Eliot’s leads you to discover things
about yourself as well as about other peo-
ple. And again, in common with all crit-
icism which means anything, which leads
anywhere, the discussions, the fascinating
comparisons, the pointing out of certain
aspects and effects, end in some admirable
generalization, sometimes even startling,

but which will stand the test of knowl-
edge. Mr. Eliot, though detached, is never
aloof; feeling in his bones as he does the
importance of literature, he could not be
the latter; thus, though he makes us also
detached, he kindles, or increases in us, the
warmth of our love for the poems or prose
works he discusses. His range is extraor-
dinarily varied, from an abstract discus-
sion of criticism to Marie Lloyd, from the
metaphysical poets to Wilkie Collins, from
Marlowe to Charles Whibley, while one
section—the book is divided into seven
sections according to subject—is devoted
to his beautifully lucid introduction to
Dante.

For me, at least, the first five sections,
which are pure literary criticism, provide
unadulterated delight. In prose which is a
masterly example of the expository style,
never appealing to the emotions alone,
never falling to seduce with meretricious
graces, always concentrated on his pur-
pose, he opens up and solves literary ques-
tions with a result it is hard to oppose;
and not a sentence but does some neces-
sary work. No doubt you have to share,
as most of us do nowadays, his views as
to the weakness of the romantics, and the
strength of, say, Dryden; but then, hav-
ing followed his argument, so suave as
hardly to seem an argument, his exposi-
tion, so cunningly illustrated by extracts,
you will arrive at his obiter dicta with
enormous pleasure. These sections con-
tain the most valuable contributions to
criticism of our day. The sixth, to which
perhaps the essays on humanism in the
last should be garnered, appears some-
what strangely in this collection. What, we
ask, is “Thoughts after Lambeth” doing
in this gallery? Literature is not the sub-
ject, and Mr. Eliot allows his prejudices to
appear; it is, for instance, something for-
eign to his almost invariable good man-
ners to refer to Hobbes as “one of those
extraordinary little upstarts,” as he does
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in his essay on John Bramhall, whom even
Mr. Eliot cannot persuade us to be inter-
esting from the literary point of view, how-
ever important he may be in the history of
the Church. Now and again the Mr. Eliot
who is so scrupulous to support his opin-
ion in literary matters gives us a view sus-
tained by nothing but his desires, or his
religious beliefs. Not that we would wish
Mr. Eliot to deny himself the expression
of these in his criticism, but they should
be fused, in a critical essay, with his lit-
erary beliefs and scales of value. This is,
no doubt, a business of extreme difficulty,
but that Mr. Eliot can overcome the diffi-
culty he makes triumphantly plain in his
essays on Baudelaire, and on Arnold and
Pater. It is, nevertheless, a pity that he
should have treated Pater purely from the
moral point of view, however much he
may lend himself to it; and though Pater
may have lacked the religious sense and
the religious intellect (if there is such a sep-
arate thing), he had a keen critical percep-
tion in many directions, and made some
extremely valuable general observations:
it is curious that Mr. Eliot should not have
raised similar issues when discussing Dry-
den. The truth is that in his later work
Mr. Eliot is departing a little from his pre-
vious restriction of not overstepping into
the realm of metaphysics; he is, of course,
at liberty to do so, and he knows when
he is doing it, but the ground is not so
sure, and we could wish that instead of
“Thoughts after Lambeth” he had given
us his essay on George Herbert and the
preface to Johnson’s poems, both of which
contain purely literary matter of the first
order. But though we may here and there
cavil at Mr. Eliot, here is a book written
with a profundity of knowledge, sensibil-
ity, and intellect, in a style which is (with
rare exceptions) free from querulousness,
and combines the virtues of urbanity,
clarity, strength, and, not the least, of
humor.

∗Richard Sunne.
“Men and Books.”
Time and Tide 13 (15
October 1932), 1010–11.

Consciously or not, Mr. T. S. Eliot has, I
think, based his critical methods on Dr.
Johnson’s. His admiration for that great
critic’s Lives of the Poets no one can fail
to recognize; but I do not know that the
resemblance in approach has been noticed
before. It is as evident in Mr. Eliot’s faults,
in the essay on Hamlet and that on the
poetry of Swinburne, as in his virtues, most
clearly seen, when we consider this vol-
ume of selected essays, in the essays on
“Shakespeare and the Stoicism of Seneca,”
“A Dialogue on Dramatic Poetry,” some
of the essays on Elizabethan dramatists,
the supremely good essay on Dante, and
the essays on Humanism. Mr. Eliot fails
just where and as Samuel Johnson fails. He
is in insufficient sympathy with the purely
poetic. The pure poet writes from imagina-
tion, not thought. There is a sense in which
we may say that Shakespeare never thinks.
That is the cause of Mr. Shaw’s dissatisfac-
tion with Shakespeare; for Mr. Shaw never,
except in moods of comedy, stops think-
ing. The poet has no need of ratiocination.
He knows: and others can only confirm
his judgment by argument, or, failing to
understand his process, use reason to con-
fute what is not strictly amenable to that
criterion. If a man, as a poet may, flies to a
summit, it is no use confronting him with a
map and pointing out to him the arduous
route by which he should have ascended.
He is there. And not all you say can dis-
lodge him or make his foothold less secure.
The penalty of the Johnsonian method is
that he who uses it for unsuitable objects
fails to make his point even by his own
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standards. Thus Johnson himself fails with
Lycidas. Thus Addison fails in many of his
criticisms of Paradise Lost. Thus Mr. Eliot
fails in his criticism of one of Swinburne’s
best-known passages.

Before the beginning of years
There came to the making of man

Time with a gift of tears;
Grief with a glass that ran. . . .

This is not merely “music”; it is effec-
tive because it appears to be a tremen-
dous statement, like statements made in
our dreams; when we wake up we find
that the “glass that ran” would do bet-
ter for time than for grief, and that the
gift of tears would be as appropriately
bestowed by grief as by time.

That has the proper Johnsonian look
of common sense; but its apparent rea-
sonableness is a dream. First, the critic
should have noticed that the poet has evi-
dently changed the poetical commonplace
of time’s glass and grief’s tears in order to
surprise the reader into attention. He may
think this device illegitimate, but he must
not assume that we will agree that Swin-
burne did not know what he was doing.
Secondly, he misses the real strength of the
passage, if we look at it in the light of Swin-
burne’s general philosophy. Man, the poet
asserts, comes into a world where even
misery has no permanence, into a world
where even time fails to bring a surcease
to sorrow.

[. . .]

[T]he remarkable essay on Dante [. . .]
is Mr. Eliot’s best essay. It is not only a
most ably assembled and persuasive piece
of prose: it has at once the assurance and
the humility which make for great critical
writing, and contains some of Mr. Eliot’s
most illuminating asides. He has a great
gift for the aside, a gift of which he is
too sparing. “Genuine poetry can com-

municate before it is understood.” “We
take it for granted that our dreams spring
from below: possibly the quality of our
dreams suffers in consequence.” “Dante
and Shakespeare divide the modern world
between them; there is no third.” Mr. Eliot
then moves at liberty only in that world. It
is at best arguable that there is no newer
world than that world of Dante and of
Shakespeare. Nay more, those of us who
believe that the seers and the saints and
the poets have the truth, are prepared to
wager that this is alone the real world; and
that those who journey elsewhere could
not travel at all save from that country they
afterwards consign to oblivion. It is Plato’s
world, and Sophocles’s; the dear city of
Zeus as well as the holy hill of Zion. Its
springs are unfailing [. . .]. We have more
names for more things; man insists that he
is no longer the measure of all things, and,
by demanding that we put faith in his insis-
tence, restores himself to the position he
has abandoned; there are more facts, and
less vision—but we need vision to enable
us to believe in the facts, and it is to his
understanding of this truth that Mr. Eliot
owes his position among his contempo-
raries.

Waldo Frank.
“The ‘Universe’ of
T. S. Eliot.”
New Republic 72
(26 October 1932),
294–95.

The collected essays of Mr. Eliot provide a
portrait of a mind that for the past twelve
years has prominently played on the Amer-
ican literary scene. [. . .] The book portrays
a sensitive, finely endowed person. Itself
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an accumulation of comments on many
matters, it suggests a review of like nature:
one is tempted to pass from page to page
detailing, comparing, dissenting. But the
place of Mr. Eliot as a literary influence
in our time, and the cultural crisis of our
time, make this method inadvisable. It is
important to employ the book as a means
for seeing the man whole; and, having
done so, to deduce a measure of his val-
ues as a leader and thereby a measure of
the time which took him as a leader.

The first revelation is of a man with
an exquisite, almost infallible, taste for
the stuffs of literary art. Whether he
touches a line of Dante or of Swinburne,
a melodrama of Cyril Tourneur or of
Wilkie Collins, the prosody of Baude-
laire or Blake, Mr. Eliot evinces an aes-
thetic delight which implies true contact
with his subject. This first trait is particu-
larly distinguished in an age in which the
field of literary discussion has been almost
monopolized by writers who may know
something of baseball or economics but
who ignore the nature of literary art. The
second trait of Mr. Eliot, not less pervasive
but more subtly entextured in his book,
his moral sense; and this, coupled with his
first, is even more rare. We have had plenty
of moralists—More, Mencken, Lewisohn,
are examples—writing on literature and
totally insensitive to literary aesthetics; we
have had a few “aestheticians” disclaim-
ing the moral sense (as if aesthetic form
were some kind of insubstantial absolute
and not an organic configuration of ordi-
nary human experience and motive), and
therefore writing with even worse futility
on books. When Mr. Eliot compares lines
in Massinger and Shakespeare, contrasts
tropes in Dryden and Milton, draws a
prosodic sequence from Donne to Shelley,
he reveals, in his taste and judgment, the
moral integer: he knows the human nature
of aesthetics. This moral sense is organic in
the man; it is no mere acceptance of rules,

it is not moralistic. Being the permeation,
within his specific literary experience, of
his general view of life, the moral qual-
ity in Mr. Eliot is religious. Everywhere,
although he may be discussing merely a
choice of verbs in Middleton, he reveals a
general and definite attitude toward exis-
tence taken as a whole: and this attitude,
when logically formed, becomes religion.

T. S. Eliot, then, is portrayed by this
book as a man with a sense of the whole,
with a conviction of his place in the whole,
as a man engaged in an activity (litera-
ture) for which he is fitted and to which
he gives his entire equipment. Such a crys-
tallization comes close to what Nietzsche
meant by a cultural act; and in an epoch
whose literary critics have been insensitive
and incompetent men, it makes Mr. Eliot
an exceedingly welcome figure. If, how-
ever, we turn from those contemporaries
in contrast with whose nullity he looms,
and measure him rather by his own sub-
jects and by the literary exigencies of our
epoch, Mr. Eliot dwindles. No single major
essay in this book, for instance, can be
said to be organic either as a presenta-
tion of its subject or as a literary essay.
Consider the “Dante” in whose study he
is at his best: every observation is exact,
many a phrase stands forth a luminous
gem; but the observations merely mount
arithmetically into so many pages of run-
ning comment. Dante and his work are
never objectified, never dimensionally re-
created either in the world of Dante or in
the world of T. S. Eliot. Or consider the
justly admired pages on the Elizabethans:
they contain glimpses both precise and
profound into the art of the theatre, into
the poets and their world. But none of the
plays, none of the dramatists, is made to
stand whole, either in the epoch, in the
drama, or in some total conception of the
critic.

If, then, as I have stated, there is whole-
ness in Mr. Eliot, we are led to question
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what kind of wholeness it must be that
can focus so superbly on details in a
dozen poets and a dozen epochs, and yet
fail to envelop any one of them. It is
true that this failure is not always com-
plete. In the “Baudelaire,” for instance,
or the “Swinburne,” we obtain a kind
of two-dimensional cross section, built
from the prosodic study, which we can
place for ourselves in the organic milieu
of the nineteenth century. But in the
essays on the more cosmic men there
are no dimensions beyond mere points of
light. And in the studies of dynamic but
little-discussed figures, the failure is disas-
trous. The pages on Bradley, for example,
proceed without the faintest evoca-
tion of the two ideological worlds—
Hegelianism and English individualism—
which Bradley sought to synthesize. The
chapter on Lancelot Andrewes is a mere
ringing of personal responses to the old
priest’s music, which become sentimental
and pretentious, since there is no effort
to place this music in the symphony of
Roman Catholic, Jewish, and Arabic exe-
gesis, from which it was never truly inde-
pendent.

T. S. Eliot, it becomes plain, is a man
of integrity in the real sense of the word;
but his vision is such that it can never hold
more than details; and his energy is too
weak to give organic form either to his
subjects or to his essays. Unlike most of
his fellows, who suffer in chaos, he lives
in a “universe.” But this “universe” of
Mr. Eliot’s is evidently small and minor. It
is achieved by huge and deliberate exclu-
sions. It scarcely contacts with the modern
world—the world whose radical transfor-
mations in physics, psychology, and eco-
nomics have dissolved all the old formal
values. Nor does it really embrace the
past worlds with which Mr. Eliot is so
sympathetic: Dantean Europe or Jacobean
England. This failure of mastery even on
Mr. Eliot’s chosen ground is revealing. No

one can understand a living past who is
not actively engaged in the living present.
For any past age is an integer in the creat-
ing of today, and only by conscious sharing
of this creation can the past, as part of it,
be understood. Fundamentally, Mr. Eliot’s
subjective love of the anglo-catholic tradi-
tion leaves him as remote from what Eng-
land really was as his distaste for modern
problems leaves him remote from us—and
for the same reason.

That reason brings us to the heart of
our portrait. Any living world, whether
it be Seneca’s or Shakespeare’s or our
own, in so far as it lives, is dynamic;
and Mr. Eliot’s world is static. Where-
fore, in confrontation with a chaos of
dynamic forces like our modern era, a
chaos which our dynamic will must meet,
grapple with, and mold, Mr. Eliot can only
ignore; and in confrontation with dynamic
worlds of the past, he can only rather
sentimentally adore. His own static vision
picks out details, reflects them and vari-
ates them into a kind of series, like the
stills of a cinema, whose total effect may
be sensitive and delightful, but cannot be
organic.

This same static quality explains Mr.
Eliot’s loyalty to a class and a class creed.
A static universe does not evolve, cannot
believe in evolving. It does, however, accu-
mulate, and its “additions” make a quanti-
tative change—the one kind of change and
of cultural contribution which Mr. Eliot
admits (see “Tradition and the Individ-
ual Talent” and “The Function of Crit-
icism”). In a static universe, transfigura-
tion and revelation, and the capacity for
these, are all stratified in the past. And this
is another way of saying that Mr. Eliot’s
spiritual experiences, from which issue his
moral and aesthetic taste, although they
are real, have the form not of life, but of
an inherited convention. Thus Mr. Eliot,
with a religious sense, conceives of no reli-
gion except the orthodox Christian; with
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a tragic sense, conceives of man’s struggle
exclusively in the cant meanings of Orig-
inal Sin; with a sense of the spirit’s need
of discipline and order—both in society
and in the person—dreams of no method
but that of a moneyed class ruling through
church and state.

Are such views valid, in the sense of
having a relationship with reality? Is there
a position from which the universe is
static; in which transfiguration and reve-
lation are past; in which good, evil, and
the given political and economic forms are
absolute? The answer is yes, in the sense
that death, being real, is valid. The liv-
ing world of the mind is as dynamic as
the material world (they are one); there,
too, the individual life must partake of the
dynamism of the whole, and when it is sev-
ered from that dynamism we call it dead.
The only difference is that in the world
of the mind we do not commonly employ
the term “death”; we prefer to say conven-
tional, dogmatic, static. Mr. Eliot’s posi-
tion is that of a man who has withdrawn
from growth—in our meaning, withdrawn
from life. He is static, his soul’s transfigu-
ration is past, whatever progress he con-
ceives must be a mere consolidation of
himself into forms already uttered. His
intellectual, spiritual, and poetic “life” is
a rationalization of this death deep within
him.

We hold now, I believe, the key to T. S.
Eliot. He is a man who has abdicated; but
since he has been deeply sensitized to life,
the articulation of his experience remains
an exquisite, lingering echo. Such abdi-
cated men have always existed, and have
never been vital: even in periods of cultural
stability (like that of Dante, for example),
the cultural whole had constantly to be re-
created by dynamic men. But in our age,
where stability has foundered into chaos,
and where the need for spiritual growth
has become absolutely identified with the
bare struggle for survival, the discrepancy

between a man like Mr. Eliot and adequate
leadership becomes enormous.

What we have really defined in our
portrait of T. S. Eliot is a type of minor
poet. He is in the tradition, neither of our
major poets—Poe, Whitman, Melville—
nor of the great Victorians. He is close to a
cultivated and popular figure like Thomas
Gray; and his Waste Land is a poem as
good, and of the same nature, as the
“Elegy.” Gray also was a technical inno-
vator with an immense appeal because he
foreshadowed, unconsciously, what was to
become the dominant appetite of Europe:
closeness to nature. From the energy of this
appetite, Titans were to evolve the method
for absorbing and controlling nature. But
in Gray, the motion took a reactionary
form: a sentimental harking back to the
values of Puritanism (and to the language
of Milton). The analogy with The Waste
Land is complete. Here, too, is techni-
cal innovation together with a vague fore-
shadowing of what is now the dominant
need of the world: the need of an organic,
a livable Whole in which all men may func-
tion. This foreshadowed need gives to the
poem its pathos, its unity, and its impor-
tance. But, as in Gray, it is negatively stated
by an evocation of a sentimental memory
and by the use of old materials—in Mr.
Eliot’s case, more diffused and catholic,
since no strong Milton stands immediately
behind him.

The questions remain: why has Mr.
Eliot been a leader and what does his lead-
ership reveal about our literary genera-
tion? The questions are swiftly answered.
Even in an age of confused standards, there
is recognition of literary merit. Mr. Eliot’s
clarity, it is true, is achieved not by inte-
grating the chaos that has bewildered us,
but by withdrawal. Yet to the men whom
the cultural dissolution has frightened and
weakened (the majority of men), these lim-
itations make him only more acceptable. A
long time ago, I wrote of what I called “the
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comfort of limit,” and explained its appeal
to many types of mind lost in our mod-
ern chaos. Only athletic souls can face a
world that has become, perhaps more than
in any other era, an overwhelmingly open
and darkened future. The temptation to
limit this world, either by rationalistically
charting its future (a disguised reaction-
ism) or by merely advocating its reform in
an image of the past, is great and manifold.

All the dogmatisms of our day are really
such “limits”—such simplifications of the
real. There is the dogmatism of science (the
comfort of limiting reality and its mastery
to problems of mechanics and addition);
there is the dogmatism of cynical despair
(the comfort of giving up hope and there-
fore struggle); there is the dogmatism of
a pseudo-Marxian dialectic (the comfort
of explaining the human tragedy in terms
solely of a simple, solvable class struggle).
And, for the weakly poetic, there is the
haven of an elegiac past, like Mr. Eliot’s, in
which great poets still sing and sure priests
thunder.

The one way of life that has no limit
and affords no comfort is the way ahead—
into the bitter and dark and bloody dawn
of a new world, wherein mankind shall
integrate without loss the stormy elements
that make the chaos of our day, and its
promise.

∗Michael Roberts.
Adelphi 5 (November
1932), 141–44.

[. . .]

Of Mr. Eliot’s virtue as a literary critic
there can be no dispute; his style is capa-
ble of ordonnance, clarity, and economy;
at its best—and it is frequently at its best—

it approaches the neatness and precision of
geometry. In [. . .] “Tradition and the Indi-
vidual Talent,” Mr. Eliot sets up his rig-
orous method against the slap-dash criti-
cism of the daily press. Then, in essays on
the Elizabethan dramatists and the Meta-
physical poets, he illustrates his method. In
each essay, the general survey, the guarded
generalization, and the definition of some
essential quality, prepare the way for a
final clear statement. In the hands of Mr.
Eliot it is a method which, even when
it does not intensify our appreciation of
a poet, invariably clarifies our thinking.
It is the classical method, and as such it
possesses limitations which the classicist
would neither deny nor regret.

It tends to keep the critic close to his
text—the best of Mr. Eliot’s criticism is
technical and, in no disparaging sense,
trivial—and it tends to discourage him
from those romantic reinterpretations of
the whole sense of a man’s work which
are often driveling, always arbitrary and
personal, and sometimes (very rarely) of
first rate importance. The second essay in
this book, “The Function of Criticism,”
attacks this type of criticism. In it, we begin
to see the inherent weakness of Mr. Eliot’s
position. True, he still appears to have the
best of the argument, but his case is less
closely reasoned and he is compelled to
add that desperate weapon, ridicule, to his
critical armory.

Both Mr. Eliot and his opponent Mr.
Murry had taken up extreme positions,
Mr. Eliot asserting that “Those of us
who find ourselves supporting what Mr.
Murry calls Classicism believe that men
cannot get on without giving allegiance to
something outside themselves” while Mr.
Murry claimed that “The English writer,
the English divine, the English statesman,
inherit no rules from their forebears; they
inherit only this: a sense that in the last
resort they must depend upon the inner
voice.” Certainly, in making any particular
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judgment, one must choose between these
processes, but it does not follow that there
are two opposed positions. It is possible
that both Mr. Murry and Mr. Eliot would
agree that a critical hierarchy could be
established which would be authoritative
but not absolute. The question is: at what
point are we to cease giving allegiance to
something outside ourselves?

At this point, however, both Mr. Murry
and Mr. Eliot desert pure literary criti-
cism. In [Eliot’s “A Dialogue on Dramatic
Poetry”]:

You can never draw the line between
aesthetic criticism and moral and social
criticism; you cannot draw a line
between criticism and metaphysics; you
start with literary criticism, and how-
ever rigorous an aesthete you may be,
you are over the frontier into something
else sooner or later.

Further, the attempt to enunciate and
coordinate our beliefs in any field must
lead us in the end to the despised science
of theology. Most Englishmen—including
communists and those who profess and
call themselves atheists, would, if they
tidied their own minds, find themselves
driven back to a Christian theology: a few,
like Mr. Murry and perhaps Mr. Eliot,
would discover themselves to be heretics
willing or unwilling, as the case may be,
to submit to the Holy Church.

But this analysis, this tidiness of mind,
is not more popular now than it has
ever been: in intellectual circles today
respectability dictates a slovenly Unchris-
tianity in place of the slovenly Christian-
ity of a century ago. Consequently, Mr.
Eliot is able to say of a reviewer of his
book For Lancelot Andrewes: “In words
of great seriousness and manifest sincerity,
he pointed out that I had suddenly arrested
my progress—whither he had supposed
me to be moving I do not know—and that
to his distress I was unmistakably making

off in the wrong direction. Somehow I had
failed, and had admitted my failure; if not
a lost leader, at least a lost sheep; what is
more, I was a kind of traitor . . .” [Selected
Essays 358].

Mr. Eliot is wholly unable to compre-
hend the reviewer’s disappointment; but
it was a disappointment that was widely
shared. It was not that Mr. Eliot had dis-
covered himself to be a Christian: that is
a fate which might happen to any of us
if we were sufficiently honest, patient, and
intelligent, but that the implications of Mr.
Eliot’s Christianity were so much less than
we had hoped. We admit that we are plod-
ding the road from nowhere and we do not
believe that the removal of suffering will
make a better world. But we do believe
that the removal of a cause of suffering is
a good act, even though new causes may
arise.

Mr. Eliot says in a casual footnote: “it
is a public misfortune that Mr. Bertrand
Russell did not have a classical education.”
That may well be true, but it is equally
unfortunate that Mr. Eliot did not have a
scientific education. The crudities of the
“scientific” attitude will not be abolished
by unsympathetic gibes at “scientific” rad-
icals whose philosophy is “crude and raw
and provincial” but by making the scien-
tific view an integral part of humanist cul-
ture. It is not merely that Mr. Eliot some-
times spoils an excellent argument by the
use of an inappropriate scientific simile
and makes a howler in elementary chem-
istry, but rather that he over-emphasizes
the value of the historical as against the
scientific view of society, ignoring the fact
that the progress of applied science has
changed certain problems, such as the gen-
eral provision of food and shelter, from
historical to mere technical problems of
distribution.

Within the last few years it has become
possible to remove a vast amount of
human misery, but there is a danger that
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when the impeding stupidity, self-interest,
and timidity are at last overcome, the
change will be controlled by men having
no ideas beyond material aims which are
now easily attainable. Against the disas-
ter of a revolution managed by Big Busi-
ness or by Trade Unions we have hoped,
and still hope, for a revolution in which
the “intellectuals” will again fulfill their
proper social function. But in so far as Mr.
Eliot is their representative, they and all
good Churchmen stand aloof.

The World is trying the experiment
of attempting to form a civilized but
non-Christian mentality. The experi-
ment will fail; but we must be very
patient in awaiting its collapse; mean-
while redeeming the time: so that the
Faith may be preserved alive through
the dark ages before us; to renew and
rebuild civilization, and save the World
from suicide. [Selected Essays 377]

That is fine rhetoric: and there are many
of us who are very sure that the experi-
ment of forming a morality based on “a
naive doctrine of happiness” will fail, that
every man of integrity must hold in bal-
ance an inner impulse, and an outer disci-
pline, which is something more than self-
control directed toward a known end.

But because the Church will not help
us, the new moral hierarchy when it rises
will be a church which, however Chris-
tian it may be in essence, will use no
word of the discredited Christian theol-
ogy and will have nothing but contempt
for those Christians of Mr. Eliot’s genera-
tion, who refused to cooperate with “rad-
icals” whose philosophy lacked the wis-
dom which “consists largely of skepticism
and uncynical disillusion.” The value of
that wisdom we do not doubt; it is our
last protection in the face of immitigable
misery. But its proper field has from time
to time been restricted by those changes

we call progress. And the present is such
a time, and to some of us the demeanor
of Mr. Eliot is too urbane, too “calm
and socialized.” It is not that we resent
his aloofness as artist—or critic—but that
when he does find himself “over the fron-
tier” into sociology and politics he is still
aloof. Serenity is very remote from indiffer-
ence, and we find in Mr. Eliot’s later essays
too much wisdom, too little human sym-
pathy.

Paul Elmer More.
“The Cleft Eliot.”
Saturday Review 9 (12
November 1932), 233,
235.

When T. S. Eliot came from London
to Harvard as Professor of Poetry for
the year on the Charles Eliot Norton
Foundation, the selection was generally
applauded, though a few may have asked
cynically what Mr. Norton himself, with
his kinship to the old preaching Eliots
of Massachusetts and his uncompromis-
ing notions of art, would have thought of
such an appointment. The significant fact
is that the present scion of the family is
perhaps the most distinguished man of let-
ters today in the British-speaking world,
and that his homecoming was the occasion
of much comment, favorable and unfavor-
able, and of much searching of our critical
principles. [. . .]

As for the distinguished position of
Mr. Eliot, no one is likely to dispute
the fact who is familiar with the English
press and knows with what frequency and
respect his name occurs. More significant
even is his following among the younger
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thinking men of England, especially in
the universities. Nor is this following
confined to his adopted country. I can
well remember the furor of enthusiasm
aroused among the youthful intelligentsia
of Princeton a few years ago when I pro-
posed that he should be invited to lec-
ture here. Whatever the more sober part
of the world may think of him, his name
acts, or certainly has acted, like a spell
upon the forward pushing minds of two
countries.

The fact of Mr. Eliot’s reputation is
indisputable. But if one asks the reason for
it, the answer is not so quickly at hand.
As a critic he stands high. For myself I
have been going through the volume of
his Selected Essays [. . .]. Undoubtedly
the author comes well through this ordeal
of continuous reading. There is capable
scholarship in these essays, particularly in
those that deal with the Elizabethan and
Jacobean dramatists; there is a play of alert
and penetrating thought, and above all a
certain unassumed gravity of judgment,
a certain note of authority, not readily
defined but instinctively felt. The “meta-
physical” poets, from whom Mr. Eliot
rightly draws his spiritual lineage, will
have a new value for anyone who has read
his analysis of their method. Yet there are
sides to his critical work which are not
so easily reconciled with his reputation.
His apparent blindness to the real great-
ness of Milton may be explained by the
fact that Milton stands at the head of the
line of development which to Mr. Eliot’s
disciples, if not to Mr. Eliot himself, has
acted like a damper upon English poetry
until the advent of the modern “metaphys-
icals”; but that cavalier judgment will not
please many whose taste was formed in an
older school, nor those younger advocates
of a return to Milton of whom Professor
Elliott, of Amherst, is a leader. And, on
the other hand, the critic’s pages are sprin-

kled with pungent sayings that must shock
and sting the complacent enthusiasts of
Modernism. Who then are the authenti-
cators of this critical renown, the conser-
vatives or the modernists?

But Mr. Eliot is a poet as well as a
critic, or, more precisely, a poet primar-
ily; and it might be presumed that the
source of his great reputation could be
found in his verse rather than his prose.
And this in a sense is true. Yet here too
difficulties arise, which perhaps may be
best exhibited by relating a bit of per-
sonal experience. I am myself a staunch
admirer of his Ash-Wednesday, though the
poem has been pretty harshly judged by
certain narrow champions of his earlier
style. Well, I have read the poem aloud
five or six times to variously composed
groups of listeners (and reading aloud is
about the final test of a poet), with invari-
ably the same result. Without exception,
whether their taste was of the older or
the newer model, the auditors have been
deeply impressed. For one thing they have
felt the sonority of the lines and have been
stirred by the cadences of a music which is
extremely rare in our free verse. And this is
not the melody of merely prettily selected
and adroitly joined words, independent of
their sense, but suggests the profounder
harmony—if one could only find it—of
an organically constructive genius behind
the superficial disarray of the phrases. Yet
without exception also the poem—and
generally it was read aloud two or three
times consecutively to the same group—
failed to convey any clear meaning. Reg-
ularly the comment was the same: This is
beautiful, this holds our attention; but we
have the vaguest notion, if any notion, of
what it is all about. Ordinarily the com-
plaint was made by way of disparagement,
whether of the poet’s intelligence or the
hearer’s capacity. But not always. On one
occasion the poem selected for reading was
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“The Hippopotamus,” which ends, as will
be remembered, with this rather startling
comparison:

He shall be washed as white as snow,
By all the martyr’d virgins kist,
While the True Church remains below
Wrapt in the old miasmal mist.

At the conclusion of the reading I
turned to one of the most attentive
authors, an enthusiast to whom Mr. Eliot
is the sublimest poet since Milton (the con-
cession to Milton being, I suspect, of the
lips only), with the query: Now this has
the ring of poetry; but what in the name of
sense is the hippopotamus? “Does it make
any difference?” cried he, almost jumping
out of his chair at the indignity of such a
question. And his answer, if it did not elu-
cidate Mr. Eliot, explained several things
to me in the taste of the younger genera-
tion. (I may add that on a later occasion
the poet himself, with his sly ironic smile,
put me off by intimating that possibly the
writer could not—he meant would not—
expound my riddle.)

Now all this points to a curious dis-
crepancy in Mr. Eliot’s position. I find a
good many poetry lovers of the older tra-
dition simply neglecting him as unintelli-
gible and unimportant; and this indiffer-
ence I can understand, though I do not
share it. A few also of the ultra mod-
ern type repudiate him with equal final-
ity, but with an added note of supercil-
ious contempt which is rather character-
istic of the fully emancipated mind. Miss
Rebecca West, for instance, ridicules his
“flustered search for coherence,” and a
preposterous contributor to the Boston
Transcript ends a long diatribe with the
complaint: “He still is lost in his Waste
Land and, whether with malice or not, is
still pointing out false roads to the oasis
to those travelers who seek from him the
way”—rather than from Mr. Calverton.

Other radicals distinguish for their own
satisfaction between the poet of the past
and the critic of the present. I once asked
a young student of very advanced ideas
about art and life how he, as an admirer
of Mr. Eliot, reconciled The Waste Land
with the program of classicism and roy-
alism (i.e., the divine right of kings) and
Anglo-Catholicism announced in a recent
preface. His reply was quick and decisive:
“I don’t reconcile them; I take the one
and leave the other.” And to this rebuke
I had nothing to say, since it pointed to
a cleft in Mr. Eliot’s career to which I
am myself sensitive, though my young
friend’s order of values is the reverse of my
own.

There it is, the dilemma that confronts
those who recognize Mr. Eliot’s great pow-
ers; somehow they must reconcile for
themselves what appears to be an incon-
sequence between the older poet and the
newer critic, or must adjust their admira-
tion to what cannot be reconciled. It is
not that we have to do with an author
who is strong in one phase of his work
and weak in another, but that this power
is so differently directed here and there.
The writer of The Waste Land and the
other poems of that period appeals to us
as one struck to the heart by the confusion
and purposelessness and wastefulness of
the world about him, and as dismayed by
the impoverishment of our human emo-
tions and imagination in a life so divested
of meaning and so dull of conscience. And
to that world his verse will be held up as
a ruthlessly faithful mirror. The confusion
of life will be reflected in the disorganized
flux of images; its lack of clear meaning in
the obscurity of language; its defiance of
authoritative creeds in a license of metri-
cal form; its dislocated connection with the
past in the floating debris of allusion; while
its flattened emotions will be reproduced
realistically, without comment. If there

216



be any salvation from such a whirligig
of chance and time it is only into the
peace of utter escape—“Shantih shantih
shantih.”

And now against this lyric prophet of
chaos must be set the critic who will judge
the world from the creed of the classi-
cist, the royalist, and the anglo-catholic,
who will see behind the clouds of illu-
sion the steady decrees of a divine pur-
pose, and who has gone so far at least in
that program as to compose a long pam-
phlet (included in the Selected Essays) of
Thoughts after Lambeth. And what has
the young rebel who rejoices in the dis-
illusion of The Waste Land to do with
the Bishops of the Church assembled in
solemn conclave to unravel the purposes
of Deity? In one sense it would be easy
to reconcile such a volte face by say-
ing simply that the author has undergone
a deep conversion; and that explanation
is in a way true. But the embarrassing
fact remains that somehow the poet con-
trives to carry on the old shop in the new
market. I think, for instance, that a sen-
sitive mind cannot read Ash-Wednesday
without an uneasy perception of some-
thing fundamentally amiss in employing
for an experience born of Anglo-Catholic
faith a metrical form and a freakishness
of punctuation suitable for the presen-
tation of life regarded as without form
and void. Such a discord manifestly was
felt by those to whom I have read the
poem, though one and all they responded
to the mere magic of the language in
itself. [. . .]

No, it is not the revolution in Mr. Eliot’s
views of life, his conversion if you pre-
fer the word, that troubles his true admir-
ers, but the fact that his change on one
side is complicated and disrupted by lack
of change on the other side. And here
I would like to recall a bit of conver-
sation with him, trusting that I may do

so without any breach of confidence or
betrayal of the intimacies of friendship
(if Mr. Eliot will allow me the honor
of calling myself a friend). It was in his
London home; I was lauding the audacity
of the critical conversion announced in the
preface to For Lancelot Andrewes, then
recently published, and I concluded with
the query: “And now, when you have com-
pleted this heroic program and returned,
as your intention is, to verse, will you cling
to the old impossible (so I expressed it)
manner of The Waste Land?” “No,” he
exclaimed, losing for a moment his armor
of placid irony, and shaking a defiant fist
in the air—“No; in that I am absolutely
unconverted!”

I am not at all confident that I have
interpreted Mr. Eliot correctly, or that, in
particular, I have grasped his state of mind
when he composed the earlier poems;
his is an elusive, though an unmistak-
able, genius. But my perplexity over some
unreconciled paradox, at once provoca-
tive and baffling, in his attitude towards
life and letters has been confirmed by too
many witnesses to leave me in doubt of its
justification. Mr. Eliot, I am sure, would
disavow any ambition to pose as a leader
of men; but he is a leader, and a very
influential leader. Our difficulty is that he
seems to be leading us in two directions at
once.

Samuel C. Chew.
“Essays in Criticism.”
Yale Review 22 (December
1932), 386–90.

The publication of a representative selec-
tion of his prose writings has come at
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an appropriate time when Mr. Eliot is
performing his new duties as visiting
Professor of Poetry at Harvard Univer-
sity, Turnbull Lecturer at Johns Hopkins,
and occasional lecturer at other Ameri-
can academic institutions. The collection
opens with the celebrated and influential
essay [. . .] “Tradition and the Individual
Talent,” which has already won such pro-
visional immortality as may be attained
by a place on the prescribed reading in
courses for freshmen. Parts of The Sacred
Wood reappear, notably in the studies in
the Elizabethan drama. The brilliant and
a little perverse Homage to John Dryden
and the small book on Dante are reprinted
entire. Two essays in which Mr. Eliot
crosses swords with the neo-humanists
reappear, not very necessarily perhaps, for
this subject begins to grow stale. The
critic’s Anglo-Catholic opinions are rep-
resented by the paper on Andrewes and
by the “Thoughts after Lambeth.” And
there are several minor pieces, including
the essay in which he blames Arnold for
Pater, the fine study of Baudelaire, and a
delightful appreciation of a critic as differ-
ent as can be imagined from Mr. Eliot—
Charles Whibley.

This is an opportunity, then, to see Mr.
Eliot’s talents as a critic more widely dis-
played than in any of the four original slen-
der volumes or in the scattered essays. His
voice, always authoritative, sounds more
than ever ex cathedra. The formidable
strength with which he sets forth his opin-
ions is grounded in quietness and confi-
dence. There is no reliance upon brilliant
imagery or clever divagation, no sacrifice
of the subject for the sake of the style;
and on the rare occasions on which Mr.
Eliot lets himself go (as in the paragraph
on the nearness of England to the Conti-
nent should Englishmen ever conceivably
wish to avail themselves of the opportu-
nity afforded them) he seems by the sudden

irony to emphasize the cool dispassionate-
ness of his usual style. In one of his papers
he remarks that English criticism argues
or persuades but does not state. Mr. Eliot
states. No other transalpine voice speaks
with such certitude of infallibility. Opin-
ions are enunciated with such calm, dis-
passionate, and apparently disinterested
confidence that even the wary reader must
look sharp lest he accept as fact what is,
after all, merely opinion. Some of these
pronouncements from the chair have been
widely quoted; it is hardly too much to
say that they are on the way to revolution-
ize taste among young intellectuals. Take
one example. On page 306 of [Selected
Essays] Mr. Eliot prints two quotations,
the one from Dryden, the other from Shel-
ley. He believes one might “defy” anybody
to show that the lines by Shelley are “supe-
rior on intrinsically poetic merit” to the
passage from Dryden. Now, it is merely
perverse to set some harsh, jog-trot, sin-
gularly uncouth lines of Dryden (by no
means Dryden anywhere near his best)
in comparison with the great final cho-
rus of “Hellas”; and Mr. Eliot’s smooth
contempt for Shelley’s image of the snake
in this passage entirely misses the signifi-
cance of the snake in Shelley’s poetry. But
the critic’s “defiance” is so formidable and
so cold that most readers are compelled
against their will to think they must be
wrong, Mr. Eliot must be right. So with
a score of his assertions—on the com-
parative greatness of Milton and Dryden,
of Shelley and Crashaw, and the famous
remark about Hamlet being a failure as a
work of art. But for those who while refus-
ing to accept Mr. Eliot’s words as inspired
utterances can relish breadth of scholar-
ship, a severely disciplined mind, a sense
of order and decorum, a reverence for tra-
dition, this volume is an intellectual feast.

[. . .]
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Peter Monro Jack.
“The Cream of T. S. Eliot’s
Literary Criticism.”
New York Times Book
Review, 29 January 1933,
p. 2.

The twentieth century is still the nine-
teenth, says Mr. Eliot, remarking (in his
essay on Dryden) on the persistence of
Victorian misjudgments, “although it may
in time acquire its own character.” What
that character will be and what the corre-
spondence in literature, we can only guess.
It may strive to continue the romantic
individualism of Mr. Middleton Murry,
which Mr. Murry is finding it hard to con-
tinue himself. It may follow the classicism
of Mr. Eliot. Or it may (what is difficult
to believe) surprise us into a line of action
for which we seem to have no preparation.
Of one thing, however, we may be sure:
that its poetry and criticism (if they are
to persist) will be profoundly affected by
the poetry and criticism of Mr. Eliot, and
that this book is likely to be the chief doc-
ument in whatever revaluation we make
of our literary tradition and present aims.
Indeed, readers of The Sacred Wood, or
For Lancelot Andrewes, or of one essay
and another in the London Criterion, may
well be surprised at the vigorous challenge
that the book in its totality comes to mean.
The essay on Blake, for instance, sounds,
in The Sacred Wood, thin, questionable,
and perhaps even querulous; here, in this
context, coming after the essays on Dante,
Dryden, and Marvell, it seems right and
reasonable; at the least, we can recognize
that Eliot could take no other position. We
recognize, too, that it needed courage and

conviction as well as scholarship to defend
this position—that if Blake had been edu-
cated to a better tradition he would have
been a better poet.

It is a remarkable book, remarkable in
the range of its interests and in the flex-
ibility and stamina of Mr. Eliot’s mind
as he moves from theory to demonstra-
tion, from comment to elucidation—from
“The Function of Criticism” to an elabo-
rate introduction to the poetry of Dante,
from an observation on Marie Lloyd of
the old music hall to a brief analysis of
the problem of Hamlet—an analysis that
has reduced a literature on Hamlet to a
Ptolemaic system. This variety is refresh-
ing in a book of such sustained critical
reasoning. It has a further value, how-
ever. It illuminates, from this point or that,
the still more remarkable centrality of Mr.
Eliot’s thinking and the integrity of his
mind.

The essays are more than a stimula-
tion to enjoy the fruits of others’ experi-
ence. They are essays in order, exercises
in the discipline of facts and the precision
of thinking and feeling. They are essays
in conduct as well as essays in criticism.
The center, as well as the range, of Mr.
Eliot’s mind is here. If he is right—and it
is important for other writers to discover
if he is right—his mind, as a reflecting
instrument, should be close to the tradi-
tion of literature (and culture) on which
we rely for the renewal of the principles
of reality, coherence, and mental health.
But first we should be clear about the pri-
mary service of these essays, which is to
remove the confusion and impurities that
prevent recognition of these principles. It is
in this work that the charge might be made
that Mr. Eliot makes over tradition to suit
himself. His views seem new and radical.
They are radical but not new. What may
be new is not the criticism but the con-
duct that might follow. To say that “more
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can be learned about how to write poetry
from Dante than from any English poet” is
not to say anything new, for English poets
from Spenser to Swinburne have defiantly
writ a language that allowed no imita-
tion. “The language of Dante is the per-
fection of a common language.” But if
English writers went to school with Dante
instead of with Keats or Browning or Hop-
kins, that would be new. To say “I can
see no reason for believing that either
Dante or Shakespeare did any thinking on
his own” may startle us for a moment,
but would hardly startle Ben Jonson, who
knew Shakespeare; whereas we can read-
ily imagine how startled Jonson would
be at the thought of Wyndham Lewis’s
Machiavellian Shakespeare, or Middleton
Murry’s messianic Shakespeare. If English
critics were less concerned with their own
image in the poet and more concerned
with the fact of poetry, that would be
new. This distinction between one’s self
and what is outside (the work of art
and the tradition into which it fits) is
the first critical distinction. The tradition,
though Eliot understands it because it has
made him what he is, must be clarified
by a radical analysis and seen by its own
light.

Mr. Eliot is better, or at least this book
shows itself to be better, at demonstrating
the vitality of tradition than at defining it.
The essay on Dante is no doubt the best in
the book; it is a much more confident essay
than “The Function of Criticism.” The
theoretical essays, except where they are
engaged in confuting romanticism or rev-
elationism, are overcautious and hesitant.
The fault probably lies outside the essays,
in the confusion of our language and logic.
But in commenting from page to page on
the Divine Comedy, or in drawing a por-
trait of his friend, Charles Whibley, or in
staging the dispute between Bramhall and
Hobbes (and Bertrand Russell and I. A.
Richards), or in the masterpiece of witty

polemic in the first half of “Thoughts after
Lambeth,” or in the too truthful predic-
tions of a bad end for Mr. Babbitt’s philos-
ophy, or in the information that he gives us
of the Elizabethans, Mr. Eliot is a master
of critical exposition.

If the function of criticism is not exactly
defined, or defined by terms of too many
meanings whose meanings it is not Mr.
Eliot’s business to fix, it is clearly enough
seen. Given the tradition—whose classi-
cism Mr. Eliot has attempted to clarify in
these essays—one may learn by the con-
stant use of comparison and analysis to
avoid the ordinary inflations and defla-
tions of literary opinion and to prevent
mere eccentricity from making a grotesque
of the work of art. And it would be surpris-
ing if this ordering of our feelings about lit-
erature, achieved through tradition, train-
ing, askesis, were not to help in steadying
the general tenor of life.

In the practical matter of reading and
writing, at all events, Mr. Eliot’s direc-
tion can do nothing but good. His clas-
sicism is healthy, supple, and, in the
coarsest sense, tough; it can stand up to
anything.

∗Edgell Rickword.
Scrutiny 1 (March 1933),
390–93.

This substantial and comely volume con-
tains the greater part of Mr. Eliot’s influ-
ential criticism. There is about half of The
Sacred Wood, the three essays from the
crucial Homage to John Dryden pamphlet,
and the Dante study entire. The addi-
tions on the literary side include essays
on Middleton, Heywood, Tourneur, and
Ford; two excellent studies of Senecan
influence on Elizabethan drama, a rather
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discouraged dialogue on dramatic poetry,
and an essay on Baudelaire.

The novelty in the essays on the drama-
tists and on Baudelaire is the appear-
ance of Mr. Eliot as an appreciator of
moral essences. In this encroachment on
the domain of such verbose critics as Mr.
Murry and Mr. Fausset, he is not, of
course, trying to put across an individual
conception of morality; tradition governs
this as much as it does taste. Mr. Eliot’s tra-
dition of morality is the most respectable
of all, and when he says that “the essence
of the tragedy of Macbeth is the habitua-
tion to crime,” one could do nothing but
assent if it were not that the italics show
that he is not referring to the man but
to the play. Again, he tells us, “In poetry,
in dramatic technique, The Changeling is
inferior to the best plays of Webster. But
in the moral essence of tragedy, it is safe
to say that in this play Middleton is sur-
passed by one Elizabethan alone, and that
is Shakespeare.” But even if that is a safe
thing to say, the way of saying it is not
free from danger. For after subtracting the
poetry and the dramatic technique what
is there left by which the moral essence
may be apprehended? Again, in the essay
on Baudelaire he writes: “In his verse, he
is now less a model to be imitated or a
source to be drained than a reminder of the
duty, the consecrated task, of sincerity.”
But is our sensation of the poet’s sincerity
anything more than one of the reactions
attendant on the poem’s successful com-
munication? Is anything really clarified by
talking of a technical as if it were a moral
achievement? It seems a pity that an essay
that at the outset affirms the importance
of Baudelaire’s prose works should not
have given some consideration to L’Art
Romantique and Curiosités aesthétiques,
which illustrate Baudelaire’s poetic much
more than the diaries do. The “revela-
tions” in the Journaux Intimes, written
later than the majority of the poems,

are perhaps rather specious intellectual-
izations, the violent efforts of a man to
whom convictions of that sort were a nov-
elty, to create a “strong personality” for
himself; their forthrightness is deceptive, I
think. But Mr. Eliot “hazards” an illumi-
nating conjecture when he suggests “that
the care for perfection of form, among
some of the romantic poets of the nine-
teenth century, was an effort to support,
or to conceal from view, an inner disor-
der.” And he goes on to say: “Now the
true claim of Baudelaire as an artist is not
that he found a superficial form, but that
he was searching for a form of life.” I
quote this, firstly because it is a good say-
ing in itself, and also because the form
of expression is comparatively new in Mr.
Eliot’s work. As it stands it is paradoxi-
cal. Not quite so paradoxical as Mr. G. K.
Chesterton methodically is, but surpris-
ingly near it. It marks a cleavage between
Mr. Eliot’s earlier and later criticism. It
oversteps the conscious limitations of his
earlier method. It must be every ambi-
tious critic’s aim to resolve the dichotomy
between life and art; and every superfi-
cial critic does it constantly with negligent
ease. Whether Mr. Eliot has the philosoph-
ical stamina, as he certainly has the poetic
sensitiveness, for such a task, remains to be
seen.

The latter part of this volume is mainly
occupied by essays on attitudes rather
than works and here Mr. Eliot is heav-
ily engaged with the Martin Marprelates
of today and yesterday, some of them
within the Church, like Viscount Brent-
ford, and some outside it. The outsiders
are, in general, those who believe that art,
culture, reason, science, the inner-light or
what-not, may constitute efficient substi-
tutes for organized religion. Arnold, Pater,
Aldous Huxley, Bertrand Russell, Middle-
ton Murry, and some American humanists
who loom more sinisterly in Mr. Eliot’s
consciousness than seems necessary over
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here, provide a variety of scapegoats. His
diagnosis of the disease that must ensure
the ultimate instability of all such eclectic
systems, built up from “the best that has
been thought and done in the world,” is
devastatingly acute. The antidote is pro-
vided in “Thoughts after Lambeth.”

This volume leaves us, then, except for
tentative branchings-out, as far as litera-
ture is concerned, much where we were
after the publication of Dante. One should
not, perhaps, grumble at that; but the
impression given by this heterogeneous
mass is not so profound as that given by
the slim volumes that found their way into
the world more quietly. The essays on gen-
eral subjects dilute that impression, for Mr.
Eliot is not as outstanding as a “thinker”
as he is as a literary critic. His thinking is
adequate to his own emotional needs, as a
good poet’s always is, but it has not much
extra-personal validity. [. . .]

I must try and say briefly why Mr.
Eliot’s earlier work seems to me more
valuable than his later, or it may seem
that I underrate it just because its conclu-
sions are unsympathetic to me. The intelli-
gence displayed in the later essays might be
matched by several of his contemporaries;
the literary sensibility of the earlier essays
is not matched by any of them. “Literary
sensibility” is a horrible phrase and it does
not sound a very impressive faculty, but
when one considers how very few people
there are actually capable of responding
to poetry or word-order generally with-
out prompting from its prestige, or mes-
sage, or because the objects named evoke a
pleasant response, perhaps the possession
of this gift may be appreciated at its proper
value. It is only the beginning, of course,
but its absence vitiates the other critical
faculties. Sometimes, when it is present,
there is an absence of the coordinating
faculty and thus the response is deprived
of any significance beyond that of a plea-

surable sensation. It was the presence of
these faculties in unison which differenti-
ated Mr. Eliot’s earlier criticism from the
“appreciative” convention in vogue at the
time. The method at which he aimed, and
which he practiced with such delicate skill,
is perhaps best described by a quotation
he used from Rémy de Gourmont—ériger
en lois ses impressions personnelles. If Mr.
Eliot has for the time being gone outside
literature, the loss is very much to liter-
ature; no doubt there is a compensation
somewhere. But literature, in spite of wire-
less and cinema, is still the life-blood of the
time; we are not sots or sadists by accident
and one should not be too fatalistic about
the approaching dark ages. If literary crit-
icism is not one of the means Mr. Eliot
envisages of redeeming the time, nothing
can obscure the value of his example. As
our writings are, so are our feelings, and
the finer the discrimination as to the value
of those writings, the better chance there
is of not being ashamed of being a human
being.

R. P. Blackmur.
“T. S. Eliot in Prose.”
Poetry: A Magazine of
Verse 42 (April 1933),
44–49.

[Review of John Dryden and
Selected Essays]

[. . .]

John Dryden is slight but character-
istic. More nearly popular in intent and
tone than most of Mr. Eliot’s criticism,
these lectures—I take them to have been
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delivered as such—ought both to arouse
and accommodate, without terminating,
an interest in Dryden. The unfortunate
possibility is that the reader will be con-
tent with Mr. Eliot and go no further with
Dryden than to give him a better place on
his shelves. That is because Mr. Eliot has a
knack—admirable in his larger pieces—of
seeming to extract the best juice of his sub-
ject by quotation and qualification, and
because the qualities to be admired in Dry-
den are those we prefer rather to name
than to exemplify. “No writer in the next
and more polished generation, not even
Addison, has more urbanity. ‘Elegance’
and ‘Urbanity’: two words of commenda-
tion which have long been in disrepute;
but which are always needed.” Mr. Eliot,
in his own pursuit of these qualities—
or it may have been in the exigence of
the smaller intent of popular lectures—
has been content with a far lighter, more
tentative contact with the substance of
Dryden than satisfied him in his earlier,
soberer essay Homage to John Dryden.
Though it be only a glancing blow upon
the armor of reputation, it would have
been better had the present volume not
been published. Yet there are relishes, for
which much may be forgiven: as when we
are reminded that Ben Jonson, “when he
returned to the Anglican fold after tempo-
rary defection to Rome, showed his enthu-
siasm by seizing the chalice, at his first
communion, and draining it to the last
drop.”

To turn to the Selected Essays is an
act of pleasure and accomplishment. With
every regard to their limitations, and most
of all remembering that the quality of Mr.
Eliot’s mind cannot be the effective qual-
ity of many minds, these essays form the
most useful criticism of our time. There
is more to be got from them, and more
to be acknowledged that has been got
from them, than from the work of any

living critic. It is not that Mr. Eliot has
more resources in scholarship and insight
than his colleagues, but that he has seen
and maintained, what many have not, an
integrity of interest. What he says of his
dead friend Charles Whibley applies to
himself:

[T]he first condition of being interest-
ing is to have the tact to choose only
those subjects in which one is really
interested, those which are germane to
one’s own temper . . . Whibley had this
discretion, that of the honnête homme
as critic, to select subjects suited to his
own temperament.

Many critics, pitiably, choose what they
can sell; others, contemptibly, because they
can sell everything, choose everything:
these augment a reputation for publishing
frequently.

Real interest has the attractive force
of passion. That is why those who are
non-Christian, or who wear their reli-
gion placidly without a difference, yet find
themselves disturbed, attracted, repelled
by essays on Lancelot Andrewes, John
Bramhall, or the report of the Lambeth
Conference. Mr. Eliot, by the strength of
his own interest, has seized [forced] to the
light . . . the latent interest of others; and
his virtue is as effective in studies of the
English Church as in his examination of
Dante or the metaphysical poets. If some
have been led to read the Divine Comedy
with greater understanding, others have
run after Mr. Eliot into the more deco-
rative and dramatic parts of his Church.
A critic no more than a poet (remember
those who, after The Waste Land, wrote
poetry with less understanding than ever)
is responsible for his victims. Influence,
since it is more readily felt and less read-
ily digested by the weak than the strong, is
less obviously good than bad; as we have
witness in the disciples of Irving Babbitt.
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But the worst influence is perhaps upon
those who deny it, those who, in Mr. Eliot’s
case, call out at the bar rather than the
chancel rail, “Jesuit!” and “Renegade!”
The fools do not matter so soon as they are
named such; let them run. There remain
those who have been disturbed, who have
experienced by insight that there may be in
the Church an “odd and rather exhilarat-
ing feeling of isolation,” and who under-
stand with Mr. Eliot that theology may
be a masculine discipline. These, realizing
that to be a Christian is today almost more
of an adventure than it was to be an atheist
a generation ago, will envy without being
able to share the positive character of his
experience.

There is a good deal of regret going
about because paragraphs like that above
can be written in description of a man who
formerly aroused enthusiasm or antipa-
thy only by his opinions on poetry. It
is like regretting, because he loved God,
that Dante wrote poetry. We ought rather
to be thankful that a man of his tal-
ent should occasionally write about reli-
gion. The religious are few and are always
outsiders, and it may be that what we
value most in Mr. Eliot will be his Chris-
tianity. Only those who never discerned
the devout and savage Christian in “The
Hippopotamus,” “Mr. Eliot’s Sunday
Morning Service,” and The Waste Land
have any cause to regret a change that
never took place. Even the argument that
his religion might interfere with the com-
position of poetry or honesty of criticism
falls rather flat when we remember that
there is no connection and no war between
the autonomy of religion and the auton-
omy of poetry.

Mr. Eliot may be most useful because
without insulting our intelligence or
diminishing his own, he supplies us with
something different from ourselves. Surely
we need not fear a difference when it is
worn so bravely.

Robert Hillyer.
“Book Reviews.”
New England Quarterly 6
(June 1933), 402–04.

In Mr. Eliot’s essays we note the evolution
of the attitudes which he himself summa-
rized as classicism, royalism, and anglo-
catholicism. His poetry, in general, not
only shows fewer traces of this develop-
ment but because of its willfulness of style
and its indulgent self-expression can most
justly be described as decadent romanti-
cism. The mind of the essayist and the
mind of the poet are uncongenial to each
other, and it may be surmised that this
spectacle of a mind divided against itself,
rather than the work it produces, is the
cause of Mr. Eliot’s vogue with a genera-
tion similarly disorganized.

The Waste Land shows us a spirit frus-
trated by the world it inhabits and beating
in vain against the doors of the past into
which it would escape. In the essays, the
escape has been made, and now the spirit
is at home among the mighty dead whom
alone it considers worthy of regard. The
uncertainty of the poem is displaced by an
assurance which sometimes becomes dog-
matism. Yet there is nothing here to cause
dissension among contemporary writers.
The controversial note is one, rather, to
arouse the professional scholars. Whoever
takes sides will be amid a battle of ghosts.
The present reviewer delightedly agreed
that “after the erection of the Chinese Wall
of Milton, blank verse has suffered not
only arrest but retrogression.” He con-
sidered other obiter dicta—the attacks on
Pater, for example—childish and in ques-
tionable taste. But except for the men-
tal stimulation of alternative bravos and
boos, which, were they to be expanded,
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would result merely in a series of learned
articles, nothing happened. There is, in Mr.
Eliot’s criticism, a dignified refusal to run a
channel through from the seas of the past
to the angry flux of the present. Interesting
and informed as are his enthusiasms and
his hates, they might well be regarded as
applying to some literature in a tongue no
longer used.

Considering the essays on the Eliza-
bethans, the manly and sensible tributes
to Dryden and Marvell, one is regret-
ful to withhold full praise. The essay on
Blake provides one with a number of
pleasant jolts; and an anti-Milton tem-
perament is again titillated to read that
“Milton’s celestial and infernal regions are
large but insufficiently furnished apart-
ments filled by heavy conversation”; but
as a whole, the essay succumbs to authori-
tarian thesis. Blake is an overrated poet, if
you will, but one shudders to imagine his
prophetic books rewritten in the terms of
Catholic mythology. The essay on Swin-
burne is a large inflation of the familiar
truth that Swinburne’s world was a world
of words. “Thoughts after Lambeth,” with
the almost pathetic earnestness of the con-
vert, deals with points of doctrine less
important, perhaps, to a world in agony
than to one who has turned his back on
the world. And finally we applaud in “The
Function of Criticism” the insistence on
tradition in the arts. But again, as the
essay, which is admittedly rambling, con-
tinues, we are irritated to read that “the
French in the year 1600 had already a
more mature prose” (than the English).
If the glories of the Elizabethan transla-
tions are merely the bloom of adolescence,
one might wish that English prose had
been spared the French influence that, in
the eighteenth century, brought it to arid
maturity.

But this review must close. It would be
impudent, were it not largely significant,
to speak of Mr. Eliot’s expatriation. The

geographical fact, however, is a symbol
of that homelessness which obsessed his
mind for so long and at last caused him to
grip faiths which more natural minds may
take for granted. All the writers whom he
most admires elbowed their way eagerly
through the hurly-burly of their time. Had
they been of his cast of mind, Mr. Eliot
would have had no subject-matter for his
distinguished prose.
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SWEENEY AGONISTES
1932





D. G. Bridson.
“Views and Reviews:
Sweeney Agonistes.”
New English Weekly 2
(12 January 1933), 304.

It is difficult to criticize Mr. Eliot. It is dif-
ficult, in fact, to fix him “pinned and wrig-
gling on the wall.” His elusiveness [. . .] is
invaluable to him. No sooner has a critic
pronounced his later work a manifestation
of his return to the fold, than a true dis-
ciple ups and denies the assertion flatly.
The form is more regular, it seems, yet the
implication is more subtle than ever. So let
it be with Sweeney. But when Mr. Eliot
labels his work “fragments of an Aristo-
phanic melodrama,” he gives us an axis of
reference.

In the first place, then, we do not readily
think of Mr. Eliot as the modern Aristo-
phanes. Aristophanic his moods may be,
but Aristophanic they have certainly never
appeared. The belly-shaking laughter of
many passages in Ulysses are as Aristo-
phanic as we choose to call them. But an
Aristophanic melodrama by Mr. Eliot . . . !
Sooner a parody of the Sermon on the
Mount by St. Thomas Aquinas! And when
a man of high seriousness (such we esteem
Mr. Eliot) turns himself (as Mr. Eliot has
done) to satiric melodrama or farce on the
broad scale, we can hazard a guess at the
result. [. . .]

A good deal might be said about the
form of the fragments now published. [. . .]
In the first place, their nature suggests that
the whole is not conspicuous for what
Frere called “the utter impossibility of the
story.” They appear to be rather frag-
ments of a “melodrama” in which “an

adherence to the probabilities of real life
is an essential requisite.” [. . .] Mr. Eliot’s
staging of nine characters simultaneously
is defensible. His suppression of a sepa-
rate chorus in favor of duets replete with
tambo and bones is excusable. But Aristo-
phanic or not, his melodrama has every
appearance of being decidedly dull. His
choice of epigraphs would suggest that he
is not more in love with Sweeney today
than he was in 1920. But the terseness and
compression of the Sweeney poems was
the most remarkable thing about them.
Their tension was more interesting than
their content. But Sweeney in melodrama
is rather less impressive than Sweeney
in lyric. Sweeney in melodrama [. . .]
sprawls.

That the people he describes annoy Mr.
Eliot intensely we can well believe. But it
is less the people described than Mr. Eliot’s
description of them that annoys his reader.
To describe dullness in an interesting, even
in an amusing manner, is defensible as pos-
sible art. So Mr. Eliot has done in many
of his earlier poems. But to describe dull-
ness accurately and in detail, fully and at
length, is a different matter.

[Quotation of lines 1 to 13 of Sweeney
Agonistes]

Thus opens the “Fragments of a Pro-
logue.” It is all very clever, all very cut-
ting, all very true, and all very futile, as
Mr. Eliot, no doubt, intended it to be. In
so far as he has achieved with it what he
(apparently) intended to achieve, the tech-
nique of the passage may therefore be justi-
fied forthwith. But the value of the passage
remains suspect. The best way to satirize
dullness is not, necessarily, to record it
dully.

Klipstein and Krumpacker, two Ameri-
cans over in London on business, awake
an expectancy (if only by their names)

229



for work of the Burbank and Bleistein
order. But the following remark of Klip-
stein is not very reassuring: “Yes we did
our bit, as you folks say, / I’ll tell the world
we got the Hun on the run.” It is rather
more obvious, as humor, than we might
have desired. That Klipstein should be
wearing music-hall horn-rimmed glasses
and chewing music-hall gum seems
inevitable.

Perhaps the easiest thing in the work to
praise is its rhythm. This is pure barrel-
organ, and with its constant repetition
in music-hall crosstalk, makes no bad
medium for the whole. The parodies of
popular song are also well enough in their
way, but again rather obvious. A mildly
amusing feature of the dialogue, how-
ever, is its accurate recording of inflection.
Snow remarks that he is “very interested”
in a tale of Sweeney’s. Loot Sam Wau-
chope is described as being “at home in
London.”

[. . .]

If Sweeney Agonistes were completed,
no doubt the effect of the whole would
be sufficient justification for every fault
we can find in these fragments. But that
is not sufficient justification for them in
itself. That they give a fair picture of banal-
ity is the most that can be said for them.
And this is not exactly the sort of criti-
cism we should prefer to pass on a work
of so peculiar a genius as Mr. Eliot’s. There
are not many living poets who could not
have equaled the achievement, and we
may suspect that there are a number who
could have bettered it. Mr. Eliot has writ-
ten no other work of which this could be
said.

Morton D. Zabel.
“A Modern Purgatorio.”
Commonweal 17
(19 April 1933), 696–97.

The quotation from Saint John of the
Cross which Mr. Eliot prefixes to his lat-
est book of verse goes farther than the
hint of parody in his title or the apolo-
getic compromise of his subtitle to explain
his motive in republishing these two desul-
tory fragments of satire from the Criterion.
“Hence the soul cannot be possessed of
the divine union, until it has divested itself
of the love of created beings.” Mr. Eliot’s
portrayal of “created beings” has in the
past been sufficiently scathing; its purpose
must be understood by anyone who wishes
to grasp the nature and process of his
spiritual experience. In the desolation and
vacuity of “A Cooking Egg,” “The Hip-
popotamus,” “Gerontion,” “Prufrock,”
and The Waste Land, he achieved that
ruthless notation of reality without mas-
tering which no knowledge of material
fact may be gained and no renuncia-
tion of it justified. These were records
of a self-scrutiny bordering on spiritual
masochism. They explored with an ironic
intensity unknown to most of Mr. Eliot’s
contemporaries the material ambition and
depravity of his time. They found their cli-
max in the empty monotony of “The Hol-
low Men” and their justification in the
regenerative impulse of Ash-Wednesday.
It is difficult to see how his new long
poem (of which two sections have already
appeared: Triumphal March and Difficul-
ties of a Statesman) or the present operatic
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burlesque improves on the earlier presen-
tation, or, indeed, justifies a repetition of
what has already found its logical place
in a remarkable personal and historical
record.

The method of Eliot remains his own;
his imitators cannot dispute that fact. A
poet should also be granted his diversions.
These facts do not, however, improve the
dullness which Sweeney Agonistes offers
in fully twenty of its thirty pages. The
Aristophanic element is hardly authentic
enough to enliven a kind of satire already
over-exploited in recent years, whereas the
use of “jazz as a medium for tragedy”
attributed to these fragments by one critic
is not only a dubious venture, but a ven-
ture at which Mr. Eliot, despite his mas-
tery of topical accents and banality, has not
conspicuously succeeded. The fact that he
has already depicted that tragedy in classic
terms renders this book a tactical error to
any reader who has followed him into the
beautiful and profound passages of Ash-
Wednesday.

There is one purpose which may jus-
tify these poems, however. Most modern
readers require a great quantity of repe-
tition before an effect is achieved in their
minds. If Mr. Eliot still thinks it possible
to reach this audience, there can be no
question that even an obtuse reader will
leave these pages without admitting the
emptiness, tedium, and depravity of the
elements in contemporary life which they
describe. The renunciation of “the love of
created beings” is not only a painful pro-
cess, but a slow one. Since the evidence
guaranteeing Mr. Eliot’s sincerity exists, he
should doubtless be allowed not only the
amusement but the thoroughness by which
he will achieve that spiritual triumph.
To those who cannot accept the sterile
horrors here presented, he offers another

quotation, this time from the Oresteia:
“You don’t see them, you don’t—but I see
them: they are hunting me down, I must
move on.” The last phrase here contains,
of course, one of the most important dec-
larations in modern poetry.

Marianne Moore.
“Reviews, Sweeney
Agonistes.”
Poetry: A Magazine of
Verse 42 (May 1933),
106–09.

In Sweeney Agonistes Mr. Eliot comes to
us as the men of the neighboring tribes
came to Joshua under a camouflage of
frayed garments, with moldy bread in the
wallet. But the point is not camouflaged.
Mortal and sardonic victims though we
are in this conflict called experience, we
may regard our victimage with calmness,
the book says; not because we don’t know
that our limitations of correctness are
tedious to a society which has its funny
side to us, as we have our slightly morbid
side to it, but because there is a moment
for Orestes, for Ophelia, for Everyman,
when the ego and the figure it cuts, the
favors you get from it, the good cheer and
customary encomium, are as the insulting
wigwaggery of the music-halls.

Everyman is played by Pereira, an
efficiently inconspicuous, decent, studious
chap. Well, not so decent, since he pays
the rent for Doris and Dusty, who are
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an unremarkable, balky, card-cutting pair
of girls whose names symbolize soci-
ety’s exasperating unanimity of selfishness.
Shakespeare’s “lecherous as a monkey”
is rather strong, but in a world of bun-
combe and the fidgets, where you love-a
me, I love-a you, “One live as two / Two
live as three”—and there is no privacy—
under the bamboo tree, the pair of given
names go well with the surnames of a [. . .]
shallow set of heroes from America, Lon-
don, Ireland, Canada, who become inti-
mate at the time they “did” their “bit”
and “got the Hun on the run.” There
is, as the author intended, an effect of
Aristophanic melodrama about this Lon-
don flat in which the visitors play with the
idea of South Sea languor and luxury—
work annihilated, personality negatived,
and conscience suppressed; a monkey to
milk the goat and pass the cocktails—
woman in the cannibal-pot or at hand to
serve.

It is correct and unnotorious for the
race to perpetuate itself; committing adul-
tery and disclaiming the obligation is the
suicide of personality, and the spirit wea-
ries of clarity in such matters. The Furies
pursuing Orestes are abler casuists than
the King of Clubs and Queen of Hearts
of Dusty and Doris. “They are hunting me
down,” he said.

A stark crime would not be so diffi-
cult to commit as the mood of moral con-
flict is difficult to satisfy. One is dead in
being born unless one’s debts are forgiven;
and equipoise makes an idiot of one. The
automatic machinery of behavior undoes
itself backwards, putting sinister emphasis
on wrong things, and no emphasis on the
right ones.

If he was alive then the milkman
wasn’t and the rent-collector wasn’t

And if they were alive then he was
dead.

[ . . . ]
Death or life or life or death
Death is life and life is death.

Is one to become a saint or go mad? –
remain mad, we should say. “The soul can-
not be possessed of the divine union until
it has divested itself of the love of created
beings,” St. John of the Cross says; as all
saints have said. If one chooses God as
the friend of the spirit, does not the cof-
fin become the most appropriate friend for
the body? “Cheer him up?” [asks Dusty].
“Well here again that dont apply,” says
Sweeney. “But I’ve gotta use words when
I talk to you.” This plucky reproach has
in it the core of the drama. In their grave-
yard of sick love which is no love, which is
loneliness without solitude, the girls can’t
understand what Pereira has to do with it
and that it is a lucky eclecticism which cuts
him off from what the Krumpackers and
Horsfalls call a good time. A man should
not think himself a poor fish or go mad,
Sweeney maintains, because two girls are
blockheads. He should answer a question
as often as they ask it and put in as good
an evening as possible with them. If by say-
ing, “I’ve gotta use words when I talk to
you,” he insults them and they don’t know
they’ve been insulted, they, not he, should
go mad.

When the spirit expands and the ani-
mal part of one sinks, one is not sar-
donic, and the bleak lesson here set forth
is not uncheerful to those who are serious
in the desire to satisfy justice. The cheer
resides in admitting that it is normal to be
abnormal. When one is not the only one
who thinks that, one is freed of a certain
tension.

Mr. Eliot is not showy nor hard, and
is capable at times of too much patience;
but here the truculent commonplace of the
vernacular obscures care of arrangement,
and the deliberate concise rhythm that is
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characteristic of him seems less intentional
than it is. Upon scrutiny, however, the
effect of an unhoodwinked self-control is
apparent. The high time half a dozen peo-
ple of unfastidious personality can seem
to be having together is juxtaposed with
the successful flight of the pursued son of
Agamemnon, and it is implied, perhaps,
that “he who wanders shall have reign, he
who reigns shall have rest.” One is obliged
to say “perhaps”—since Sweeney in con-
flict is not synonymous with Sweeney
victorious.
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THE USE OF POETRY AND THE USE OF CRITICISM
1933





∗Edwin Muir.
“The Use of Poetry.”
Spectator 151, no. 5499
(17 November 1933),
703.

This volume contains eight lectures given
by Mr. Eliot at Harvard University dur-
ing the term of his professorship. Their
purpose is roughly defined by the title,
and more particularly by a sentence in the
introductory lecture. “Let me start,” Mr.
Eliot says, “with the supposition that we
do not know what poetry is, or what it
does or ought to do, or of what use it is;
and try to find out, in examining the rela-
tion of poetry and criticism, what the use
of both of them is.” The examination is
careful and penetrating, but the result of it
is not something that can be shortly formu-
lated in a review; it is rather a body of con-
viction which grows as the author deals
with one period of poetry after another.
He does not arrive finally at any hard and
fast definition of the use of poetry and crit-
icism, nor does he seem to have much faith
in the use of such a definition. His way of
giving us a lively impression of the use of
these two activities is to show us what it is
not; and though that may appear at first a
purely negative method, it is hard to imag-
ine a more suitable one for dealing with
a problem which cannot be satisfactorily
solved by a generalization. But if Mr. Eliot
does not tell us what the use of poetry and
criticism is, he tells us a great many things
about it, and that, for the student of poetry
and criticism, is probably a far more useful
thing.

The introductory lecture is more or
less a general statement of the problem;

the others “treat of the various concep-
tions of the use of poetry during the last
three centuries, as illustrated in criticism,
and especially in the criticism provided by
the poets themselves.” Mr. Eliot examines
in turn Sidney, Dryden, Wordsworth and
Coleridge, Shelley and Keats, Matthew
Arnold, and a few recent writers such as
Mr. I. A. Richards and the Abbé Brémond,
concluding with a discussion of some of
the difficulties confronting poets and crit-
ics today. He considers first the great
increase of self-consciousness in criticism
which is evident in the period covered.
This increase, he points out, is most strik-
ing in ages that witness the decay or break-
down of literary convention previously
accepted; the necessity to write in a new
way drives poets and critics to reconsider
the nature of poetry, and this reconsidera-
tion is naturally expressed in a new inter-
pretation of poetry which, whether truer
than the former one or not, is more highly
conscious. Thus Dryden, who appeared in
such a period, is more aware of what the
process of poetic creation consists in than
Sidney was; and Coleridge, who came at a
similar but later stage, shows a still more
conscious awareness of it. The work of
Mr. I. A. Richards in our own time rep-
resents yet another advance in this direc-
tion. Mr. Eliot says: “I have not wished to
exhibit this ‘progress in self-consciousness’
as being necessarily progress with an asso-
ciation of higher value.” But it is in any
case the development along which most of
what is valuable in criticism since Dryden
has gone, and it has had such a deep influ-
ence on poets that their problem now is,
if not fundamentally, yet in its practical
aspects very different from that of poets
in the Elizabethan age or in the age of
Wordsworth. This intensification of self-
consciousness is one of the things which
most sharply distinguishes modern poets
from their predecessors.
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This is one of the changes which Mr.
Eliot examines. Whether it has any con-
nection with another change that he deals
with is not very clear. This concerns more
nearly the “use” of poetry, or rather the
functions which poetry has been required
to fulfill at different periods of our lit-
erature. “Sidney’s assumption,” Mr. Eliot
says, “is that poetry gives at once delight
and instruction, and is an adornment of
social life and an honour to the nation.”
Such assumptions, he maintains, “for a
long time . . . were never questioned or
modified,” and “during that time great
poetry was written, and some criticism
which just because of its assumptions has
permanent instruction to give.” Though
Shakespeare’s passage on imagination, for
which Mr. Eliot professes admiration,
claims more for poetry than this, no doubt
this generalization may be accepted as
roughly true. “My point here,” Mr. Eliot
goes on,

is that a great change in the attitude
towards poetry, in the expectations
and demands made upon it, did come,
we may say for convenience towards
the end of the eighteenth century.
Wordsworth and Coleridge are not
merely demolishing a debased tradi-
tion, but revolting against a whole
social order; and they begin to make
claims for poetry which reach their
highest point of exaggeration in Shel-
ley’s famous phrase, “poets are the un-
acknowledged legislators of mankind.”

It is this change in the use demanded from
poetry with which Mr. Eliot is really most
concerned, and the greater part of the
last two-thirds of the book is devoted to
it. It is an attitude associated with the
great romantic poets, but it survived them.
Matthew Arnold, foreseeing the imminent
collapse of dogmatic religion, perceived

a substitute for religion in poetry; and
Mr. Richards, who fears that the future
will bring “a mental chaos such as man
has never experienced,” says: “Poetry is
capable of saving us.” Mr. Eliot does not
believe in assumptions of this kind, and
he refutes them sympathetically, wittily,
and I think effectually, without diminish-
ing in the least our sense of the true great-
ness of poetry, or of the importance of its
uses. What he says in effect is that poetry
cannot take the place of religion or phi-
losophy. Stated in such simple terms, the
truth of the thesis seems obvious; but in
order to establish it a great number of
counter assumptions, many of them still
popular, have to be dislodged or otherwise
disposed of; and it is there that Mr. Eliot
is so penetrating and so effective. He has
not tried to destroy the basis of roman-
tic criticism; he is generously appreciative
of it at its best; but he is merciless to its
extravagances.

The best things in a book such as
this are often the particular observations
thrown off in the course of the argu-
ment. Mr. Eliot’s originality of mind makes
these interesting in themselves and can be
felt even in his parenthetical judgments,
as when he says: “I suspect Arnold of
helping to fix the wholly mistaken notion
of Burns as a singular untutored English
dialect poet, instead of as a decadent rep-
resentative of a great alien tradition.”
One can feel his independence of judg-
ment even when one violently disagrees
with him. Anyone who reads this vol-
ume attentively—and it is written with the
most enticing clarity—will not get a new
definition of poetry and criticism, but he
will know a great deal more about them
than he knew before. It is probably the
most comprehensive and reasoned critical
work that Mr. Eliot has yet written, and it
should certainly be read by all readers of
poetry.

238



∗Stephen Spender.
“The Use of Poetry.”
New Statesman 6
(18 November 1933),
637–38.

The subtitle of this book, “Studies in the
Relation of Criticism to Poetry in Eng-
land,” explains what it is about. There
is an introductory chapter in which Mr.
Eliot discusses the functions of criticism
and the nature of poetry. This is followed
by an essay on the Countess of Pembroke
and her circle, in which the relation of
poetry to criticism is inquired into, and Mr.
Eliot maintains in this and in other essays
that the importance of the criticism con-
temporary even to Elizabethan poetry is
greater than we suppose, and that a very
critical period need not be an uncreative
period: in fact, that the criticism may pre-
cede, and to some extent create, the poetry.
This sort of argument will be familiar to
the reader of The Sacred Wood, but is not
maintained here with the same fervor as in
the earlier book. There is also an interest-
ing lecture on Wordsworth and Coleridge,
in which Mr. Eliot discusses the relations
of Wordsworth’s philosophy to his poetry,
and argues that Arnold and other critics
have been over-anxious to prove that his
philosophy is irrelevant to the greatness of
his poetry.

However, there is no very strong thread
of argument running through these lec-
tures: the last lecture, called “Conclu-
sion,” may even be described as highly
inconclusive. A preceding essay, “The
Modern Mind,” is a collection of differ-
ent points of view, of Maritain, Mr. I. A.
Richards, the Abbé Brémond, and Riviere.
The positions of all of these writers are

considered, given fairly high marks, and
then quite finally dismissed. Mr. Eliot ends
the lecture with some negative reflections
on our inability to appreciate more than a
limited range of poetry. We must admire
this. I suppose that Mr. Eliot’s aim was
to make his audience think, not to make
up their minds for them. He certainly does
succeed in making us all think.

Where one may wish that Mr. Eliot
were a little more positive is in his atti-
tude to political morality, and in his occa-
sional references to religion. He explains
on the first page of his first lecture, “the
present lectures will have no concern with
politics.” Yet frequent references to what
I understand to be (in the widest sense)
politics are made; indeed, if one discusses
Trotsky’s Literature and Revolution, and
at the same time declares that one is not
concerned with politics, it seems to me
that one is striking a political attitude—
an attitude of superiority. Mr. Eliot would
perhaps feel less superior to those who
are interested in politics if he saw that,
in a time of partial revolution and partial
chaos, a realistic interest in politics must
imply an interest in morals. The Revenger’s
Tragedy, for example, is a play about pol-
itics and morals, at the point where they
almost coincide.

In his references to religion Mr. Eliot
is content always with innovations. We
are told that Matthew Arnold is a “Philis-
tine” in religion, and that he “was not a
man of vast or exact scholarship, and he
had neither walked in hell nor been rapt
to heaven.” I dare say that these judg-
ments are just, but they are very serious
judgments to make, because they are not
only about a man’s poetry, they are also
about his life. Most of us would hesitate
to assert definitely of anyone that he had
not walked in hell, and one would cer-
tainly make no such assertions unless one
were oneself religious and unless one had
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oneself walked through hell. Now I believe
that Eliot is a true poet, and I believe that
he has “walked through hell”; I think also
that he is a writer of genuine humility, and
often a writer of great frankness: there are
plenty of examples of such writing in this
book. Therefore it seems the more surpris-
ingly inconsistent that he often gives the
impression of being snobbish and supe-
rior. When he goes farther and rejects for
the following reasons Arnold’s famous def-
inition “Poetry is at bottom a criticism of
life,” one begins to suspect that a process
of distortion sometimes takes place in his
mind. “At bottom,” he says, “that is a
great way down; the bottom is the bot-
tom. At the bottom of the abyss is what
few ever see, and what those cannot bear
to look at for long; and it is not a ‘criticism
of life.’” So that in a few words he has
twisted Arnold into meaning at the bot-
tom of life. If he had omitted the unfortu-
nate “at bottom” the distortion would not
have occurred. Arnold’s phrase may not
deserve its fame, but it is not nonsense.
Surely one of the reasons for the psycho-
logical importance of poetry is that the
most profound criticism of life, revealed
to the most everyday people in moments
of tension or crisis, is a vision that could
best be expressed in poetry.

One of Mr. Eliot’s gambits is this habit
of making a loosely expressed phrase, even
where its meaning is clear, seem meaning-
less. But what are we to think when he
himself speaks thus of Arnold: “It is a
pleasure, certainly, after associating with
the riff-raff of the early part of the cen-
tury, to be in the company of a man qui
sait se conduire”? Who are the riff-raff?
we ask in the manner that he himself has
taught us. If they are just riff-raff who were
the riff-raff of that time, the sentence is
meaningless, because there must have been
as many, if not more, riff-raff amongst

Arnold’s contemporaries. Were they Shel-
ley, Keats, and Byron? Or Blake? We are
forced to assume that they were some of
these, and if so, it seems that snobbishness
could scarcely go farther in choosing the
company which one is going to criticize.

∗Joan Bennett.
Cambridge Review 55
(24 November 1933),
132–33.

Mr. Eliot’s criticism illuminates by flashes,
his strength does not lie in sustained argu-
ment. It would be rash to expect from him,
perhaps indeed from anyone, an answer to
the large questions he raises in his intro-
duction: “Let me start with the supposi-
tion that we do not know what poetry
is, or what it does or ought to do, or
of what use it is; and try to find out, in
examining the relation of poetry and crit-
icism, what the use of both of them is.”
If that is indeed what Mr. Eliot tried to
do in these lectures, he did not succeed.
Nor does the book supply an answer to
that other question which concerns some
of us even more nearly, and with which the
introduction closes, the question “whether
the attempt to teach students to appreciate
English literature should be made at all;
and with what restrictions the teaching of
English literature can rightly be included
in any academic curriculum, if at all.”
The solution of these problems will not be
found in the ensuing pages. High hopes are
raised and they are not fulfilled. But Mr.
Eliot’s failures are more illuminating than
the successes of cruder minds. He feels his
way, recalls with scrupulous fidelity his
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own adventures among poets and critics,
confesses his own hopes and ambitions
as a poet, even allows us a glimpse into
his workshop. Anyone who has hitherto
assumed that Mr. Eliot writes poetry for an
intellectual minority will be much shaken
by this book. On the contrary, he ques-
tions whether any poet even deliberately
restricts his public:

From one point of view, the poet aspires
to the condition of the music-hall come-
dian. Being incapable of altering his
wares to suit a prevailing taste, if there
be any, he naturally desires a state of
society in which they may become pop-
ular, and in which his own talents will
be put to the best use.

Later on he tells us that “the worst fault
a poet can commit is to be dull,” and
he notices of what great value it was to
the Elizabethan dramatist that he had to
earn his living by amusing “an alert, curi-
ous, semi-barbarous public, fond of beer
and bawdry, including much the same
sort of people whom one encounters in
local outlying theatres to-day.” His own
preferred audience would be one “which
could neither read or write.” It is diffi-
cult to see how such an audience could
deal with Mr. Eliot’s intricate allusiveness,
but at least we can now be sure that he
is not deliberately writing for a cultivated
minority.

Anyone who has felt the fascination
of Mr. Eliot’s poetry will inevitably turn
greedily to such passages as these and oth-
ers which throw light on its inception.
But Mr. Eliot is modest: he has not writ-
ten a book about himself, though it is
above all a personal book, refreshing in
its candor and in its fidelity to his own
experience. For instance, “It is perhaps as
well to warn you that Addison is a writer
towards whom I feel something very like

antipathy . . . the smugness and priggish-
ness of the man,” or of Shelley “I find his
ideas repellent.” This is as refreshing as
meeting a friend at a dinner party. On these
terms real opinions can be exchanged. Mr.
Eliot takes his own taste as a basis and in
its light considers his problem, the func-
tion of criticism in Queen Anne’s day, or
the effect upon poetry of a doctrine which
the reader “rejects as childish and fee-
ble.” But if his critical opinions are per-
sonal, they are never perverse. He may
sanction our distaste for Addison’s com-
placency or for Shelley’s lack of judgment;
but he will not encourage the exclusion of
Milton from the company of great poets,
nor the elimination of whole centuries of
poetic endeavor. “When a poet has done as
big a job as Milton, is it helpful to suggest
that he has just been up a blind alley?” he
asks with reference to Mr. Herbert Read’s
assertion (Form in Modern Poetry) that
Milton is outside the main English tradi-
tion; and, again, in connection with Mr.
Read, “it is rather strong to suggest that
the English mind has been deranged ever
since the time of Shakespeare, and that
only recently have a few fitful rays of rea-
son penetrated its darkness. If the malady
is as chronic as that, it is pretty well beyond
cure.”

In a modest preface to these lectures,
Mr. Eliot writes that “such success as they
had was largely dramatic, and they will
be still more disappointing to those who
heard them than they will be to those who
did not.” But it is hard to believe that they
were in fact better heard than read. They
lack the compelling form of good lectures;
no conclusion is reached, no plan is ful-
filled. Their value lies in those incidentals
and asides which are likely to escape a lis-
tener; but to which a reader can return and
over whose implications he will wish to
linger.
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“Poetry and Criticism.”
Independent 1
(25 November 1933),
21–22.

“I cannot help regretting,” writes Mr. T. S.
Eliot of the Elizabethan dramatists, “that
some of their best plays are not better than
they are.” It would be difficult to invent a
more unprofitable expenditure of energy,
yet Mr. Eliot has shown himself capable
of this too. He has devoted his unusually
acute and sensitive mind to considering the
use of “a mug’s game,” if we may borrow
his elegant definition of poetry. His new
volume of lectures, The Use of Poetry and
the Use of Criticism, is remarkably uneven
in quality: judgments of a most capricious
kind jostle with unnecessary pedantries,
which can hardly fail to distress a reader
who is sympathetic enough to grant the
brilliance and intelligence of the rest.

Mr. Eliot’s criteria range from the art
of the music-hall comedian to sound the-
ology, and as few poets, and fewer crit-
ics, can survive these tests, none is allowed
to pass his scrutiny unscathed. A writer
who is pontifically correct in his condem-
nation of the sentences of Coleridge and
Arnold should at least be free from obscu-
rity or faultiness of expression himself. Yet
Mr. Eliot is not, though he contrives to
leave the impression that it is hard for him
not to begin all his paragraphs of criticism
with the words, “This is not a felicitous
expression.” On the next occasion that he
is offended by what he terms “Arnold’s
irritating use of italicised words,” let him,
for the sake of justice, turn over the pages
of his own composition. Perhaps he will
be persuaded that there are better tasks
to engage in than the enumeration of the
minor deficiencies of others: the habit of

italics, at any rate, will appear as much his
own as it is Matthew Arnold’s.

Apart from these superficial but annoy-
ing tricks, there is a great deal of wisdom
in these eight lectures, of which the aim
is to determine the relation of the critical
currents of English literature to the gen-
eral stream of creative activity. The virtues
we have been led to expect in Mr. Eliot’s
writing, familiarity with a wide range of
literature, an uncommon sensibility to the
musical phrase, and the capacity to apply
an acutely analytical mind to his mate-
rial, are here in full. The sincerity of his
judgments is not to be questioned. What
is it, then, that leaves us with the sense
that on the whole these pages do not rep-
resent their author at his best? It may not
unreasonably be answered that they dis-
play two fundamental misapprehensions:
first, they imply that it is better to occupy
oneself with writings of the critics of poets
rather than with that of the poets them-
selves; and, in the second place, they show
no perception of the inequality of the terms
of comparison that form the basis of the
argument.

Mr. Eliot is perhaps unwise in attempt-
ing what is strictly the task of the scholar
and neglecting in its favor the opportu-
nity for that discussion of poetry and
that exposition of the method by which it
works that made his essays on Dante and
Dryden, to take but two examples, of such
unusual significance. When he moves from
Sidney to Dryden he does not convince us
that he is aware of the allowance that is to
be made for the fact that, whereas Sidney’s
classical bias was adverse to the current
of the whole creative activity of the next
thirty years, Dryden’s was sympathetic to
the age of which he is taken as represen-
tative. A similar want of historical sense
is revealed in his censure of Arnold for
his deficiency in the exact use of language.
He forgets that he has not vouchsafed this
to Johnson or Coleridge, and that only in
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recent years has anything like a system-
atic approach to the problem of meaning
in language been undertaken, which has
yet scarcely borne fruit. In short, however
stimulating to hear when they were deliv-
ered at Harvard, these discourses are only
fitfully satisfactory in print: they would
be the better for a careful and scrupulous
revision, even to the removal of the persis-
tent misspelling of the title of Coleridge’s
Biographia Literaria.

[. . .]

∗Hugh Sykes Davies.
“Criticism and
Controversy.”
Listener (29 November
1933), supplement vii.

In this book Mr. Eliot deals for the
first time with a large body of material
already familiar to the average student
of English literature. A study of the suc-
cession of our poet–critics—Sidney, Cam-
pion, Daniel, Dryden, Addison, Johnson,
Wordsworth, Coleridge, Shelley, Keats,
Arnold—is almost a standard curriculum
for those who pursue an organized educa-
tion in English literature beyond the slen-
der rudiments acquired at school. [. . .]

In general, his known critical virtues
become even plainer against a background
new to them, but familiar to us—his grasp
of the periods of English literature as
wholes, and as parts of a coherent devel-
opment: his feeling for part of any man’s
work in relation to his whole character and
personality. His detailed comment never
loses general significance, never becomes
niggling, and he reduces the most trou-
blesome stuff to order. For example, in

the previous writings on the subject, the
problem of the relation between Eliza-
bethan critical and creative productions
has been largely evaded—burked, almost.
The notions which have been current
concerning it have been rather shoddy
makeshifts, pedagogic commonplaces. Mr.
Eliot clears a way through this hedge, and
at least demonstrates the possibility of a
respectable approach to the matter.

We have become accustomed to expect
from him exactly this new means of
approach, a certain thrill of novelty, a
fresh aspect of his subject. In the past,
the uncharitable might say, this has not
been difficult, because he has often chosen
subjects unduly neglected, about which
almost any statement would be novel and
valuable. But even the uncharitable must
admit that the same virtue is displayed in
his handling of the present, by no means
neglected, subject. A definite point is made
about almost all the figures mentioned
[. . .]. The essay on Wordsworth in particu-
lar is likely to be very helpful in the discus-
sions which have gathered recently around
him and his motives for writing poetry. It
may be questioned whether the political
interest, so much stressed by Mr. Eliot, is
the only point of view—but probably it is
not intended to be that, and certainly the
stress is fully justified in consideration of
the comparative neglect of Wordsworth’s
political feelings by serious students. And
anyone who has read the notes written
in 1835 on the new Poor Laws will wel-
come Mr. Eliot’s defense of the poet against
the too easily repeated charge of apostasy
which clung to him since the rumor got
about that he was “The Lost Leader.”

For myself, the most disappointing part
of the book is that which deals with
Coleridge. I still prefer to believe that
something can be made of those philo-
sophical interests. Even if Coleridge under-
stood wrongly the part which they played
in his analysis of the poetic processes—of

243



his own processes and Wordsworth’s—still
they did play some part. [. . .]

In style and manner of exposition, these
essays differ from most of Mr. Eliot’s early
critical work as one expects a book writ-
ten to be delivered as lectures to differ
from one written for simple publication.
They are more discursive, and somewhat
less remote than his previous criticism. The
first and the last two chapters reveal a
great deal more about his personal tastes,
his lesser likes and dislikes, than has been
vouchsafed before. Above all, he enters
freely into controversies with other critics,
and displays the gifts, of which we have
not so far seen much from him, of a con-
troversialist at once serious and witty. The
examination of Dr. Richards’s “theological
ideas” is both excellent fun, and pointed
criticism.

∗D. W. Harding.
“Mr. Eliot at Harvard.”
Scrutiny 2 (December
1933), 289–92.

It is clear, and Mr. Eliot insists that it shall
be clear, that this book is dominated by
its origin as a course of lectures of a not
very technical kind. Inevitably therefore
the writing is loose in texture. What is
more regrettable is that the general plan of
the course only partially succeeds in knit-
ting together its parts, and some sections,
as for instance that on Keats, seem to be
little more than lecture making. [. . .]

The most accurate statement of his
views is to be found in the brief remarks
on communication.

We have to communicate—if it is com-
munication, for the word may beg the
question—an experience which is not

an experience in the ordinary sense,
for it may only exist, formed out of
many personal experiences ordered in
some way which may be very different
from the way of valuation of practical
life, in the expression of it. If poetry is
a form of “communication,” yet that
which is to be communicated is the
poem itself, and only incidentally the
experience and the thought which have
gone into it.

This sparse and accurate statement of
observable fact contrasts strangely with
the following, which the audience presum-
ably preferred:

What I call the “auditory imagination”
is the feeling for syllable and rhythm,
penetrating far below the conscious lev-
els of thought and feeling, invigorating
every word; sinking to the most primi-
tive and forgotten, returning to the ori-
gin and bringing something back, seek-
ing the beginning and the end.

In such a passage as this, looseness of tex-
ture becomes almost laxity.

On the important topic of the book,
that of the significance of the poet’s
motives and beliefs, Mr. Eliot’s formulated
views are less acceptable than those on
communication, although his contribution
of obvious good sense to a confused prob-
lem is exceptionally welcome from such
a writer. Combating the view of Dr. I. A.
Richards, he asserts the inevitable impor-
tance for the reader of the poet’s personal
convictions. He supports this less by gen-
eralized arguments than by appealing to
his own experience in the enjoyment of
poetry, by far the most impressive method
he could have adopted. But his statement
of his own position is not altogether satis-
factory. “When the doctrine, theory, belief,
or ‘view of life’ presented in a poem is one
which the mind of the reader can accept
as coherent, mature, and founded on the
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facts of experience, it interposes no obsta-
cle to the reader’s enjoyment, whether it be
one that he accept or deny, approve or dep-
recate.” Although the general meaning of
this—as one would grasp it in listening to
the lecture—seems sound enough, its exact
verbal form, if insisted on, leaves several
difficulties unsolved. It must be observed
first, of course, that the way is still open
for Mr. Eliot to [admit] that “Actually, one
probably has more pleasure in the poetry
when one shares the beliefs of the poet.”
But if so, belief is an obstacle, or its absence
a deprivation of a means, to the full enjoy-
ment of the poem; and hence to say merely
that a doctrine “interposes no obstacle to
the reader’s enjoyment” is to evade, at least
verbally, the whole question, which hinges
on the degree of enjoyment possible. The
phrase “facts of experience” raises a fur-
ther doubt. If it stands for “the more obvi-
ous facts of experience” the general sense
of the passage remains clear. But if it means
“all the facts of the reader’s experience”
then it is difficult to see how the reader
could fail to believe a coherent and mature
doctrine founded upon “the facts of expe-
rience.” [. . .]

What from his wider context Mr. Eliot
seems to suggest is that some views which
we regard as heresies, nevertheless bring
together enough of the facts of our experi-
ence for us to sympathize with them, and
to realize that, given certain differences of
experience, we could have accepted them
as true doctrine. Other heresies are alto-
gether too far removed from anything that
might have appealed to us and we are
therefore only repelled. This to the simple-
minded would seem the natural conse-
quence of the natural view that your like
or dislike for a poem or a poet’s work is
affected by every aspect of his performance
and all you know about him. [. . .]

In some ways the most valuable parts
of the book and those that make it
fascinating to read are its glimpses of

Mr. Eliot’s personal opinions on a
great variety of topics—Marxist criticism,
English literature in the school curriculum,
the potential value of the theatre to the
poet. Even more interesting are the frag-
ments of personal history that he scatters
through the lectures and the comments he
makes from time to time upon his inten-
tions and methods in his own poetry. [. . .]

The latter part of the book consists
largely in attacks upon the view that
poetry can be a substitute for religion.
At this point the strength, perhaps, of
Mr. Eliot’s convictions, combined with the
effect of a popular audience, seems to
make his onslaught a little unfair. [. . .]
[H]is merciless insistence on the literal
meaning of Matthew Arnold’s “criticism
of life” is in striking contrast with his
generous concern to make Dryden intel-
ligible. As for the more positive final
contributions, all, coming from him, are
valuable and interesting, but, as Mr. Eliot
would readily agree, a full and definite
account of the use of poetry and the use
of criticism is still far to seek, if, indeed, it
is conceivable.

Peter Monro Jack.
“Mr. Eliot’s New Essays in
the Field of Poetry.”
New York Times Book
Review, 3 December 1933,
p. 2.

Mr. Eliot’s theme, which he develops his-
torically in a résumé of English criticism,
is the relation of the poet to his audience,
his purpose being to show that as society
alters, the function of poetry changes. The
history of the criticism of poetry is the his-
tory of these readjustments between poetry
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and the world in and for which it is pro-
duced. And if we observe what changes,
and how and why, we may observe what
does not change. We may be better able
to judge what is permanent in poetry and
what is merely the expression of the spirit
of the age. In any case, we may discover
and possibly correct the limitations of our
time and space.

The exposition of this theme—which
Harvard students heard as the Charles
Eliot Norton Lectures for 1932–1933—
might well be thought a difficult and dan-
gerous undertaking; how is one to escape
the economic and sociological and psy-
chological and even political dimensions
which the word “use” inevitably starts,
and which have been the chief contribu-
tion of our time to literary criticism? Mr.
Eliot does not try to escape from his own
position, which has always been in dis-
pute and sometimes in disrepute. He has
some very sensible words on his concep-
tion of the relation of poet, critic, and
audience. He may be driven to the little
magazines, or he may hope only—as Mr.
Eliot hoped in an early essay written under
the influence of Ezra Pound and now, we
should suppose, repudiated—to interest
an “intelligent drawing-room.” But Mr.
Eliot knows quite well, and says so here,
that every poet wants a large and popular
audience. It is the greatest pity if he can-
not suit his poetry to the prevailing taste;
but he will continue to hope for a soci-
ety which will have a better taste for his
poetry. He naturally wishes his talent “to
be put to the best use.” Mr. Eliot himself
would prefer to reach his audience through
the theatre. “There might, one fancies, be
some fulfillment in exciting this commu-
nal pleasure, to give an immediate com-
pensation for the pains of turning blood
into ink”—a rather remarkable statement,
coming from Mr. Eliot, and very much the
point of view of Jean Cocteau’s Le Sang
d’un Poète.

We must not be tempted to discuss the
relative merits of poetry and showman-
ship, and the chances of a writer hav-
ing both. The important point is that
poetry should wish to justify itself by being
desired, it should be entertaining and pop-
ular, it should have “some direct social
utility.” But the dangerous implications
of “social utility” are instantly quashed.
Mr. Eliot does not mean that the poet
“should meddle with the tasks of the the-
ologian, the preacher, the economist, the
sociologist or anybody else; that he should
do anything but write poetry, poetry not
defined in terms of something else.” Of
course the poet should not meddle with
the tasks of the theologian or sociologist;
but the poet—and the critic, too—possess
religious belief or unbelief and sociologi-
cal interests that will determine, if not the
nature of his poetry, at the least its func-
tioning in society; and it is there that con-
fusion arises.

It would have taken Mr. Eliot more time
than he had at his command to explore this
confusion, but he can indicate how it came
about. The real change which led to so
many dilemmas for the modern poet is seen
in the poetry and criticism of Wordsworth
and Coleridge. Before 1800, in spite of dif-
ferences of approach and conclusion, the
critics knew they were dealing with poetry
as poetry—something that, in its own way
and under its own conditions, “delighted
and instructed.” Sidney was concerned
with the laws of poetry and drama—
chiefly the laws of the Unities—against a
background of classical influences. Dry-
den was restating the matter against a
background more favorably composed of
native elements. Addison shows a fur-
ther change, exactly reflecting the deteri-
oration in society, in criticism, in poetry:
the critic has become the “bourgeois lit-
erary dictator.” Johnson is the last of
the tradition of literary critics who keeps
within his limitations: “When you know
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what they are, you know where you are.”
[. . .]

With Johnson the chapter on poetry
as an art ends, though it ends with-
out conclusion—but then poetry is not
concluded; and with Wordsworth begins
the new chapter of poets as priests and
prophets. There is a “conscious change.”
Poetry has become infinitely more than a
delight and instruction. It is the “breath
and finer spirit of all knowledge.” Poets
are “the unacknowledged legislators of
mankind.” Poetry is little short of a
religion. Keats might bring us back to
some executive sense, but Shelley’s phrase
led the field. Arnold checked this extrav-
agant romanticism, or rather he guided
it into a temporary though false stability,
tempering its ecstasy with the social con-
science and the idea of culture, insisting
that poetry shall be a substitute for reli-
gion, of uncertain spiritual conviction but
impeccable demeanor. This moral valua-
tion of poetry, with its great subjects and
high seriousness, without religious val-
ues but as yet without the psychological
values to give it authority, continues in
Pater, Symons, Symonds, Stephens, Myers,
and Saintsbury (we can see it in [Robert
Bridges’] “The Necessity of Poetry,” urg-
ing poets to replace the “unworthy” old
Hebrew poetry). What is not in Arnold is
in I. A. Richards, who represents the psy-
chological approach, or in Trotsky, whose
Literature and Revolution Mr. Eliot takes
to be “the most sensible statement of a
Communist attitude” that he has seen.

It is heartening to find Mr. Eliot again
in direct controversy with Mr. Richards,
though he is still nibbling cautiously and
his careful “releases” of occasional judg-
ments are miracles in the exaggeration of
understatements, designed to correct the
haste and carelessness of Richards. For
these two, when they conflict, illuminate
each other and the business of poetry
and criticism with peculiar brilliance. As

Wordsworth emphasized the social func-
tions of poetry and Arnold brought the
religious issue into the discussion of litera-
ture, so Mr. Richards may be said to think
of sex as the persistent concern of our gen-
eration. Mr. Eliot dissents, believing that
we are still with Arnold in trying to escape
the religious issue, and playing Maritain
and the Abbé Brémond against Richards:
we still, he believes, ask poetry to do too
much, and in trying to do more than it
can—in trying to be a substitute for other
things in a desperate effort to “save us”
(as Richards said)—it falls into confusion.
It is a confusion of our age, and poetry
reflects it. Mr. Eliot cannot be expected to
clear up the confusions of an age, but he
does clear up some of the confusions of our
poetry and criticism in this admirable little
book, whose influence, we are sure, will be
immediate and widespread, and without
doubt to the benefit of our thinking about
poetry.

Joseph Wood Krutch.
“A Poem is a Poem.”
Nation 137 (13 December
1933), 679–80.

Mr. T. S. Eliot is, in part at least, the cre-
ation of his disciples. In their minds he
stands for something which ought to exist
and which, to be sure, he sometimes sug-
gests. But I, at least, have always felt a cer-
tain disappointment when I have sought
in his critical writings precisely what I had
been assured one would find there and
there only. At moments he is brilliantly
suggestive. No other contemporary critic
has more boldly and more successfully
challenged the current platitudes about
poetry, and none perhaps has provoked a
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more significant questioning of just these
platitudes. But to me it seems that one will
look in vain for something to which his
more abject admirers seem to be always
referring—namely, a complete, original,
definite, and logically formulated body of
doctrine.

Certainly one will not find it in the
lectures which he delivered under the
auspices of the Norton Professorship at
Harvard. Perhaps he felt that something
academic would be expected of him and
perhaps for that reason he cast his dis-
course in the form of a commentary upon
the various ideas of poetry expressed by
the great English critics from Sir Philip Sid-
ney to I. A. Richards. But whatever the rea-
son, the result is a series of all too academic
lectures punctuated here and there with
arresting remarks which make the reader
wish that almost any one of them had been
made the theme of a chapter or a volume
instead of being allowed merely to bob up
here and there and then to be lost again
under the flood of a far less interesting dis-
course. I found myself skimming rapidly
over the commonplaces of literary history
and marking in the margin all the author’s
expressions of his own opinion. Then I
attempted to put these opinions together,
and when I had done so, I found, still fur-
ther, that they seemed far less revolution-
ary, uncompromising, and final than I had
expected them to be.

[. . .]

I am distressed, nevertheless, for the sim-
ple reason that it seems dangerously close
to an acquiescence in that relativism, that
impressionism, and that slough of merely
personal taste, and merely idiosyncratic
reactions from which Mr. Eliot’s disciples
(though not, perhaps, Mr. Eliot himself)
have suggested that he was born to save
us. I find no standards, no ultimate objec-
tivity, there. A good poem is a poem that
seems good to a man of good taste. A good

critic is a critic who assumes the person-
ality of the author criticized. The appre-
ciation of “pure poetry”—poetry which
is merely poetry and not interesting for
some extraneous reason also—is “only an
ideal” when it is “not merely a figment.”
“Each age demands different things from
poetry . . . So our criticism from age to
age, will reflect the things that the age
demands.” Mr. Eliot, to be sure, does add
a warning: “Amongst all these demands
from poetry and responses to it there is
always some element in common, just as
there are standards of good and bad writ-
ing independent of what any one of us
happens to like and dislike.” He does not,
however, explain how in practice these
standards are to be discovered or agreed
upon, and if to believe no more than this is
to become “classicist in literature,” then I
expect to discover than I am also “royalist
in politics and anglo-catholic in religion.”

By far the most interesting of the lec-
tures is that devoted to the modern mind.
In the course of it Mr. Eliot very suavely
achieves the difficult task of expressing
a contemptuous disagreement with I. A.
Richards, while maintaining at the same
time the polite fiction that he has for his
antagonist a respect very near to awe. Mr.
Richards, it will be remembered, has sug-
gested that poetry can become a substitute
for religion and as such “save mankind.”
To this Mr. Eliot protests in the names of
both poetry and religion. Nothing is or can
be a substitute for anything else. As Miss
Stein (who is not cited) has said, “A rose is
a rose is a rose.” And this brings us back to
the most original and significant of all Mr.
Eliot’s contentions, which is simply that a
poem is a poem is a poem. You may define
it as “communication” if you like, but
you must remember that the thing com-
municated is not, as is sometimes rashly
assumed, the experience which generated
the poem but something quite different—
namely, the poem itself.
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Probably no contemporary critic has
said anything more simply or richly sug-
gestive than this. It cuts cleanly through
a great deal of the dreadful nonsense of
which all schools from the most deca-
dently romantic to the most austerely
Marxian are frequently guilty. But it does
not, after all, take us very far; it does not
answer the real question, which is simply
this: How, then, does the experience of a
poem differ from the experience afforded
by a thought or an emotion; what are
the characteristics of a genuinely aesthetic
experience? Surely it is not quite enough,
though it may be very useful, to say what
a poem is not. Surely the function of crit-
icism is not merely that of preventing the
student from giving wrong answers to the
questions it raises. And yet if it is actu-
ally to do more it must make some effort,
however tentative, to say what a poem is as
well as what it isn’t. But perhaps Mr. Eliot
intends as a theologian to devote him-
self more seriously to this problem. From
Jacques Maritain he quotes the following
sentence: “The unconcealed and palpable
influence of the devil on an important part
of contemporary literature is one of the
most significant phenomena of the history
of our time.” To this Mr. Eliot adds a foot-
note (whether humorously or not I do not
know): “With the influence of the devil
on contemporary literature I shall be con-
cerned in more detail in another book.”

Babette Deutsch.
“Fine Insights.”
New York Sun,
16 December 1933, p. 27.

At the conclusion of this short book Mr.
Eliot confesses that he has “no general

theory” of his own about the use of poetry.
It is perhaps this want of a theory that is
responsible for the lack that one feels in
reading these extremely provocative but
on the whole disappointing essays. He
undertook here to review the changes in
criticism from the Elizabethan period, on
through the age of Dryden, the romantic
revival, Matthew Arnold’s effort to sub-
stitute poetry for faith, coming down to
the attitude toward poetry of what he
calls “the modern mind.” This study of
criticism “as a process of readjustment
between poetry and the world in and for
which it is produced” might, he believed,
“help us to draw some conclusions as to
what is permanent or eternal in poetry,
and what is merely the expression of the
spirit of an age.” The attempt was cer-
tainly worth making. And Mr. Eliot would
seem to be the man to make it. He has,
as he says of Coleridge, the “authority
due to his great reading,” in addition to
that of [being a] self-critical and influential
poet.

His scholarship, his acute appreciation
of widely various types of poetry, and,
by the same token, of various types of
mind, his interest in opinions, especially
contemporary opinions with which he is
out of sympathy, combine to make these
papers rich in knowledge, in careful eluci-
dation, and in suggestive observations. At
the same time they contain not a few con-
fusing, contradictory, or debatable state-
ments, and repeatedly appear to be leading
up to some overwhelming question that is
not answered because it is never so much
as broached. The writer keeps reminding
one of his own timorous Prufrock, albeit a
Prufrock possessed of a learning, a sensi-
bility, a capacity for wit, far exceeding that
of the prudent and unhappy gentleman in
Mr. Eliot’s poem.

In the end, without too much help
from the essayist, with some doubt as
to whether one has read him aright, one
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comes to the conclusion that he believes
poetry to have not so much “a use” as
many uses, but that its chief one is to
make us “a little more aware of the deeper,
unnamed feelings which form the substra-
tum of our being, to which we rarely pen-
etrate”; that it is, in effect, although Mr.
Eliot might himself hesitate to describe it
precisely in these terms, an extraordinary
and superlatively delightful kind of psy-
chotherapy. At all events, however unsatis-
factory his developments of his theme, and
however tentative his findings, his book
contains so many fine insights into the
varieties of both poetry and criticism, their
interplay with each other and with the
world beyond them, and their shift from
age to age, as to reward the close atten-
tion of all students of these matters.

Mark Van Doren.
“Shall We Be Saved
by Poetry?”
New York Herald Tribune
Books, 17 December
1933, p. 5.

These eight lectures are the ones which
Mr. Eliot has chosen to preserve out of the
many he must have delivered in the United
States last winter. They group themselves
about a theme which interests him because
of its bearing upon the contemporary crit-
ical situation. Indeed, they admit of even
a narrower description. They are in effect
an answer to, or at any rate a comment
upon, the well known assertion of Mr.
I. A. Richards that our civilization, which
is rapidly sliding toward “a mental chaos
such as man has never experienced,” may
yet—nay, must—be “saved” by poetry. For

all the respect which Mr. Eliot insists he
has for Mr. Richards, the assertion is to
him nothing but nonsense. And his lectures
as printed represent an attempt to say why
it is nonsense.

Mr. Eliot, to be sure, does not say this
in so many words. Part of his method,
and part of his charm, is that he says
nothing in so many words. His criticism
is as indirect and circumambulatory as
his poetry; he is something of a symbol-
ist even in disputation. His book, then,
is chiefly a collection of hints, a series of
adroit and elaborate ways he has taken
to suggest something that is very impor-
tant to him. What the thing itself is might
be very difficult to say—as difficult, for
instance, as the thing which a good poem
all but says and never quite says. But it is
something like this. Poetry is one of those
valuable commodities of which we shall
never know the price, or, for that mat-
ter, the exact use. It has always existed,
and presumably it will always exist; and
it is eminently worth thinking and talk-
ing about—indeed, it demands that we
talk about it. But we must never be too
sure that we understand its secret. And
we must never assume that we know its
function.

In its happiest periods poetry has been
accepted for what it is—whatever it is. But
in its less happy periods it has been ner-
vously examined for its value. Mr. Eliot’s
lectures are among other things a his-
torical sketch of such nervous examina-
tions in England. For after two chapters
on the criticism of Sidney and Dryden—
men who discussed poetry rather purely
as an art—he leaps into the true cen-
ter of his discourse by inquiring how
Wordsworth and Shelley discussed it. He
reminds us that they found it to be some-
thing which could be employed to regen-
erate mankind—as, he admits, it may be,
since poetry can be almost anything, and
since it has been a different thing in every
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age of man thus far, as has the criticism
which inevitably accompanies it. But the
next step is more distasteful to him. It is
the step that Matthew Arnold took when
he, anticipating Mr. Richards, called upon
poetry to save us from despair. After that
Mr. Eliot confines himself to Mr. Richards.
Not that he argues with him. He merely,
by placing him at the end of a line whose
direction has been downhill—well, merely
places him; though he pauses to ask him
what he means, and pauses once more to
protest that all this is asking too much
of poetry. To ask too much of it is to do
it as much harm as to ask too little, for
it is to deny its limits and therefore its
essence.

What its essence is Mr. Eliot nowhere
attempts to state. In this he is wise, since
it is so much better, if one can, to talk
about poetry in such a way as to sug-
gest its essence. Definitions of poetry are
notoriously absurd, like definitions of love
and death. They have a way of becom-
ing either old fashioned or unintelligi-
ble almost as soon as they are uttered.
Whereas discourse about poetry by a man
who obviously knows it and lives by it
and thinks exclusively about it is bound,
if the man can write well, to survive the
occasion of the discourse. The great crit-
ics have been of such a sort. We do not
remember their definitions or their dog-
mas; but we remember how their voices
sounded as they discussed the matter at
hand, and we remember all kinds of things
they said aside—smiling and interrupting
themselves and explaining. Mr. Eliot has
a style for criticism as he has a style for
poetry, and it is an excellent style. In the
course of this book he fails to say what
poetry is; but he says perhaps a hundred
things that make us realize how well he
knows what it is. And he says these things
with the wit, the learning, and the ease
of one who has every right to be walking
where he walks.

∗D. G. Bridson.
“Poetry and Criticism.”
New English Weekly 4
(28 December 1933),
256–57.

[. . .]

As I understand them, the lectures here
printed set out rather to study criticism
than poetry (or poetry through criticism)
and to give a conspectus rather of what
the use of poetry and criticism cannot pos-
sibly be, than what it actually is. This,
no doubt, is all to the good. Instead of
a carefully-worked-out sequence of con-
clusions, the book presents a readable col-
lection of obiter dicta. And having read
it through twice, I can say that the book
reads better at the second sitting than the
first, which is once more all to the good.
At first reading, indeed, one is rather too
concerned with what one fancies Mr. Eliot
ought to be saying, to enjoy what he hap-
pens to be saying. The still small voice, as it
were, fails to penetrate: the penny refuses
to drop. And this I find to be the case
with most of Mr. Eliot’s critical work to
date. If the tendency is eventually to agree
with him all along the line—which it is—
the tendency is primarily to miss what he
may be driving at. Certainly, there is little
enough to disagree with in the present vol-
ume. It is concerned very consistently with
the opinions of critics not so much lost
as gone before. Sidney, Campion, Jonson,
Dryden, Johnson, Wordsworth, Coleridge,
Shelley, Keats, and Arnold, in fact, provide
the meat for Mr. Eliot’s condiments, and as
a survey of critical opinion, more properly
a running commentary on it, the book is
very good salt. Not even to Johnson’s pork
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can Mr. Eliot be said to have served up
applesauce.

The immediately significant fact about
the critics chosen and considered, of
course, is that each and every one of them
was also a poet practicing in his own right.
According to Ben Jonson, “to judge of
poets is only the faculty of poets; and not
of all poets, but the best.” This I take
to be the case. And Mr. Eliot has else-
where explained, as it happens, that he
considers a poet eminently suited to criti-
cism of poetry on account of his sense of
fact, coming out of the limbo of supposi-
tion into the circle of actual knowledge.
He has also suggested that “the criticism
employed by a trained and skilled writer
on his own work is the most vital, the
highest, kind of criticism”—a suggestion
recently echoed by Mr. Pound. And this,
I think, is true enough in its turn. But the
use of criticism—whether written by poet
or otherwise—remains to be decided. Mr.
Eliot has stated that its end “appears to be
the elucidation of works of art and the cor-
rection of taste.” If such is its end, such—
presumably—is its use. Mr. Pound’s opin-
ion of critics, however, is that:

The best are those who actually cause
an amelioration in the art which they
criticize.

The next best are those who most
focus attention on the best that is writ-
ten (or painted or composed or cut in
stone).

And the pestilential vermin are those
who distract attention from the best,
either to the second rate, or to hokum,
or to their own critical writings.

By their fruits, in short, shall we know
them. “The critic is either a parasite or
he is concerned with the growth of the
next paideuma”—which, needless to add,
is Mr. Pound’s also.

Whether or not a critic—acting as critic
rather than as practicing poet—can “cause

an amelioration” in poetry is distinctly
open to question. Mr. Eliot has had his
influence right enough, but it is doubtful
whether he would have had it if he had
written no more than his Selected Essays.
What seems far more likely is that criti-
cism, by begetting criticism, causes a grad-
ual amelioration in criticism itself. Mr. I. A.
Richards, says Mr. Eliot, is to be respected
even if he is up a blind alley, insofar as he
will probably act as a warning to others—
he will, that is to say, “have done some-
thing in accelerating the exhaustion of the
possibilities” of his blind alleys. Criticism
invites criticism of itself; like the worthy
Cronus, it has its little Zeus. And like the
worthy Cronus, further, it can’t always
swallow what it gives rise to.

This being the case, the “use” of crit-
icism would seem to be little more than
a Phoenix-like self-snuffing out in self-
adjustment and self-renewal. The taste
which it is everlastingly “correcting” is the
taste which itself established, and which
itself, therefore, deprecates. This is very lit-
tle less than saying that criticism has no use
at all, which would seem to be Mr. Eliot’s
own opinion, seeing that he has not actu-
ally declared its use once throughout his
lectures. After all, one cannot say that the
use of men is to beget men and to get them-
selves killed off.

It would seem, then, that criticism
is useful—if at all—merely for the light
which it throws upon the critic. If the critic
is anyway interesting—as a poet must be
declared to be interesting—then the criti-
cism will deserve attention as the autobi-
ography of its writing mind. This is the rea-
son, of course, why one cares far less what
Messrs. Richards, Leavis, and Co., say
about Messrs. Pound, Eliot, and Co., than
one cares what Messrs. Pound, Eliot, and
Co. say about Messrs. Richards, Leavis,
and Co.

Whether criticism has any use for its
writer, on the other hand, will depend
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upon whether the writer—creatively—
draws upon “inner voice” or tradition.
And as Mr. Eliot has considered this mat-
ter elsewhere, he cannot be blamed for
not considering it in the present book.
What he might possibly be blamed for is
his failure to make perfectly clear what
his opinion of the use of either poetry
or criticism, to writer or reader, really is.
As he would have been bound to fail—or
at least disappoint—in any such attempts,
however, he was probably well advised
to save his breath rather than cool his
porridge.

∗Montgomery Belgion.
Dublin Review 194
(January 1934), 151–53.

In the autumn of 1932 Mr. Eliot went
to America. In the course of the follow-
ing winter he delivered at Harvard eight
lectures. Then, last spring, he gave a fur-
ther series of lectures at the University
of Virginia. This book contains the lec-
tures he gave at Harvard. According to
the dedication and the preface, he is not
entirely pleased with them. He speaks in
the preface of committing “another unnec-
essary book” solely because it was a con-
dition of their being given orally that they
should afterwards be published. That can
only apply, however, to their appearance
in America.

One would of course like to protest that
his misgivings are unwarranted. Unfortu-
nately, that is not with honesty altogether
possible. In these lectures Mr. Eliot’s prose,
which has found so many admirers, retains
its quality; needless to say, he has not failed
to raise a number of questions that are cer-
tainly exciting and may be important, and
he makes many passing remarks worth

noting; but what he apparently sets out to
do he does not, I feel, achieve.

He would have it that criticism oper-
ates between two theoretical limits, “at
one of which we attempt to answer the
question ‘what is poetry?’ and at the other
‘is this a good poem?’” Accepting this, I do
not believe that anyone can discover from
these lectures what Mr. Eliot understands
by poetry or why he considers any partic-
ular poem to be good. On the whole, it
is towards the former of his limits that he
tends, and this seems a pity, for I incline to
think that his real virtue as a critic lies in
his ability to appraise both the parts and
the whole of individual poems. As a theo-
rist, he is apt to wander.

One instance is where he seeks to illu-
minate the problem of poetry and the
poet’s beliefs by analyzing his own discom-
fort in the presence of the “philosophies”
of Wordsworth, Shelley, and Goethe. He
might perhaps have taken advantage of
the clue he himself supplies in relating
in another lecture Johnson’s poetic suc-
cess to Johnson’s “moral elevation,” and
have exploited the implications of his ado-
lescent enthusiasm for Shelley in rela-
tion to his present indifference. Moral
elevation is what Wordsworth, for all
his earnestness—or, perhaps, solemnity—
lacks. It is certainly absent from Shelley,
as indeed Mr. Eliot says. As for Goethe, he
posed, unconsciously, no doubt, but all the
more so on that account. One feels, indeed,
that Mr. Eliot’s verdicts must usually be
just, and he should give us more of them; it
is when he is struggling to explain his taste
that he fails us. He has always been prone
to semi-oracular statements; one suspects
him of having the wish to be helpful with-
out the will to be clear. Here, for exam-
ple, he would distinguish between beliefs
as “held” and beliefs as “felt.” It is to be
guilty of a defect with which he charges
Matthew Arnold, the defect of leaving a
statement “in suspension.” And the reader

253



is left too—wondering how beliefs could
be “felt” without in some sense also being
“held.”

Again Mr. Eliot appears to insist, with
the aid of one of his favorite chemical for-
mulas, that poetic appreciation can only be
“subjective.” Yet, earlier, he says that “the
experience of enjoying a bad poem while
thinking it is a good one is very different
from that of enjoying a good poem”; and
if appreciation is never more than “subjec-
tive,” then the expressions “a bad poem”
and “a good poem” in this context have no
meaning. Although Mr. Eliot does not say
so, he has taken the semi-oracular affirma-
tion bodily from Mr. I. A. Richards. Pre-
sumably this is not acknowledged because
throughout the lectures Mr. Richards is
already referred to with a frequency which
to some readers will seem excessive.

Altogether, one awaits with a mingled
curiosity the Virginia lectures, which are
also to be published.

Cleanth Brooks.
“Eliot’s Harvard
Lectures.”
Southwest Review 19,
supplements 1–2
(January 1934), 1–2.

“From time to time, every hundred years
or so, it is desirable that some critic shall
appear to review the past of our litera-
ture, and set the poets and the poems in
a new order.” Thus Eliot remarks in the
course of this book. Without claiming to
be this critic, Eliot has for the past sev-
eral years been going about the task of
reordering the poets of the English tra-
dition. This most recent work of his, the

Charles Eliot Norton Lectures for 1933,
continues the reordering with special ref-
erence to the history of English criticism.

It is necessary to call attention to all
this in giving any account of this work,
for Eliot’s criticism is all of a piece. These
lectures can hardly be read profitably
apart from his earlier criticism, The Sacred
Wood, and For Lancelot Andrewes. It is
particularly necessary to call attention to
this in view of the prevailing conception
of Eliot as the talented but finicky man of
taste who is always taking delicate mea-
surements of inflection and nuance, but
is never able to relate his estimates under
a total concept—never positive enough to
come to a unified view. The reader who
approaches this volume as a collection of
charming critical tidbits, or as a group of
interesting but unrelated evaluations, will
find much to reward him, but he will cer-
tainly miss the chief value of the book.
The Use of Poetry is, indeed, the antithe-
sis of a work like Housman’s recent The
Name and Nature of Poetry, where all the
familiar landmarks appear, and the jour-
ney through the tradition is noteworthy
only because of the author’s company and
conversation.

Eliot’s reordering of the tradition grows
out of the problems of modern poetry.
Eliot’s own poetry, for instance, raises at
once the question of the validity of intel-
lectual poetry, the compatibility of wit and
high seriousness, the relation of simplic-
ity and sincerity, etc. Approval of such
poetry will naturally require alterations in
our estimates of our older poets. It has
always been thus. Indeed, we may ven-
ture the following assertion: Our judgment
of poetry and of passed poets is always
essentially the judgment passed by the last
group of radical poets. For example, up
to the very recent past we have judged
poetry largely in terms of the poetry of
the Romantic revolt—not only the poetry
written after 1800, but that prior to 1800
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as well. It is the poets, of course, not
the professors, who alter conceptions of
poetry. And the poet can come to a deci-
sion as to what poetry essentially is only
in terms of his problems as a contem-
porary poet. His judgment on that prob-
lem will naturally affect his judgment of
the entire tradition. As often as we have
had radical poets, therefore, we have had
to rearrange the poets “in a new order.”
With Wordsworth and with Coleridge
the rearrangement involved, among other
things, giving a higher valuation to the
folk-ballad and a lower to the poetry of
Dryden and Pope. In the present case, one
can already see that the reordering will
have the effect of elevating the “School of
Donne” and of lowering the importance
of the Victorian poets and some of the
Romantics.

Eliot has briefly sketched the historical
aspects of his reassessment in his essay,
“The Metaphysical Poets” (1922). His
promised School of Donne will presum-
ably develop this detail in so far as it con-
cerns the metaphysical poets. The present
volume is important as giving further ram-
ifications of the general theory. Viewed in
this light, it becomes an important crit-
ical document in an important critical
movement.

Moreover, when the book is considered
in this fashion as an attempt at a reassess-
ment of the English poetic tradition, the
plan of the lectures becomes evident. The
various points are marshaled in good
order. “The Apology for the Countess of
Pembroke” turns out to be an apology for
the importance of criticism in the mak-
ing of poetry, a thesis enforced by Eliot’s
revelation of its importance in our most
spontaneous and least critical period—the
Elizabethan. “The Age of Dryden” restates
and emphasizes the value of our still too
lightly regarded neo-classic criticism. The
lecture on “Wordsworth and Coleridge”
relates intellectual poetry to the distinction

which these two poets drew between the
fancy and the imagination.

One may remark here that Eliot needs
to be read closely. The last-mentioned lec-
ture, for instance, grows out of one sen-
tence of an essay written in 1921: “The
difference between imagination and fancy,
in view of this poetry of wit [metaphysical
poetry and that of Laforgue and Corbière],
is a very narrow one.” In the same way
the lecture on Matthew Arnold requires a
reading of Eliot’s earlier essay on Arnold
for fullest understanding. Such a comment
as the following wins its own acceptance,
of course: “He is not, on the one hand,
quite a pure enough poet to have the sud-
den illumination which we find in the
criticism of Wordsworth, Coleridge, and
Keats; and on the other hand he lacked the
mental discipline and continuity of reason-
ing which distinguishes the philosopher.”
But unless one has already read the earlier
essay on Arnold, he will hardly understand
Eliot’s criticism of the ordering of the tradi-
tion which Arnold made or the conception
of poetry which he held.

It is proper here to make a comment
on Eliot’s prose style. It is Eliot’s “pas-
sion for exactness” which has irritated
some of his readers. Edmund Wilson, for
example, amusingly parodies Eliot’s eru-
dition and his habit of qualification in
one of the chapters of Axel’s Castle. Eliot
has been criticized for being a connoisseur
of velleities and nuances. But fineness of
discrimination, choice of the exact word,
careful qualification and exception do not
necessarily betoken the preciosity of the
aesthete—they may be merely the honest
and accurate use of terms required of a
major critic. Inability to see Eliot’s general
thesis, or to see that he has a general thesis
at all, has thus led to confusion here.

Perhaps no single one of these lectures
is so brilliant a piece of writing as the essay
on Swinburne or so satisfactory as that on
Andrew Marvell. The last lecture, and the
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most interesting, “The Modern Mind,”
is relatively inconclusive. That on Shelley
and Keats can only be praised for putting
succinctly and well what many modern
critics have already come to feel. But the
volume is important. It is a tribute to Eliot
that any further development of his critical
position is necessarily of interest to every
serious student of poetry.

Francis Fergusson.
“Eliot’s Norton Lectures.”
Hound and Horn 7
(January–March 1934),
356–58.

Mr. Eliot’s new book has a more general
title than his others, but his methods are
the same as before. In The Sacred Wood
he told us what the critic should be, and he
brought out a certain ideal of what poetry
is in itself by a process of elimination. His
essays on Seneca, taken together, have a
far wider meaning than the title admits.
His constant habit in fact is to put flesh on
his grander ideas by focusing his taste and
intelligence on particular texts.

These scrupulous ways gave occasion,
last year, for one of the less intelligent
attempts to “circumvent Mr. Eliot”: that
of Mr. Waldo Frank, who proclaimed
[in a review of Selected Essays] in The
New Republic that Mr. Eliot was inca-
pable of making a “Synthesis.” [See “The
‘Universe’ of T. S. Eliot” (1932) in this
volume, pp. 208–12.] Mr. Eliot is inca-
pable of heroically hoo-hooing into the
windy spaces, like a loudspeaker on Union
Square: but his quiet methods do not jus-
tify the belief that his thought lacks either
consistency or depth. Nor does the fact
that Mr. Eliot would probably hasten to

agree with Mr. Frank. “Let me start with
the supposition that we do not know what
poetry is,” he says, at the beginning of his
new book,

or what it does or ought to do, or of
what use it is; and try to find out, in
examining the relation of poetry and
criticism, what the use of both of them
is. We may even discover that we have
no very clear idea of what use is; at any
rate we had better not assume that we
know.

[. . .] The modesty which assumes on the
part of the reader at least some experience
of the thing to be investigated, and also
the inadequacy of any translation of this
experience into foreign terms, is Socratic.
It is easy to see why it should have misled
Mr. Frank: there is in all of us if we don’t
watch out a strong strain of Frank, which
therefore provides a good starting point
for the attempt to appreciate Mr. Eliot’s
methods. What we should do is assume
that we know as little as Mr. Eliot, and not
assume that we have the whole meaning of
his studies in our pocket.

One of the distinctions that Mr. Frank
appears to be unaware of is between the
problems Mr. Eliot studies and the partic-
ular examples he offers. In the essay called
“Apology for the Countess of Pembroke,”
he seems to do hardly more than make
a few judgments on specimens of Eliza-
bethan poetry and criticism, connected by
general remarks so quiet that you might
pass them by as commonplaces. Yet they
actually serve to illustrate a theory of the
drama which he has warily approached
before in “Shakespeare and the Stoicism of
Seneca” and the essay on William Archer.
So in “The Age of Dryden” he seems only
to protest mildly against certain notions
of the relative importance of Dryden,
Addison, and Johnson, and in “Matthew
Arnold” to correct and amplify his previ-
ous remarks on that critic. (Arnold “was
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apt to think of the greatness of poetry
rather than of its genuineness.”) In all of
the essays he focuses the large problem and
the particular figure together. If you do not
see the large problem, or think you have
solved it, you miss not only the unity of
his thought, but the thought itself.

It is of course hard to see his problems
as he does without a comparable experi-
ence of literature, and this makes it easy to
refrain from trying to summarize or crit-
icize his thought. His experience appears
to be so wide that he can contemplate the
history of literature itself, “the direction
in which the mind is moving.” One of the
ways he acquired this experience was by
resolutely reading the mediocrities of the
last three centuries as well as the great
authors and the authors whom he natu-
rally liked.

The exhaustive critic, armed with a
powerful glass, will be able to sweep
the distance and gain an acquaintance
with minute objects in the landscape
with which to compare minute objects
close at hand; he will be able to gauge
nicely the position and proportion of
the objects surrounding us, in the whole
of the vast panorama.

Mr. Eliot is not talking about himself in
this passage, but it describes very well that
deflated scholarly coldness and certainty
which is the background for the exercise of
his taste. There is something in Mr. Eliot,
when he writes, that is carefully dead; but
what he talks about is always alive. Per-
haps the dogma so often felt in his work
is only the dogma of the mysterious inde-
pendence of the things he studies. [. . .]

There is another habit of Mr. Eliot’s,
also Socratic, which might also mislead
those who would rather be misled than
made uncomfortable. That is the habit of
approaching a general idea [. . .] by attack-
ing the general ideas and formulations of
others. Much of “The Modern Mind” is

devoted to such a treatment of the ideas of
Mr. I. A. Richards. His objections to Mr.
Richards’s theories stem from his objec-
tions to Mr. Richards’s notions of reli-
gion and belief, and he quotes Mr. Jacques
Maritain with approval in this connection.
But he by no means identifies himself with
Mr. Maritain’s position, and his conclu-
sion is all his own:

Amongst all these demands from poetry
and responses to it there is always some
permanent element in common, just as
there are standards of good and bad
writing independent of what any one
of us happens to like and dislike; but
every effort to formulate the common
element is limited by the limitations of
particular men in particular places and
at particular times; and these limita-
tions become manifest in the perspec-
tive of history.

It would be very interesting to see an
extended comment by Mr. Eliot on Art et
Scolastique: there, if anywhere, one might
hope to see him confess the purpose as well
as the painfulness of his skepticism; there
is an all-important hair’s-breadth by which
he differs from his nearest contemporary
allies. He proposes however to connect
his thought with Mr. Maritain’s in a more
characteristic way: through that “influ-
ence of the devil on contemporary litera-
ture” which he agrees with Mr. Maritain is
“very palpable”: he tells us in a footnote,
“With the influence of the devil on con-
temporary literature I shall be concerned
in more detail in another book.” He is in
fact still condemned or self-condemned to
draw only the unhappy deductions from
his beliefs. “Sometimes to be a ruined man
is itself a vocation,” he smiles; and he
maintains the difficult and gloomy consis-
tency of his attitude from the dedication
(“To the Memory of Charles Whibley to
whom I promised a better book”) until his
rather stagey exit, while the “sad ghost of
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Coleridge . . . beckons from the shadows.”
If he can be made happy by nothing less
than both summits of Parnassus, that is
his misfortune and our good fortune. It
should not prevent us from drawing life-
giving deductions which he never makes
explicit, or from seeing (with or without
the permission of Mr. Waldo Frank) that
his freedom from the formulations of any
time or place may be a gift to the spirit of
our time and place.

Geoffrey Stone.
“Indirect Affirmations.”
Commonweal 19
(9 February 1934),
418–19.

Most of T. S. Eliot’s affirmations are made
by indirection. When some while ago, in
For Lancelot Andrewes, he came forth
and spoke not at all obliquely, saying in
religion he believed in Anglo-Catholicism,
in politics, in royalism, and, in litera-
ture, in classicism, there were those who
protested rather bitterly against this sort
of thing: they had been approving of Mr.
Eliot all along and he had been insidiously
inoculating them with doctrines they sim-
ply could not abide. In the present book
(which is composed of the Charles Eliot
Norton Lectures for 1932–1933) Mr. Eliot
does not so dogmatically state what the
use of poetry is; on the use of criticism he
is more forthright; and it is by examining
the criticism of various periods, and what
it demanded of poetry, that he contrives to
give hints of the ends which poetry may
serve.

I suggest, that we may learn a good
deal about criticism and about poetry

by examining the history of criticism,
not merely as a catalogue of successive
notions about poetry, but as a process
of readjustment between poetry and the
world in and for which it is produced.

Examination of the group which sur-
rounded the Countess of Pembroke, the
sister of Sir Philip Sidney, results in the
conclusion that in their “simple assertions
that poetry gives high delight and adorns
society is some awareness of the problem
of the relation of the poem to the reader
and the place of poetry in society.” In
“The Age of Dryden” Mr. Eliot finds an
increased subtlety in criticism, and makes
more plain what Dryden wanted used in
poetry than what use he wanted it put to—
the implication of which may be that Dry-
den thought a poem sufficient reason for
its own being. From this he goes on to say
that “for Johnson poetry was still poetry,
and not another thing”—which it had not
been for Addison, who saw it as a substi-
tute for expensive or criminal pleasures.

This latter tendency appears as fur-
ther developed with Wordsworth and
Coleridge; theirs being an age of change,
and so of some confusion, “poetry was for
them the expression of totality of unified
interests.”

“With Shelley we are struck from the
beginning by the number of things poetry
is expected to do.” These things are bound
up with Shelley’s ideas, and “The ideas
of Shelley,” Mr. Eliot reveals, “seem to
me always to be ideas of adolescence.”
Both the new function poetry is required
to perform and poetry itself suffer in con-
sequence. With Keats, on the contrary,
ideas—and Keats’s ideas are found to be
of a better order than Shelley’s—are used
to make poetry; “he was occupied only
with the highest use of poetry.” The ulti-
mate of the progressive misuse of poetry
is arrived at in Matthew Arnold, who
asks “of poetry that it give religious and
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philosophic satisfaction,” a satisfaction
found, to Mr. Eliot’s way of thinking, bet-
ter perhaps only, in religion and philoso-
phy. Finally Mr. Eliot comes down to the
present day and wittily disposes of I. A.
Richards’s contention that poetry is the
way out of the modern dilemma.

Perhaps Mr. Eliot has not shown us
what the use of poetry is; but he has made
clear what its uses are not. And in the pro-
cess of doing so he has given us the delight
of watching a learned and tasteful mind
ranging over four hundred years of verse
and its criticism; he has thrown out epi-
grammatical suggestions that will prob-
ably be expanded into essays over other
names; and he has done something which
few critics succeed in doing—he has made
us anxious to read many of the poets of
whom he writes.

In this volume, as in a previous one, Mr.
Eliot has been rather harsh in his judgment
of Matthew Arnold; yet when one seeks
a figure to whom to compare the author
of The Waste Land, it is Matthew Arnold
who comes to mind: there is the same felic-
ity of expression, the later man has the
“real taste” he grants the earlier one, and,
though there may be some difference as to
degree, they are both on the side of the
angels.

Conrad Aiken.
“The Use of Poetry.”
Yale Review 23 (March
1934), 643–46.

Mr. Eliot’s new essays, which were deliv-
ered last year at Harvard from the Charles
Eliot Norton chair, have all the virtues
of the first-rate lecture: they move easily,
they are lucid and orderly, they are infor-

mative without being too much weighted
with pedantry, and they do not forget to be
entertaining. We are given a survey, excel-
lently planned and simplified (and, on the
whole, with very judicious omissions) of
the linked progress, or evolution, side by
side, of English poetry and criticism, from
Elizabethan times to the present day. Mr.
Eliot’s method is that of the inquirer—
he makes few assumptions, he has little
recourse to dogma. He asks questions,
very pertinently and gently; and answers
them, generally, with a careful tentative-
ness. If at times he appears a little super-
ficial, or sketchy, or if his transitions are
occasionally somewhat meager and hur-
ried, it is only fair to assume that at least
a part of this arises from the normal diffi-
culty of the lecturer. A style too packed or
dense would have defeated his purpose.

What emerges from the book—of
general “view,” or conclusion—does so
largely by implication: if Mr. Eliot lays
down any emphatic dogma at all, it is sim-
ply that poetry can, and does, vary in its
function at different times and in differ-
ent places; and that along with it, pari
passu, criticism alters its pace and direc-
tion. That criticism has gradually sharp-
ened in technical analysis, in objectivity, in
its ability and willingness to keep fresh a
sense of the past, and in psychological and
social awareness, Mr. Eliot seems to admit.
This evolution he traces, very neatly and
illuminatingly, all the way from Sidney
to Mr. I. A. Richards. But that with this
“progress” in the perceptiveness of crit-
icism has developed any clearer or more
precise idea of what poetry is, or what it
is for, he does not appear altogether con-
vinced. What his own views may be, of the
nature and function of poetry, or of the
nature and function of criticism, emerges,
again, rather by implication or negation
than by statement; and these, of course, are
of particular interest, as coming from one
of the most important poets of our time.
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Implied, to begin with, in Mr. Eliot’s whole
attitude to his subject (the variability of
poetry’s social use or function), is a skep-
ticism as to the existence of any universal,
or essence, or “permanent,” in poetry—or,
at any rate, a doubt as to what it is. “The
extreme of theorizing about the nature of
poetry,” he says, “the essence of poetry if
there is any, belongs to the study of aesthet-
ics.” Perhaps he might better have said,
to psychology and to sociology—for aes-
thetics, like poetry, changes its tone and
temper with time and place. If there is any
“permanent” or universal in poetry, it is
its social function; and about this, modern
psychologists have already had a good deal
to say, and will have more. Sooner or later
they will tell us what, at all times and in
all places, poetry does. It is my own opin-
ion that Mr. Richards, in his Principles of
Literary Criticism especially, but in his
other books as well, is making a very
important step in this direction.

From Mr. Eliot’s view of poetry as a
thing of variable and indeterminate func-
tion, to his suggestion that it is not so much
a “communication” as “itself a thing to
be communicated” (a separate entity) is a
natural step. This is again to cut away the
psychological roots. It seems to me quite
impossible to rule out communication. If
language is communication, poetry is sim-
ply communication (or language) working
at its highest pitch. Poetry cannot commu-
nicate itself alone, any more than language
can communicate itself alone—Miss Stein
to the contrary. What the writing of the
poem does to the poet, the reading of it
does to the reader; and whether we call
it “organization,” with Mr. Richards, or
revelation, with the mystics, it is au fond
a sharing, a making common, a commu-
nication. Criticism, here, will simply say
how successful the communication is, and
why, and of what; it will regard the poem
not as an absolute but as a dynamic: and
will trace its references backward to the

poet and forward to the reader. A poem
as a completely separate entity would be
a poem completely without reference, and
therefore without meaning: an impossi-
bility. This is not to say that criticism
could not usefully discriminate between
the thing communicated (the world) and
the communication (the word). But anal-
ysis, pushed far enough, would discover
them (one suspects) to be the same thing. In
this regard, Mr. Eliot’s remark that “mean-
ing” may be simply the chief method of
keeping the reader diverted “while the
poem does its work upon him” seems to
be the result of confused thinking. Remove
the logical statement from a poem, an
important part of the “meaning” would
still remain—the affective. And it is pre-
cisely in this way that poetry makes the
highest use of language, as it perhaps also
represents the highest degree of conscious-
ness of which man is capable: the most
complete. It combines the logical or fac-
tual with the affective.

As will seem natural enough from the
foregoing, Mr. Eliot shies at the notion
of poetry as “revelation,” and equally at
Mr. Richards’s suggestion that in poetry
we can find a “substitute” for religion:
he must have them separate. Is this our
old friend the Ivory Tower? Perhaps Mr.
Eliot’s private religious predicament is
answerable for it—in any case, he is at
some pains, and with considerable sophis-
tical disingenuousness, to ridicule Mr.
Richards’s idea that mankind, having shed
religious dogma and arbitrary faith, will
find through poetry a sufficient commu-
nication with the world and a sufficient
source of “belief.” I am myself in entire
agreement with Mr. Richards about this—
it seems to me not impossible that reli-
gion was simply a temporary form of
poetry. And I cannot agree with Mr. Eliot
that poetry cannot be philosophic, or can
only borrow its thinking: poetry can think
deeply and still be poetry; it has thought
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deeply in the past, and is learning to think
again. Poetic “thinking” is real thinking.
What about Zarathustra?

[. . .]

John Crowe Ransom.
“T. S. Eliot on Criticism.”
Saturday Review of
Literature 10 (24 March
1934), 574.

Mr. Eliot writes about critics as he has
written about poets: with a citation, a pre-
cisely qualified approval or disapproval,
perhaps an extended discussion going
almost into the profession of principles.
But he does not quite profess to princi-
ples; he is the most particularistic critic
that English poetry and English criticism
have met with.

He does not like to raise his head from
the text. And it is the source of his strength;
nobody else is so constant in his refer-
ence to the thing itself. A critic of this sort
we may call intensive in his method. The
other sort, whom we may call the extensive
critic, but who will be more immediately
recognized if we call him the dogmatic
critic, is much more common with us. On
the whole the dogmatic critic has done a
great deal of damage to our understanding
of poetry. Confronted with a poem, it is
never certain that he can receive its effect;
he has for his fatal equipment a handy
body of critical doctrine to apply quickly;
for it is part of his position that he must
be prepared to do a large business, in fact
to attend to all the business that comes,
and therefore to act with the speed and
the decision that a tax assessor exhibits.
The tax assessor is within his rights, he has

only to find the market value of the object
appraised; but the object of criticism has
no automatic public status and in itself is
infinitely various, suggesting an apparatus
of appraisal which is delicate, laborious,
provisional, and never dogmatic.

It is widely understood that Mr. Eliot,
who here writes about critics, is himself a
great critic. It is not an adjective I approve,
being indeterminate in meaning and some-
thing less than adult, let us say collegiate,
in its tone; but the public hungers for it,
and Mr. Eliot himself fancies it, and uses
it often of his poets, along with its degrees
of greater and greatest. But let us at least
apply it to Mr. Eliot with some connota-
tion. When he says that Coleridge was per-
haps the greatest of English critics, I should
add, “of a certain sort”; feeling that among
the rarer tribe of intensive critics Eliot him-
self is greatest.

[. . .]

Nevertheless it is likely that many read-
ers have put down the present book with
a slight feeling of grievance. Writing a
whole book on criticism, Mr. Eliot was
at last, we thought, going to offer a sys-
tematic critical theory; a bold big structure
of principles accounting for the brilliance
of his practice. It would be a “classical”
theory, whatever that meant; for Mr. Eliot
had once committed himself on that point,
at the time when he announced himself
as royalist in politics, anglo-catholic in
religion, and classical in literature. But
there is nothing about the classical in this
book; and there is no adoption of doctrine
whatever.

The classicism of Mr. Eliot must be
interpreted as very much like his Aris-
totelianism, or his humanism, or his
emphasis on intelligence, taste, and com-
mon sense. These are terms which he
refuses to define, and uses constantly and
almost interchangeably; and having come
to this conclusion I think I can state at last
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Mr. Eliot’s critical Credo. He has written
it, and its Articles are numbered in a hard
consecutive style, though they will not be
found to amount to quite so positive an
expression of faith as we might desire. The
passage occurs in an earlier essay, “Second
Thoughts on Humanism.” I take the lib-
erty to substitute “criticism” for “human-
ism,” and I quote loosely.

I. The function of criticism is not
to provide dogmas or philosoph-
ical theories. Criticism is not con-
cerned with philosophical founda-
tions. When it proceeds to exact
definitions, it is something other
than itself.

II. Criticism makes for breadth, tol-
erance, equilibrium, and sanity. It
operates against fanaticisms.

III. It is critical rather than construc-
tive.

IV. Criticism is valuable (a) by itself,
in the “pure critic,” who will not
set up poetry as a substitute for
philosophy and religion, and (b) as
a mediating and corrective ingre-
dient in a civilization founded on
definite belief.

Mr. Eliot in the present book praises the
taste which Mr. I. A. Richards exhibits in
his appreciation of actual poetry, and then
indicates sufficiently, or at least to my sat-
isfaction, that the general theory of litera-
ture which Mr. Richards constructs is not
competent. He does much the same thing
for Arnold and Coleridge. The implication
is that it is a pity Richards and Arnold and
Coleridge had not stuck to the exercise of
taste and shunned the pursuit of theory;
that taste is prior to theory and renders
theory unnecessary; that in fact a theory of
literature is not possible. But the evidence
for this conclusion is only the fact that
certain critics, or all critics if necessary,
have found themselves unable to articulate
theories big enough and precise enough

to accommodate their actual judgments.
Now it makes a great deal of difference
whether the theories are only insufficient
in their scope or positively misguided.

But Mr. Eliot’s nicety on this point is
somewhat ridiculous. It probably has a
temperamental basis, or a basis in personal
history, which cannot be accepted. Criti-
cism cannot really be independent of the-
ory. It requires fresh and delicate percep-
tions, but what is perceived is constantly
being judged, or brought under patterns
which the mind has carefully acquired.
Criticism is a science, and a science must
know what it is doing. The Aristotle who
dropped a few pertinent comments in the
Poetics may be the Aristotle whom Mr.
Eliot admires, but there was also an Aris-
totle who constructed vast systems.

[. . .]

So here is Mr. Eliot, an acute and ver-
satile critic, a blaster of critical reputa-
tions wherever they rest on bad judgments,
or on theoretical structures which are too
slight. His influence is very large both in
the positive and in the negative. He is
able to say quite truly about the vast and
muddy volume of literary criticism that
we have inherited: “Few forms of intel-
lectual activity seem to have less to show
for themselves, in the course of history, in
the way of books worth reading, than does
criticism.” What comes out of this assem-
blage of items when we survey it? Perhaps
a prophecy.

By the year 2033, perhaps by the year
1983, if the continuity of our literary
development is not broken in some col-
lapse of the political or economic pat-
tern, criticism will possess a degree both
of precision and of substantiality incom-
parably beyond what we or the former
generation have known. Theory will have
been pushed much farther; critics will have
become technically learned and dialecti-
cally expert; perception will have been
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reeducated to poetry. The event will owe
much to the Mr. Eliot of the 1933 volume.
Also, though this sounds contradictory, it
will take place in spite of Mr. Eliot.

M[orton] D. Z[abel].
“The Use of the Poet.”
Poetry: A Magazine of
Verse 44 (April 1934),
32–37.

The problems to which T. S. Eliot ded-
icated his lectures at Harvard in 1932–
33—The Use of Poetry and the Use of
Criticism—are far from slight, and for
most people far from solved. It is disap-
pointing to find the book in which his
speculations are now printed (by the Har-
vard University Press) as slight and apolo-
getic as it is. His own regrets extend from
dedication-page to epilogue. Each chap-
ter is scattered with cautions and hair-
splittings that force one to deplore the loss
of the “pontifical solemnity” and acute-
ness for which Mr. Eliot apologized in The
Sacred Wood. But any carping over this
book’s discretion should not imply dis-
gust that it leaves its problems unsolved.
The uses of poetry and criticism are more
easily practiced than stated. Eliot’s poetry
is among the little in our day that has
made those uses real and imperative to
the twentieth-century public. A man who
writes poetry that demands to be read as
his has been read, may be pardoned for
finding the job of explaining its uses dif-
ficult and tedious. The Use of Poetry has
been regarded by reviewers chiefly as an
irritant. It has a greater value—as biogra-
phy and provocation. Its worth lies in what
it tells of Eliot’s career and his importance
to an age which his work has both enlight-

ened and perplexed. A poet who covers
this much ground has proved his useful-
ness. In a time when by turns everything
or nothing is expected of poets, it is impor-
tant to know what that service has been.

For readers of The Waste Land it still
consists in expressing “the disillusionment
of a generation,” but this function Eliot
has repudiated. And it is the basic asser-
tion of these lectures that a poet who offi-
cially expresses any cause or mission, disil-
lusionment or faith, or who makes his art
the vehicle of the moment’s convenience,
is hardly worthy of his name. Critics who
demand this service of poets are sponsors
of aesthetic crime. Here belongs such a
“bourgeois literary dictator” as Addison
(used as foil to Dryden), and “the moral-
ising critics of the nineteenth century, to
which Landor makes a notable excep-
tion.” Here belong the defective parts
of Shelley and Goethe, who, with poetic
gifts of “the first order,” tried to phi-
losophize on their “own poetic insight,”
and thus make one skull do the work
of two. They had philosophy, but not
the “philosophic mind” of the true poet,
who does not state ideas but creates and
actualizes them. Unlike Dante and Shake-
speare, Keats and Coleridge, they were
too often content when their poems stated
passionate interests, moral and political,
instead of embodying “a totality of uni-
fied interests.” And here stands preemi-
nently Matthew Arnold, on whom Eliot’s
irony and pity fasten. Arnold, the defender
of tradition and taste, the priest of cul-
ture, and prophet of anarchy, gives Eliot
his real clue to the misuses both poetry
and criticism may suffer. He points toward
“the modern mind” which Eliot dissects in
his last chapter. Ironically, he also points
more clearly than any past critic toward
the ordeal and methods of the author of
The Waste Land.

The misuses made of poetry today, as
Eliot sees them, are already familiar to his
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readers. The value of his view of them
lies in his aloofness to calling them errors
merely because they are modern. They
reduce to two fallacies. The first, spon-
sored earlier by Arnold and today by I. A.
Richards, makes poetry a “criticism of
life,” a “powerful and beautiful applica-
tion of ideas” to it, and thus a substitute
for moral discipline and religion. The sec-
ond lies in the demand made on poetry
by causes external to it—in the past the-
ological, today chiefly political and socio-
logical. Here poetry usually becomes pro-
paganda, the vehicle of philosophy rather
than the sum and experience of it; it is
debilitated, as Goethe’s and Shelley’s too
often was, by confusion in serving two
principles. In either case, the primary func-
tion of poetry suffers—and with it the
ideas which poetry is called on to serve.
[. . .]

The two men whom Eliot calls on to
state his case for him come from the
opposite extremes of modern thought—
Maritain the Catholic, and Trotsky the
Communist: Maritain because he refutes
the “deadly error” of Arnold and Richards
that “poetry is capable of saving us” by
providing “the supernatural nourishment
of man,” and Trotsky because he says in
Literature and Revolution that:

Artistic creation is always a compli-
cated turning inside out of old forms,
under the influence of new stimuli
which originate outside of art. In this
large sense of the word, art is a hand-
maiden. It is not a disembodied element
feeding on itself, but a function of social
man indissolubly tied to his life and
environment.

Thus he seems to Eliot “to draw the com-
monsense distinction between art and pro-
paganda, and to be dimly aware that the
material of the artist is not his beliefs as
held, but his beliefs as felt [. . .].”

Propagandists, religious or political,
must communicate. A poem is the sum of
so much more than communicable thought
that Eliot is put to the ingenuity of hold-
ing that the explicable part of a poem is
there merely to catch the reader’s attention
while the poetic and vital reality—verbally
incommunicable—is given to him. Where
Coleridge held that “poetry gives most
pleasure when only generally and not per-
fectly understood,” Eliot would be satis-
fied (since every poet wants to have “some
direct social utility”) by having a part to
play in society as worthy as that of the
music-hall comedian. “I believe that the
poet naturally prefers to write for as large
and miscellaneous an audience as possi-
ble [. . .].” Thus—in addition to inspiring
a revival of poetic drama on the side—he
might make people “a little more aware of
the deeper, unnamed feelings which form
the substratum of our being, to which we
rarely penetrate; for our lives are mostly a
constant evasion of ourselves, and an eva-
sion of the visible and sensible world.”

It is not to be wondered that this doc-
trine strikes most people as rooted in a
deep cynicism concerning human taste and
culture. At the present moment, when reli-
gion and revolution are again demanding
service of poetry (not as a substitute for old
faiths but to preach new ones), any plea for
poetry’s independent way of functioning
takes on the appearance of a sacrilegious
denial of life. Eliot’s music-hall comedian
is hardly a happy figure. An age crying for
prophets and light-bearers is not likely to
stumble across the truth in a vaudeville
house. [. . .]

Behind his caution and irony lies a
respect for life and its principles too great
to tolerate any threat or insult to them
through bad art. Anyone who has ever
thought seriously about the matter knows
that a single Psalm has served Christianity
better than a thousand psalm-books; [. . .]
and that a single poem by Blok has struck
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the heart of revolutionary idealism better
than all the hymns in The New Masses.
[. . .] Beyond the roar of prophecy and rev-
olution lie more fundamental experiences
of life, and it is to be hoped that poetry
will still be one way of realizing them. If
it is, and if, in an age of cultural harmony
which even Arnold could not imagine, we
find ourselves enjoying it in a music-hall,
we will at least know that we are nei-
ther in a church nor on a battlefield when
the author of The Waste Land and Ash-
Wednesday steps up to do his turn.

∗Ezra Pound.
“What Price the
Muses Now.”
New English Weekly 5
(24 May 1934), 130–33.

[. . .]

[Eliot’s] opening pages would [. . .]
if properly used, serve to clear off a
good many vermin, partly British and
mostly longstanding, whereas the men-
tally alert sufferers in Cambridge, Mass.,
had hoped that the more immediate obsta-
cles, cankers, barnacles on American lit-
erary life, would be scraped. They felt
let down by the lecturer’s dealing with
faint and far away whiffs of Dryden and
Mat. Arnold, very much as if you had
tried to retreat. These youngsters having
the weekly and monthly spew of Canby
and Co., the Atlantic, a quarterly affair
disrespectfully referred to as “Bitch and
Bugle,” and the old line demo-liberal tosh
of the N.Y. weeklies, copied and dish-
watered down from the very stale stink
of the London literary weeklies, etc., had
hoped that the Dean of English Criticism

and Editor of Britain’s Brightest Quarterly
would fire a few volleys at some of the
more overshadowing pests.

As it is, indeed, a great pity that he
shouldn’t have done, even though it would
have irritated his sponsors in baptism and
perturbed the somnolence of the elms.

However, granting the opportunity
missed, one may also regard the opportu-
nity taken. Mr. Eliot adapted the motto of
another of Harvard’s presidential families:
“Aquila non captat muscas”; he would
probably defend himself on the ground
that mere mention of these American local
odors would have been beneath the dig-
nity of the Norton professor, and would
have conferred too much honor on the
condemned. As a professing Christian,
whether biblican or not, he would prob-
ably tell me that Adam named the beasts
in the garden but did not confer sepa-
rate cognomens on each heap of animal
excrement.

For the sake of clarity I shall deal with
some of the lectures seriatim.

Introduction: Carefully written, care-
fully considered, sound doctrine that can
only do good to the reader (whoever he
may be). The few minor divergences one
might wish to indicate are of a personal
nature and on the second plane. They do
not affect the main statement. This is a
sound essay and the suggestions it con-
tains could be very useful if violently acted
upon, to the general cleansing of cloacæ
and sluicing out the streets of literary pub-
licity, book reviewing, and professorial
functions. The criticism of a book must
concern itself with what the book is, and
only in minor degree, if at all, with what
the book is not, or with extenuations or
aggravations of circumstance.

Second essay: Pawky humor in the title.
Essay full of meat, acute observation, Mr.
Eliot’s own view with highly respectable
knowledge of the matter. Possibly does not
seem revolutionary to inexpert auditor or
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to the layman, but supposing an acquain-
tance with academic or professorial opin-
ion of university specialists, the essay is full
of startling divergences from the accepted
opinions of this body of men, small in
relation to the gross population at large,
but enormous in proportion to the num-
ber of readers familiar with even the titles
of some of the works which Mr. Eliot says
cheerily “everyone has read.”

[. . .]

From here on Mr. Eliot has dealt with
inferior and in some cases vile matter. I
don’t know whether the subjects for par-
ticular lectures were imposed by the dead
hand of the endowment. At any rate, if Mr.
Eliot had a clear aim he seems to have lost
his North. That is if his lectures were sup-
posed to leave his students with a clearer
perception of poetry and a more valid per-
ception of values. [. . .]

The gravest charge against his rank
as critic is that he ventures to label an
essay “The Modern Mind,” and to have
found none of the more vigorous intellects
of the past century worth even passing
mention.

His high-water mark is an allusion to
Lévy-Bruhl, who is at any rate a first-
rate professor. Fabre, Fraser, Frobenius,
Fenollosa would appear to mean nothing
to him. Ben Jonson’s best tip is not only
neglected but Eliot swings round to a dia-
metrically opposite course, and composes
his list from obtuse and unqualified writ-
ers of tertiary or nth intensity, and from
dabblers in minor theories.

He renders lip service to the idea that
exactness in use of words is valuable but
implies that this lack in Mat. Arnold dis-
qualified him “as philosopher.” He proph-
esies re Mr. Richards on no base of offered
evidence, but in the hope that Richards
will kill off certain minor pests [. . .].

The nastiest blasphemy is quoted from
the typical French religious faddist, and

a racketeer on the borders of aesthetics.
If this essay is a sign of anything save
Eliot’s boredom, or if one were to take it as
serious indication of his maximum capac-
ity one would have to conclude that his
gross insensitivity to the history of the past
150 years, to the makers and recorders
of that history, to the makers and per-
ceivers of contemporary history, and to the
inventors of ideas now taking body is so
great as to disqualify him from any per-
ception of poetry in relation to life or to
any thought outside the interlocking cena-
cles of just such racketeer–aesthetes and
theorists.

[. . .]

The introduction and first essay are
well worth the price of the book. Unless
the reader is a psychiatrist with spe-
cial interest in “fatigue and unconscious
responses,” and with a mission for saving
Mr. Eliot from the perils of long residence
in low countries, he would do well to read
the first part of the work and chuck the
rest into his waste basket.

Eliot gives evidence of what every suf-
ferer knew, namely, that we have about
us a lot of muddling second-rate and
seventh-rate writers. But he shows no
perception whatever of the pestilence and
confusion spread by the economic putrid-
ity, the gross drag of writing committed
from economic pressure direct and indi-
rect, and the endless perversion and dull-
ness thereby protruded to the obfuscation
of literary as well as all other preceptions
of communications.

As long as careerist curés and careerist
employees are diddled into writing neither
what they think nor what they think is
worth writing about, the first great cat-
egoric frontier in all contemporary work
will be between that wherein a man has
clarified his intentions, to the point of
being sure that he writes what he thinks,
and the 99 and more percent. of printed
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manifestations caused directly, indirectly,
or at nth remove by economic pressure,
and the various mental perversions due at
Ist and nth range by the pressure.

The fallacy of scarcity, the neo-
malthusian derivatives, artificial fecunda-
tion, the fall of the church, in its failure to
deal with evil when that evil menaces the
comfort of its subsidized professors and
professional racketeers, the dimming, in
whatever order you like of theology, phi-
losophy, language itself, the means of inter-
communication via requirements of the
ghoul press, the strangling of periodicals,
via the banks, the strangling of newspa-
per value via the advertising control with
all their minor derivatives and malarial
seepage.

Mr. E not only fails to register any of
this in his chapter on the modern mind,
but he fails to include any man who has
ever given it any attention, or who has
had sufficient acumen to perceive it. He
also fails to ascribe importance to any-
one whose ideas have gone into contem-
porary construction of any kind. Marx
and Lenin do not exist in his survey, but
he cites Trotsky’s dilettante twaddle. Pre-
cisely what did not function in Moscow.

Supposing him to have agreed without
much reflection to lecture on Dryden, etc.,
his final lectures were obviously his chance
to show some awareness to life.

Perhaps he is not suffering from
anemia but from under-nourishment. Per-
haps he needs to read a few solid books. It
is extremely easy for an editor to acquire
the habit of reading mainly or exclusively
the stuff submitted to him to edit, and so,
gradually to circumscribe his horizon to
what contending contributors think he is
likely to publish, or to stuff boosted by
snobs in their circles.

Mr. E once said to an etiolated epigon
of the British Upper Middle reaches:
“What you need is a plate of good buck-
wheat pancakes.”

It is perhaps time to make a similar
abrupt suggestion to the dean of English
essayists: What you need is a bit of good
solid reading matter.

The potter’s hand and the clay! If a
writer avoid, from whatever cause, the
most vigorous and most deeply thought
verbal manifestations of his time and of
the decades immediately preceding it, his
appreciation, etc., his essays, etc., are
bound, in time, to show the effects of this
avoidance, be he never so occasionally cir-
cumspect and occasionally so just in his
formulation.

Richmond Lattimore.
Journal of English and
Germanic Philology 33
(July 1934), 482–84.

It may be said at once that this book is
on the whole disappointing, not so much
because of its defects as because of the false
hopes that may be raised in the reader’s
mind by the association of Mr. Eliot’s
known abilities with the first part of the
title. Mr. Eliot does not tell us what the
use of poetry is, and he almost manages
to convey a certain feeling of contempt for
anyone who expects to be told. Perhaps
such an expectation is in fact naive, yet one
cannot help feeling that there is little good
to be got out of raising a question without
trying to answer it. What Mr. Eliot is really
concerned with is the relation of the criti-
cism of poetry to poetry; and in his opinion
criticism is valuable, not because it gives
definitions, but because the active practice
of it enriches our experience of poetry.

The starting-point for the book is
reached in a protest against the proposi-
tion which separates “ages of creation”
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and “ages of criticism” into antithetical
and mutually exclusive entities. Hence we
are led off upon an admittedly cursory
survey of critics of poetry from Daniel
and Campion to I. A. Richards. But the
ostensible thesis (if it is such) is a clue to
start with, not a thread running through
the whole. The book has many excellent
things in it, but it lacks structure. Even
this might be pardonable enough if the
sequences of thought were coherent, but
this (for one reader at least) is usually not
the case. And this fragmentary character
seems to me to be essentially related to the
quality of Mr. Eliot’s critical talents. His
excellence is in analysis rather than syn-
thesis; more specifically (in case the fore-
going appears rather worse than meaning-
less) he can take a man apart better than
he can put him together again. It would
take too long to work out an instance in
full, but anyone who is particularly inter-
ested might read the constructive exposi-
tion of Dryden’s account of the poetical
process [in lecture III]. I cannot avoid the
conclusion that one of these two things is
true: either Dryden meant what he said,
in which case he is not the critic Mr. Eliot
seems to think him; or else, Dryden was
incapable of saying what he meant. Nor,
again, is the discussion of Campion’s crit-
ical theories very illuminating. One gath-
ers that he had some, and that, it seems,
is the whole point, but it emerges bit by
bit and never with much resolution. Mr.
Eliot analyzes out Matthew Arnold’s faults
as a critic and as a poet—his lack of sen-
sitiveness, his inconsistency, his confused
values—with sure and merciless accuracy;
yet he still thinks that Arnold is a reli-
able critic, and one is completely at a loss
to see why. Arnold has his virtues, cer-
tainly, but this is no place to look for
an account of them. And it seems to be
even more violently the case, when Mr.
Richards is under discussion, that an unre-

solved feeling of approval survives its own
contradiction in one detail after another.
But when Mr. Eliot opens a discussion
frankly with a confession of distaste for
some writer—Addison, for instance, or
Shelley—one may confidently expect to
find him at his best in analysis; and his best
is very good indeed.

It is this characteristic co-presence of
clear and sensitive insight and confused
structure that makes the book at once
disappointing and stimulating. We come
once more upon the peculiarly fugitive
quality remembered in Mr. Eliot’s poetry.
“Prufrock” is the final exhibition of the
apologetic man; and Mr. Eliot insists on
apologizing for his best writing. The con-
clusion is marred by a half-answer to the
question about use, suggesting that the
theatre is the proper medium for the poet;
and this, coming from Mr. Eliot (or, per-
haps, from anyone) seems fantastic. But
there is in the conclusion an analysis of
the process of creating poetry, grounded in
introspection and therefore presented with
many apologies, which would be hard to
beat anywhere; and a sudden calling up of
images which tells us, what we must have
been sure of long ago, that Mr. Eliot knows
what poetry is even if he cannot tell us,
even if he cannot always write it. There
are other good things. The Note on the
development of “Taste” (once more, “sub-
jective”) is excellent; and when I read, as a
stricture upon Arnold, that he was “apt to
think of the greatness of poetry rather than
its genuineness” I hoped, if without expec-
tation, that the audience at his lecture rose
up and cheered. Yet the conclusion ends
on a note of [. . .] apology, as if the author
were aware of having got through a job,
not well done but at least done some-
how. And this is in a measure true, but
I wonder why it should be necessary. If
Mr. Eliot would only commit himself more
often, we should be glad to forgive him
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for making many more mistakes than he
does.
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AFTER STRANGE GODS :
A PRIMER OF MODERN HERESY

1934
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(1934), 719–26.

Mr. Cowley [in Exile’s Return] and
Mr. Eliot [in After Strange Gods] are
looking—but neither together nor in the
same direction—for a living standard of
approach to literature. Neither, in the
books before us, is primarily a literary
critic—as indeed their subtitles attest; nei-
ther attacks his problem from within the
field of literature as an art that finds auton-
omy in its practice, and neither fortifies
himself in any logic of aesthetics. Each,
rather, regards literature as it interprets life
rightly or wrongly, with reference to a gen-
eral, complete view of life as distinguished
from the free, uncontrolled, merely liter-
ary view. Each deeply realizes that litera-
ture does not ever in fact—at least in the
degree that it is serious—escape into thin
air without first influencing the moral and
spiritual life of its readers; and each there-
fore requires that literature assent, for its
own salvation, or at least to secure its best
possibilities, to a definite intellectual and
spiritual discipline. Mr. Eliot asserts the
discipline of Christian orthodoxy and pro-
vides examples of the evils that result from
ignoring it. Mr. Cowley suggests a disci-
pline that rises from an honest recognition
of the class-struggle and all its implica-
tions in economic and political life; and
he provides us with a comparative his-
tory of recent literary futility as it resulted
from a distorted emphasis upon the indi-
vidual. It should be observed that neither
Mr. Eliot nor Mr. Cowley is an absolutist;

both allow for great art outside the fold,
but not the greatest.

Here they have each a cause to serve;
each wishes to correct the living author
from the dangers of the unguided pursuit
of his profession; they want to save him
from confusion, from irrelevance, from
dishonesty, and from the corruption of
moral or social diabolism. Nobler, and
rasher, intentions could not be conceived;
their object is to solve the dilemma of those
who lack convictions and faith but who
feel increasingly the urgency of both. The
rashness consists in what I take to be the
tacit assumption of both men that any par-
ticular frame of faith, political, moral, or
religious, can fit any large body of men at
any one time, or even, what is more impor-
tant, the abler minds among it. That is the
risk the apologist must always take and
upon which he is eventually defeated; his
success lies elsewhere and in the interim,
while men deceive themselves that the
dogma in question is flexible, plastic, hier-
archic, and universal.

Let us examine first the idea of Chris-
tian orthodoxy that Mr. Eliot brings for-
ward. Here there is no proffered gambit.
Mr. Eliot (I think because of the magic ele-
ment which inheres in orthodoxy) assumes
we are already initiate. He finds it neces-
sary to presuppose that we know a good
deal about Christianity and are able to
distinguish roughly what in our experi-
ence, in our prejudices and prepared atti-
tudes, is Christian in origin or direction
and what is not; and this regardless of the
presence or absence of specific faith; when
the plain fact is that most of us—and I
include atheists, Jews, and the multitude
of the indifferent—merely have something
of Christianity in our blood and no more
know what it is than we do the fear and the
animal hope which are also there. Other
generations may have differed, may have
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possessed a general, pervasive sense of
Christianity in which every sentiment and
every event of the mind found its orderly—
or its disorderly—place; our own genera-
tion I think has only analytic and separated
notions, and therefore, since faith is whole
or nothing, can only draw back cheated of
understanding at what I take to be the crit-
ical sentence of the book:

What I have been leading up to is the
following assertion: that when morals
cease to be a matter of tradition and
orthodoxy—that is, of the habits of the
community formulated, corrected, and
elevated by the continuous thought and
direction of the Church—and when
each man is to elaborate his own, then
personality becomes a thing of alarm-
ing importance.

That the Church is catholic, not Roman
Catholic but the Church of England, and
hence to a large part of the Christian
world seems schismatic and heretical and
to another part seems something worse,
formalistic and idolatrous, and that in any
case the same Church is known in America
under the style of Protestant Episcopal—
these considerations only contribute to the
confusion with which the outsider must
greet the word. We simply do not know
what is meant by the Church in the crucial
sense in which Mr. Eliot refers to it.

Two further sentences will specify the
difficulty. “It should hardly be necessary
to add that the ‘classical’ is just as unpre-
dictable as the romantic, and that most of
us would not recognise a classical writer
if he appeared, so queer and horrifying he
would seem even to those who clamour for
him.” Mr. Eliot has previously suggested,
with the peculiar emphasis of understate-
ment characteristic of his method, that
there is an analogue between the ortho-
dox and the classical, the heretical and
the romantic; and I wish here tentatively
to substitute the theological terms for

the literary in Mr. Eliot’s sentence. We
would not know an orthodox writer if he
appeared, nor, I think, could the writer
know himself to be orthodox. The sec-
ond sentence is Mr. Eliot’s statement con-
cerning the rift some critics have observed
between his poetry and his essays. “I
should say that in one’s prose reflexions
one may be legitimately occupied with ide-
als, whereas in the writing of verse one
can deal only with actuality.” The sen-
timent is admirable and as an antithesis
it helps explain Mr. Eliot’s verse, which
indeed constantly requires explanation;
but it seems, to an outsider, the opposite
of the orthodox position. As orthodoxy it
is at least startling and requires a devel-
opment Mr. Eliot does not give it before
it can be digested under the “continuous
thought and direction of the Church.”

[. . .]

The major predicament in which Mr.
Eliot leaves us is this. With a seductive
vigor of speech and a persuasive air of
authority he sets up for our use in eval-
uating literature the criterion of an ortho-
dox Christianity which the greater part of
us have lost, surrendered, or denied—if
indeed we ever had it. He then reminds
us that all men are naturally impure, that
most writers, even the most orthodox, are
somewhat heretical, and that orthodoxy,
which is a consensus of the living and
the dead, unlike tradition exists whether
there be any who know it or not. He fur-
ther implies that in his own case ortho-
doxy appears in his verse only through
the irony that its ideal form is absent. The
predicament would hardly be worth for-
mulating and we could safely leave Mr.
Eliot to his private adventure, were it not
that this very ineluctable orthodoxy again
and again brings its apologist to the point
of keen judgment and profound feeling. It
is something to be able to judge for one-
self of the good and evil in life and its
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mirror art, and it is a great deal to be
able to affirm that judgment persuasively
over others; and if it is the “continuous
thought and direction of the Church” that
has given Mr. Eliot his access of critical
strength we must respect the mystery to
which we cannot assent.

But it may be there is another expla-
nation, which the outsider, in his own
interest, cannot help suggesting. Perhaps
it is not the orthodoxy witnessed by the
Church which imbues Mr. Eliot’s critical
blood, so that his Christianity, as such,
only lends a color of terminology to his
thought without affecting its substance, as
when he criticizes the sentimental melo-
drama of Thomas Hardy under the head of
diabolism. As Mr. Eliot once observed in
speaking of Wordsworth, “the difference
between revolution and reaction may be
by the breadth of a hair”; and the differ-
ence between the orthodoxy of Mr. Eliot’s
criticism and that of his Church may be
even finer, and equally profound, by the
mere split of a hair. He uses, or at least
we may recognize in him when he avoids
theology and handles the literature before
him, an orthodoxy which flows merely
on the application of the whole intelli-
gence. His judgments of Yeats and Pound
and Hopkins, Joyce and Mansfield and
Lawrence, have a merit and a utility upon
which the conviction of the Church only
intrudes. The criteria he actually applies
are not canonical; he measures his men
rather by the degree of their honesty and
the depth of their sensibility.

Mr. Eliot would deny this explanation
and find its purview blind. “I doubt,”
he observes during his discussion of dia-
bolism, “whether what I am saying can
convey very much to anyone for whom
the doctrine of Original Sin is not a very
real and tremendous thing.” Mr. Eliot may
be right and if so it represents a grave
loss for him as well as for ourselves. In
other words, by insisting on his terms and

retreating upon his Church he limits our
understanding of him and deforms his own
approach. Mr. Eliot may be right, too, of
course, in another sense: he may be speak-
ing inspired and literal truth. But we can
neither act upon nor controvert matters
where there is no fundamental agreement.
Few men have a capacity for religion,
fewer still can find it animate in the arms
of the Church; and this though all equally
be saved or damned; these few must walk
alone, or suffer the terrible punishment of
being followed by the empty, the vain, and
the foolish. But why should we put aside
a man who can distinguish the peculiar-
ity of great poetry as “merely a peculiar
honesty, which, in a world too frightened
to be honest, is peculiarly terrifying”; who
can remark that “morals for the saint are
only a preliminary matter; for the poet a
secondary matter”; and who can describe
thus the essential advantage for a poet: “it
is to be able to see beneath both beauty
and ugliness; to see the boredom, the hor-
ror, and the glory.” Certainly not because
he and a few others nourish their intelli-
gence upon a Church which stultifies so
many. Only, as we admire him, we cannot
follow him.

[. . .]

∗Christopher Dawson.
“Mr. Eliot’s Heresy
Hunt.”
Listener 11 (7 March
1934), supplement, xi.

In the three lectures, delivered appropri-
ately enough at the University of Vir-
ginia, Mr. T. S. Eliot comes forward as
the defender of orthodoxy and tradition
against the heresies of the modern man of
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letters: not his literary heresies, be it under-
stood, but that lack of objective moral
or spiritual standards which causes liter-
ature to transgress its proper limits and to
become confused with religion or philos-
ophy. The result of this state of things is
that every successful man of letters tends
to become the prophet or Messiah of the
moment and imposes his personal view
of life on his readers as a new gospel.
And since his prestige rests on nothing
but his personality and his literary pow-
ers, it is essentially fugitive and temporary
and is entirely dependent on the changing
tastes of the public. This situation is an
uncomfortable one even for the favorite
of the moment, and that is why our liter-
ary prophets are prophets of revolt against
the existing order and why, like D. H.
Lawrence, they struggle so desperately to
escape from their own personalities and to
achieve some contact with the powers that
lie beneath the surface of life.

Unfortunately, as Mr. Eliot points out,
these powers are not necessarily benign
ones, and the free personality, released
from the bonds of social tradition and
moral obligation, is in danger of becom-
ing the servant of dark and sinister forces.
Hence, in Mr. Eliot’s view, the vital need
of our time is “to concentrate, not to
dissipate, to renew our association with
the traditional wisdom, to re-establish a
vital connection between the individual
and the race.” Here he is at one with Irv-
ing Babbitt and the American humanists
and with Charles Maurras and the French
traditionalists. But he admits that tradi-
tionalism and humanism are not enough.
They must be reinforced by orthodoxy,
that is to say by the strenuous adhe-
sion of the individual mind and will to
the truths that are absolute and eternal.
It is the loss of this conception—a loss
which he illustrates by a characteristic pas-
sage from Professor Macmurray’s Philos-
ophy of Communism—which is the cause

both of the weakness and sentimentality
of sheer traditionalism and of the anarchy
and spiritual perversion of modernism.

These defects are, strictly speaking, reli-
gious defects, and the weakness of mod-
ern literature is a religious weakness. “The
chief clue to the understanding of most
contemporary Anglo-Saxon literature is to
be found in the decay of Protestantism.”
That is to say, it is the result of the reac-
tion from a religious tradition that had
itself originated in a revolt and which had
become progressively narrower and more
impoverished. The attitude of such dif-
ferent men as Irving Babbitt and D. H.
Lawrence towards Christianity was per-
haps determined by the fact that they knew
that religion only in a debased and uncul-
tured form, and that is why each in his own
way went “after strange gods,” the one to
the remote ethical idealism of Confucius
and the other further still to the barbarism
of ancient Mexico—to gods as dark and
bloodthirsty as those of which the Hebrew
prophet wrote. Thus the revolt against
tradition and orthodoxy does not bring
man spiritual freedom. It merely deprives
him of chart and rudder and compass and
leaves him adrift in an unknown sea at the
mercy of every wind that blows.

∗Ezra Pound.
“Mr. Eliot’s Mare’s Nest.”
New English Weekly 4
(8 March 1934), 500.

Mr. Eliot’s thesis, nowhere so clearly
expressed in his text as in the jacket-
announcement, is that: “The weakness of
modern literature, indicative of the weak-
ness of the modern world in general, is a
religious weakness, and that all our social
problems, including those of literature and
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criticism, begin and end in a religious
problem.”

As there is muddle and confusion even
in this statement, one is not surprised that
a verbatim reprint of lectures gives no solid
ground for argument.

In the first place the main idea is nei-
ther true nor expressed with sufficient
precision.

The fact is that “religion” long since
resigned. Religion in the person of its
greatest organized European institution
resigned. The average man now thinks of
religion either as a left-over or an irrele-
vance.

In the “Ages of Faith,” meaning the
Ages of Christian faith, religion in the per-
son of the Church concerned itself with
ethics. It concerned itself specifically with
economic discrimination.

It concerned itself with a root dissocia-
tion of two ideas which the last filthy cen-
turies have, to their damnation, lost.

In Dante’s intellectual world certain
financial activities are “against nature”;
they are damned with sodomy. The
Church was not abrogating her claim to
judge between good and evil along one of
the most vital and intimate lines of social
relation.

Creative investment, productive ex-
change, sharing the profits of shared risk,
were considered good. Destructive para-
sitism was forbidden. I am not arguing, I
am stating historical fact. I am not saying
that the detailed regulations of mediaeval
business can to advantage be resurrected
in the identical forms. I am not making a
plea to return to the past.

I am asserting a known and established
fact: when religion was real the church
concerned itself with vital phenomena in
economics.

This is, perhaps, not the place to give
the history of Protestant revolt, Leo X’s
desire for taxes, etc. In any case they fall
outside a review of Mr. Eliot’s brochure,

which does not even concern itself with
the history or the dogma he mentions (or
asserts to be a personal reality to himself).

The weakness he is gunning for is
not a religious weakness in something
else, but an ethical weakness in organized
Christianity. The sacerdos has been super-
seded by the (often subsidized) ecclesiasti-
cal bureaucrat.

This decline was not unexpected and
the Middle Ages are full of propaganda
and warning against this particular danger.

The battle was won by greed. The lan-
guage of religion became imprecise, just as
the language of all forms of modern flim
flam, including popular and philological
lectures, has become imprecise.

Mr. Eliot, in a moment of inattention,
has interpreted part of his bargain with the
Virginia institution literally. He was asked
to lecture, and then apparently found he
was expected to publish what he had said
verbatim, or at least he so construed his
contract, and as a result the pages of this
book probably say both more or less sic
than he means, and in any case are full of
lacunae.

It is highly confusing to find half way
through the book that what he means by
“orthodoxy” is merely the extension of lit-
erary subject matter to certain ranges of
human consciousness that inferior writ-
ers now neglect as have inferior writers in
other times.

∗“After Strange Gods.”
Life and Letters and the
London Mercury and
Bookman 10 (April 1934),
111–13.

There is a curious note of despair in Mr.
T. S. Eliot’s three lectures to the University
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of Virginia, which he has published with
the subtitle of A Primer of Modern Heresy.
It is as though he had become suddenly
aware of isolation, of the degree of stub-
bornness with which his former follow-
ers were determined to prefer the chance
manna of the waste land to any grape har-
vests from Canaan—“in our time, contro-
versy seems to me, on really fundamental
matters, to be futile.”

A curious note, because the overwhelm-
ing importance of Mr. Eliot as a moral-
ist, arises from the fact that he does not
stand alone, that he has a Church behind
him. Compared with that authority his
kinship with his great American predeces-
sors, Henry Adams and Henry James, is
a small thing, though it may appeal to
those who are readier to accept the dog-
mas of a critic than of a Church. These
three writers have examined the decay of
the religious tradition in the modern world
with an equal integrity, but Mr. Eliot has
been enabled to proceed further than his
predecessors by not remaining outside the
Church.

Henry Adams saw clearly enough: “Of
all the conditions of his youth which after-
wards puzzled the grown-up man, this dis-
appearance of religion puzzled him most,”
but the sight helped him to nothing better
than a peculiarly hopeless historical the-
ory. Henry James reacted in the same direc-
tion as Mr. Eliot: “We had all the fun of
licence, while the truth seemed really to be
that fun in the religious connection closely
depended upon bondage”; but he stopped
short where Roland Mallet in Roderick
Hudson stopped short, with the wonder
“whether it be that one tacitly concedes to
the Roman Church the monopoly of guar-
antee of immortality, so that if one is indis-
posed to bargain with her for the precious
gift one must do without it altogether.” It
remained for Mr. Eliot to be explicit over
the remedy:

The World is trying the experiment
of attempting to form a civilized but
non-Christian mentality. The experi-
ment will fail; but we must be very
patient in awaiting its collapse; mean-
while redeeming the time: so that the
Faith may be preserved alive through
the dark ages before us; to renew
and rebuild civilization, and save the
World from suicide. (“Thoughts After
Lambeth,” Selected Essays).

The three lectures in After Strange
Gods are very short; indeed they are too
short for Mr. Eliot to approach his sub-
ject, the effect on literature of this decay of
religious tradition, with due caution. The
very perfection of his critical prose (and we
must go back to Dryden to find a style so
exactly ordered and free from extraneous
ornament) throws into relief the startling
orthodoxy of his criticism: his discussion
of heresy and diabolical influence in con-
temporary literature.

I am afraid that even if you can enter-
tain the notion of a positive power for
evil working through human agency,
you may still have a very inaccurate
notion of what Evil is, and will find
it difficult to believe that it may oper-
ate through men of genius of the most
excellent character. I doubt whether
what I am saying can convey very much
to anyone for whom the doctrine of
Original Sin is not a very real and
tremendous thing.

His first two lectures are little more
than introductions to this theme. In his
first he defines his use of the term tradition:
“all those habitual actions, habits and cus-
toms, from the most significant religious
rite to our conventional way of greeting
a stranger, which represent the blood kin-
ship of ‘the same people living in the same
place.’” Unity of religious background is
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needed for the proper development of a
tradition, and to preserve what is valu-
able in tradition, to make it a dynamic
and not a static way of life, he postulates
continuous criticism under the supervision
of orthodoxy, orthodoxy being a matter
of the conscious intelligence, while tradi-
tion is a way of “feeling and acting.” In
his second lecture he deals with the crip-
pling effect upon men of letters of not hav-
ing been brought up in the environment of
a living and central tradition, examining
for this purpose the poetry of Mr. Yeats
and Mr. Pound, and short stories by D. H.
Lawrence and Katherine Mansfield. But it
is when Mr. Eliot reaches in his last lec-
ture the subject of diabolical influence, of
the operations of the Evil Spirit, that one
is aware among his audience of a shocked
agnosticism. Mr. Eliot has never made any
secret of his Faith. To be a Catholic (in Mr.
Eliot’s case an Anglo-Catholic) is to believe
in the Devil, and why, if the Devil exists,
he should not work through contempo-
rary literature, it is hard to understand.
It may be objected (with doubtful truth)
that this is not aesthetic criticism, but Mr.
Eliot writes, “I am uncertain of my ability
to criticize my contemporaries as artists;
I ascended the platform of these lectures
only in the role of moralist.” Moral crit-
icism indeed, if one accepts the truth of
Christianity at all, is of far greater impor-
tance than literary criticism, which is con-
cerned only with refining the intellectual
pleasures, while moral criticism is con-
cerned with the saving of souls.

That statement is not likely to appeal
to a large proportion of those concerned
with literature; an appeal to humanitarian-
ism, to the salvation of the body, will win
more support. And that appeal is implicit
too in Mr. Eliot’s criticism of such writ-
ers as Lawrence who claim an Inner Light,
who waken men to spiritual experience
and then cram them with some religious

concoction of their own making. “Most
people are only very little alive; and to
awaken them to the spiritual is a very
great responsibility: it is only when they
are so awakened that they are capable
of real Good, but that at the same time
they become first capable of Evil.” It is
too early to see the result of Lawrence’s
hysterical religious beliefs on his follow-
ers, and Mr. Eliot might have reinforced
his case with the example of Laurence
Oliphant, an earlier writer of talent, whose
trust in the Inner Light broke up two lives
and led to one suicide. Humanitarians are
more nearly touched by a death than a
damnation.

The elaboration of an individual moral-
ity, in place of a moral order directed
and modified by a Church, the expression,
in Mr. Eliot’s phrase, of “seductive per-
sonalities,” cannot be excused by sensi-
bility of style. The greater the writer the
more dangerous his uncontrolled person-
ality becomes. Mr. Eliot has here dealt with
two writers only, Lawrence and Hardy.
To them might be added a poet who has
perhaps passed the dangerous peak of his
popularity, Mr. A. E. Housman, with his
Roman morality and his cult of suicide
and despair. But if these are cases of dia-
bolic influence, the curious thing is that the
devil is after all not given the best tunes.
It is in Hardy’s rather absurd short sto-
ries, in Lawrence’s tedious cult of dark
gods, in Mr. Housman’s crude adjurations
to “be a man stand up and end you,” that
we trace the expression of the unregen-
erate personality. Lawrence’s lovely “Ship
of Death,” Hardy’s “Surview” (to take
one of a score of examples), the penulti-
mate poem of Mr. Housman’s Last Poems
might all have been written under the
supervision of the strictest orthodoxy. The
unregenerate personality, “the hot breath
and the roused passion” of James’s story,
“The Jolly Corner,” is in James’s phrase
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blatant, vulgar, and Mr. Eliot is not strictly
orthodox when he writes in a criticism of
Mr. Pound’s A Draft of XXX Cantos: “a
Hell altogether without dignity implies a
Heaven without dignity also.” The unre-
generate personality, checked by no out-
side order and free from any but self-
criticism, is without dignity and works, as
in Marlowe’s tragedies, with squibs and
firecrackers. This Saving Grace (that once
marked Cain’s brow) almost eliminates the
distinction between morals and aesthetics
and makes it unnecessary for Mr. Eliot to
disclaim in these lectures the role of liter-
ary critic.

∗Montgomery Belgion.
Dublin Review 194 (April
1934), 320–24.

[After Strange Gods] by Mr. Eliot contains
the three lectures he delivered last spring
at the University of Virginia. Their subject
is of special interest to contemporary men
and women in general and to Catholics
in particular. It may be recollected that in
a note at the beginning of For Lancelot
Andrewes (1928) Mr. Eliot announced his
intention of writing three further books,
one of which was to be about heresy in
our time. After Strange Gods is what he
now offers as that book. I cannot help fear-
ing that his most eager and discriminating
readers will be disappointed.

In the first place, the volume is much
too small for what is attempted in it. [. . .]
[O]ne does not see why in this small space
Mr. Eliot should so frequently pass by
what he leads one to expect he will say.
For instance, he begins by stating that
he wishes to outline the subject of his
essay, written fifteen years ago, “Tradition
and the Individual Talent,” as he now

conceives it. In passing, he remarks that in
that essay are “some unsatisfactory phras-
ing and at least one more than doubtful
analogy.” One naturally looks for a repa-
ration of these avowed blemishes. But in
vain. And this trick of promising and not
fulfilling he goes on to repeat. It seems to
me at once a discourtesy to the reader and
a failure in literary technique.

Then, in the second and main lecture,
Mr. Eliot provides some notes on D. H.
Lawrence, Irving Babbitt, Ezra Pound,
W. B. Yeats, and Gerard Manley Hopkins.
It will be admitted that what he says is
often very good.

I have (he remarks) the highest respect
for the Chinese mind and for Chinese
civilisation; and I am willing to believe
that Chinese civilisation at its high-
est has graces and excellences which
may make Europe seem crude. But
I do not believe that I, for one,
could ever come to understand it
well enough to make Confucius a
mainstay.

He then recalls his own experience dur-
ing two years devoted to the study of
Sanskrit and a year “in the mazes of Patan-
jali’s metaphysics,” and concludes that his
“only hope of really penetrating to the
heart of that mystery would lie in forget-
ting how to think and feel as an American
or a European.” The point is, I think,
important. [. . .] His central argument is
that these writers—though Hopkins less
than the others—have deliberately given
rein to their “individuality,” cultivating
their differences from others, and that this
is disastrous. Yet he relates the standpoints
they have adopted to the decay of Protes-
tantism. It does not seem to me that the
writers in question have been as “individ-
ual” as he contends. I feel that they have
in their way followed a tradition, only it is
not the tradition Mr. Eliot relies on him-
self. And I think that in order to be fair

280



to them and illuminating to his reader, Mr.
Eliot should have considered them to some
extent historically.

Furthermore, as he proceeds, Mr. Eliot
comes to speak categorically of certain
writers’ “aberrations.” This would be per-
missible in a Catholic, for everyone would
be aware of the standpoint from which
he spoke. But Mr. Eliot is not only not a
Catholic, he expressly repudiates a purely
religious attitude. He thus appears to
exhibit some lack of charity. This is the
more deplorable in that he is not always
on firm ground. He speaks, for example,
of George Eliot as a serious but eccen-
tric moralist. The interesting thing about
George Eliot, however, is that in profess-
ing, not, as Mr. Eliot says, her “individu-
alistic morals,” but the morals of Comte
as apprehended through George Henry
Lewes, she succeeded in being profoundly
orthodox.

Finally, in the third lecture, Mr. Eliot
has a shot at considering “the intrusion
of the diabolic into modern literature.”
His examples are from the prose of D. H.
Lawrence and Thomas Hardy. I have not
read Hardy’s story, “Barbara of the House
of Grebe,” but I gather that he detects dia-
bolism in it because it is a story of cru-
elty. And so apparently is another spec-
imen, Lawrence’s “The Shadow in the
Rose Garden.” This notion of the diabolic
strikes me as naive.

[. . .]

∗Jack Common.
Adelphi 8 (April 1934),
68–70.

Mr. Eliot seems unable to write nowa-
days except in mittens. He has got into a

finicking habit of adjusting the aspidistras
and making remarks over his shoulder all
the time a question is being discussed. The
general effect is that Auntie Eliot knows
best, but she’s too sly to be tempted on
to the carpet. Here we have him com-
piling a primer of modern heresy, a far
as it can be done in a few lectures. He
is concerned to “develop a more criti-
cal spirit, or rather to apply to authors
critical standards which are almost in
desuetude.” You can see at once the oppor-
tunity this enterprise offers for aspidistra-
fiddling and remarks about the people next
door. Call yourself orthodox in a coun-
try without an orthodoxy and you have
all the advantages of the heretic without
the onus of seriously explaining or seri-
ously defending your position. You can
be smoothly ironical about the leading
figures of the contemporary literature of
your country, but your irony is essentially
flippant. When Chesterton spotted the
advantage of this position, we applauded
his perversity. Eliot also interests us as
a Protestant heretic, and the role he is
compelled to play on pain of losing our
attention.

But the many heresies which accom-
pany the decay of Protestantism and the
collapse of its material basis, Capitalism,
tend to collect under two main head-
ings as time goes on. It begins to be
seen that every Protestant or bourgeois
heresy, however ingeniously devised, leads
to one or other of two positions. These two
positions used to appear in Eliot’s pages
under the terms Classicism or Romanti-
cism. In this book he prefers to use Tra-
dition or Orthodoxy versus Heterodoxy
and Heresy. A change of wool, perhaps,
but still mittens. Probably the plain bare
fists of the matter is Reaction versus Rev-
olution, and to those words Eliot would
come if his creed ceased to be an intel-
lectual freak flourishing on the decay of
Protestantism, and became a vital matter
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for him and us. If they seem to smack too
much of politics and need some stretching
to fit the multiplicity of problems this sadly
fissured world gives birth to, at least they
belong to the street, to the ordinary man’s
vocabulary. Say “revolution,” and most
people have an approximate notion what
you’re after, but “heresy” means damn-all,
or near it, except in fairly intimate gather-
ings such as, for instance, Marxist study-
groups.

Conceived in these terms Eliot’s primer
would awake into denunciatory thunder.
He would not say of revolutionaries, as
he can of heretics: they have “an insight
more important often than the inferences
of those who are aware of more but less
acutely aware of anything.” This dilettante
contemplation of the weeds corresponds
to no real principle of good gardening.
There must be a certain fervor in a man
who proposes to enlighten us on what is
our damnation. No fervor here.

There are, however, some good re-
marks. “The most ethically orthodox of
the more eminent writers of my time is
Mr. Joyce.” “His work is penetrated with
Christian feeling.” One is reminded of
these wise-cracks in reading Mr. Budgen’s
account of his friendship with Joyce. One
night as Joyce was coming away from
a performance of the St. Matthew Pas-
sion, he said of Bach, “I simply cannot
understand how any man can mix the
synoptic gospels with the gospel accord-
ing to St. John.” Eliot is right about
Joyce, in a calamitous fashion. There is
probably no writer of these times who
is more conspicuously crucified on the
cross of Christian dualism. No fear of
him making the mistake of so many of
our artists, and also Mr. Joad, who go
“back to Bach” because his music has
form and authority. Joyce knows at once
that what we find attractive in Bach
in his manifest faith, the man believed

in God, though not in the God of the
Jesuits Joyce is occupied in unsuccessfully
denying.

[. . .]

William Troy.
“T. S. Eliot, Grand
Inquisitor.”
Nation 138 (25 April
1934), 478–79.

In a curious preface in which he seems to
apologize for putting these three lectures
into print at all, Mr. Eliot announces that
he has no desire to preach (this is the word
he uses) to those whose views are fun-
damentally opposed to his own. Contro-
versy, in our time at least, he believes to be
entirely futile: there are not enough com-
mon assumptions, and the most impor-
tant assumptions are, in any case, those
that are felt rather then those that can
be formulated. This should be properly
discouraging to most readers—to all, in
fact, except those whom Mr. Eliot des-
ignates as the “possibly convertible.” It
should probably serve as a sufficient warn-
ing to all others to absent themselves from
Mr. Eliot’s services, to leave him at peace
among his candlesticks and prayer books.
But there is a certain note of challeng-
ing arrogance in this reasoning. It consists
not so much in the implication that the
assumptions Mr. Eliot is going to make
are the only right ones as in the impli-
cation that these assumptions are neces-
sarily peculiar to the particular point of
view which Mr. Eliot has expressed in all
his recent criticism. The most fundamen-
tal of these assumptions is of course the
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importance for criticism, the primacy over
all other kinds of problems, of the moral
problem—“the conflict between Good and
Evil.” And in his preface to the present
collection Mr. Eliot warns us quite fairly
that it is once again in the role of moral-
ist that he ascends the platform; the sub-
title of his book is A Primer of Modern
Heresy. He is perfectly right, therefore, in
insisting that all those not interested in his
subject should withdraw from the congre-
gation. But it does not follow that any-
one interested in morality in general, or
in the particular question of the relations
between morality and modern literature,
should pay him the same courtesy. Moral-
ity is one of the broadest of the many broad
terms that we are in the habit of using
in criticism; and it is the right, indeed the
duty, of anyone genuinely concerned about
modern literature to examine a little into
the application of the term that Mr. Eliot
makes in his collection.

Tradition is again Mr. Eliot’s principal
subject in these lectures—that view of tra-
dition which is the fruit of the grotesque
misalliance in France at the beginning
of the present century between American
pragmatism and ultra-montane Catholi-
cism. As a view of society and culture
requiring a fundamental religious emotion
at its base to give it any true validity for this
or any time, it reveals its weakness through
the inappropriate ardor with which it is
usually expressed—an ardor that is much
more distinctly of the mind than of the
heart. Like his masters, Charles Maurras
and Jacques Maritain, Mr. Eliot makes
the mistake of protesting quite a little too
much; his logic is much too fluent; and in
such a passage as the following what we
hear are the accents of a man trying hard to
convince himself of something rather than
those of a man who is completely—that
is, emotionally as well as intellectually—
persuaded of what he is talking about.

What we can do is to use our minds,
remembering that a tradition without
intelligence is not worth having, to dis-
cover what is the best life for us, not as
a political abstraction, but as a particu-
lar people in a particular place; what in
the past is worth preserving and what
should be rejected; and what condi-
tions, within our power to bring about,
would foster the society that we desire.

Obviously in such a statement Mr. Eliot is
more concerned with expressing a desire
than with recognizing a reality. His con-
fusion is a result of failing to distinguish
between what is, at the present stage in
the development of Western European cul-
ture, possible and what his sensibility sets
up as desirable. Mr. Eliot is a poet, and
since poets not infrequently fall into such
confusions, he may be understood—if not
altogether pardoned. For the danger of
such a confusion becomes apparent a little
later on the same page when the corollary
that homogeneity is necessary for tradition
leads Mr. Eliot to conclude that “reasons
of race and religion combine to make any
large number of free-thinking Jews unde-
sirable.” Using such a remark as a basis,
we need not stumble over ourselves in the
effort to prove that Mr. Eliot is a fas-
cist. Theoretically, Mr. Eliot is for royalism
rather than for fascism, which are not the
same thing in theory, although in actuality
they may be the same thing today. What
the remark illustrates is the kind of inhu-
man and unrealistic conclusion to which
Mr. Eliot’s confused and sentimental view
of tradition inevitably leads the moment
that he touches a particular contemporary
reality.

And this brings us back to the funda-
mental question of morality as it enters
into Mr. Eliot’s inquisition of modern let-
ters. For it is possible to discover in the
confusion just pointed out, in Mr. Eliot’s
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persistent refusal to see the modern world
as it is, a wilfulness that is at least as
morally reprehensible as any of the sins of
the several heretic modern writers whom
he singles out for rebuke. D. H. Lawrence
undoubtedly suffered from being cut off
from a settled religious and social tradi-
tion; his work is tainted to a marked degree
with modern vices of “sincerity” and “per-
sonality.” It is even possible to agree that
in many cases his influence has been more
harmful than good. But what still gives to
his work a moral justification, what can-
cels whatever incidental unmoral or “dia-
bolic” elements may be found in it, is
his effort, the essentially moral effort, to
include all of the truth as he perceived it in
the vision of the modern world that he left
at his death. There was in him no sacri-
fice of honest perception for the sake of
an intellectual structure which, however
appealing it may be to the dialectic fac-
ulties, no longer has sufficient feasibility
for our time. A distinction that may be
made, therefore, is between the morality of
the writer conceived as effort—the unre-
lenting effort to integrate his perceptions
with his beliefs, to reconcile the actual with
the ideal—and the morality of the artist
conceived as conformity to a systematized
body of beliefs deriving from the condi-
tions of an earlier period of religion and
culture. Of these two views of morality
Mr. Eliot has chosen the second; and the
unfortunate consequences of his choice are
revealed not only in his verse, in the pro-
gressive weakness of everything that he has
written since The Waste Land, but in his
prose, in such a frank admission as this
of the separation in the same personal-
ity between the artist and the critic: “I
should say that in one’s prose reflections
one may be legitimately occupied with ide-
als, whereas in the writing of verse one
can only deal with actuality.” In psycho-
logical terms, this amounts to nothing less
than a “schizoid” state of the personality;

and since one of the objects of morality
is the unification of the personality, one
can only conclude that there is something
profoundly wrong with Mr. Eliot’s view
of morality. For the poet nothing could
be more useless or infertile than a system
of beliefs which cannot stand up under
the pressure of the actuality with which
he has to deal. And in the critic who, like
Mr. Eliot, is also a poet nothing could be
more indefensible than this blithe accep-
tance of the divorce between “ideals” and
“actuality.” Do we not have here an exam-
ple of that unregenerate self-deception
which, as everyone knows, is one of the
ways in which Mr. Eliot’s favorite antag-
onist, the devil, works in the modern
world?

Horace Gregory.
“The Man of Feeling.”
New Republic 79 (16 May
1934), 23–24.

[Review of The Use of Poetry and
The Use of Criticism and After
Strange Gods]

“It is the general notion of ‘thinking’ that
I would challenge . . . We talk as if thought
was precise and emotion was vague. In
reality there is precise emotion. . . . What
every poet starts from is his own emo-
tions.” I quote the above observations
from T. S. Eliot’s essay on Shakespeare
for several reasons: first, because they are
more acute than any that appear in the
two books before me; second, because I
think they reveal a premise on which all of
Eliot’s writing is based; and third, because
I am certain now more than ever before,
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that the popular conception of him as an
“intellectual” is largely false.

Perhaps no other poet since Baudelaire
has thrived so well upon critical abuse
as T. S. Eliot: from the very start of his
career, each step that he has taken has been
followed by quick dissent on the part of
friends and enemies. Among the most fre-
quent of the charges brought against him
has been the charge of excessive “intel-
lectuality,” supposedly a fatal accusation
against a poet, one that condemns him
as a cold-blooded monster, or still worse
as an actor incapable of arousing in him-
self the emotions that are genuinely his
own. The real trouble, I think, has always
been quite the opposite. The fine instru-
ment, discernible in his poetry as well as
in his prose and so often referred to as
his “mind,” is in reality that rare thing
called “imagination.” Behind it lies a sur-
plus rather than a lack of undefined emo-
tion. I believe that he, more than any other
single figure in our time, deserves belated
recognition as the twentieth-century Man
of Feeling.

Today we have his two books: After
Strange Gods, subtitled A Primer of Mod-
ern Heresy, a curious document that has
already performed its services as a series
of lectures at the University of Virginia;
and The Use of Poetry, the Charles Eliot
Norton lectures delivered at Harvard dur-
ing the winter of 1932–33. If we are to
trust the introductions to both books, Eliot
is not unaware that the lectures are loosely
phrased and written for the ear rather than
the more careful analysis of the eye. They
presuppose a number of beliefs held by one
who lacks the time to explain his devel-
opment toward a given point. This per-
son is in the singular position of a man
who invites a tabloid reporter to his home,
offers the young man a chair and then pro-
ceeds to entertain him with intimate confi-
dences. As the interview draws to a close,
and the reporter is about to leave the room,

he is warned that the “story,” interesting
as it may be, is not for publication and this
point only remains clear: that such a reve-
lation would be a breach of verbal contract
and the lecturer would be made the victim
of a cad.

Apparently we are to hear these re-
marks as tentative proposals toward criti-
cal convictions, but the convictions them-
selves are to be taken for granted or
withheld from public view; we are kept
in suspense waiting for a final word
and perhaps the entire set of lectures is
dependent upon a single word, or a last
moment of revelation before utter dark-
ness. The whole world—shall I say?—
is to be relaxed in some suspended flux
of “feeling,” where the precise emotion
must be defined before the act and where
the thought processes must be retarded
until some distant moment after the event.
This is, I think, the ideal world that Eliot
attempts to realize as an environment for
his public appearances.

Such a world is hinted at when he says
in After Strange Gods that one’s prose
reflections “may be legitimately occupied
with ideals, whereas in the writing of verse
one can deal only with actuality.” Mean-
while, in discussing the uses of poetry there
is time for wit and incidental speculation,
“time yet for a hundred indecisions.” In his
Harvard lectures, for example, there is a
shrewd commentary on the uses of “comic
relief” in dramatic poetry—and on one use
in particular, which may be traced back
to the nature of a human audience whose
need for it always “springs from a lack
of the capacity for concentration.” This
observation is put into practice by Eliot
himself in discussing Coleridge; and note
here the whiplash of wit that brings the
statement to a close:

. . . he was condemned to know that the
little poetry he had written was worth
more than all he could do with the rest
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of his life. The author of Biographia
Literaria was already a ruined man.
Sometimes, however, to be a “ruined
man” is itself a vocation.

In attacking Matthew Arnold on sev-
eral sides at once, and principally because
of “the deplorable moral and religious
effects of confusing poetry and morals in
the attempt to find a substitute for reli-
gious faith,” Eliot approximates a defini-
tion of the particular kind of poetry he
himself has written:

We mean all sorts of things, I know, by
Beauty. But the essential advantage for
a poet is not, to have a beautiful world
with which to deal: it is to be able to
see beneath both beauty and ugliness;
to see the boredom, and the horror, and
the glory.

The acceptance of this definition rests
upon an emotional response to the situ-
ation that is created here by Eliot; one
begins to foresee again a need for “comic
relief” and again the need is quietly satis-
fied by his farewell to Arnold: “Perhaps,
looking inward and finding how little he
had to support him, looking outward on a
state of society and its tendencies, he was
somewhat disturbed. He had no real seren-
ity, only an impeccable demeanour.”

At this point the public Eliot emerges;
we recognize the so-called “split” in Eliot’s
literary personality which has led him to
that extraordinary coupling of “prose”
with “ideals” and “poetry” with “actual-
ity.” This inconsistency, which he so freely
admits, is, I think, as unreal as the ideal
environment that he conceives as a setting
for his lectures. The actual “split,” I think,
springs from another source and has little
to do with the obvious difference in the
states of mind that precede the writing of
a poem on one occasion, and the writing of
a critical essay on another. The difference

that Eliot cannot reconcile—nor will he
ever, I think, bridge this gap successfully—
is the real difference that exists between
the poet, who from his private hell con-
ceived “Prufrock,” The Waste Land, Ash-
Wednesday, and that other person who
owes his very existence to the poet, a pub-
lic figure. The second person, beyond the
fact that he would be quite unknown but
for the poet’s genius, is the result of an
ironic accident. He grew to full size with
a reversal of the critical abuse that made
“Prufrock” and The Waste Land notori-
ous and he became, like those newsreels
of Hemingway fishing in Florida waters, a
symbol of the post-war expatriated Amer-
ican. What he wore and how he dressed,
his politics and personal religion, became
a matter of public interest. It was he who
in 1928 announced himself as possessing
a point of view so often recited in subse-
quent essays on Eliot that it is quite unnec-
essary for me to repeat it here.

In After Strange Gods, it is clear that
the reception given this “summary dec-
laration of faith” still haunts the uneasy
composite of poet and public figure that
Eliot has become. He now believes that
the statement was “injudicious” and sees
the danger of suggesting to outsiders that
the Faith is a political principle or a lit-
erary fashion, and the sum of all a dra-
matic posture. But having once started on
the road toward making his private con-
victions public, he finds it difficult to stop.
He veers, as any Man of Feeling might,
from too great reticence into intimate con-
fidence, from the extremes of caution into
serious tactlessness, until at last we hear
him saying to a Southern audience: “What
is still more important is unity of religious
background; and reasons of race and reli-
gion combine to make any large number
of free-thinking Jews undesirable.”

The public figure is then revealed as
an unhappy, persecuted, lonely man, an
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American born in St. Louis, of New
England education and heritage, who has
lived as an expatriate in London for a num-
ber of post-war years and has now fallen
naively into the same trap that is set for
any visitor who steps upon an American
lecture platform. I know of nothing so
disastrous since the arrival and unregret-
ted departure from these shores of Count
Hermann von Keyserling. There seems to
be something fatal in the calm worship
that an American audience bestows upon
its idols—a truth, an “actuality” which the
poet Eliot should have perceived at once
and noted with the irony that had served
him so well in “Prufrock.” There can be
no doubt of the sincerity that prompted
his remarks on heresy and orthodoxy,
of his belief in the hellfires waiting for
D. H. Lawrence and Ezra Pound and
even strong-willed Irving Babbitt. And
to this company (not without regret) he
adds Confucius, John Dewey, and I. A.
Richards. All, all, go down with Shelley
and the rest, until the public remains of
Eliot are left talking to the little band of
contributors to a symposium called I’ll
Take My Stand.

All this, of course, is scarcely the result
of “intellectualizing” his position, or even
exerting to the best advantage his sensi-
tive critical instrument to the times. By
this I mean that the larger problems of
“faith” are ignored in favor of justifying
a personal situation. His private hell, his
fear of being misunderstood, is all too evi-
dent. His sense of personal salvation can-
not, naturally enough, gratify a demand
for public action. Nor does his sense of
public “right” and “wrong” condone a
course of conduct that allows him the free-
dom to walk alone. Loneliness is therefore
stripped of all its pretensions to glory and
horror and martyrdom (this last was the
role of Baudelaire) that he might claim as
poet.

There is nothing, I think, in mod-
ern literature that exposes at such length
the emotional temper of an individual
dilemma as these two documents of a
year’s visit in America. “Feeling” and the
precision of emotional expression that
Eliot so frankly admires in Shakespeare is
here produced in liberal measure, yet it
refuses to extend toward the necessary
intellectual formulation that he observes
in Machiavelli and in Dante. The public
figure of the poet looms too large; the
Paradiso is all too distant and the hell
too near. Will the fact that the Virginia
lectures were first published in Seward
Collins’s American Review align Eliot irre-
vocably with our Southern Agrarians? I
think not. He will again split off into a
singular position where he will be heard
with greater authority, but will command
less influence. It will be a loneliness com-
parable to that which is now facing F.
Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway, and
Glenway Wescott.

S. Ichiye Hayakawa.
“Mr. Eliot’s Auto da Fé.”
Sewanee Review 42
(July–September 1934),
365–71.

The follower of T. S. Eliot’s reputation
remembers the alarm and scorn with
which numbers of his young disciples
repudiated his leadership upon the pub-
lication of For Lancelot Andrewes. Mr.
Eliot became overnight, as he himself
pointed out with dry amusement, a lost
leader, or perhaps a lost lamb. Those who
had read, with excitement and enthusiasm
The Waste Land, suddenly dug their heels
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into the ground, and refused to be led into
the land beyond where, in the rich spiri-
tual significance of the Christian tradition,
Mr. Eliot found the fructifying principle,
the abundance of “water” that our waste
land lacked. Some of us, however, slower
to reject a leader from whom we had
learned so much, have followed patiently
and loyally, and have discovered much
that we needed to know by reading, more
sympathetically than we could have done
without his stimulation, the religious writ-
ers whom he recommended. All thought-
ful Americans, nourished (or undernour-
ished) in the dry Protestant tradition of
liberals like Channing and Puritans like
Edwards, owe to Mr. Eliot an enormous
debt. He restored theology to us as a liv-
ing subject so that, perhaps for the first
time in almost a hundred years, it has
become no uncommon thing for young
literati here and there throughout America
to discuss in perfect seriousness such sub-
jects as Grace, Redemption, Original Sin,
and Sacramentalism. Mr. Eliot lost many
followers when he announced himself as
anglo-catholic, but what his influence has
lost in extent, it has at least partially gained
in intensity.

To one who has sat unashamed at Mr.
Eliot’s feet for years, his latest volume
is perplexing and distressing. The result
of the discovery of a set of positive reli-
gious beliefs, one has always been led to
imagine (even from The Waste Land), is a
heightening of experience: the pleasurable
or the admirable becomes Good, the dis-
agreeable or the misdirected becomes Evil.
[. . .] Religious belief is an intensification
of life, so one had gathered from great reli-
gious writers, which replaces regret with
remorse, complacency with joy, and sto-
icism with serenity.

It is therefore disconcerting for the
ardent student of Eliot to find in this
most recent book no indication of a richer

spiritual life as the result of his conversion.
[. . .] After Strange Gods [. . .], far from
showing any enrichment of Mr. Eliot’s life,
indicates on the contrary an increasingly
fastidious [. . .] disapproval of men, man-
ners, and ideas. I would not for a moment
suggest that there are not things in the
modern world that ought rightly to be
disapproved of; however, it is profoundly
indicative of the peculiarities of Mr. Eliot’s
temper that he has found in Christian-
ity a convenient platform from which to
indulge his favorite pastime of deploring
(to use a favorite word of his), instead
of a river of life from which to irrigate
and fructify his waste land. Distasteful as
such an obvious line of explanation is to
an admirer of Eliot, one finds difficulty in
escaping the conclusion that he has inher-
ited from his New England [. . .] back-
ground so strong a habit of disapproving
that he can make no greater progress in
Christianity than to advance from witch-
hunting to heresy-hunting.

There is little to quarrel with in Mr.
Eliot’s judgments of individual authors.
Of Katherine Mansfield’s story “Bliss,” he
writes,

We are given neither comment nor sug-
gestion of any moral issue of good and
evil, and within the setting this is quite
right . . . the moral and social ramifica-
tions are outside the terms of reference.
[. . .] [I]ndeed our satisfaction recog-
nises the skill with which the author has
handled perfectly the minimum mate-
rial [. . .].

This is an excellent explanation of the
peculiarly expert smallness of Katherine
Mansfield’s work. Professor Irving Bab-
bitt indeed “seemed to be trying to com-
pensate for the lack of living tradition
by a herculean, but purely intellectual
and individual effort,” although to quar-
rel with his “addiction to the philosophy of
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Confucius” seems unfair [. . .]. Again, Mr.
Eliot is right in pointing out the “power-
ful and narrow post-Protestant prejudice”
that “peeps out from the most unexpected
places” in the work of Ezra Pound. Mr.
Eliot’s summary of the progress William
Butler Yeats has made towards greatness,
overcoming “the greatest odds,” will find
few dissenters. Especially brilliant is Mr.
Eliot’s analysis of the weakness of Hardy:

It is only, indeed, in their emotional
paroxysms that most of Hardy’s char-
acters come alive. [. . .] [I]t is a
cardinal point of faith in a roman-
tic age to believe that there is some-
thing admirable in violent emotion for
its own sake, whatever the emotion or
whatever its object. But it is by no
means self-evident that human beings
are most real when most violently
excited [. . .].

“What again and again introduces a note
of falsity into Hardy’s novels is that he will
leave nothing to nature, but will always
be giving one last turn of the screw him-
self [. . .].” Mr. Eliot is not alone in enter-
taining these suspicions; and if Hardy has
ever failed to arouse suspicions as to the
purity of his motives himself, his admir-
ers have done so for him. In opposing
to these writers who face imperfectly the
problems of life, James Joyce, as the one
contemporary artist who approaches the
central problem of good and evil in a “tra-
ditional” and “Christian” manner, Mr.
Eliot has triumphantly demonstrated that
Joyce, whatever his virtues or shortcom-
ings, has been both acclaimed and reviled
for the wrong reasons. In a real sense Joyce
is central while Lawrence and Hardy are
peripheral.

Mr. Eliot’s literary perceptions [. . .]
are extraordinarily acute, and their acute-
ness is sharpened by his ethical sensitiv-
ity. Tradition is, according to him, “a way

of feeling or acting which characterises a
group throughout generations; and . . . it
must largely be, or . . . many of the ele-
ments in it must be, unconscious.” Mr.
Eliot, who is as richly cosmopolitan in his
learning as Babbitt or Pound, has a gen-
uinely traditional way of feeling about lit-
erature: his erudition and sensitive reading
have given him [. . .] a European tradi-
tion, the lack of which has made possible
the many and various heresies of the mod-
ern world which he rightly deplores. The
heresies which are uttered in the name of
self-expression, nationalism, romanticism,
science, and society, would be impossible,
if a unified “way of feeling” based upon
the past experience of the race had a more
lively existence. We are sadly in need of tra-
ditional men, in Mr. Eliot’s sense. [. . .] Our
society is, in Mr. Eliot’s words, “worm-
eaten with Liberalism.” Mr. Eliot demon-
strates, in his own literary criticism, the
advantages of a traditional literary culture
as a safeguard against erratic and half-
formed ideas.

Unfortunately, Mr. Eliot does not come
to us in these lectures as a literary critic;
he writes, “I ascended the platform of
these lectures only in the role of moral-
ist.” Therefore the social implications of
his definition of tradition become matters
of great importance in his book. It is here
that Eliot reveals prejudices that distinctly
mark his thought as, in some respects,
“trifling and eccentric,” [. . .] to use his
own terms of derogation.

In order to develop tradition, Eliot
maintains [. . .],

The population should be homoge-
nous; where two or more cultures exist
in the same place they are likely either
to be fiercely self-conscious or both
to become adulterate. [. . .] What is
still more important is unity of reli-
gious back-ground; and reasons of race
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and religion combine to make any
number of free-thinking Jews unde-
sirable. There must be a proper bal-
ance between urban and rural, indus-
trial and agricultural development.
[. . .] [T]he concept of the nation
is by no means fixed and invariable.
[. . .] [L]ocal patriotism, when it rep-
resents a distinct tradition and culture,
takes precedence over a more abstract
national patriotism.

Mr. Eliot is here obviously talking about a
very different thing from the tradition the
absence of which induces the many here-
sies he attacks. In a passage such as the
above, he is talking about local tradition
[. . .]; he addresses his Southern audience
and tells them they are in a good posi-
tion to develop tradition. A comparatively
homogeneous population, a homogeneous
culture, a smaller degree of industrializa-
tion, a comparative freedom from adul-
terant immigration, are Southern advan-
tages. [. . .] But is this the tradition that
has enriched Mr. Eliot’s own background?
[. . .] Obviously not. One need not belit-
tle the value of local tradition to point out
the fact that Mr. Eliot is what he is at his
best because of the enriching power, not
of local, but of general European tradi-
tion. Mr. Eliot is a civilized Occidental,
whose traditions derive [. . .] in important
essentials, from all the cultivated Western
world, from Judaism, from Greece, from
Rome, from France, Italy, Germany, Eng-
land, and America at their best, in all the
writers, great and small that he absorbed
in his extensive reading. This greater tra-
dition Mr. Eliot shares with all the best
cosmopolitan minds of Europe.

Mr. Eliot confuses, it is to be feared,
the tradition he desires as a moralist with
that which he represents as a literary critic.
The latter form of tradition most of us
assent to willingly, but the former, espe-
cially in America, is not only futile, but

distinctly hostile to “right living” and
“right thinking.” [. . .]

Perhaps this gives us a clue to some of
the things that have disturbed us about Mr.
Eliot’s work even at times when we have
admired him most [. . .]. Enthusiastic as we
have been about his work, there are few of
us who have not ground our teeth at one
time or another at some of his mannerisms.
He has the irritating habit of explaining
at great length things that are obvious to
the reasonably cultivated reader, and the
accompanying habit of saying in a subor-
dinate clause (or in a parenthesis) things
that really need no further elaboration or
explanation. [. . .] In After Strange Gods,
his mannerisms have become accentuated
(partly, perhaps, because the essays were
lectures), and there is an amazing increase
in the number of cautionary phrases such
as “I do not mean that . . .” “What I really
mean is that . . .” [. . .] “I am very far from
asserting that . . .” [. . .] etc., etc. There is, in
the sum-total of these mannerisms which
always mark Mr. Eliot’s prose, an unmis-
takable condescension, a superciliousness
toward his readers.

These stylistic eccentricities, like the
eccentricities of his social and moral views
just examined, are trifling and personal. If
they merely trespassed momentarily upon
our enjoyment of his splendid literary crit-
icism, they would cause little concern.
But they go more deeply than that. The
snobbery that these eccentricities reveal
explains why the negative aspects of belief
[. . .] are more congenial to him than the
positive aspects of belief—joy and seren-
ity and cheerful labor in the vineyards
of the Lord. It is surely not without sig-
nificance that “deplore” and “deprecate”
are his favorite verbs. [. . .] Mr. Eliot
is a great writer; for all his eccentrici-
ties, it is not without reason that every-
thing he says and writes commands the
immediate and respectful attention of the
entire English-speaking world. One looks
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forward, therefore, to his next book with
keenest interest; the general expectation is,
of course, that he will grow narrower and
more disapproving in tone as he grows
older. But Christ has worked miracles
before.

∗F. R. Leavis.
“Mr. Eliot, Mr. Wyndham
Lewis, and Lawrence.”
Scrutiny 3 (September
1934), 184–91.

After Strange Gods, like the last set of
printed lectures, is clearly not a book the
author would choose to have written, and
one is tempted to pass it by with a glance
at the circumstances of production. Yet the
weaknesses, the embarrassing obviousness
of which is partly to be explained by those
circumstances, cannot, after all, be dis-
missed as having no significance. Mr. Eliot
is too distinguished, his preoccupations
have too representative an importance,
and the subtitle of the book, recalling as it
does an old and notorious promise, invites
us to consider their presentment here as
embodying a certain maturity of reflection.

His themes are orthodoxy and tradi-
tion, and, as one would expect, he says
some memorable things. Tradition, for
example, he describes admirably as “the
means by which the vitality of the past
enriches the life of the present.” And when
he describes “the struggle of our time”
as being “to concentrate, not to dissipate;
to renew our association with traditional
wisdom; to re-establish a vital connexion
between the individual and the race,” one
again assents with pleasure. But when he
goes on, “the struggle, in a word, against
Liberalism,” it seems an odd summary.

Mr. Eliot’s stress in this book, of course,
falls explicitly upon the religious needs of
the age. And, with conscious inadequacy,
holding on to what one is sure of, one
agrees that “to re-establish a vital connex-
ion between the individual and the race”
means [. . .] reviving what it may be crude
to call the religious sense—the sense that
spoke in Lawrence when he said, “Thank
God I am not free, any more than a rooted
tree is free.”

[. . .]

The relevance of this [. . .] is plain:
“when morals cease to be a matter of tradi-
tion and orthodoxy—that is, of the habits
of the community formulated, corrected,
and elevated by the continuous thought
and direction of the Church—and when
each man is to elaborate his own, then
personality becomes a thing of alarming
importance.” Mr. Eliot has no need to talk
hesitantly about the “need for a religious
sense”; he adheres to a religion, and can
point to his Church and recite its dogmas.

Nevertheless, those of us who find no
such approach to tradition and orthodoxy
possible can only cultivate the sense of
health they have. “The number of peo-
ple in possession of any criteria for distin-
guishing between good and evil,” writes
Mr. Eliot, “is very small.” As we watch
his in use, we can only test them by ref-
erence to our own surest perceptions, our
own modest stable grounds of discrimina-
tion. When, for instance, he says that he is
“applying moral principles” to literature,
we cannot accept those principles as alter-
natives to the criteria we know. “What we
can try to do,” he says, “is to develop a
more critical spirit, or rather to apply to
authors critical standards that are almost
in desuetude.” [. . .] To put it another way:
moral or religious criticism cannot be a
substitute for literary criticism, it is only
by being a literary critic that Mr. Eliot can
apply his recovered standards to literature.
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It is only by demonstrating convincingly
that his application of moral principles
leads to a more adequate criticism that he
can effect the kind of persuasion that is his
aim. In these lectures, if he demonstrates
anything, it is the opposite: one can only
report that the criticism seems painfully
bad—disablingly inadequate, often irrele-
vant and sometimes disingenuous.

And it has, more generally, to be said
that since the religious preoccupation has
become insistent in them, Mr. Eliot’s crit-
ical writings have been notable for show-
ing less discipline of thought and emo-
tion, less purity of interest, less power
of sustained devotion, and less courage
than before. All this must be so obvi-
ous to those who read him (except to the
conventional and academic who, having
reviled him, now acclaim him) that there
is no need to illustrate—the only difficul-
ties in doing so would be to select and to
stop. [. . .]

These comments one makes, in all
humility, as essential to the issue: they are
to enforce the point of saying that it is not
as a substitute or an alternative that what
Mr. Eliot nowadays offers us could rec-
ommend itself, but only as a completion
[. . .]. One may at any rate venture that
health—even religious health—demands a
more active concern for other things than
formal religion than Mr. Eliot now shows
or encourages. Indeed, it seems reason-
able to restate in terms of Mr. Eliot’s sit-
uation his expressions of fear regarding
Lawrence, fear that Lawrence’s work “will
appeal not to what remains of health in
them [‘the sick and debile and confused’],
but to their sickness.”

There is hardly any need to be more
explicit: it must be plain why for those pre-
occupied with orthodoxy, order, and tra-
ditional forms, Lawrence should be espe-
cially a test. [. . .] What one demands is a
truly critical attitude—a serious attempt to
discriminate and evaluate after an honest

and complete exposure to Lawrence. Mr.
Eliot has in the past made me indignant
by endorsing, of all things, Mr. Middle-
ton Murry’s Son of Woman while at the
same time admitting to a very imperfect
acquaintance with Lawrence’s work. After
Strange Gods exhibits something much
more like a critical attitude: there has obvi-
ously been a serious attempt to understand
in spite of antipathy.

It is characteristic of the more inter-
esting heretics, in the context in which
I use the term, that they have an excep-
tionally acute perception, or profound
insight, of some part of the truth: an
insight more important often than the
inferences of those who are aware of
more but less acutely aware of any-
thing. So far as we are able to redress
the balance, effect the compensation,
ourselves, we may find such authors of
the greatest value.

This is not explicitly said of Lawrence;
but it suggests fairly Mr. Eliot’s implied
estimate of him: he is spoken of with
respect, as (what he obviously is) “a very
much greater genius” than Hardy, and
there is “a very great deal to be learned”
from him. We are decidedly far away from
the imagined “frightful consequences” of
Lawrence the don at Cambridge, “rotten
and rotting others.” It would, indeed, have
been ungracious to recall this unhappy
past if Mr. Eliot’s attitude now had been
consistently or in general effect critical, to
be agreed or disagreed with. But it is not;
its main significance still lies in its being so
largely and revealingly uncritical—and so
equivocally so.

The first [aspect of Lawrence] is the
ridiculous: his lack of sense of humour,
a certain snobbery, a lack not so much
of information as of the critical facul-
ties which education should give, and
an incapacity for what we ordinarily
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call thinking. Of this side of Lawrence,
the brilliant exposure by Mr. Wyndham
Lewis in Paleface is by far the most con-
clusive criticism that has been made.

The charge of snobbery [. . .] may be
passed by; what damage it does is so obvi-
ously not to the object. But why, one asks,
this invocation of Mr. Wyndham Lewis?
With all his undeniable talent, is he quali-
fied to “expose” any side of Lawrence? No
one who can read will acclaim Lawrence
as a philosopher, but “incapacity for what
we ordinarily call thinking”—does not this
apply far more to Mr. Wyndham Lewis
than to Lawrence? Mr. Lewis stands, in
a paradoxically high-pitched and excited
way, for common sense; he offers us, at
the common sense level, perceptions of
an uncommon intensity, and he is capa-
ble of making “brilliant” connections. But
“what we ordinarily call thinking” is just
what he is incapable of [. . .].

When we look up Mr. Wyndham
Lewis’s “brilliant exposure” of Lawrence
in Paleface, we discover that it is an
“exposure” of Lawrence and Mr. Sher-
wood Anderson together. Now the primi-
tivistic illusion that Mr. Wyndham Lewis
rightly attacks was indeed something that
Lawrence was liable to (and could diag-
nose). Just how far, in any critical esti-
mate, the stress may be fairly laid there
is a matter for critical difference. But
that Lawrence’s importance is not any-
thing that can be illuminated by assim-
ilating him, or any side of him, to Mr.
Sherwood Anderson is plain on Mr. Eliot’s
own showing: “Lawrence lived all his life,
I should imagine, on the spiritual level:
no man was less a sensualist. Against the
living death of modern material civilisa-
tion he spoke again and again, and even
if these dead could speak, what he said is
unanswerable.” If Lawrence was this, how
comes Mr. Eliot to be using Mr. Wynd-
ham Lewis against him?—Mr. Wyndham

Lewis, who, though he may stand for Intel-
ligence, is as completely without any reli-
gious sense, as unqualified to discrimi-
nate between the profound insight and
the superficial romantic illusion, as anyone
who could have been hit on. His remark-
able satiric gift is frustrated by an unre-
strained egotism, and Mr. Eliot might have
placed him along with Mr. Pound among
those whose Hells are for other people: no
one could with less injustice be said to be
destitute of humility.

[. . .]

[The] curious sleight by which Mr. Eliot
surreptitiously takes away while giving, is
what I mean by the revealingly uncriti-
cal in his attitude towards Lawrence. It
is as if there were something he can-
not bring himself to contemplate fairly.
And the index obtruded in that over-
insistence on Lawrence’s “sexual morbid-
ity” refuses to be ignored. It is an odd
insistence in one whose own attitudes
with reference to sex have been, in prose
and poetry, almost uniformly negative—
attitudes of distaste, disgust, and rejection.
(Mr. Wyndham Lewis’s treatment of sex,
it is worth noting, is hard-boiled, cynical,
and external.) The preoccupation with sex
in Lawrence’s work is, no doubt, excessive
by any standard of health, and no doubt
psychologists [. . .] can elicit abnormali-
ties. But who can question his own account
of the preoccupation?—“I always labour
at the same thing, to make the sex rela-
tion valid and precious, not shameful.”
And who can question that something
as different as this from Mr. Eliot’s bent
in the matter is necessary if the struggle
“to re-establish a vital connexion between
the individual and the race” is to mean
anything?

[. . .]

Mr. Eliot complains of a lack of moral
struggle in Lawrence’s novels [. . .]. No one
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will suggest that in Lawrence we have all
we need of moral concern, but, as After
Strange Gods reminds us, a preoccupa-
tion with discipline—the effort towards
orthodoxy—also has its disabilities and
dangers. These are manifest in the obvious
and significant failures in touch and tone.
It may be prejudice that makes one find
something distasteful in the habitual man-
ner of Mr. Eliot’s references during the past
half-dozen years to Baudelaire and Origi-
nal Sin. [. . .]

No one who sees in what way Lawrence
is “serious and improving” will attribute
the sum of wisdom, or anything like it,
to him. And for attributing to him “spir-
itual sickness” Mr. Eliot can make out a
strong case. But it is characteristic of the
world as it is that health cannot anywhere
be found whole; and the sense in which
Lawrence stands for health is an impor-
tant one. He stands at any rate for some-
thing without which the preoccupation
(necessary as it is) with order, forms, and
deliberate construction cannot produce
health.
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∗Derek Verschoyle.
“The Theatre.”
Spectator 152,
no. 5527 (1 June 1934),
851.

The production of Mr. Eliot’s pageant play
is organized by the Diocese of London,
in aid of the Forty-Five Churches Fund,
the president of which is the Lord Bishop
of London. Apart, therefore, from its
place as a contribution to English dra-
matic literature, The Rock is to be con-
sidered as an official apologia for the
campaign of church-building which the
fund was started to finance. In both
respects it is an extremely interesting
work, and in both it is at least partially a
failure.

The direct action of the play turns
upon the efforts of a group of bricklay-
ers engaged in building a church, and
the difficulties (from bad foundations,
lack of money, agitators, hostile criti-
cism) against which they have to strug-
gle: their difficulties symbolize as well the
general attitude to religion of the secu-
lar world. The process of construction is
shown in every stage. In the first scene the
workmen appear starting on the founda-
tions; later the church is seen half built;
finally, it is shown completed and ready
for dedication. The Church’s requirements
of today are illustrated by a complemen-
tary series of pageant scenes, presenting
episodes in the history of the Church, for
the most part the Church in London: the
conversion of King Sabert by Mellitus,
Rahere’s building of St. Bartholomew’s,

the dedication of Westminster Abbey, out-
bursts of Puritan iconoclasm. The episodes
are linked together by a chorus, which
comments both upon the action of the
play and upon the present problems of the
Church. The hooded figure of the Rock,
who lends the play its title, represents the
Church’s continuity and resistance to dis-
solution; he takes little part in the action,
and exists mainly as a consultant for the
chorus. The main theme of the whole pro-
duction is, in Mr. Eliot’s words, the conflict
between the Church and the World.

It is a defect in the play, considered as an
apologia, that the case for neither of these
opposed causes is conclusively stated. Mr.
Eliot’s defense of the Church is based
rather on invocations than on definition,
and he seems reluctant to commit him-
self to logical justification. For the most
part the Church’s cause is assumed and
not stated, and at times Mr. Eliot’s unwill-
ingness to substantiate his beliefs makes
him appear to be doing little more than
strike an attitude. His picture of the soci-
ety in which the Church must work is sim-
plified and thereby distorted. He satirizes
Fascists and Communists, plutocrats and
social parasites, but admirable as much of
his satire is, it is not conclusive. The ele-
ments in society which he satirizes do not
represent the only, nor even the main, rea-
sons for indifference to the Church today.
Acceptance of Fascism or Communism is
for many of their followers the result,
not the cause, of dissatisfaction with the
Church. The causes in many instances lie
elsewhere; in, for example, despair of the
Church’s attitude towards such questions
as Housing and Population. Mr. Eliot does
not touch upon the latter problem, and
only deals fragmentarily with the former.
And he neglects altogether opposition to
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the Church which has other than a mate-
rialistic basis.

Nor, apart from its theme, is The Rock
entirely successful as a dramatic exper-
iment. In the choruses Mr. Eliot uses
only verse, and in the choruses alone
is a continuous dramatic effect achieved.
Mr. Eliot’s admirable dramatic verse was
spoken in unison by a chorus dressed
like carved stone figures, whose beauti-
fully clear delivery and rhythmic skill pro-
duced an effect that was both austere and
inspiriting. The producer’s only error was
in their final appearance where, crowded
together in a narrow opening between the
curtains in the center of the stage, they
looked incredibly like a flock of lost and
anxious sheep.

In the rest of the play Mr. Eliot uses
for the most part prose, and dramatic
modes which derive from the ballet, the
music-hall, and the pantomime. Many of
his points would be better made if they
could be made more concisely, and a lack
of economy in expression sometimes dis-
torted the balance between the scenes.
Some of the pageant scenes made their
effect, some had merely the rather tedious
plausibility of a carefully dressed charade.
It is, perhaps, unwise to insist too much on
the superiority of the choruses to the rest
of the play, because they had the advantage
of being spoken by Miss Elsie Fogerty’s
admirably trained and disciplined pupils,
while the players in other scenes were
largely recruited from amateurs from dif-
ferent parishes, in whom the effects of lack
of experience and rehearsal were evident.
But a hurried reading of the printed ver-
sion of the play confirms the impression
that was made by its presentation on the
stage. It remains to add that Mr. Martin
Browne’s production was ambitious and in
many ways impressive, and that much of
the music composed by Dr. Martin Shaw
had a great deal more than charm.

∗Michael Sayers.
“The Drama: Mr. T. S.
Eliot’s The Rock.”
New English Weekly 5
(2 June 1934), 230–31.

[. . .]

French influence has rarely improved
our English drama. Concerning literature
of the stage, at least, it is true to say that
the Entente exemplifies little more than
a reciprocal exchange of misunderstand-
ings. Modern or fairly modern French crit-
icism and poetry [. . .] have impressed
Mr. Eliot to the extent of reproduction;
and certainly they have led him to dis-
pense as far as possible with the essen-
tially English poetic device which, by a
combination of precise communications
and evocative suggestions, yields a lan-
guage continuously creative. Mr. Eliot has
struggled nobly and brilliantly against the
deterioration, imprecision, and misuse of
our language in our time; but, not satis-
fied by this excellent work, he went on
to elevate his negative critical principles
into a theory of poetry, and to practice his
own teaching. He commenced by deliber-
ately smothering those magnificent sonori-
ties (even when our poetry snored it was
magnificent!) which had become the test
of good poetry; and substituted in their
place the witty café-table rattle, the mor-
bid whine, and the mere boudoir coo char-
acteristic of his favorite French verses.
Consequently, even when most earnest,
much of Mr. Eliot’s poetic writing still
strikes the eye more forcibly than the
ear. [. . .]

Nevertheless this poet is capable of pro-
ducing at times extremely lovely-sounding
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lines, as those beginning: “O greater light
we praise thee for the less.” And that he is
well aware of what might be a deficiency
in his work may account for his frequent
use of liturgical movements, with rather
monotonous results.

For my purposes, then, Mr. Eliot’s verse
lacks that precipitation of the spirit with-
out which stage dialogue is tedious and
flat. His verse “stays on the ground”; it
walks, with irregular steps, in a circle. It
does not stir us by a bold advance, though
it may disappoint us by a feeble recession
[. . .]; at best it keeps steadily to an impro-
gressive circumambulation. Its emotional
gamut is restricted, dropping from satiric
levity down to hopeless despondency, but
reaching neither really comic impetuosity
on the one hand, nor tragic contemplative-
ness on the other hand. And in this play
The Rock [. . .], the content is equally as
uninspiring as the form.

Mr. Eliot allows certain limits to be set
to his thought and feelings by his beliefs.
He does not seek to justify the ways of his
God to us; this, it appears, he would con-
sider a piece of impertinence to attempt.
He does not concern himself very deeply
with the mystery of our existence; this, it
appears, would be contrary to orthodoxy.
Not to phrase it irreverently, Mr. Eliot’s
dramatic verse, in its most moving expres-
sions, is the incantation of a Dean manqué,
who would call strayed Christians into the
Catholic Church of England.

Again, these beliefs of Mr. Eliot cause
him to voice in most melodramatic utter-
ances (which too often, in this book, take
the place of intense feeling), a series of
mediaeval platitudes decked out in canoni-
cals; as, for instance, when he expresses his
horror at the hygienic practice of brush-
ing the teeth; and also when he declares
that our culture is decadent because it
ignores the Church, though it is more
probable that the Church is degenerate

because it has lost touch with our cul-
ture. One can only share the lament of
the other critics upon the passage of this
great literary gentleman into “the Waste-
land of Futile Superstition”; and murmur,
in the words of the Talmudic funeral ora-
tion pronounced upon Rabbi Hillel: “Alas,
the humble and pious man, the disciple of
Ezra!”

I know that there is a tendency among
modern critics to desire to confine the
subject-matter of art to an accepted num-
ber of abstractions from common experi-
ence. Just as we speak in our debates of
Communism, instead of the different dis-
ciples of Karl Marx; and of Social Credit,
instead of individual exponents of Major
Douglas’s Theory; so, if we wish to make a
play or novel about “love,” [. . .] we shall
no longer create a Romeo and Juliet, [. . .]
a Lady Chatterley and the Gamekeeper,
embodying our particular experiences and
observations of the sexual impulse; but
rather choose to deal with universal affec-
tions; and write, as it might be, the tragedy
of Lingham and Yoni, where only what-
ever is common to collective experience
of sex is allowed. It seems to me that this
modern inclination to restrict the field of
artistic enquiry would reduce our West-
ern art to the static condition of Chi-
nese aesthetics, which we might call the
science of trifling; and we should come
to agree with Voltaire that Shakespeare
was altogether a barbarian. If, however,
some of our dramatists welcome this lim-
itation of material, then in that case they
may find Mr. Eliot’s forms of verse to be
indicative of the sort of vehicle necessary
for the conveyance of mass emotions. I
think that these verse-forms might be suit-
able for Comedy, but a very specialized
kind of comedy: a Collective Comedy of
Manners—e.g., the Calf of Gold episode
in the play under review. The tragic expe-
rience, like that of the mystic, the poet,
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and the lover, will remain an individual
revelation [. . .].

As a special kind of comedic poet, then,
Mr. Eliot indicates in a few passages in
The Rock how talent, insight, wit, infor-
mation, chastened sentiment, and proper
dignity may be put to use in the mod-
ern drama, although it still remains to be
done.

[. . .]

∗Listener 11 (6 June
1934), 945.

The immediate object of The Rock, the
pageant play now being performed at
Sadler’s Wells, for which Mr. T. S. Eliot
has written the words, is to raise money for
the Forty Five Churches fund of the Dio-
cese of London—a purpose which dictates
the main theme of the play, the building of
a church, against which are shown certain
“experiments in time” which illustrate the
growth of the churches in London from
the time of the conversion of the Anglo-
Saxons. But beyond this main object,
which deserves all support, the play raises
the whole issue of dramatic poetry today,
an issue which the author himself has dis-
cussed as thoroughly as any contempo-
rary critic. In the course of a dialogue
on this subject, written a few years ago,
Mr. Eliot put forward certain general
propositions with which his dramatic
poetry in this Rock can now be com-
pared. One was the necessity for some-
thing more than pure entertainment. The
Rock most certainly does entertain; as well
as its choruses and historical pictures, it
has Cockney backchat, topical references
to Redshirts and Blackshirts and the Dou-
glas Credit Scheme, a music-hall song and
dance, and even a ballet (of Whittington

and his Cat). But the energy which car-
ries through its diverse scenes and gives the
whole performance shape is (as it was in
Mr. Auden’s Dance of Death) the writer’s
conviction of the importance of his theme.
[. . .] Mr. Eliot obviously does have very
strong feelings about those who “stray, in
high-powered cars, on a by-pass way,” and
does not care very much about “A Church
for us all and work for us all and God’s
world for us all even unto this last.” A
second observation, that “Drama springs
from religious liturgy and cannot afford
to depart far from religious liturgy,” is
amply illustrated, not only by the actual
introduction of parts of the Church ser-
vice (in the scene showing the blessing of
the Crusaders, and in the climax where the
Bishop of London blesses the audience) as
by the use of the rhythms of the liturgy
in certain of the choruses. And this links
up with the third proposition, the neces-
sity of providing a verse that will be as
satisfactory for us as blank verse was for
the Elizabethans. There is no one form of
verse in The Rock; it comprehends a vari-
ety, from the measures of the Psalms to
those of music hall; but the point is that
they are familiar rhythms, to which the
audience’s ear is attuned. And so, either
sung, or spoken with beautiful clearness by
the Chorus which links up the scenes, they
present no difficulty in acceptance. Those
to whom Mr. Eliot’s name is synonymous
with “modernist” and “difficult” poetry
may be surprised that audiences of bish-
ops, aldermen, church workers, school
children and “general public,” most of
whom are probably unfamiliar with his
other works, should be able to join in any-
thing written by him as they do in the
last chorus of all. Those, however, who
remember the smart rhythms of Sweeney
Agonistes, or the clear lines of the Jour-
ney of the Magi, will not be in the least
surprised; but simply pleased that a great
contemporary poet should have been given
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the opportunity of writing directly for a
popular audience.

∗“Mr. Eliot’s Pageant
Play.”
Times Literary
Supplement 1688 (7 June
1934), 404.

Evidently Mr. Eliot has prepared, step by
step, to enter the theatre. The Rock is not
actually a drama, being first a pageant;
but it is a work for the stage, and may be
regarded—Mr. Eliot having advanced so
far—as a notable demonstration of possi-
bilities. That his approach has been delib-
erate, preceded by much critical examina-
tion, is apparent from previous writings.

The contemporary theatre presented
him with two obstacles: first, the dislike
or fear of poetry on the stage; second, the
lack of a recognized morality either on the
stage or in the audience. [. . .] Perhaps, in
order to seek guidance for his advance, he
made his study of former dramatists, espe-
cially the Elizabethans; and within recent
years enunciated his discovery that poetry
and drama are not contradictory, as this
century assumes: the best drama is in fact
that which comes nearest to poetry, and
vice versa. This declaration gave confi-
dence for experiment, and he wrote several
fragments. But now the request to write for
a church audience, in support of a church
extension campaign, solved for him the
second problem—at least for the occasion:
Christianity was present on both sides of
the curtain.

Mr. Eliot is not alone among mod-
ern writers in desiring a poetic drama.
And internal evidence shows him sen-
sitive to what others are doing, to the

ground won, the methods employed. His
genius, indeed, might be said to rest on
a careful regard of other artists, prede-
cessors and contemporaries. He balances
two forms of awareness, which might be
described as horizontal and vertical, more
nicely than anyone today. In this play
the vertical (or past) influences are obvi-
ous and glorified in. Liturgy, which gave
birth to English drama, is a model; there
is antiphonal use of choric speaking; and
many scenes, which are all linked on the
theme of church-building, contain por-
tions of actual liturgy. The Latin ritual for
taking the Cross for the Crusades is bod-
ily inserted. There are also bits of sermons.
Early moralities authorize comic relief to
the most serious intentions; and that relief,
naturally enough, is expressed in terms of
the music-hall and pantomime we know.
The cockney builders of a church, which is
gradually erected as the pageant proceeds,
are ready to indulge in jokes, arguments,
songs, and humble reverence, as required.
Each difficulty in church-building is illus-
trated by a scene showing a similar (or
worse) difficulty overcome in the past.
Liturgical chanting and mime are used
in these scenes, which include such occa-
sions as Mellitus’s conversion of London,
Rahere’s building of St. Bartholomew’s,
the rebuilding of Jerusalem, and the Dan-
ish invasion of England.

As already suggested, awareness of
present writers is shown. With them, what
might be called the modest or non-sublime
approach to poetic drama has become
almost a convention. They take the popu-
lar stage forms today (the modern “folk”
forms), such as musical comedy or revue,
and use them as a basis. There was recently
Mr. O’Casey’s Within the Gates; and
echoes of its sing-song choruses, its per-
vasive harping on modern down-and-outs
find their way into The Rock: [quotation
of lines 102–05 of The Rock, Chorus I].
Mr. W. H. Auden is another experimenter;
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he is marked by strangeness and an arro-
gant threatening of a doomed society, as
he sees it. Him, too, Mr. Eliot recalls on
occasion: “Though you forget the way to
the Temple / There is one who remembers
the way to your door.” His gift of parody
may unconsciously lead him to this. But
conscious parody appears elsewhere, as in
the Communists’ verses—typographically
parodied also.

The scene where this occurs, set in
1934, is most characteristic of the Eliot
known through his poems. (It should be
made clear that the scenario is by another
hand, Mr. E. Martin Browne; Mr. Eliot
is author “only of the words.” As he
explains, “Of only one scene am I liter-
ally the author,” and this modern scene is
presumably the one.) The chorus, despon-
dent, wonders if the young offer hope
of better things. Bands of Redshirts and
Blackshirts are questioned. Their replies
are, with exaggeration, unsatisfactory. The
chorus says: “There seems no hope from
those who march in step.” A Plutocrat
enters, criticizes the Church and, instead,
offers to the crowd a golden calf, for which
they fight. As a comment on our modern
situation, it cannot be said that in this the
pessimism of The Waste Land has been
abandoned.

Mr. Eliot takes a hard view of the Chris-
tian struggle. The emphasis of his cho-
rus counters the optimistic scenario, an
emphasis such as is expressed in:

The desert is not remote in southern
tropics,

The desert is not only around the
corner,

The desert is squeezed in the
tube-train next to you.

These choruses [. . .] exceed in length
any of his previous poetry; and on the
stage at Sadler’s Wells they prove the most
vital part of the performance, being excel-
lently spoken. They combine the sweep of

psalmody with the exact employment of
colloquial words. They are lightly written,
as though whispered to the paper, yet are
forcible to enunciate.

[Quotation of lines 30–36 of The
Rock, Chorus III]

In The Rock Mr. Eliot’s success is cer-
tainly lyrical; the action scenes have imma-
turities and faults, for which, on account
of collaborators, he may not be entirely
blameworthy. The cockney humor is often
curiously feeble; sometimes alien points of
view, such as the Agitators’, are thinly pro-
jected. But with his use of the chorus he
has regained a lost territory for the drama.
Nor is it only satiric, as the tender music
of the closing scene may exemplify: “In
our rhythm of earthly life we tire of light.
We are glad when the day ends, when the
play ends; and ecstasy is too much pain
[. . .].” Mr. Eliot, having at last entered
the theatre, may well continue towards a
proper play in verse. There is exhibited
here a command of novel and musical dra-
matic speech which, considered alone, is
an exceptional achievement.

∗Richard Sunne.
“Men and Books.”
Time and Tide 15 (16 June
1934), 774.

The relation of the poet to his times raises
problems which can never, perhaps, be
satisfactorily determined. Does the poet
make the thought of his time? Or rep-
resent it? Is he himself remarkable only
because of a responsive quickness of intel-
lectual and spiritual hearing which enables
him to catch sounds while they are still
unheard by most of us? Or does he actually
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originate the rumors which, as he gives
them force and form, become bruited over
the world in which he lives and the very
voice of the time? [. . .] I suppose the truth
is, as usual, with both views. The poet
does hear quicker and more surely; but to
what he hears he will, if he be true poet,
give a new overtone; the murmurs of the
new thought which is coming will be trans-
muted by him into something which will
always be inalienably his own, held with
a precision and a purity which are beyond
the capacity of those who can only hear,
not what he hears, but a distortion of it, a
sound confused by prejudices and ambi-
tions and self-seeking aspirations. The
poet, as poet, will never wish to lead men;
even the fact that he inspires them is to
him only incidental. It is his business not
to improve this world, but to reveal a new
world by his interpretation and criticism
of this.

Mr. T. S. Eliot’s position among modern
poets is largely due to his sensitive aware-
ness of this characteristic of the true poet.
He is remote, not because he is uncon-
cerned in modern perplexities and prob-
lems (few men are more concerned), but
because he can relate and control his con-
cern by reference to his own vision. He is
remote, I feel, even from himself, knowing
well the difference between the poet in him
and the propagandist, and never allowing
the propagandist to get the better of the
poet in his poetry. Much of his work has
seemed to be representative of the particu-
lar dis-ease of his time; he has been accused
of leading his generation into a waste land
which otherwise it would not have occu-
pied. I believe, however, that in that early
work Mr. Eliot did something different.
He disclosed the waste land to people who
were living there, and still cozened them-
selves that they were in the happy valley,
or, at worst, daring some dangerous moun-
tain; and he himself, as poet, always knew
that he and his generation must go through

the waste land, and never could do that
until they confessed to themselves the true
nature of the country they were inhabit-
ing. It is not his fault if some of those to
whom he disclosed the true nature of their
lives elected to remain in the waste land,
and have refused either to join him on his
way out from it, or to discover any way
of their own. No poet, especially no dra-
matic poet, can be blamed because some
of his readers will stay obstinately faithful
to a vision which the poet has proclaimed,
but not praised. If a man thinks the world
of Troilus and Cressida or of Timon of
Athens is nearer to truth and beauty than
the world of The Tempest, it is his own
fault, not Shakespeare’s. What is exciting
to the critic who refuses to separate litera-
ture from life is the problem whether Mr.
Eliot in his later poetry is once again, as in
The Waste Land, overhearing the first faint
murmurs of a thought which will become
as general as the thought expressed in his
earlier work.

It would be a mistake to stress too much
the fact that at the performances of The
Rock at Sadler’s Wells Theatre the house
was packed—on the night I went there
was hardly standing-room—for the whole
fortnight of the production. There were
other than artistic reasons for this popu-
larity. It would be a graver mistake to sup-
pose that the audience consisted mainly
of earnest Church-people, and of friends
of the actors and actresses who had given
their services for the performance of this
impressive pageant-play. The value of The
Rock can be estimated from the printed
“book of words.” It is a religious play;
and at moments, as I listened to the words,
and even more now I read them, I dis-
cerned in Mr. Eliot an allegiance which
I had not previously found in his work.
There were plenty of echoes, parodies, and
side-glances at modern poets and mod-
ern heresies; here a touch of Mr. Auden,
occasionally a note of his old friend
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Mr. Ezra Pound—in the comic scenes,
dialogue and a song of which Albert
Chevalier would not have been ashamed.
The name that kept on recurring to my
mind, however, was one an older than
these. It was the name of Wordsworth.
It is likely that Mr. Eliot will suffer from
the same injustice as was for so long
Wordsworth’s fate [. . .]. A rebel who
changes from rebellion to acceptance of
habit often retains his popularity, and is
not suspected as a traitor; a rebel who,
retaining the spirit of rebellion, enlarges
the scope of his rebellion, is too often
abandoned by old associates and remains
misunderstood by possible friends. Mr.
Eliot is, as Wordsworth always was, a free
thinker; but his freedom has taken a direc-
tion at present so unfashionable in the
ranks of the intelligentsia, that it is hardly
understood. Mr. Eliot not only believes in
liberty, in the rights of men, in the duties of
the brotherhood; he actually believes that
this liberty, these rights, and these duties
must somehow be conserved for men’s
happiness, and that the surest, the only
certain safeguard for them is the Christian
religion. There is much else in The Rock
besides this simple statement: but that is
the play’s key. Against the servile state,
against the bondage of pleasure, against
the worship of success, against the vulgar-
ity of civilization The Rock stands.

[Quotation of lines 28–36 of The
Rock, Chorus III].

The Rock is at once an assertion and a
denial of individualism. Mr. Eliot believes,
as firmly as any Communist on Fascist, in
a whole of which individuals are part; but
the needs of that whole can only be gained
by the voluntary transcendence, not the
compulsory suppression, of the individual.
And when the whole is duly served, there
will result a richer individualism, a truer
freedom than are possible otherwise. Only

so can man overcome that other spirit
which dominates a world where “men
have forgotten All gods but Usury, Lust
and Power.”

∗Theology 29 (July 1934),
4–5.

The text of the Sadler’s Wells London
Church Pageant, The Rock, by T. S. Eliot,
is now available, and very good read-
ing it is. Our only criticisms are that it
is difficult to grasp at a single hearing,
and that the modern London working-
man does not speak as he is here made
to do. Ethelbert, Alfred, and young Edwin
are at once too intelligent and too illiterate.
But what a blessed relief, after the War-
dour Street lamb-doodle sometimes put
forward as the language of Church-plays,
to have words with a bite in them, full of
wit, satire, and poetry. It is a genuine mod-
ern exposition of belief in the Church, as
an ancient, unpopular, hard-pressed, con-
quering, divine society. It is modern in that
it is aware of the modern situation (we
even have the Douglas scheme of Social
Credit—“that bein’ the case, I say: to ’ell
with money”), and of Redshirts, Black-
shirts, and so forth, but in a deeper sense it
is modern in that we have in it the confes-
sio fidei of a modern Churchman, a real
faith expressed in the language of today.
Above all it is a pageant, with Mellitus,
Rahere, and even Nehemiah to reassure
the builders of today. The time-series is
used with freedom. Bishop Blomfield com-
forts the leader of the Chorus with a
reminder of the Crusades, and we at once
see a mediaeval Bishop giving the Cross,
with Latin prayers and benediction, to two
young Crusaders, and the next moment
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the twentieth-century builders are pat-
ting one another on the back because the
difficulties have miraculously vanished.
We congratulate the Diocese of London
on having secured Mr. Eliot to write their
book.

∗D. W. Harding.
“The Rock.”
Scrutiny 3 (September
1934), 180–83.

“The view that what we need in this tem-
pestuous turmoil of change is a Rock to
shelter under or to cling to, rather than an
efficient aeroplane in which to ride it, is
comprehensible but mistaken.” The atti-
tude expressed by Dr. Richards here is
one that many people now find less allur-
ing than once they did, and to them the
general theme of The Rock will be wel-
come. The whole book bears witness to the
conviction that the only possible advance
at the present time is a “spiritual” one
and has little to do with anything specif-
ically modern, nor any appeal for those
who

. . . constantly try to escape
From the darkness outside and within
By dreaming of systems so perfect that

no one will need to be good.

Mr. Eliot’s subtle tone of humble and
yet militant contempt could hardly be
improved upon. What is not convincing,
however, is his suggestion that the Church
is the only alternative, for his pleading
relies upon false antitheses. It puts the
plight of the uncultured vividly but it does
not show what the Church would do for
them. A description of the breakdown of

social and particularly of family life ends
“But every son would have his motor
cycle, / And daughters ride away on casual
pillions.” But the alternative to the pillion
is not suggested. As far as we can judge
from the time when such families were
more stable, it would be the horsehair sofa,
in a front parlor left vacant by the rest of
the family with appropriate pleasantries.
The only alternatives to godless restless-
ness that this book gives are the rough dia-
mond piety of the builders’ foreman, and
more impressive, the satisfactions of the
highly cultured who happen to be within
the Church.

[Quotation of lines 26–28 of The
Rock, Chorus IX]

But the plight of people capable of appre-
ciating such culture and still outside the
Church is not put. In so far as The Rock
is pleading for certain attitudes which the
Church at its best supports it is undoubt-
edly effective, but as an assertion of the
necessity of the Church to the establish-
ing or maintenance of those attitudes,
it is invalidated by its false antitheses.
Undoubtedly it is more effective in its
denunciatory description of things as they
are, of the misery of the poor and the spir-
itual vacuity of the well-to-do, than in the
remedy it proffers. And it is in the cho-
ruses where these descriptions occur that
the greatest intrinsic value of the work is
to be found.

The prose dialogue which maintains
the action of the pageant is distressing.
It is difficult to believe that the spinster-
ish Cockney of the builders was written
by the author of the public house scene
in The Waste Land, and the speeches of
the Agitator and the fashionable visitors
to the Church are just the usual middle-
class caricatures of a reality that has
never been accurately observed. They are
the caricatures of a class by a class, and
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well-worn and blurred they are, inevitably.
The reach-me-down character of the dia-
logue is partly responsible for and partly
derived from—in fact is one with—the
banal and sentimental treatment of a scene
like “The Crusaders’ Farewell,” which
offers so painful a contrast to the dig-
nity of the liturgical Latin that comes next.
Only in some of the ingenious pastiches of
archaic styles which Mr. Eliot introduces
from time to time is the prose readable
with even mild pleasure.

The verse is altogether more interest-
ing. Naturally in a work written to order
and presumably in a limited time there
is included some which is not as fine as
most of what Mr. Eliot has published.
Necessarily, too, this verse cannot have the
concentration and subtlety of a short poem
intended for many attentive readings. Its
interest lies rather in its experimentation
with a tone of address. Innovations of
“tone” (in Richards’s sense) are at least as
significant as innovations of “technique”
in the restricted sense, and in the addresses
of the Chorus and the Rock to the decent
heathen and the ineffectual devout, who
are taken as forming the audience, Mr.
Eliot achieves a tone that is new to contem-
porary verse. Its peculiar kind of sermo-
nizing is especially welcome in contrast to
the kind the young communist poets offer
us: in particular it succeeds in upbraid-
ing those it addresses while still remain-
ing humble and impersonally superior to
them:

The Word of the LORD came unto
me, saying:

O miserable cities of designing men,
O wretched generation of enlightened

men,
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
Will you build me a house of plaster,

with corrugated roofing,

To be filled with a litter of Sunday
newspapers?

[Quotation of lines 11–13 of The
Rock, Chorus VI and of lines 46–47 of
The Rock, Chorus I]

Closely bound up with the tone of
address is the texture of the language.
The idiom Mr. Eliot developed here is
admirably suited to, and has evidently
emerged from pressure of, the practical cir-
cumstances of the work: its dramatic pre-
sentation before an audience whose muzzy
respect for the devotional had to be welded
to a concern for contemporary realities.
A particularly successful and characteristic
trick of idiom is the quick transition from
vaguely Biblical language to the contem-
porary colloquial. It can be seen in this:
“I have trodden the winepress alone, and
I know / That it is hard to be really use-
ful . . .” [. . .] This passage also illustrates
the dominant feeling of the denunciatory
choruses, a dry contempt which has passed
beyond the stage of tiredness and now has
a tough springiness.

[Quotation of lines 59–60 and 66–71
of The Rock, Chorus III]

The Rock is in many ways typical of
Mr. Eliot’s later work. Far less concen-
trated, far less perfect, far more easy-going
than the earlier work, it has an increased
breadth of contact with the world which
takes the place of intensity of contact at
a few typical points. The change is not
one that can be described briefly. It can be
roughly indicated by saying that the earlier
work seemed to be produced by the ideal
type of a generation, and asked for Mr.
Eliot to be looked upon almost as an insti-
tution, whereas this later work, though
not more individual, is far more personal.
What seems certain is that it forms a tran-
sition to a stage of Mr. Eliot’s work which
has not yet fully defined itself.
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∗A. M.
Blackfriars 15, no. 174
(September 1934),
642–43.

Mr. Eliot has come out of the waste land.
His sojourn in the desert was not, as
his less intelligent disciples seem to have
thought, an intellectual antic: it was a
necessary asceticism, and an asceticism
for poetry. Analogous renunciations are
observable in other arts. All are stripping
to structure in order to regain tradition.
But the desert is a dangerous place: there
are devils in it as well as God. Surrealist
paintings suggest that it is the devil whom
the painters have met in the desert.

Mr. Eliot has come out of the waste
land a Christian. This play, which ran for a
fortnight at Sadler’s Wells, with crammed
audiences [. . .], is an explicitly Christian
play, it is vulgar propaganda, it is to col-
lect cash for Church extension. It is a phe-
nomenon to be noted when the greatest
living English poet finds it an honor for
poetry to be an ancilla Fidei.

The play is built on several planes. In
the foreground two Cockney bricklayers
are trying to build a church in a swamp.
On another plane are the appearances
of great church-builders of the past who
come to encourage the workmen—Rahere,
Nehemiah, Blomfield. Then there is the
contemporary “world,” with its aimless-
ness and lucre lust, and its panaceas of
Fascism and Communism. And behind all
is the mysterious figure of the Rock. The
Rock is Peter.

Mr. Eliot has always claimed that the
poet should be in organic relation with the
community: in this play he has achieved
that relation, and without any loss to his

poetry, for the great choruses which weld
the play together contain some of the
noblest poetry he has written. Only the
language of the Cockneys is a little unin-
teresting: Cockney is more than misplaced
h’s, and Mr. Eliot would do well to rely on
his own judgment in this matter, since the
advice he says he has taken seems not to
have been very helpful. But this is to carp
at a work which as a whole is a magnifi-
cent and thrilling success. The temptation
to quote is furious, but we must be content
to conclude with the refrain which is the
“motive” of the entire play: “A Church for
us all and work for us all and God’s world
for us all even unto this last.”

Robert Peel.
“A Classical
Contemporary Pageant
from Mr. T. S. Eliot.”
Christian Science Monitor,
Weekly Magazine Section,
14 November 1934, p. 12.

For many people Mr. Eliot is the poet of
chaos, and that is all. They think of him
as dwelling perpetually among the splin-
tered, splendid agonies of The Waste Land,
grasping at such fragments of meaning
as are momentarily visible in the night-
mare light of that region of the imagina-
tion. Readers of his prose know a very dif-
ferent sort of man, a cool, self-possessed
reasoner, a lover of precision, propor-
tion, and established values, a believer
in the sublime destiny of man. Those
who have followed his recent development
closely know that Mr. Eliot, like a mod-
ern Canute, has been quietly undertaking
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to turn back the sea of sensibility which
so long threatened to engulf him, that he
has been gradually extending the empire of
law over the profoundly disturbed depths
of his own submarine nature. The present
work marks the extent to which he has
succeeded.

If the sea has refused to turn back, it
at least moves in with a beautiful regu-
larity, an ordered grandeur, in which not
more than every seventh wave lands on
the shore with a perceptible shock. So
far as his form and method and even his
aims are concerned, Mr. Eliot has obvi-
ously passed from the tempest-tossed age
of Donne to the stately age of Dryden. The
Rock is a pageant play for which the poet
has written the words alone, the scenario
having been furnished by Mr. E. Martin
Browne. Nothing could better illustrate
the extent to which Mr. Eliot’s nervous,
prehensile imagination has come under
the sway of law than his willingness—
his positive eagerness, in fact—to adapt
his imagination to the structural frame-
work of another’s dramatic conception.
This is a classicism in its purest essence:
the transmuting of an idea common to per-
cipient minds into the form determined
by the artist’s individual genius work-
ing in an accepted medium of expression.
Judged as a drama, or even as a pageant,
the play is very uneven in its merits. It
concerns a group of Cockney bricklayers
engaged in building a church in contem-
porary London. To them, in rather mud-
dled fashion, come glimpses of the past,
near and remote, intended to show that
the church is always being built, always
being destroyed, but is perpetually alive
in the consecrated efforts of good men to
make it a permanent and visible reality on
earth. Prose scenes of Cockney realism and
humor alternate with rather high-falutin
poetic scenes, and a good measure of satir-
ical symbolism is introduced by way of get-
ting in a dig at the many shallow-pated,

conventional opponents (and supporters)
of the church today. There is much that
is excellent, considerable that is specious,
and a little that is painful in all this; but
overwhelming the consideration of all else
are the magnificent choruses which sweep
the play into the realm of major art.

In the best of them Mr. Eliot overtops
Dryden in majesty, while preserving fault-
lessly the simplicity and directness of com-
mon speech. He has never written any-
thing better than the lines that occur at the
beginning of the play:

The Eagle soars in the summit of
Heaven,

[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
Where is the Life we have lost in

living?
Where is the wisdom we have lost in

knowledge?
Where is the knowledge we have lost

in information?

The answer to these questions is all
too explicit in many of the scenes that
follow, but again and again the choruses
lift the reader above the clutter of well-
meaning arguments and heroics to lonely,
solemn heights of impassioned thought.
The present reviewer tried the experiment
of reading the choral paean to light at the
end of the play immediately after read-
ing the great hymn to light at the begin-
ning of Book 3 of Paradise Lost. Granted
the greater weight of Milton’s verse, he
found that Mr. Eliot’s lines did not suf-
fer diminution of beauty, sincerity, or pas-
sion by association with so superlative a
passage of poetry. Technically these cho-
ruses can bear comparison with the best
of English poetry, though their simplic-
ity may delude some people into thinking
them easy of achievement.

Mr. Eliot has pointed the way to a gen-
eration of poets. They could do worse than
to follow him (as poet, not as dogmatic
theorist) in the new direction that he has
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chosen. It is time for the light to move
on the face of the waters. It is time for
poets, as well as other men to build; to
construct, however fumblingly, temples in
which the spirit of Truth may dwell. One
may disagree with much of the reasoning
of Mr. Eliot’s play, but one can hardly fail
to respond to its ideas, gracefully epito-
mized in the “Builders’ Song” with which
the play ends [. . .].

“The Rock: Ecclesiastical
Revue.”
Theatre Arts Monthly 18
(December 1934), 926–29.

The London Diocese, faced with the neces-
sity of building and endowing forty-five
churches for a half-million inhabitants of
the new suburbs, realized the value of the
theatre in clarifying such a problem, and
asked E. Martin Browne, who had been
director of religious drama for the Chich-
ester Diocesan Players, to evolve a play
that would set forth the difficulties of the
campaign and initiate the drive for funds.
Mr. Browne invited T. S. Eliot to do the
writing, and engaged Martin Shaw as com-
poser and Stella Mary Pearce as designer.
His scenario took the form of what the
papers later called an ecclesiastical revue,
a device unusual enough to pack the house
for every performance but one whose suc-
cess can be judged at this distance only by
the accompanying pictures of the produc-
tion and the recently published version of
Eliot’s script, called The Rock.

Superficially, the choice of Eliot as
author is as unusual as the form of the play
itself, for the poet’s contact with the the-
atre has been slight. But, perhaps, for that
very reason, Eliot has been able to bring to

the writing of The Rock an unconvention-
ality and a freshness that set it apart from
the ordinary run of dramatic production.
Mr. Browne’s story-framework for Eliot’s
verse is built around “The Rock, The
Watcher, The Stranger,” who is to show

. . . the things that are now being done,
And some of the things that were long

ago done,
That you may take heart. Make

perfect your will.
Let me show you the work of the

humble. Listen.

What he shows is a group of Cockney
workmen who have been hired to build a
church in London, and how the difficulties
that beset them are remedied by momen-
tary appearances of Church figures of the
past, who describe or reenact their own
troubles when they were doing God’s work
in a younger world. Eliot’s previous work
offers no prophecy of the fertile theatric
invention used in his presentation of these
episodes: poetry and prose, mime and bal-
let. As accompaniments and alternatives
to these diversified scenes are choral com-
ments, by groups of unemployed and of
builders, and, most important, by a formal
chorus that symbolizes the foundations of
the Church. Eliot has written some fine
poetry for these passages, such lines, for
example, as these:

O Greater Light, we praise Thee for
the less;

The eastern light our spires touch at
morning,

The light that slants upon our western
doors at evening,

The twilight over stagnant pools at
batflight,

Moon light and star light, owl and
moth light,

Glow-worm glowlight on a
grassblade.

[. . .]
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But there is much mediocre poetry, as in
the recurring “Builders’ Song,” and in gen-
eral the prose is more felicitous, since Eliot
seems to attain humor and truth more
often and more easily in that form:

You needn’t believe in God but you’ve
got to believe in a buildin’. It goes
up and up in the sky, and on and on
through the years, and it speaks with
its lights and its bells in the night and in
the sunshine—and it stands when you
and I are dust, what built it for the
glory of God—and that church ’as been
put up with ’ands, buildin’, buildin’,
buildin’—all through the years—in the
ruddy rain and ’eat and ’ail and snow—
workin’ in bricks and mortar, goin’ on
forever and ever and ever, buildin’ the
Church of God.

As it appears on the printed page, The
Rock lacks the dramatic power, the sweep
and profundity, that it must have had on
the stage, a truism in any comparison
of published and acted versions of plays.
Such divertissements as a children’s ballet
of Dick Whittington and an old music-hall
song-and-dance come out better in perfor-
mance; and mimes have little color and
movement when they are confined within
three or four lines of prosy description.
And although it is Eliot’s virtue, perhaps,
that he can generally set beauty beside the
homely and rob neither of its distinctive
values, cold print cannot hide the crudity
of colloquialism when it is placed next to
ardent verse in such an allegory. The Rock,
when it is read, is too often a mixture of
contradictory impulses.

The stage version is another story. The
reported success of the Martin Browne
production is an indication that the play is
scaled for the theatre and had a color and
rhythm, an impassioned virility, at which
the book only hints. In any medium, how-
ever, The Rock composes one of Eliot’s
most thoroughgoing tributes to the faith.

Conrad Aiken.
“After Ash-Wednesday.”
Poetry: A Magazine of
Verse 45 (December
1934), 161–65.

[Review of After Strange Gods
and The Rock]

To read these two new books of Mr. Eliot’s
together is to be made more than ever
uncomfortable about his present predica-
ment, his present position and direction.
It is unfair to examine a lecture as closely
as one would an essay in criticism, and
After Strange Gods consists, of course, of
three lectures delivered at the University
of Virginia. It is equally unfair to judge
the printed text of a pageant, a pageant
written in cooperation with others and for
performance on a special occasion, as one
would judge a new book of poems pre-
sented in the ordinary way. In other words,
one must begin by discounting both books
as not quite “pure” Eliot. Nevertheless,
there they are, they must be fitted into
the Eliot tradition, they fall into line, and
Mr. Eliot himself invites the comparison
by publishing them; and it must be con-
fessed that they leave one with a feeling of
dissatisfaction and uncertainty.

The lectures consist chiefly of an exten-
sion and elaboration of the now famous
essay in The Sacred Wood—“Tradition
and the Individual Talent.” It is difficult
to see that they add much of importance,
whether in refinement or perception, or in
division or addition; if anything, they are
a dilution of the earlier work, they seem a
little thin. Of course, as we all know, Mr.
Eliot has turned to religion in the inter-
val of thirteen years between The Sacred
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Wood and After Strange Gods, and it is
not without a melancholy interest to con-
sider the later book in this special light.
From “tradition” to “orthodoxy” was, in
the circumstances, a natural semantic and
mantic step to take; Mr. Eliot takes it, and
is not at pains to conceal it. Everywhere
here is the implication that not only is it of
vital importance for the artist (as individ-
ual) to remain in a sort of conscious con-
nection with the tradition from which he
springs, but also that if this contact can
be further or more deeply extended to
include a connection with the Church
he will be safer still. Leaving aside, as
one must, the whole question of religious
belief, or of orthodox religion, neverthe-
less one is at once aware that the change
in Mr. Eliot’s critical attitude is decidedly
in the direction of limitation. Already, in
“Tradition and the Individual Talent,” his
emphasis was not so much on the free-
dom offered the artist by tradition as on
the restrictions; the use of tradition was
rather to hold one back than to release one
for a forward step of exploration; in short,
the position was a cautious one. The effect
of orthodoxy is not unnaturally to deepen
this timidity. If little room was then left for
the individual’s “free play,” there is now
very much less. As a mother of the arts,
Mr. Eliot’s “tradition” would be a very
anxious and possessive one indeed; and
(one is afraid) very crippling. Individual-
ism must go by the board—if such a pro-
gram should become universal—and the
creative renewal of the arts fall to so low a
level as to lead inevitably to stagnation.
With the death of the individual would
come the death of tradition; and art would
be simply a history.

A curious state of things, a curious atti-
tude in one who has himself been one
of the most pronouncedly and creatively
“individual” of contemporary writers, and
himself therefore a pretty violent creator
of tradition; and one immediately begins

to wonder what effect his doctrines will
have on his own poetry. The Rock alone
cannot give us much of an answer, for as
observed above, it is not a “pure” offer-
ing, but an amalgam. In conjecture, how-
ever, with the handful of poems which Mr.
Eliot has given us in the twelve years since
he published The Waste Land, it is enough
to make one uneasy. Without in any way
detracting from the extraordinary beauty
of Ash-Wednesday or Marina, or from the
occasional brilliance of other of the later
poems, one cannot fail to notice a con-
traction both of interest and power in the
recent work. Ash-Wednesday, let it be said
at once, is perhaps the most beautiful of all
of Mr. Eliot’s poems: it seems not unlikely
that its “value” will outlast that of The
Waste Land. It is purer and less violent;
it depends less on shock, though elements
of shock are still there, enough of them
to give energy; in Mr. Eliot’s own sense,
it is more absolutely a poem, has a new
being and constitutes a new experience,
and is so much more without “reference,”
or conscious reference, and so much more
heavily weighted with unconscious refer-
ence (or affect) as to approach the kind
of heavenly meaninglessness which we call
pure poetry. But, though we can like it bet-
ter than The Waste Land, or feel it to be
finer, we also feel it to mark the beginning
of a diminution of vigor and variousness:
the circle has narrowed, and it has gone on
narrowing.

We cannot, of course, argue that this
charge is due to the change in Mr. Eliot’s
views, any more than we can argue that
some deeper diminution of energy led to
the change of view; all we can do is observe
that the two things have gone together.
In The Rock, the choruses are not the
very best Eliot, though they are skillful
and beautiful; they are admirably calcu-
lated for declamation; they have an excel-
lent hardness and plainness; but at times
one feels the cunning of the rhetoric and
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the rhythm to be almost too glib and easy,
and as if usurping the place of what would
formerly have been a richer and more nat-
ural inventiveness.

Mr. Eliot remarks, in After Strange
Gods, that to write religious poetry is one
of the most difficult of all things. Ortho-
dox religious poetry, yes: for that is merely
to state, or to state by referring, or to
argue: which is propaganda, or something
very like it, as long as it remains within
that given frame of traditional or taught
conviction, as it must. It is this that makes
one uneasy about Mr. Eliot’s future: this
and his converse belief that poetry, or the
poetic genius, cannot be a substitute for
religion. To many of us it must appear
that “orthodox religion,” on the one hand,
and “tradition,” on the other, are simply
nothing but a temporary conservatism, or
freezing in formula, of the initial poetic im-
pulse. Beyond a certain point, or for more
than a given time, it cannot be formalized:
along comes a poet who reaches through
it to the thing itself. Perhaps Mr. Eliot’s ex-
periment with dramatic form in The Rock,
which must have been as highly sugges-
tive to himself as to his auditors and
readers, will release him once more in
ways which neither he nor ourselves can
foresee.

M[orton] D. Z[abel].
“Poetry for the Theatre.”
Poetry: A Magazine of
Verse 45 (December
1934), 152–58.

Sean O’Casey’s play, Within the Gates, has
now been produced in New York, and
Mr. Eliot’s The Rock was staged last June

in London; accordingly, the question of a
modern poetic drama is again in the air.
O’Casey’s play is an appropriate stimulus
to argument, since it comes from the coun-
try which has yielded the finest verse plays
in English in our time. Mr. Eliot’s “book of
words” for the pageant of the Diocese of
London is also of special moment; it fol-
lows on his “Aristophanic fragments” in
Sweeney Agonistes as an apparent effort
to put into practice the ideas on poetry
for the modern theatre which he outlined
in two of the best essays in The Sacred
Wood. O’Casey’s avowed aim is to lib-
erate the creative spirit of the dramatist
from the shackles and tedium of natu-
ralism; he wants to arouse the élan of a
ranging imagination, the vital force of an
ideal symbolism. “All fresh and imagina-
tively minded dramatists are out to release
drama from the pillory of naturalism and
send her dancing through the streets,” he
says, and his latest play carries him even
farther than The Silver Tassie from his
brilliant achievements in natural humor or
pathos in Juno and the Paycock and The
Plough and the Stars. Mr. Eliot has taken
the cause of the Forty-Five Churches Fund
as an opportunity to test “the temper of
the age” on its direct capacity for poetic
speech—“a preparedness, a habit on the
part of the public, to respond to particular
stimuli” which has been dwindling since
the days of Marlowe and Shakespeare. In
doing so he has put his talent to its longest
test since The Waste Land and indicated
what may again become a serious ambi-
tion among poets.

[. . .] [T]here is a fund of the best poetic
energy in our time tending toward the dra-
matic form, to claim for spoken poetry its
natural setting in the theatre, and to bring
verse back to one of its time-sanctioned
and impressive uses. But with this real-
ization comes another. The fund of poetic
ambition today is exceeded only by its
diversity; this diversity corresponds to an
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equal instability in interest and sympathy
in the modern audience; and this instabil-
ity (which only the commonest denomi-
nators of humor, farce, sex appeal, and
sensation seem able to localize or resolve)
is the factor that can usually be counted
on to make poetry in the modern theatre
seem trivial, and its speech and appeal
ridiculous.

It is one thing for an audience to attend
an Elizabethan play, with its sanctions of
tradition and reverence, and quite another
to find the same literary processes applied
to the events and speech of contempo-
rary life, from which newspapers, films,
and similar liberties have done their best
to extract the elements that make poetry
possible. [. . .] The triumph of realism is
photography, and photography has appar-
ently triumphed over any powers that
language now ordinarily has to impress
the masses. The minority of students and
poetry-readers who welcome poetic drama
are an insignificant proportion of the pub-
lic that has exhausted, usually before the
end of adolescence, most of the impulses
and mysteries of life which a poet takes
seriously. Accordingly, even serious poets,
turning to drama, do so by “stepping
up” the material of common realism to
a poetic level. This was Mr. Eliot’s idea
when he advocated the music-hall come-
dian as a fit medium for poetic transfor-
mation; and he followed his own advice
by taking the banalities of musical com-
edy for his material in Sweeney Agonistes.
That work, however, left one with the con-
viction that the use of “jazz as a medium
for tragedy” (one critic’s interpretation) is
a project more high-sounding and excit-
ing than practicable. The Rock, without
descending to jazz or rising to tragedy,
again uses music-hall methods, this time
for the purposes of a morality, but the
effective parts of this play are hardly due
to them. In O’Casey’s play the vulgar-
ity is not so much a matter of deliberate

intention as of the poetic limitations of the
author.

[. . .]

No one can question the serious value
of both O’Casey’s and Eliot’s plays. The
life in them is vastly superior to the
rhetoric of dramatists like Philips and Ros-
tand [. . .]. The defect appears to lie, rather,
in a conscious externalizing of poetic val-
ues, of applying the poetry to an admit-
tedly barren or non-poetic subject-matter.
A fault that springs from a recognition
of obstacles is often more emphatic than
one which grows out of a mere igno-
rance of them. The Elizabethans are ide-
ally the poets who possessed no separate
consciousness of their environment, their
theatre, and their art: the three met at a
single focus of vision and acceptance. [. . .]

Yeats’s concern for poetic drama has
been life-long, and early in his career he
referred to the unity of interest in an audi-
ence on which the subject-matter of a play
depends. That popular agreement he iden-
tified as “religion,” and indicated thereby
the fixity of purpose and assent on which
a dramatic language, free of either rhetori-
cal pretension or mere catchpenny novelty,
relies.

[. . .] The more religious the subject-
matter of an art, the more will it be as
it were stationary, and the more ancient
will be emotion that it arouses and the
circumstances that it calls up before our
eyes.

The assent to which [Yeats] refers—
whether social or political, moral or
religious—is particularly necessary to the
audience of poetic drama. The present
moment may be the worst in which to look
for it; there is little in current literature
to indicate that it exists. Possibly drama
will have to revive or develop it before
it can rely on it. But it is almost certain
that without such reliance the ephemeral
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novelty of speech, the apologetic artifice
of method, or the easy return to conven-
tion will not disappear from attempts in
this line. Genuine poetry allows none of
these; it is, more than drama, a “means of
expression” that becomes authentic only
when it has something to express, and
that subject-matter must be grounded in
the deepest nature and intelligence of the
poet. A new poetic drama that realizes this
may ultimately count itself not only the
reviver of a particular literary form, but
of something more essential—a purpose,
implicit in age and people, of which true
literature is the expression. Whether a play
is written to reprove religion, like Within
the Gates, or to defend it, like The Rock;
whether it is written for social propaganda
or political; its greatness will exist in direct
proportion to the dramatist’s respect for
this law. The conditions hostile to poetic
drama may possibly be auspicious. They
may drive poets not only to revive a form,
but to create the audience that will make
a poetic theatre imperative.
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∗“Mr. Eliot’s New Play.”
Times Literary
Supplement 1741 (13 June
1935), 376.

Mr. Eliot’s new work of poetic drama has
moved farther from the theatre than his
previous attempts and come nearer to the
Church. It is written for production in
Canterbury Cathedral this week. Its con-
ventions have more in common with rit-
ual than with the stage, as in the earli-
est English drama; and these conventions
which he has adopted, including strong
use of a chorus, are well assimilated to
the whole texture. In The Rock they were
often self-conscious, but here they have
become subordinate, natural, appropriate.
The play might be described as a poem for
several voices used liturgically.

The subject covered by a title that
echoes detective fiction is Thomas Becket’s
assassination. It is told without an obvious
propagandist intention, which was not the
case with The Rock. We open with Becket
returning after seven years abroad, to a
scene which has been prepared by a cho-
rus of Canterbury women, who speak in
strikingly simple language:

Here is no continuing city, here is no
abiding stay.

Ill the wind, ill the time, uncertain the
profit, certain the danger.

O late late late, late is the time, late
too late, and rotten the year;

Evil the wind, and bitter the sea, and
grey the sky, grey grey grey.

O Thomas, return, Archbishop;
return, return to France.

But Becket, who is shown throughout as
one ready for death, will not accept any
warning. Tempters appear. One tempter

would have him revive the worldly plea-
sures of his youth, and when rejected re-
marks: “I leave you to the pleasures of
your higher vices.” Another tempterwould
have him re-seek the power he once held
as Chancellor. To whom Becket replies:

Those who put their faith in worldly
order

Not controlled by the order of God,
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
Degrade what they exalt.

A third tempter would have him lead rebel-
lion against the king; a fourth makes a sub-
tler appeal—to triumph over his enemies
by martyrdom:

Think, Thomas, think of enemies
dismayed,

Creeping in penance, frightened of a
shade;

[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
Think of the miracles, by God’s grace,
And think of your enemies, in another

place.

But Becket is aware of the danger of this
last temptation: “To do the right deed for
the wrong reason.”

As an interlude we see him preaching
in the cathedral on Christmas morning,
1170, when he pronounces his view that
a Christian martyrdom is not the effect
of man’s will to become a saint. He says:
“[. . .] [t]he true martyr is he who has
become the instrument of God, who has
lost his will in the will of God [. . .].” He
concludes his sermon by saying he does not
think he will ever preach to them again.

In Part II, the murder takes place. First,
the four knights accuse Becket. The priests
try to persuade him to take sanctuary, but
he is more than ready for death: “I have
had a tremor of bliss, a wink of heaven,
a whisper, / And I would no longer be
denied.” When the priests carry him by
force into the cathedral, he makes them
unbar the doors. The knights enter, slightly
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tipsy, and kill him. They then, in mock-
elaborate prose, justify themselves, urging
that their act is disinterested, that Becket’s
crime was his failure to unite temporal and
spiritual office (Chancellor and Archbis-
hop), “an almost ideal State,” and that by
his attitude he more or less killed himself.

All through the play the two main notes
are of Becket with his idée fixe of fulfill-
ment in death and of the chorus exhibiting
a sense of approaching death. Mr. Eliot’s
talent seems to be most effective in this sec-
ond note, of imminent desolation:

The forms take shape in the dark air:
Puss-purr of leopard, footfall of the

padding bear,
Palm-pat of the nodding ape, square

hyena waiting
For laughter, laughter, laughter.

Or, again, a recurrence of the undersea
imagery of his early work: “I have lain
on the floor of the sea and breathed with
the breathing of the sea-anemone, swal-
lowed with ingurgitation of the sponge.
I have lain in the soil and criticised the
worm.” But those former contradictions
which were the special surprise of Mr.
Eliot’s verse are here fused. This is his most
unified writing. He has admirably brought
to maturity his long experimenting for a
dramatic style, the chief merit of which lies
in his writing for a chorus.

∗I. M. Parsons.
“Poetry, Drama, and
Satire.”
Spectator 154, no. 5583
(28 June 1935), 1112–14.

Artists, it has been said, usually know
what is best for themselves. And certainly

Mr. Eliot’s preoccupation with religion,
in which many critics saw the end of his
poetry and the stultification of his criti-
cism, wears a different aspect in the light
of his latest work. Murder in the Cathe-
dral is a historical episode, or series of
episodes, dealing with the life and death
of Thomas Becket. The action takes place
alternately in the Archbishop’s Hall and
in the Cathedral at Canterbury, and cov-
ers the last few weeks of Becket’s life. The
episodes are linked by a Chorus of Women
of Canterbury, and divided into two parts
by a prose interlude in which Becket
preaches in the Cathedral on Christmas
Day, 1170. So much for the frame of
the piece. To suggest its essential qual-
ity is not so simple. One might begin
by referring to the choruses, used in the
Greek manner to create an atmosphere of
impending evil, among an audience expec-
tantly acquainted with the outcome of the
plot.

Some presage of an act
Which our eyes are compelled to

witness, has forced our feet
Towards the cathedral. We are forced

to bear witness.

Or to Becket’s tempters, advocates in turn
of luxury, temporal power, and spiritual
glory through martyrdom, whose argu-
ments are used both to reveal Thomas’s
character and to introduce relevant details
of his past life: “If you will remember me,
my Lord, at your prayers, / I’ll remem-
ber you at kissing-time below the stairs.”
Or to the Christmas sermon, Becket’s final
affirmation of his position, which acts as
a bridge between the psychological action
of Part I and the physical action of Part
II. All these are important to the play’s
effectiveness, contribute to its atmosphere,
construction, and presentation of charac-
ter. But equally one might mention those
passages of the chorus in which the stress
is not on the fate that is foreboded, but
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on the fate that is the portion of the com-
mon man: “Of the men and women who
shut the door and sit by the fire,” pas-
sages in which Mr. Eliot’s particular touch
is most revealing and most assured. Or to
the skillful variety of tone and modula-
tions of rhythm in the Tempters’ speeches;
or to the scene immediately following the
murder when the four knights advance
and address the audience in justification of
their act: a scene whose satire gives point
to the main theme of the play, while reliev-
ing the tension created by the climax and
providing a smooth elision to the exalta-
tion of the final chorus. All these again are
part of the play’s quality, though still only
part. Its main quality is bound up inextri-
cably with the written word, which can-
not be paraphrased. And if one were to
start quoting it would be hard to know
where to begin or where to stop. For the
play is a dramatic poem, and has an imag-
inative unity which does not lend itself to
brief quotation. An imaginative unity . . .
there perhaps is the essence of the matter.
Many people could have made a play out
of Becket’s murder—an instructive play, a
witty play, a good thriller or a moral tale.
Mr. Eliot has done more: he has reani-
mated a literary form which in England
has been dead or dormant for nearly three
hundred years, and in doing so he has
found himself anew as a poet, only with an
added ease, lucidity, and objectiveness.

∗Edwin Muir.
“New Literature.”
London Mercury 32 (July
1935), 281–83.

Mr. Eliot’s latest play is an interesting and
moving piece of work and, unlike The

Rock, a unified one. The drama is sim-
ple, direct and closely knit, and it pro-
ceeds within an intellectual scheme which
is stated quite early in the play and is never
forgotten during the rest of the action,
which in turn is circumscribed by it and
takes its governing significance from it.
The scheme of the action, that is to say,
is related to or rather becomes part of a
scheme of human action in general, seen
timelessly. This scheme of human action is
tentatively stated in the first chorus by the
poor women of Canterbury with which the
play opens:

We wait, we wait,
And the saints and martyrs wait, for

those who shall be martyrs and
saints.

Destiny waits in the hand of God,
shaping the still unshapen:

I have seen these things in a shaft of
sunlight.

[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]

It is stated more definitely by Thomas at
his first entrance, in a reply to one of the
priests who had reproved the women for
“croaking like frogs in the treetops”:

Peace. And let them be, in their
exaltation.

They speak better than they know,
and beyond your understanding.

They know and do not know, what it
is to act or suffer.

They know and do not know, that
action is suffering

And suffering is action. Neither does
the agent suffer

Nor the patient act. But both are fixed
In an eternal action, an eternal

patience
To which all must consent that it may

be willed
And which all must suffer that they

may will it,
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That the pattern may subsist, for the
pattern is the action

And the suffering, that the wheel may
turn and still

Be forever still.

[. . .]

This is Mr. Eliot’s image of earthly life:
the wheel that turns and is forever still.
But as man is a spirit he is not completely
bound to this wheel with every power; and
this is the other aspect of the intellectual
scheme of the play. The first clear state-
ment of it comes at the end of the first
act, when Thomas deliberately embraces
his martyrdom, which he sees is bound to
follow:

I know
What yet remains to show you of my

history
Will seem to most of you at best

futility,
Senseless self-slaughter of a lunatic,
Arrogant passion of a fanatic.
[ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
I shall no longer act or suffer, to the

sword’s end.

The last line is the crucial one, for it
declares that Thomas, by purification of
the will, has set himself free from the
wheel. This mystery is dealt with more
fully in the sermon which follows, forming
an interlude between the first and the sec-
ond (and last) act, and dealing with mar-
tyrdom.

Saints are not made by accident. Still
less is a Christian martyrdom the effect
of a man’s will to become a Saint, as
a man by willing and contriving may
become a ruler of men . . . A martyr-
dom . . . is never the design of man; for
the true martyr is he who has become

the instrument of God, who has lost his
will in the will of God [. . .].

These quotations should make clear the
main lines of the action, which is both
earthly and transcendental, a matter there-
fore both of grief and rejoicing (part of
the sermon deals with this question, how
believers can sorrow and rejoice at the
same action). The meaning of the whole
play is summed up in a few lines spoken
by Thomas before his death: “I give my
life / To the Law of God above the Law
of Man [. . .].” That expresses both the
nature of Thomas’s action and the mystery
implied in it. And this is what Mr. Eliot is
mainly concerned with, and without bear-
ing it in mind the drama loses most of its
meaning.

It is not for a reviewer to agree or dis-
agree with the intellectual scheme of a
work of imagination; all that he need be
concerned with is its consistency, and its
imaginative and dramatic force. From the
outline I have given I think it will be clear
that the intellectual fabric of this play is
quite unusually consistent and closely knit,
and also imaginatively impressive. But it
is the dramatic force that it conveys to
the action that is perhaps most striking
of all; for one might almost say that the
action owes its ultimate force to the consis-
tency with which Mr. Eliot’s imagination
has moved within the bounds of his gen-
eral conception of human action, stated
abstractly in the passages which I have
quoted. It may be said, of course, that
every work of imagination moves within
the limits of its author’s general concep-
tion of human action; but here the con-
ception is held far more clearly and consis-
tently than in most dramatic works, and
the result is not only a greater intellec-
tual, but a greater dramatic intensity, for
every utterance of the actors being given
its exact place in the scheme, is given also
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a more packed and full meaning. Some-
times, it seems to me, Mr. Eliot secures
this precision at the expense of imaginative
freedom, particularly in the figures of the
four knights, who represent the ordinary
man of action. But the action itself as
he conceives it is truly dramatic; the fig-
ure of Thomas in particular is beautifully
imagined: the scene between him and the
Tempters being probably the finest in the
play.

Obviously a play conceived on such
terms as these must have a number of
meanings apart from or flowing from the
main one. “I give my life / To the Law
of God above the Law of Man” clearly
expresses one of them, and one which at
present is of the utmost urgency: the rival
claims of religion and politics. In this ques-
tion one feels that Mr. Eliot is on the same
side as Thomas Becket; but what he has
written is a play, and so he has to state both
sides. In the first act both sides are finely
balanced, and that is what makes it so
strong dramatically; in the second the mur-
derers of Becket are somewhat burlesqued
and belittled, and even though they may
have been in themselves quite common-
place or even ridiculous characters, Mr.
Eliot by making them actually so loses the
feeling, which he catches so finely in the
scene of the Tempters, of the deep and per-
manent worldly power which they repre-
sent: they have not enough behind them.
He holds the balance between the two
powers in the first act, but in the second
he actually gives the impression of mak-
ing Becket’s triumph too easy, perhaps a
strange complaint to make about a dra-
matic representation of martyrdom. The
Chorus immediately preceding the murder,
on the other hand, is one of the finest in the
whole play. But this poetic drama, unlike
The Rock, does not depend on the cho-
ruses. It is a unified work, and a work of
great beauty.

∗James Laughlin.
“Mr. Eliot on
Holy Ground.”
New English Weekly 7
(11 July 1935), 250–51.

. . . wherever a martyr has given his
blood for the blood of Christ,

There is holy ground, and the sanctity
shall not depart from it

Though armies trample over it,
though sightseers come with
guide-books looking over it . . .

However you want to feel about Mr.
Eliot’s “position,” Murder in the Cathe-
dral proves that he is still a great mas-
ter of metric and that he knows how to
put together a play. These new lines do
not sparkle as do those of The Waste
Land, but in their quiet way they are
perfect.

The mind jumps at once to the problem
of poetry and belief, but I don’t want to get
myself entangled in that. Mr. Eliot himself
has treated it quite adequately in his essay
on Dante. It is enough to say that although
an Anglican vicar will naturally feel more
excited about this play than others would,
agnostics and heretics need not abstain, as
it contains enough intellectual pabulum to
hold all their attention. For example, you
can do a lot of thinking about Mr. Eliot’s
blending of the Aristotelean tragedy with
Christian dogma.

The play begins in the best Greek man-
ner with a Chorus (of the women of Can-
terbury) chanting of bad things to come
and a Herald ushering in the Protagonist.
But with Becket’s first speech you real-
ize that here is no Oedipus about to be
battered from all sides by bland fate, but
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a Christian martyr forging his own des-
tiny with eyes open to the forces moving
against him, [who knows]

[. . .] that action is suffering
And suffering is action. Neither does

the agent suffer
Nor the patient act. But both are fixed
In an eternal action, an eternal

patience
To which all must consent that it may

be willed
And which all must suffer that they

may will it,
That the pattern may subsist, for the

pattern is the action
And the suffering that the wheel may

turn and still
Be forever still.

These lines deserve your careful anal-
ysis, for they are not only the princi-
ple motif of the play, but as well, I
think, a deliberate expression of the poet’s
philosophy. Roughly I interpret them as
orthodox Thomism; in any case they
indicate the intellectual nature of Eliot’s
faith.

Reading Sophocles I always get the
impression of fly-swatting—of a superhu-
man hand suddenly reaching down from
nowhere to crush a bewildered little ani-
mal. Thus in the Greek frame such a line
as “And which all must suffer that they
may will it,” is all out of drawing. What is
Eliot’s purpose in this distortion?

An examination of the psychological
angle provides the clue. Aristotle’s crite-
ria call for pity and terror to induce the
catharsis. But the fall of Becket produces
neither; he foresees his doom and declines
escape though it is offered—hence not ter-
ror; he is obviously ready for death and
glad to fulfill his faith—and so no pity. And
yet the play’s action does release emotion
within the observer. Of what kind? The

same, I think, as is aroused by a Mediaeval
Mystery or Miracle, one of religious exal-
tation, of completion of faith. It is clear
then that Eliot has attempted a fusion of
the Classic and Mediaeval dramatic for-
mulae. Perhaps this will offend the purist,
but for me it is curious and thought-
provoking.

Is this fusion purely a technical mat-
ter, or does Eliot intend a deeper meaning?
Does he wish to indicate a fundamental
affinity between the Classic and Christian
tempers? Does his duality reflect a simi-
lar tendency in his own thought? Or is he,
in blending an act of faith with tragedy,
merely recalling that Greek drama had its
origin in the religious ritual of the Goat
Song, in which masked priests induced a
mystic ecstacy in the celebrants by their
chant and pantomime? I guess you would
have to ask him.

To make his work completely solid
Eliot presents through the assassins’ after-
murder speeches a clear analysis of the
historical forces conditioning the event.
Becket would not compromise between
Church and State and was put on the spot.
The knights speak in prose.

Throughout Murder in the Cathedral
the versification is of a high and even qual-
ity. There are few lines which will catch
in your memory and stick there, as do so
many of those of The Waste Land, and
the poems in Prufrock, but neither is there
a faulty line. There is no fixed meter, but
there is, in the best sense, a fine free metric.
Mr. Eliot has been to school and knows
his language-tones and sound-lengths as
few others do. He can cut a line of sound
in time so that it comes off the page to
you as a tangible design. His cadences are
soft and cool and flowing, but there is
never an unnecessary word. The language
is highly charged with meaning, but there
is no looseness of rhetoric. The craftsman-
ship of the verse is so unostentatious that
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you must look closely to see all the richness
of detail.

We are not ignorant women, we know
what we must expect and not
expect.

[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
We have seen the young man

mutilated,
The torn girl trembling by the

mill-stream.
And meanwhile we have gone on

living,
Living and partly living
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]

Yes, it’s a long, long way to Prufrock,
it’s a long, long way from here. There has
been much change, but I think it is in the
nature of a fertile evolution and not a ster-
ile decline.

And yet is the change so great? Murder
in the Cathedral . . . is hardly a title cho-
sen by a religious recluse! And even back in
1917 (with apologies to “The Hippopota-
mus”) we find that “the True Church can
never fail / For it is based upon a rock.”

Conrad Aiken
[pseudonym, Samuel
Jeake, Jr.].
“London Letter.”
New Yorker 11 (13 July
1935), 53–55.

We ought, of course, to have gone to
Ascot to see the gray top hats and lovely
dresses (not to mention the umbrellas)
and perhaps a horse or two; instead we
joined a very different pilgrimage, and one
with an even statelier history than Queen

Anne’s Royal Ascot. In short, we went
to Canterbury. It was the week of Can-
terbury’s annual Festival of Music and
Drama, an affair organized by the Friends
of Canterbury Cathedral, its admirable
object being to raise funds for the upkeep
and repair of the church. The program
of entertainment was unusually good this
year—first-class concerts in the Cloisters
by the B.B.C. Orchestra, and also in the
Cathedral itself (the only regrettable fea-
ture of this being that for the moment one
was unable to see the newly restored tomb
of the Black Prince, now bright gold), with
music by Bach, Ravel, Holst, Vaughan
Williams, Scarlatti, and so forth. No won-
der the little town was crowded, swarms
of uniformed schoolgirls being especially
conspicuous, but the strangest thing of
all was the fact that this year the chief
attraction was actually the work of an
American. To be exact, an ex-American.
T. S. Eliot had been invited by the Friends
of the Cathedral to write a play for the
occasion—no doubt because of his pro-
duction of The Rock last year at Sadler’s
Wells, in aid of the City churches—and
he complied, giving them Murder in the
Cathedral. Thus, without any preliminary
fuss or fanfare, without advertisements in
the newspapers, or any advance announce-
ments except through Church channels,
a poetic play was staged in the Chapter
House which may well mark a turning
point in English drama.

Making every allowance for the
extreme impressiveness of the surround-
ings—the hall of the Chapter House is, of
course, magnificent—and for the extraor-
dinary associational aid in the fact that a
play about Thomas Becket’s martyrdom
was being performed on the very spot
where the martyrdom itself had been
enacted—a combination of circumstances
which must remain unique—nevertheless,
one hadn’t listened five minutes before
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one felt that one was witnessing a play
which had the quality of greatness. If
one had become uneasy about the effect
of Eliot’s churchward leanings on his
poetry, one forgot that at once. Performed
in a barn, and before an audience of
skeptics, Murder in the Cathedral would
still be a profound and beautiful thing.
It transcends the particular beliefs on
which it has been built—or, rather, it
creates its own beliefs out of its own sheer
livingness—exactly as Everyman does,
or Oedipus Rex, and, incidentally, with
striking technical resemblances to both.
The use of the chorus of ten women, and
the choruses themselves, were superb.
One’s feeling was that here at last was
the English language literally being used,
itself becoming the stuff of drama, turning
alive with its own natural poetry. And
Eliot’s formalization wasn’t at all the sort
of thing one has grown accustomed to
expect of poetic drama—no trace of sham
antique or artiness about it; nothing, in
the “dead” sense, “poetic.” No, the thing
was directly and terribly real, the poetry of
the choruses was as simple and immediate
in its meaning as our own daily lives, and
the transition into satirical modern prose
at the end, when the four knights turned
and addressed the audience, came without
shock. It is a triumph of poetic genius that
out of such actionless material—the mere
conflict of a mind with itself—a play so
deeply moving, and so exciting, should
have been written; and so rich, moreover,
in the various language of humanity.
That is perhaps the greatest surprise
about it—in the play Eliot has become
human, and tender, with a tenderness and
a humanity which have nowhere else in
our time found such beauty of form.

The production by Martin Browne was
perfect. The stage was of the simplest,
the actors approaching it from the cen-
ter aisle of the hall, through the audience;
the chorus, when not speaking, sitting at

the right and left in the niches between
little columns, as if merely a part of the
design. Robert Speaight, as Becket, was
superb. The other parts were taken by
amateurs, the Cathedral Players, who give
a performance that professionals might
envy. And the speaking of the choruses
was so beautiful that one actually resented
at moments the singing which served as a
counterpoint for it, from the gallery at the
other end of the hall; for once, the spo-
ken word was all one wanted. Altogether,
an event; and we shall be surprised if later
this lovely thing isn’t given a run in the
West End of London, or even put on by
the Theatre Guild in New York.

[. . .]

Mark Van Doren.
“The Holy Blisful Martir.”
Nation 141 (9 October
1935), 417.

It is only in a minor sense that the action of
Mr. Eliot’s play can be understood as tak-
ing place at Canterbury. The stage direc-
tions put it there; the Chorus is composed
of women from the town; the Archbishop
stands and talks in his own hall, and at the
end is murdered by four English knights
while he prays before the cathedral altar;
and the date, 1170, is displayed with suf-
ficient prominence. But the peculiar merit
of the poet has little to do with all this. It
has rather to do with the fact that Mr. Eliot
has confined himself with a strict and icy
purity to the one aspect of the story which
he was equipped to treat. This aspect is
such as not even to suggest a comparison
with Shakespeare, whose kind of human-
ity Mr. Eliot nowhere attempts. It suggests
only Mr. Eliot, who achieves perfection
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here to the degree that he explores his own
mind and employs his own art.

He is concerned first and last with the
morality, or perhaps it is the theology, of
martyrdom. Chaucer’s “holy blisful mar-
tir” is so far from blissful in these pages as
to strike a kind of silent terror in the spec-
tator’s heart through the spectacle of his
bleak and puzzled loneliness. And as for
his holiness—ah, that is a question which
Mr. Eliot is unable to answer. Indeed the
impossibility of answering it is the theme
of the play. For who can say that Thomas
Becket was without spiritual pride when
he determined to obey his instinct of mar-
tyrdom? Who can say that he exposed
himself to swords for any better reason
than a certain tempter gave him—this
tempter being the last of four, and the most
deadly of them because he urges “the
right deed,” namely martyrdom, for “the
wrong reason,” namely glory? The point
is plainly made that if Thomas suffered
death for the sake of power and glory he
was not holy; and there is abundant evi-
dence, both before and after the catas-
trophe at the altar, that most of England
felt a fanaticism in his final act. But the
point is as plainly made that this particu-
lar martyrdom may have been designed in
heaven, where “the Saints are most high,
having made themselves most low.” As for
an earthly solution to the problem, there
is and can be none; nor can Thomas’s own
words to himself be taken as testimony,
since he dies a man and not a saint, and
speaks accordingly—as one, that is to say,
who desires to know rather than knows.

Murder in the Cathedral has been com-
pared with Saint Joan, but it is both higher
and thinner than that; higher because it
rises above the merely political problem
of obedience to authority, and thinner
because theology must always be thin on
any stage, even the stage to which Mr. Eliot
adapts himself with such dignity, simplic-
ity, and skill. Within its limits the play is

a masterpiece, a thing of crystal whose
appearance of flawlessness is not altered
by the weird reality of the four speeches
in prose delivered by the murderers after
their job is done. For the irony which tin-
kles through those speeches is merely the
accompaniment of an irony pervading the
whole, and reaching its deepest tones in
the last words of Becket. Mr. Eliot has
written no better poem than this, and none
which seems simpler. It is of course not
simple; but that is another of its ironies.

∗F. O. Matthiessen.
“T. S. Eliot’s Drama of
Becket.”
Saturday Review 12
(12 October 1935), 10–11.

That Murder in the Cathedral was pro-
duced at this summer’s Canterbury Festi-
val with apparently considerable success
should not surprise anyone who has tried
reading it aloud. For not only do its lines
fall naturally into spoken patterns, but,
even more importantly, its structure is dra-
matically conceived as a whole, each of
its two parts building strongly up to a cli-
max. In this respect it is in marked contrast
with Eliot’s two previous experiments with
drama. Sweeney Agonistes, 1927, which
broke away from the packed intricacy of
his former poetry by attempting to utilize
music-hall rhythms, was left as a fragment.
The Rock, which was written for produc-
tion at Sadler’s Wells last year, was more
in the nature of a ritualistic pageant than
a play.

But in this play presenting the martyr-
dom of Becket, the poet has worked out an
original and effective form. Its general con-
struction and its choruses bear a kinship
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to the kind of classical drama represented
by Milton’s Samson; in its characterization
by types, especially in the four tempters in
the first part and the four knights in the
second, it shows a relationship also to the
mediaeval morality plays. But it is natu-
rally far more supple than these latter. The
varied movement of its long lines seems
often to have sprung from the response
of the poet’s ear to the cadences of the
Bible and the Catholic Mass. As a result
it demonstrates at last the fruitfulness of
the belief that Eliot voiced in his “Dia-
logue on Dramatic Poetry” in 1928, that
the essentially dramatic quality of church
ritual might again furnish a stimulation
and release for poetic drama.

Recent criticism has tended to insist
that a poet should find his material in
his immediate surroundings, claiming that
otherwise he takes refuge in a world of his
own fancy and fails to portray an authentic
relation with the urgent problems of soci-
ety. And it is probably a matter of con-
siderable skepticism to many readers as
to wherein the career of a twelfth-century
archbishop can have much relevancy to
existence as they know it. What Eliot
argued, in pointing that Pound’s transla-
tions from the early Italian poets are often
much more “modern” than the contempo-
rary sketches, seems to me far more search-
ing: that “it is irrelevant whether what you
see, really see, as a human being is Arnaut
Daniel or your greengrocer”; the impor-
tant consideration is to grasp the perma-
nent elements in human nature. To what
degree Eliot has grasped and portrayed
such elements in this poem can be briefly
suggested by a speech in which Thomas,
addressing one of his priests, meditates on
the lot of the Chorus, the working women
of Canterbury.

[Quotation of lines from “They speak
better than they know, and beyond
your understanding. / They know and

do not know, what it is to act or
suffer” to “That the pattern may
subsist, for the pattern is the action /
And the suffering, that the wheel may
turn and still / Be forever still,”
Murder in the Cathedral]

The full weight and meaning of such a pas-
sage can be appreciated only in its context;
but it is at once apparent how closely its
assumptions relate to Eliot’s long absorp-
tion in the view of life that has been best
expressed in poetry by Dante. Here, in
this speech of Becket’s, Eliot reveals an
increased share of the depth of under-
standing which also characterizes Dante,
not merely of an acute part of life but of its
total pattern, a pattern that embraces not
only “the eternal burden” but “the perpet-
ual glory” as well. Here is a voicing of the
subtle interweaving of suffering, striving,
and acceptance that unite to form the atti-
tude that finds expression in such a line in
the Paradiso as “la sua voluntade è nostra
pace.” Here, in this mature reflection on
the incalculably intricate relation between
feeling and action, is the poetic statement
of what Eliot has in mind when, discussing
the relation of the individual to society, he
refers to “the Catholic paradox”: society
is for the salvation of the individual and
the individual must be sacrificed to soci-
ety. Communism is merely a heresy, but a
heresy is better than nothing.

The dramatic conflict in the first part
of the work is an inner one, of a sort that
shows Eliot even more clearly than ever in
the tradition of Henry James, and, more
especially here, of Hawthorne. For the
conflict is Becket’s struggle against pride
and his final transcendence over it. The last
tempter speaks to him insidiously in words
that had often been Becket’s thoughts, lur-
ing him on to martyrdom not as a result of
losing his will in God’s, but as an act of self-
aggrandizement, as a final overweening of
his pride. Tortured by a dilemma in which
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it seems to him that he can “neither act
nor suffer without perdition,” and where
all existence consequently seems unreal, he
fights his way through to his final resolve:

Now is my way clear, now is the
meaning plain:

Temptation shall not come in this kind
again.

The last temptation is the greatest
treason:

To do the right deed for the wrong
reason.

Thus fortified, his will at last made perfect
in acceptance of God’s will, he continues to
maintain the supremacy of the law of God
above the law of man, and goes forward,
in the second part, to his death at the hands
of the knights.

It is upon his consecration to persever-
ance in his career and the world’s denial of
its value that the dramatic conflict of the
second part hinges. Immediately after the
murder, in the most effectively unexpected
passage of the play, the knights them-
selves turn to the audience, and, speaking
in prose, conduct a systematic defense of
their act. The writing of their speeches is
masterly in its wit and irony: the knights
fall naturally into all the clichés of an
actual present day parliamentary debate.

The contrast between them and Becket
is thoroughly presented. Becket argues
throughout—in passages which illuminate
Eliot’s apprehension of human history—
that the knights, by judging only from
results, by deferring always to the appear-
ance of social circumstance, have blurred
all distinction between good and evil. In
consequence of their conception of deter-
ministic process, no individual can be
blamed for oppression, exploitation, or
crime that he undertakes in the cause of
the State. There are only social forces and
expediency, the responsibility of a human
will for its own actions has been utterly
lost. But in opposing this doctrine with his

life, in reasserting the value of the idea
as rising above that of fact, Becket’s is
never a plea for the individual without the
deepest obligations to society. His most
characteristic tones sound in his experi-
enced thoughts, again concluding in the
image of the turning wheel, on the inex-
orability of man’s fate as part of a force
greater than himself:

We do not know very much of the
future

Except that from generation to
generation

The same things happen again and
again.

[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]

Only
The fool, fixed in his folly, may think
He can turn the wheel on which he

turns.

The samples of the verse that I have
been able to include here by no means sug-
gest its freedom and variety. Never depart-
ing in any of his variations far enough from
the norm of blank verse to break down
his formal pattern, Eliot reveals through-
out the controlled mastery of technique
that, among other living poets writing in
English, only Yeats can rival.

The lines quoted are sufficient, how-
ever, to show this play’s principal defect.
Though the language is both sharp and
precise, it is extremely bare. It avails itself
very little of new life that comes from
sensuous imagery; and compared with
Eliot’s early work, many passages, partic-
ularly those spoken by the priests, seem
attenuated. A relative lack of density also
emerges in comparing the play as a whole
with The Waste Land. This is partly owing
to the fact that in The Waste Land the
poet employed symbols which maintained
the action continually in the present at the
same time that he was exploring analogies
with the past. In the play, though centering
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throughout on problems that reveal the
“permanent in human nature,” he has not
made that complete fusion. His imagi-
nation has not created the illusion of a
four-dimensional world; the characters
remain partly abstractions. Putting it in
terms of the usual objection to historical
fiction, one could say that the life repre-
sented is lacking something in immediacy
and urgency, an objection that is forgot-
ten only in the face of a Coriolanus or a
Phèdre. Nevertheless, this play—the title
of which, with its unfortunately smart sug-
gestion of a detective story I have done
my best to avoid—even though it does not
reach the rank of Eliot’s most nearly per-
fect work of art, Ash-Wednesday, demon-
strates how Eliot has survived both popu-
larity and unpopularity, both generously
bestowed frequently for the wrong rea-
sons. He has gone on undistracted, culti-
vating and perfecting his craft, and bring-
ing to bear upon it his accruing experience.

Peter Monro Jack.
“T. S. Eliot’s Drama of
Beauty and Momentous
Decision.”
New York Times Book
Review, 27 October 1935,
p. 11.

Mr. Eliot’s play was written expressly to
fit into the annual week of music and
drama at Canterbury; it opened there in
the Chapter House last June under the
supervision of Martin Browne, the scenar-
ist of The Rock. It is a dramatization about
the killing of Thomas Becket, murdered,
as one remembers from the schoolbooks,
on the word of the king, Henry: “Will

no one rid me of this saucy knave?”—
murdered and martyred in the cathedral
by four knights of the king as the first
symbolic act (1170) of the rivalry between
crown and church.

The historical matter is taken for
granted and the chronicle material comes
in by the way. This is strictly a characteri-
zation of Thomas about to meet his death,
and, by extension, of the Christian martyr.
The possibilities of dramatic conflict are
crowded into the introspection of Thomas.
He has to face and answer four tempters.
One of these reverts to his chancellorship
days when he enjoyed the king’s favor
and had good times and easy dinners.
Another suggests the desirability of tem-
poral power: the patronage, the intrigues
of a master politician. A third cautiously
intimates the possible power of the peo-
ple: Thomas might become a demagogue,
on the side of the plain people against the
usurpations of king and baron. A fourth,
the most insidious and treasonable of all,
whispers of the glories of martyrdom, the
name, the fame, the reclaim of personal
sacrifice, accruing with the centuries.

All of these are in Thomas’s reach, and
his response is a measure of his faith or
failure. There is no other drama. But out-
side this, and preceding it, is the Chorus of
poor women of Canterbury, desiring only
peace and the ordinary means of living;
disturbed by the doom felt in the air, not
understanding it, and wishing only that
Thomas would return to France and keep
his metaphysical problems from interfer-
ing with the ordinary business of crops and
rent. The priests who appear next on the
stage are more nearly implicated: they wel-
come the return of authority.

And indeed, when Thomas enters
Eliot’s imagined scene of twelfth-century
theocracy, he brings the authority of a
great spiritual protagonist, “fixed in an
eternal action, an eternal patience.” He
comforts the women, quiets the priests,
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and turns to the tempters who appear on
the stage singly, confronting them with
power and dignity, until he is visibly taken
aback by this fourth tempter, whom he
had not expected, this Frankenstein of his
secret personal ambition of martyrdom—
it is this he has chiefly to conquer.

An interlude is given him in the form of
a magnificent sermon as a prelude to his
martyrdom and an apology for his death:
“A martyrdom . . . is never the design of
man; for the true martyr is he who has
become the instrument of God, who has
lost his will in the will of God [. . .],
[the martyr] no longer desires anything for
himself, not even the glory of being a mar-
tyr . . . I do not think I shall ever preach to
you again.”

The verse throughout is plain and
direct, so diversified in rhythm that it
appears to be constantly changing with the
dramatic mood: there is a remarkable pas-
sage in alliterative stress, others are in odic
style, others in set stanzas. Such resources
as Mr. Eliot’s have probably never before
been brought to liturgical drama. But it
seems to us that the theatre as well as
the church is enriched by this poetic play
of grave beauty and momentous decision,
and that if our stage were capable of pre-
senting and speaking it, it would be a mem-
orable thing to hear.

Geoffrey Stone.
“Plays by Eliot and
Auden.”
American Review 6
(November 1935),
121–28.

The poetry of T. S. Eliot, Wyndham Lewis
has somewhere said, has been like a small

particle of musk which scents an entire
room; small in bulk, it has given its tone
to the verse of a whole generation. Mr.
Eliot’s criticism has elucidated his poetry
and made for its acceptance; it has laid
down principles or pointed out character-
istics in works of the past which might be
discerned in his own work, and while there
are those who applaud Mr. Eliot’s verse
and condemn his criticism, and a small
number who do the converse, in general
it can be said that once Mr. Eliot’s crit-
ical theories are subscribed to, his verse
is found to be rich in the elements that
have marked the great poetry of every age.
For not only is there homogeneity in Mr.
Eliot’s writing, but he is also conscious of
the impulses and needs that underlie his
work—a consciousness that is not man-
ifest in a great deal of modern writing,
which is often the product of superficially
conflicting tendencies resulting from unex-
amined and invalid assumptions. Much
that his contemporaries and juniors have
taken over from Mr. Eliot’s work is not
his most profound. In his recent book on
Paul Elmer More, Robert Shafer has called
Mr. Eliot a purely aesthetic critic. This
statement denies the best that is in the
man’s writing, but it does serve to under-
score a significance that he holds for a
large portion of his public. It is a signif-
icance, one might say, imposed on him
rather than implicit in his work: the age
has taken from his books what it has
brought to them, or, more exactly, it has
taken from them a technique for express-
ing the mood in which it has gone to
them.

[. . .]

Hitherto Mr. Eliot has used his tech-
nical resources in the service of tension
and compactness; The Waste Land, which
is ranked as a “long poem,” is about the
length of “Lycidas.” A loosening of tech-
nique was discernible in his pageant play
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of last year, The Rock, and has been car-
ried to further length in this year’s play,
Murder in the Cathedral. Loosening of
technique is not meant in any individual
sense; it is not discipline and care that have
been relaxed but lyric intensity. Mr. Eliot
has, so to speak, limited his poetic vision
to the immediate materials of his drama,
and this allows him to support it with less
strain. Such a move seems to be in the
right direction, for a play, even a poetic
drama, if it is meant for production, can-
not be accorded the same attention and
study as a poem, designed to be read, and
the ear must be enabled to take in a great
deal of it at a single hearing. Style and sub-
stance, Charles Maurras has said, are one;
but the surface simplicity of Murder in the
Cathedral does not mean that its subject is
a shallow one, for true simplicity is only
attained when many complexities have
been considered and what is non-essential
and what is abiding in them have been
decided.

The murder of the play’s title is the
murder of Thomas Becket. The actual
character of the historical Becket and the
political forces that brought about his
assassination are not Mr. Eliot’s primary
subject-matter. He is concerned with an
issue of more fundamental character, and
it is an issue intrinsically dramatic. Despite
Mr. Day-Lewis’s assertion that literature
must become more concerned with the rel-
ations between classes and less with the
relations between individuals, the greatest
drama always has been, and always will
be, concerned with the individual, for the
individual is the unit from which life takes
meaning: he is the center to which relates
the intelligibility of the universe. For the
purposes of action, the dramatic conflict
in the individual must be with other indi-
viduals, but in so far as that conflict has
meaning it is less a matter of the relation
of man to man and more a matter of man’s

relation to things beyond him. Thus what
moves us most in the drama of Oedipus is
not his relations with Jocasta or the people
of Thebes but with something less easily
named; Hamlet’s questions are not to be
answered by Gertrude or Ophelia, since in
the end they reduce to the question of “to
be or not to be” and the manner of that
being. And Thomas’s concern is as to what
his aspiration to goodness will actually be
in God’s sight; he finds the way to holiness
no more easy in being chosen than in being
traversed:

The last temptation is the greatest
treason:

To do the right deed for the wrong
reason

[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
Ambition comes when early force is

spent
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]

This is fundamental because it asks: Do
we do good for good’s sake? It is dramatic
because it uncovers a conflict within the
individual himself and an outcome of his
nature.

Whether or not Thomas’s choice of
martyrdom is noble Mr. Eliot does not say.
But such a judgment is perhaps one that we
cannot ask any dramatist to make; he can-
not speak with the finality of the casuist
or he will seem to have stacked the cards
against his character, whatever his deci-
sion. However, a dramatist cannot write
at his most effective if he assumes that
the moral worth of the actions he depicts
is a small matter; for the moral worth
of action is its human worth, and with-
out recognition of this a drama is merely
a spectacle of variously amusing puppets.
Mr. Eliot’s religious sense has greatly aided
him here. Religion teaches a distinction
between right and wrong, between good
and evil, and makes the knowledge of this
distinction essential to salvation, so that
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the concern with right and wrong goes
beyond a mere interest in personal hap-
piness. The awareness of this distinction,
and the fact that it is a real one, illumi-
nates Murder in the Cathedral and gives
a sweep and grandeur to Thomas’s strug-
gles which show them to be as central
in our day as they were in his own. For
Thomas, as a person, confronts something
more than personal and proves that men
do not dwell forever “each in his prison.”
This is made possible through the real-
ity which evil is given in these pages; the
struggle is not with an illusion engendered
in the self but with an actual exterior
force:

I have seen
Rings of light coiling downwards,

descending
To the horror of the ape. Have I not

known, not known
What was coming to be? It was here,

in the kitchen, in the passage,
In the mews in the barn in the byre in

the market-place
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]

Sometimes, it must be said, Thomas’s
problem seems more real than Thomas
himself and the people who surround
him—the characters become convenient
abstractions and the play loses in dramatic
quality, its story told more through the
ruminations of its author than through
the actions of its characters. This is sur-
prising in Mr. Eliot, who has showed a
high talent for dramatic presentation even
in his lyric pieces. One might also com-
plain of the low key of the verse and its
eschewal of rich metaphor. Here Mr. Eliot
may be striving for an exclusive concentra-
tion on what he sees as the main imports
of his drama, but the result now and again
has the appearance of thinness rather than
austerity. Remembering that Mr. Eliot has

said that Shakespeare reached his most
poetic in his most dramatic, it does not
seem consistent of him to have come
so close to using a prose tempo. But
these are not judgments on the play as a
whole.

[. . .]

Frederick A. Pottle.
“Drama of Action.”
Yale Review 25 (December
1935), 426–29.

[Review of The Rock and Murder
in the Cathedral]

Drama in our days is struggling towards a
new birth; the change can best be described
by saying that our most gifted authors are
deeply dissatisfied with drama of charac-
ter and are turning to drama of plot. Their
lively interest in Greek tragedy is symp-
tomatic. Mr. MacLeish studies Sophocles
and Mr. O’Neill refers to Aeschylus. But
to write genuine drama of plot, of action,
in our days is not altogether a matter of
choice. The essence of Greek drama is reli-
gious certainty; an unshaken conviction
that there is an order of things in the
universe more real and more important
than the individual hero. The difficulty
which most modern playwrights face is
that, lacking religious certainty, they have
to invent an equivalent—to set up delib-
erately the external sanctions by which
alone drama or plot can be organized.
They start with a considerable—perhaps
an insuperable—handicap. An artist who
really feels dogmatic Christianity will have
the advantage; and so also, it appears, will
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a convert to that most striking of modern
religions—communism.

In June, 1934, Mr. T. S. Eliot published
his first completed drama, The Rock, a
pageant-play written and produced in the
interest of a London church fund. The
Rock was admitted Anglican propaganda.
A clergyman furnished Mr. Eliot with a
scenario for which he wrote words. The
internal evidence of collaboration is abun-
dant. No one, familiar with Eliot’s earlier
works, would expect him to have chosen
just that subject matter, nor to have put it
together in just that way. Yet the foreign
matter is, to a remarkable extent, dom-
inated by his astringent personality, and
the overtones of the piece are so character-
istic that one wonders whether they may
not have caused his clerical sponsors some
misgivings. He introduced a chorus, and
within the speeches of the chorus (which
probably contain the best Christian poetry
of our time) he moved freely, reiterating
that arid and austere Christian faith which
he had announced in Ash-Wednesday. His
scenario, one fancies, must have tended
towards a facile optimism, but for him
the air was still thoroughly small and dry.
He repudiated the notion of progress in
the Church Militant. Churches must be
always building, not as part of a slow but
ultimately triumphant penetration of the
powers of darkness, but because churches
are always decaying and we must bear
witness.

[Quotation of lines 31–34 of The
Rock, Chorus VI]

Man’s duty is simple and single: it is to
“make perfect his will.”

In Murder in the Cathedral Eliot
resumes that text and founds an entire
action upon it. The murder of Thomas
Becket is only a terminus, clearly
announced from the very beginning of
the piece. Far from striving to escape

martyrdom, Thomas welcomes it. His
struggle is to make perfect his will before
the event; to purge himself of the last
and most deadly manifestation of pride,
which is “to do the right thing for the
wrong reason.” Parallel with his struggle
runs another, expressed in the speeches of
the Chorus of poor Canterbury women:
the struggle of the ordinary unsaintly
mortal to nerve himself for the bloody
working out of Destiny. The Archbishop
is only too eager for the consumma-
tion; the women in sick and shuddering
suspense beseech him to depart out of
their coasts and spare them the awful
intrusion of the Divine Will into the
tolerable pattern of their lives. With
this starkly simple plot, Eliot achieves a
drama perhaps more nearly Greek in its
method than anything hitherto written in
English.

In dramatic writing Eliot deliberately
avoids that obscurity, both of style and
sequence, which makes The Waste Land
and Ash-Wednesday such slow reading.
Murder in the Cathedral can be read
rapidly, but like other good verse tragedies
it contains some lines which give up their
full content only after patient study and
some others concerning the meaning of
which there will always be difference of
opinion. The method is completely unhis-
torical and unrealistic: Thomas’s four
tempters instance “The Catherine wheel,
the pantomime cat, / The prizes given
at the children’s party, / The prize awarded
for the English Essay” as examples of life’s
disappointments; and the Third Knight,
justifying himself to the audience for the
murder, shows that he has heard of the
execution of Archbishop Laud and
the humiliation of Archbishop Davidson
in the rejection of the Revised Prayer-
Book. Some of the lines assigned to the
chorus have no dramatic propriety—as,
for example, that extremely powerful
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and metaphysical passage in which the
women proclaim the identity of their flesh
with the worms of the soil and the living
creatures of the deep. In this it may be
thought that Mr. Eliot has been too clever.
The chorus which follows immediately
after the murder is peculiarly in character
for the “scrubbers and sweepers of Can-
terbury,” and seems to gain tremendously
thereby:

Clear the air! clean the sky! wash the
wind! take stone from stone and
wash them.

The land is foul, the water is foul, our
beasts and ourselves defiled with
blood.

The verse shows Eliot’s curious and inex-
haustible resourcefulness in both rhymed
and unrhymed measures, and he reveals
in addition a fertility of dramatic inven-
tion which will surprise those who have
not read Sweeney Agonistes and The Rock
with attention. To devote an entire scene to
a Christmas sermon preached by Thomas
in the cathedral four days before his death
was daring, but the device succeeds. Even
more audacious is that of having the four
knights, after the murder, step forward
in turn and justify their deed in Shavian
prose—a device for bringing various mod-
ern historical judgments of Thomas into
the framework of the play. But to my
mind the most impressive of all Eliot’s feats
are his liturgical adaptations in the sec-
ond part of the play: the three introits at
the beginning; the parody of the Dies Irae
spoken by the Chorus outside the cathe-
dral against the singing of the hymn inside;
the concentration of blasphemy achieved
just before the murder by having the four
knights, slightly tipsy, speak in turn lines
from a revivalist hymn and a Negro spiri-
tual.

[. . .]

Edward Shillito.
“Murder in the
Cathedral.”
Christian Century 52 (18
December 1935), 1636.

At the Canterbury Festival in June, Mr.
T. S. Eliot’s play, Murder in the Cathedral,
was produced. It marks an advance in the
work of this poet. Last year he wrote The
Rock, but in his new play he has done what
he could not do in that; he has shaped
a drama which has a unity throughout,
such as a Greek drama had. In his ear-
lier work it was chiefly in the choruses
that the reader looked for the mind of Mr.
Eliot. The new drama, which deals with
the death of Archbishop Thomas Becket,
is of one piece and everywhere shows
the same creative imagination. Mr. T. S.
Eliot in his new work has won for reli-
gious drama a fresh hearing. Whether we
admire it or not, we cannot ignore it. In my
judgment it is a noble drama of enduring
worth.

Like other supposed revolutionaries in
literature, Mr. Eliot is in reality a reverent
student of the great traditions. His method
is in many ways like that of the Greek
tragedians and yet it is new, since it is han-
dled by a new thinker living in new spiri-
tual realms.

It is strictly historical and yet while all
the time the reader is in the Canterbury of
1170, he is haunted by the thought that
the conflict is still taking place. All the
great spiritual conflicts are never finally
answered. It belongs to the greatness of
a play that, even when the modern scene
is not mentioned, it should be before the
reader’s inner eye. While he thinks of Can-
terbury 1170, he may be in Moscow or
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Munich 1935. There is still the question
before us how the two kingdoms are to
be related, the kingdom of nature and the
kingdom of grace; the state and the church;
the prince and the spiritual ruler; the law
of man and the law of God.

The one supreme difficulty for the
writer of religious drama is to find a scene
of action in which the spiritual world shall
find true and indeed inevitable expression.
The murder of Becket in the cathedral pro-
vides such an action. It was no accident;
the deed was not done by some madmen
with no intelligible purpose. As the poet
tells the story, it was a significant deed,
taking its place as a crisis in a drama,
which deals with one of the great issues
for man, not in that age but in all ages. St.
Thomas himself sees clearly what his death
means:

[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
I give my life
To the Law of God above the Law of

Man.

[. . .]

There had been times in the life of Becket,
in which the loyalties of his life had been
disordered. He had submitted himself to
the temporal power to secure his ends as
a servant of God. Now he resists one by
one the tempters who call him back to this
and other passages of his life. He stands
before us in the play not as a man who has
kept one way from youth. Thomas says of
himself:

Thirty years ago, I searched all the
ways

That lead to pleasure, advancement
and praise.

Delight in sense, in learning and in
thought

[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]

And afterwards ambition had come to him
to win power as the servant of a king. But

then the call had come to him to serve
God above all other services. It is with
this Thomas Becket that we have to do.
Tempters in the play call him back to the
easier ways of his past. But he scorns them.
One tempter alone makes an appeal to him
and this because he interprets to him the
secret thoughts and desires against which
he has always to fight.

Why is he ready to die? What motive
is moving him? Why do martyrs die? The
Fourth Tempter reveals the temptation
which may come to the servant of God
who is set in a place where he may retreat
or be faithful even unto death. Thomas
may win a kingly rule from his tomb; at his
glittering shrine men would bend the knee.
The time would come when that sanctu-
ary would be pillaged; yet he would be
in a glory surpassing all that earth would
give. Who would not suffer the brief pain
of death for this glory? [. . .]

Thomas knows [. . .] that the man who
is faced by death for the sake of God may
be tempted to do the right thing for the
wrong motive. But in the sermon which
he preaches on Christmas morning he tells
what Christian martyrdom is and in the
spirit of his own words he makes perfect
his will: “[. . .] A martyrdom is always
the design of God, for His love of men,
to warn them and to lead them, to bring
them back to His ways. It is never the
design of man; for the true martyr is he
who has become the instrument of God
[. . .].” In this faith the archbishop offers
himself to God, ready to suffer with his
blood.

[Quotation of lines from “This is the
sign of the Church always,” to “My
death for His death,” Murder in the
Cathedral]

It is not hard, even for those who
have not seen the drama, to imagine how
impressive it must have been. Not since
Saint Joan has there been any play on the
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English stage in which such tremendous
issues as this have been treated with such
mastery of thought, as well as dramatic
power.

[. . .]

Harris Downey.
“T. S. Eliot—Poet as
Playwright.”
Virginia Quarterly Review
12 (January 1936),
142–45.

[Review of The Rock and Murder
in the Cathedral]

If Mr. Eliot’s last two volumes, The Rock
and Murder in the Cathedral, be consid-
ered good poetry, then they stand as fur-
ther contradictions to the old idea that the
poet is good to the degree that he deviates
from his theory. For even though the sce-
nario of the first was not original with Eliot
but was provided for him by Mr. Martin
Browne, and even though both the works
show the author’s determination to turn
toward other forms rather than to rest the
development of one manner, the pageant
and the play incorporate predilections of
the earlier poetry and tenets of the criti-
cism. The verse of these two volumes dif-
fers from the earlier verse only in degree,
but they provoke a more specific consider-
ation of the choice of the dramatic rather
than the reflective quality, of the impor-
tance of form and condensation, and of
religion as subject matter.

In his essay on Hamlet, Eliot says that
the only way of expressing emotion in the
form of art is by finding an “objective

correlative.” [. . .] For the Elizabethan
playwright, the objective correlative was
the plot, and the action and thought of
the characters who moved through the
plot were identical. Eliot, who has said
that poetry is the emotional equivalent of
thought, has reached the same end even
in his early poems by the selection of a
similar externality, an object or a situa-
tion which constituted the formula of a
particular emotion. Just as the Elizabethan
play is more than the usually borrowed
plot, the images of poetry stand for some-
thing much larger than themselves; that
is, the “consciously concrete” suggests the
“unconsciously general.” The early poems
are really soliloquies objected by the poet’s
selection of a correlative—a girl stand-
ing at the top of a stairway, an old man
being read to by a boy, and so on. But the
poems through “Gerontion” have secured
their dramatic quality by the objectifying
of thought through detail, the method of
the metaphysicals; and that poetry’s char-
acteristic is complexity. Eliot has felt that
the ideal medium for poetry is the theatre,
where

For the simplest auditors there is the
plot, for the more thoughtful the char-
acter and conflict of character, for the
more literary the words and phrasing,
for the more musically sensitive the
rhythm, and for auditors of greater sen-
sitiveness and understanding a meaning
which reveals itself gradually.

The pageant and the drama show the poet
to be moving in the direction of these sev-
eral levels of significance.

The correlative has become a grander
and more obvious externality; the medium
is story rather than conceit; and, were it
not that the poet has been careful to deal
with actuality and to preserve a degree of
the metaphysical mosaic or were it not that
we think of allegory in the tradition of
Spenser rather than of Dante, the method
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of The Rock and Murder in the Cathedral
would be called “allegorical.” If there has
been some sacrifice of the wealth of allu-
sion and image for the sake of simplicity
and dramatic action, there remains, in the
“allegory,” a compensation for the audi-
ence of greater sensitiveness and under-
standing. [. . .]

Saying that poetry is the emotional
equivalent of thought, Eliot expresses
Mallarmé’s contention that poetry is writ-
ten with words rather than with ideas;
and, creating in accord with his theory, he
presents a form characterized by a “con-
trast between fixity and flux . . . which is
the very life of verse.” In The Waste Land
this contrast arises principally from the
surprise of the sudden turns of words and
figures, of the mutilation of a familiar quo-
tation, or of the appearance of an “anthro-
pological ghost”; in the later poetry, it rises
mainly from the irregular rhythms of the
dialogue and the song and from the inter-
change of verse and prose. To compen-
sate the loss of many phrasal contrasts, the
dramatist has used the action of the play
to offer a grander contrast, the most strik-
ing instance being in the last work, where
after the murder of Becket and the recita-
tion of one of the most exalted choruses
of the play, the First Knight advances to
the front of the stage and, addressing the
audience with “We beg you to give us your
attention for a few moments,” proceeds in
prose to analyze the English audience and
to present each of his accomplices that they
may explain the rash deed. In this respect,
Eliot shows that he has appreciated the
consciousness of such creators as Web-
ster, who found that prose was not only
the prince of comedy but also one of the
most effective means of contrast and cer-
tainly the only medium for the character
who lets the audience probe his intellect
rather than the depth of his spirit.

This play is probably the best exam-
ple of Eliot’s practicing his theory. From

the reading of it, one may conclude what
the critic said before the poet wrote: “if
we are to express ourselves, our variety
of thoughts and feelings, on a variety
of subjects with inevitable rightness, we
must adapt our manner to the moments
with infinite variations. [. . .]” This pre-
cept, Eliot has successfully followed; and
though in this drama there are few lines
that will linger in the memory of the
listener, though there is hardly enough
action for the simplest level, and though
there awaits disappointment for him who
prefers such passages as those of The
Waste Land, there is poetry of lucid words,
of clear visual image, and of immedi-
ate intelligibility. In short, here is poetry
“standing naked in its bare bones.”

A third significance of these two vol-
umes is the belief [. . .]. The present is
said to be a time in which everyone asks
questions to which none can find answers.
Eliot has chosen to answer, and whether
or not Anglo-Catholicism makes provi-
sion for Communism or Methodism or
any other dogma is of little consequence;
for what a poet believes is not necessar-
ily a hindrance to his expression of “the
greatest emotional intensity of his time.”
He who would condemn belief would have
little poetry; his principle, in extension,
would eliminate even metaphor. [. . .]

Ashley Dukes.
“The English Scene:
Listener’s Theatre.”
Theatre Arts Monthly 20
(January 1936), 25–26.

[. . .]

T. S. Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral
[. . .] was first done in the Chapter House
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of Canterbury last June. Any experienced
theatre observer visiting Canterbury and
seeing Martin Browne’s sensitive produc-
tion of this work could have foreseen that
it would fill London theatre for a run.
Its qualities of universal appeal positively
could not be overlooked: although the
Chapter House made a lovely setting for it,
scene after scene cried out for production
in theatre lighting and under theatre con-
ditions. It was also the one play of the year
that could be relied upon to draw the occa-
sional dramatic audience—in other words
the absentee audience from the contempo-
rary playhouse. I therefore claim no credit
whatever for having (with Eliot’s permis-
sion) reproduced the Canterbury produc-
tion on a small stage, in a small theatre
which is to be specially devoted to plays
for listeners. Martin Browne’s original ren-
dering had been necessarily intended for a
long Gothic auditorium where poetry ran
the risk of being lost in echoes; but I think
he adapted it very subtly to the new sur-
roundings.

The play is not easy. I had read it before
seeing it in Canterbury—and there can
hardly be a work that is less suited to being
read without being seen. Any hard-headed
person who cares to do so can prove logi-
cally that whole passages are moonshine—
chiefly passages in which the Chorus of
Women of Canterbury interpret the drama
that passes before their eyes. But in the
actual test of performance everything car-
ries, and the most prejudiced spectator has
to admit that he is dealing with a natural
dramatist. Looking at the play from a tech-
nical standpoint, I would stress the sim-
plicity of approach that makes it possible
to create four mystical figures as tempters
of Becket, perfectly defined in character
and distinguished in utterance, who mate-
rialize later in the four assassin–knights
and still retain their individual salt of mind
and humor. It is the dream of every actor
to stand before a hushed audience as these

actors stand, creating a drama of their
own within the drama. As for the figure
of Becket, it is the creation of a mind
that stands above every device of dra-
matic convention and every special plead-
ing of intellectualism, and employs the art
of poetry consciously to achieve a spiri-
tual fusion. The dramatist requires assent
and not dissent from his audience. And not
assent to this or that intellectual proposi-
tion, least of all to the theological dogma
that seems paramount; but assent to stan-
dards of action and thought and will.
Robert Speaight, who plays Becket, under-
stands these things and does not allow
his unique gift for verse-speaking to lull
the true sensibilities of the listener gen-
tly and lyrically to sleep. The thread of
argument (which is not argumentative) is
held taut and firm. And actors of more
and less experience than his own, play-
ing the priests and tempters, maintain the
same firmness of attack. So in their own
fashion do the Chorus, whose training has
given them the quintessentials of dramatic
speech.

[. . .]

Horace Gregory.
“The Mixed Role of
T. S. Eliot.”
New York Herald Tribune
Book Review, 12 January
1936, p. 4.

[. . .]

This dramatization of Archbishop
Becket’s martyrdom is Eliot’s poetry in
a new proportion, or, rather, it is one
step forward toward gratifying Eliot’s old

339



ambition. Eliot was among the first of
modern poets to express a hope that the
new poetry be converted into a medium
for the stage. The lyrical structure of
“Prufrock” and The Waste Land con-
tained dramatic implications; the mono-
logue of “Prufrock” and certain sections
of The Waste Land were written as though
they were possible fragments of a play.
Then came Sweeney Agonistes, an attempt
which failed, then The Rock, a more con-
clusive failure than the first, with its Chris-
tian propaganda showing through thread-
bare, ill-devised Cockney speeches, a fake
and patronizing Cockney, such as might
well be written by an American—and the
choruses, worst of all, a feeble parody
of Eliot’s own music, as though it were
heard at a great distance. But with Mur-
der in the Cathedral he takes a fresh start;
a new or, rather, regained control over
his medium is now in evidence; and the
play itself is not so much the re-enactment
of an old melodrama as an analysis of
martyrdom.

[. . .]

Eliot’s grasp of characterization has
never been of great variety: Gerontion
shades into Prufrock, Prufrock into Tire-
sias, Tiresias into the speaker of Ash-
Wednesday and from this voice into the
voice of Becket answering four tempters
in the play. I agree with Mr. [F. O.]
Matthiessen that we must not identify this
character too closely with Eliot himself—
he represents, I would say, merely the
symbol of the poet’s indecision, moving
toward and away from its objects of desire.
It is significant, I think, that the fourth and
last tempter in Murder in the Cathedral
offers martyrdom and everlasting fame;
that is, the actual martyrdom is the deci-
sion to become a martyr—the difficulty of
deciding anything is more important than
the final action.

The introduction of four tempters is
a hint toward the real foundation of the
play or poem; it is to be seen or read as a
miracle play; we are not to ask for char-
acters or for the detail of historical inci-
dent. [. . .] [W]e have bitter commen-
tary upon the power of the state, an
interlude which is a sermon, and at the
play’s end, passages in prose which may
be read as an ironic parody of legalized
justice, an apology for murder. There are
at least five passages in the play which
contain some of the best of Eliot’s poetry
and never before has he sustained him-
self at such great length. The action of
the play is clearly visible and is effective
upon first reading which means that there
is little room for confusion in the actual
production.

Granting that this play comes closer
to perfection than anything that Eliot has
written, there remains some doubt, I think,
as to whether it is actually better than
the less clearly written “Prufrock” and
The Waste Land. Though it may be dif-
ficult to revive an old myth or a legend
into a convincing symbol for our time,
there is a much more intense (and larger)
aesthetic problem involved when a poet
attempts the direct transfiguration of con-
temporary material. The risks are greater;
he is making a myth—and chances are
that much of his work will be outmoded.
From first to last, he is converting living
subject matter into verse and any biol-
ogist will tell us how perishable life is
and how much waste attends its con-
tinuity. This is a truism that Browning
knew well: there is considerably less poetic
imagination at work where legend and
myth have become crystallized. And that is
why I think The Waste Land and perhaps
Auden’s charade Paid on Both Sides con-
tain a vitality beyond the reaches of this
excellent revival of Becket in Murder in the
Cathedral.
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Marianne Moore.
“If I Am Worthy, There Is
No Danger.”
Poetry: A Magazine of
Verse 47 (February 1936),
279–81.

In this drama of the death of Becket,
Archbishop of Canterbury, we have in
Part I, powers invisibly moving that in
Part II culminate in the murder of the
Archbishop; his sermon on Christmas Day
standing as interlude between the two
parts. The women’s chorus of Canter-
bury’s poor bespeaks the apprehensiveness
of the people, tremulous at the thought
of business and private peace interfered
with. And the priests, concerned for the
Church, the Archbishop and themselves,
aware that “Had the King been greater, or
had he been weaker / Things had perhaps
been different for Thomas,” ask “What
peace can be found / To grow between the
hammer and the anvil?” It is difficult even
today for conscience to know how justifi-
ably inexorable the King might have been,
or how morally compelled to inflexibility
the Archbishop was.

Four tempters appear to Thomas; the
first advocating easy compliance; the sec-
ond, churchly authority: “Disarm the ruf-
fian, strengthen the laws, / Rule for the
good of the better cause.” The third
advises that he be one with the people,
ignoring the King; and the fourth, “the
right deed for the wrong reason,” martyr-
dom and fame through sanctity—the apex
of seduction, “Dreams to damnation.”

The historical re-realizing of the char-
acter of Becket is a literary tour de force.
Wickedness is less troubling to those who

are immersed in it than it is to a man like
Job whose one thought is to serve and
obey. It is easier to be faithful than it is to
have faith; and to act with courage than
to suffer with patience; but the mere mar-
tyr becomes the saint when he is able to
say, as Becket does to the dismayed priest,
“I am not in danger; only near to death.”
The profiteer is reluctant to think of duty,
or evil, or of the law of God. It is only a
Samson of incorruptibility who is driven
to exclaim, “Can I neither act not suffer
without perdition?” [. . .]

One may merely mention the appropri-
ateness of verse to subject matter and the
consequent varying rhythms; the unforced
suitability and modesty of presentation;
the evidence that originality is not a thing
sealed and incapable of enlargement, but
that an author may write newly while con-
tinuing the decorums and abilities of the
past; touches reminiscent of early idiosyn-
crasy, as “Sometimes at your prayers,
/ Sometimes hesitating at the angles of
stairs,” or “the dark green light from a
cloud on a withered tree”; accuracies such
as “the evasive flank of the fish,” “the
western seas gnaw at the coast of Iona”;
and the self-condemnation of the four
tempters as they declare life to be “a cheat
and a disappointment,”

The Catherine wheel, the pantomime
cat,

The prizes given at the children’s party,
The prize awarded for the English

Essay,
The scholar’s degree, the statement’s

decoration.

Mr. Eliot is sarcastic but not sardonic;
we are made to realize the egregiousness
is not primitive more than it is modern,
and that we are ourselves satirized in the
murderers’ attitude to their deed; the Sec-
ond Knight being “awfully sorry” and at
pains to assure the public that “we are not
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getting a penny out of this”; another allud-
ing to the balderdash of his companion as
“his very subtle reasoning,” and hazarding
the further subtlety that the Archbishop
had used every means of provocation,
had determined upon death by martyr-
dom, and could not but receive the verdict,
“Suicide while of Unsound Mind.”

Mr. Eliot steps so reverently on the
solemn ground he has essayed that auster-
ity assumes the dignity of philosophy and
the didacticism of the verities incorporated
in the play becomes impersonal and perva-
sive.

Brooks Atkinson.
“Strange Images of
Death.”
New York Times 20
(29 March 1936), sec. 9,
p. 1.

Fortunate is the poet who has a resource-
ful director to stage his play. [. . .] Hal-
sted Welles has performed a service that is
[. . .] creative on the withering text of T. S.
Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral, which is
now visible and audible at the Manhat-
tan Theatre under WPA1 auspices. Mr.
Eliot is not a theatre man. Like Archibald
MacLeish, whose Panic was experimen-
tally acted last Spring, he writes a taut and
stringent form of verse that puts a consid-
erable strain upon the nerves of the the-
atre. He pulls the lines tight. His imagery is
like the small strokes in an etching. For the
sweep of the theatre he substitutes many
“brown sharp points of death” which are
virtually invisible in a large auditorium.
The Victorian poets failed in the theatre
because their verse was too wordy and flat-

ulent. Excepting Mr. Anderson, who is a
trained theatre man, the modern poets are
likely to fail because their workmanship is
too fine, their emotion is too acid, and their
scope is too narrow. They are still writing
closet drama.

And yet the fact remains that Murder
in the Cathedral is one of the most pro-
foundly moving dramas the season has
given us. Where Mr. Eliot left off in his
masque of Thomas Becket’s martyrdom
Mr. Welles has come in with his panoply
of theatre dynamics and without violat-
ing the dark and baleful mood of the text
he has given it theatre compass. The vast
expanse of sky in Tom Cracraft’s formal-
ized setting brings the drama out of the
monk’s cell into the world where people
are accustomed to move easily. In directing
the text Mr. Welles has avoided the audible
monotony of the choral chants by break-
ing up the long passages into separate
lines for individual performers, and the
variegated color of their voices heightens
the excitement of the frightened comments
they make. In directing the movements
of the performers Mr. Welles has also
released the tension of the text by violent
groupings and the unobtrusive rhythm of
choral masses. The murder of Thomas in
the text is so barely chronicled that it might
pass almost unnoticed in a large theatre
like the Manhattan. But this bloody climax
to a long and poignant martyr’s meditation
Mr. Welles has powerfully expressed by
bringing in, on a strange incline, an imper-
sonal line of lancers which slowly encircles
Thomas like the shrouding wings of death,
and although the murder is not painful,
it is terrifying—a cardinal sin, deliberately
performed.

To the formal church music which Mr.
Eliot’s text provides for, and which is glori-
ous, A. Lehman Engel has added a sternly
prescient score that cries a swiftly phrased
warning and gives Murder in the Cathe-
dral audible architecture. [. . .] [W]ithout
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creative direction Mr. Eliot’s play would be
only a literary rite. Resourcefully directed,
it becomes a liturgical drama of exalted
beauty.

Mr. Eliot is telling in vitally classic form
the story of Thomas Becket’s return to
England on Dec. 2, 1170, and his murder
in the Canterbury Cathedral on Dec. 29. In
his youth Thomas was an active and versa-
tile servant of the King, well informed on
matters of canonical law, courageous on
the battlefield, influential in the court. As
soon as he was made Archbishop, how-
ever, he transferred his allegiance to the
church and was soon at loggerheads with
the King and the barons. As a fighter,
he was always a formidable opponent.
Although no one doubts the validity of
Thomas’s passion for justice, students sug-
gest that the restlessness of his personal-
ity stirred up trouble that a more tran-
quil spirit might have avoided. Mr. Eliot’s
play begins after Thomas’s active career
was finished and dramatizes the contem-
plation of his spirit when he is wrestling
with the temptations of policy and prepar-
ing his soul for martyrdom. From the
lay point of view the points are often
minute. But to a man of spiritual emi-
nence purity of motive is the first essential:
“To do the right deed for the wrong rea-
son” is unpardonable—“the greatest trea-
son.” Mr. Eliot’s play shows how devoutly
Thomas prepares himself for martyrdom,
how selflessly he faces his murderers, and
it concludes with what turns out to be
in the theatre a highly amusing satire on
the pompousness and superciliousness of
men of the world when they are con-
fronted with a strong man of spiritual
superiority.

It is no secret that Mr. Eliot is an exact-
ing poet. Even in this play, which has had
a remarkable popular success, he writes
many lines of what is known nowadays as
“private poetry.” He is a scholar as well as
a bard and he tortures his scholarship with

oblique phraseology. Now, a poet may be
difficult to comprehend for two reasons:
One, he is writing in an original style about
recondite matters and the dance of his
thought may be difficult to follow; or, two,
his readers may be stupid, which is perhaps
the same thing. But there is a very apparent
difference between obscure attitudinizing
and genuine poetry, and you can recognize
a genuine poet on his first page.

Since golden October declined into
sombre November

And the apples were gathered and
stored, and the land became brown
sharp points of death in a waste of
water and mud,

The New Year waits, breathes, waits,
whispers in darkness.

That comes from the first page of Mur-
der in the Cathedral. Although some of
the rest of it is as abstract as The Cri-
tique of Pure Reason the total impression
is strangely unearthly and devoutly sin-
cere. The verse has the bite and fearlessness
of the agony of a spirit. Without being a
man of the theatre Mr. Eliot has given the
theatre a remarkably stirring play.

Notes

1. Works Projects Administration. See another
reviewer’s full note at p. 535.

Joseph Wood Krutch.
“The Holy Blissful
Martyr.”
Nation 142 (8 April
1936), 459–60.

The Federal Theater Project has under-
taken plays of various sorts, from the
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simple entertainment to the revolution-
ary drama heavy with the problems of
today. [. . .] Who [. . .] would have sup-
posed that its one real “hit” to date would
be a drama in verse dealing with cer-
tain complicated events in twelfth-century
England? T. S. Eliot, the author, is not
an easy writer, and the question of the
extent to which the character of Thomas
Becket was truly saintly is hardly a burn-
ing one today. The relevance to contempo-
rary problems is indirect, to say the least,
and it would be easy to prove that no one
with a head on his shoulders or a heart in
his breast could possibly concern himself
with it just now. Yet Murder in the Cathe-
dral (Manhattan Theater) is a hit. [. . .]

When the play was published here
last fall, it was reviewed by Mark Van
Doren in our issue for October 9. [See
“The Holy Blisful Martir” in this volume,
pp. 326–27.] What chiefly remains to be
said is that it acts extremely well and that
Mr. Eliot, whom we thought of as a lyric
and reflective poet of intense if constricted
force, can write lines which are speak-
able and chantable with striking effect. To
say this is not—as any prospective spec-
tator unfamiliar with the text should be
warned—to say that he writes in what we
are accustomed to think of as the nat-
ural style of poetic drama. He does not
attempt to adapt the manner and moods
of poetry to contemporary theatrical prac-
tice [. . .]. Neither does he make any effort
to achieve the Shakespearean effect, pro-
duced through the fact that the language
and versification are so flexible, so var-
ied in accordance with the situation and
the character, that dramatic verse becomes
something entirely different from lyrical or
reflective poetry, and that in consequence
one comes to be more aware of its rich-
ness and adaptability than of the fact that
it is verse. Mr. Eliot has neither the vital-
ity, the exuberance, nor the broad sym-
pathetic understanding of men and tem-

pers for anything of the sort. He is intense
rather than [. . .] in this sense catholic.
For all his critical studies in the field he
is [. . .] by no means Elizabethan. He is
mediaeval instead, and what one thinks of
is not Hamlet but Everyman, the liturgi-
cal drama of the church, not the popular
if exalted entertainment of the sixteenth-
century inn yard.

To some extent, of course, this effect is
due to the fact that some of his characters
are pure abstractions—the four tempters
for example; that other characters, like
the women of Canterbury, are symbols
not persons; and that the action is con-
ducted in a manner closer to that of the
pageant and processional than to that of
the more complexly evolved drama. But its
mediaeval character goes deeper, pervad-
ing as it does the whole conception both
of what is suitable expression and what
is the nature of essential reality. The tone
is uniform not varied, because the sense of
the importance of personality as expressed
in individual variations is foreign to the
spirit of a drama dealing with concep-
tions not persons, and because, there-
fore, it is through formalization rather
than through representational variety that
the intended effect can be achieved. And
unless I am very much mistaken, the point
of view of the dramatist, the judgment
which he finally makes upon the events
with which he has been dealing, can also be
grasped only in these essentially mediaeval
terms.

Eliot begins when the people of Canter-
bury, cleric and lay alike, are awaiting the
return of Thomas from his seven years of
exile. He shows the Archbishop beset by
four tempters, the last and most danger-
ous of whom whispers that the crown of
martyrdom is the only crown really worth
a great man’s ambition. And he ends with
the lamentations of the people, who, as he
had told them in a sermon true Christians
must often do, find themselves mourning
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and rejoicing at the same time over a Chris-
tian mystery, this time the mystery of mar-
tyrdom. At no time is there any attempt
to hide the human and often unworthy
forces at work. Just as Thomas is not only
a saint but an ambitious man as well, so
the conflict between Henry and the Pope
is a struggle for power as well as a strug-
gle between the idea of earthly sovereignty
and the idea of the Divine Will, to which
even kings should be subject. Yet the whole
emotion of the play would be meaningless
if these facts were interpreted in accord
with the habit of post-Renaissance ratio-
nalism. Mr. Eliot is certainly not saying
that Becket was a fraud and his martyr-
dom no more than an incident in a political
struggle. After all, the Middle Ages knew
as well as we know that men were falli-
ble and their motives mixed. Mr. Eliot is
saying, or rather putting us in the mood
to feel, that it was, nevertheless, rather
they than we who knew how to interpret
that fact. The human and the unworthy
are incidental, not central, and the mys-
tery of martyrdom is more real than the
circumstances amid which it occurs. It is
we not they who mistake what seems to
be for what really is.

Halsted Welles, who staged the present
production, [. . .] has pulled things
together in surprisingly effective fashion.
The little comic interlude toward the end
in which the four assassins address the
audience is a superb piece of parody. The
following note—doubtless not formulated
with this production in mind—appears on
the program: “The Federal Theater Project
is part of the WPA1 program. However,
the viewpoint expressed in this play is not
necessarily that of the WPA or any other
agency of the government.”

Notes

1. Works Project Administration. See another
reviewer’s full note at p. 535.

Philip Rahv.
“A Season in Heaven.”
Partisan Review 3,
no. 5 (June 1936),
11–14.

It is only natural that T. S. Eliot, who has
been sufficiently publicized as the fugle-
man of literary reaction, should have writ-
ten a verse drama asserting his belief in
death and man’s utter wretchedness. Eliot
has long held the view that this is what
any “really serious belief in life” must
come to. Where the surprise came in—
most unpleasantly for the left critics—was
in the fact that Eliot spoke his message
of darkness in the unmistakable accents
of a major poem. The critics had decided
that Eliot’s godliness had done for him,
and here he was flying in the face of their
stigmas.

To say that great art has a way of
making even the death-rattle sound like
the rattle of tambourines is all too easy
[. . .]. Caught short by the contradic-
tion between their habitual simplicities
and Eliot’s performance, several of the
left critics declared the play to be fas-
cist, and hence, by implication, beyond
the pale of analysis and interpretation. By
itself such a procedure is ludicrous enough,
but here it is doubly so. The conflict
the play portrays is between Church and
State, the spiritual and temporal orders,
the spirit and the flesh; and this conflict is
so pointed as to pillory all profane aspira-
tion and power. If classic Christianity be
fascism, then Christ becomes the proto-
type of Hitler and every priest a storm-
trooper. By the same token, in stressing
another aspect of Christian doctrine, one
can make out a case for Christ as the pro-
totype of Marx. And, indeed, a horde of
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humanitarian gents are quite adept at this
game.

[. . .]

In criticism, as in science, exactness of
observation and statement is indispens-
able. Without it, even if our general princi-
ples are right, we somehow manage to be
specifically wrong. Thus it is one thing to
say that the religious denial of the world
is purely theoretical, and that in the main
religion accommodates itself to fascism as
it has accommodated itself to capitalism.
But to claim that Eliot’s play is fascist is
something else again. All we can say is that
though its internal drive is really against
all politics, in a sense its social use is nev-
ertheless political. In essence the spiritual
slavery promulgated by the Church is but
the ideological reflex of real social slav-
ery, in the flesh. But historic facts of this
order cannot excuse the frivolity of some
Marxist critics, who make a practice of
skipping intrinsic stages and distinctions in
order the more easily to blur the difference
between the specific content of a work of
art and its possible objective effects, which
more often than not are rather vague and
remote. Moreover, criticism that discards
such basic distinctions must end in equat-
ing literature with life. And the failure to
distinguish between literature and life is
almost as bad as the failure to see their
close and necessary relationship.

To my mind, in Murder in the Cathe-
dral Eliot has written his best poetry since
The Waste Land. Its magnificent lucidity,
so much in contrast to the symbolic mazes
of his previous devotional verse, mirrors
itself in a trembling and dolorous music.
The diction is lyrical, yet dry and firm, its
slight biblical cast and rare ecclesiastical
phrase tempered by the neutral words of
current speech. The obligations of a def-
inite historical theme as well as the clear
pattern imposed by the dramatic medium
seem to have prevented the poet from

clawing his way through caverns of his-
tory and mythology, as is his wont. If The
Waste Land was written in water, this new
poetry is cut into stone.

The structure, too, is simple and ingen-
uous. Thomas Becket returns to Can-
terbury after a long exile abroad. The
first conflict represented is self-conflict,
with Becket’s soul in the arena, when he
casts out the devils within himself—the
four tempters arguing earthly pleasure,
ambition, treason, and pride. After the
entr’acte of the Christmas morning ser-
mon, in which Becket heeds the summons
of martyrdom and resigns himself to die,
the main conflict comes to a head. The four
knights appear—messengers of the king,
figures out of earth, cruel and lustful—
who kill Becket as they blaspheme. At once
a metaphorical curtain is dropped on the
historic scene as the knights step out of
their parts and address the audience in the
corrupt and ingratiating speech of modern
politics. This is the continuation of blas-
phemy, ironically transposed into the typi-
cal clichés of British respectability and par-
liamentary eyewash. [. . .] Here the poetry
of exaltation takes the cure in the prose of
private convenience and genial demagogy.
The result is comic relief, a vertiginous
reversal of tone and tempo. In an instant
the reader or spectator, laughing cynically,
turns hard-headed and a bit rowdy. The
final chorus, intoning a beatific vision,
sounds uninspired, as dull as a hymn or
a patriotic ode. The spell has been bro-
ken. The poet wanted to show us the same-
ness of history, that nothing changes, but
history threw him aside to repeat itself as
farce. [. . .] Can it be that Eliot’s religion
is really a form of willful aesthetics? If so
he is man enough to be damned, and we
shall not be prevented “from praying for
his repose.”

It has been said that every work of art
is an act of collaboration between reader
and creator. Let us measure, then, the truth

346



of that statement against Eliot’s play. Did
our sensibility really respond to the desic-
cated pattern of theological salvation? It
cannot be that we were pleased by the
stale art of the old-time vamps! No, it
is not Becket and the women of Canter-
bury, the knights and the tempters, but
we ourselves who are here represented.
The pattern has been rent asunder by a
tragedy altogether temporal—and to the
poet perhaps both absurd and terrifying—
giving the play overtones and meanings in
another sphere, one close to our interests
and desires.

[. . .]

Moreover, what has become of the
Christian man, man in the singular, that
identical creature of dogma? Why does the
chorus harp upon the image of the “com-
mon man,” the “small folk”? Through-
out the action Eliot–Becket, the clerical
philosopher, answers the complaints of
those “who acknowledge themselves the
type of the common man” in contrast to
those who walk “secure and assured” in
their fate. Who hatched this heresy of a
plural man, veritably a class conception in
disguise? Has Eliot heard of the role of
the masses in history, of their refusal to
become the fodder of eternity? Is the image
of the small folk the poet’s bad conscience?

Archbishop, secure and assured of your
fate, unaffrayed among the shades, do
you realise what you ask, do you realise
what it means to the small folk drawn
into the pattern of fate, the small folk
who live among small things . . .

The protest of the commoners, how-
ever, always meets the stopgap reply: The
sin of the world is upon your heads. Yet
it is in the self-portrayal of these ple-
beians that concrete life emerges. Some-
times the corn fails them, one year is a
year of dryness, another of rain, there
have been oppression and taxes, girls have

unaccountably disappeared, still they have
gone on living, “living and partly living.”
(This word partly, denatured, unpoetic,
recurs throughout and throughout turns
into its opposite. Loaded with the burden
of the real, it violates its many “poetic”
contexts, thus animating with a superior
poetry, the genuine poetry of surprise and
humility.)

The dislocation of the poet’s intention
continues. We do not feel the “joyful con-
summation” heralded as the play ends.
The formal cause of the horror expressed
by the chorus—the crime of murder abso-
lutized in “an instant eternity of evil
and wrong”—remains an abstraction. The
Horror is not realized as such, its language
is nowise equivalent to the peculiar logic
of its indicated motivation. History, ever
determinate, will not be cheated of its off-
spring; though the poem recoils from his-
tory, only history can give it life. [. . .]

I have suggested a creative contradic-
tion in Eliot that makes him our contem-
porary in more than a chronological sense.
Yet there are many whose distorted criti-
cal ideas allow them to see only explicit
ideology in a work of art, and unable to
share the poet’s beliefs, they find them-
selves unable to enjoy his poetry. This is the
real reason for the crude treatment the play
received from some of the left critics. What
these critics don’t see is that their approach
isolates them from literature as a histori-
cal entity, particularly from the literature
of the past. We can understand the imme-
diate pleasure a critic gets from an ideolog-
ical correspondence between himself and
the work he criticizes, but let him beware
lest this immediate pleasure become a vice
blinding him to other and related values.

[. . .]

I have praised Eliot’s poetry; and
I believe that its example cannot be
ignored by the young revolutionary poets.
Precisely as an example of achievement we
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should see it, rather than as an influence on
the actual texture of revolutionary verse.
It is a poetry various and complex. It has
a historic sense, both of language and of
events; it summarizes centuries of experi-
ment and discovery; above all, it is precise,
contemporary, sustained by a sensibility
able to transform thought and feeling into
each other and combine them in simulta-
neous expression. [. . .]
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of Thomas à Becket.” New York
World-Telegram, 21 March 1936,
p. 6c.

348



Richard Lockridge. “The Stage in
Review: Poetic Martyrdom.” New
York Sun, 21 March 1936, p. 9.

Carolyn Marx. “Bookmarks for Today.”
New York World-Telegram, 21 March
1936, sec. 3, p. 3.

Wilella Waldorf. “Murder in the
Cathedral Given by Federal Actors.”
New York Evening Post, 21 March
1936, p. 8.

John Anderson. “Federal Project Actors
Present Drama of Thomas à Becket.”
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The first eighty pages in this volume
are taken up by the poems which have
already appeared in Poems 1909–1925;
the remaining hundred pages contain Mr.
Eliot’s poetic production for the last ten
years, except for Murder in the Cathedral,
which is not included. The second part
begins with “Ash-Wednesday,” embraces
two unfinished poems, Sweeney Agonistes
and Coriolan, ten choruses from The
Rock, four Ariel poems, thirteen minor
poems, and ends with “Burnt Norton,”
which is in some ways different from any
of Mr. Eliot’s other poems, and is one of
the most remarkable, I think, that he has
yet written.

It will be seen from this that Mr. Eliot
has been considerably more productive
during the last ten years than during the
sixteen years before; but it is very difficult
to judge whether he has been productive
on the same level, firstly because a writer of
such individuality as his changes the taste
of his readers, and they come to his later
work with a different mind, and secondly
because his style has altered. The alter-
ation has been towards a greater explic-
itness of statement; “Ash-Wednesday” is
far more explicit than any poetry that Mr.
Eliot wrote before it, and it represents, I
think, a turning point in his development.
The Waste Land is no doubt his greatest
work, but there is in it, compared with
his later work, a certain blindness both
in the despair it expresses and in turn-
ing away from despair at the end. Since
“The Hollow Men,” where that despair
reached its lowest depths, Mr. Eliot has

never expressed it again; he has taken it
as a theme, certainly, in Sweeney Ago-
nistes and other poems; but though he is
still in the midst of it, he is no longer
within it. That is to say that he is not
so firmly under the influence of his time
and is more deliberately concerned with
permanent things. The difference may be
seen by setting side by side: “These frag-
ments I have shored against my ruins”
from The Waste Land, and “Redeem the
time, redeem the dream / The token of
the word unheard, unspoken” from “Ash-
Wednesday.” This difference, the differ-
ence between despair and faith, is so great
that it is very hard to compare the two
kinds of poetry that derive from it. A good
deal of the second kind is obscure, like the
first, but with a different obscurity: not
the obscurity of deep darkness, but rather
that of darkness against light. It is con-
sequently less heavily charged and more
easy to understand, more finally compre-
hensible. This must be admitted to be in
its favor, unless we are to regard obscurity
in itself, deep and total obscurity, as poetic
virtue.

The second half of the volume is nev-
ertheless more unequal than the first.
Sweeney Agonistes, brilliant as it is, is def-
initely in a lower class of poetry than the
rest, and doubtless is intended to be. The
choruses from The Rock are first of all cho-
ruses, that is compositions intended to be
spoken and to be comprehensible as soon
as spoken. They contain some beautiful
poetry, they are original in form, but they
naturally lack the condensation which Mr.
Eliot’s poetry has at its best. On the other
hand, almost all the shorter poems have
intense concentration and perfect clarity
at the same time; “Ash-Wednesday” and
the four Ariel poems are works of great
beauty; and “Burnt Norton” is surely one
of the best poems that Mr. Eliot has ever
written. Its subject is Time and its main
text a quotation from Herakleitos to the
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effect that the road upwards and down-
wards is one and the same road. This
poem is different from the others inas-
much as it is not at all dramatic, being a
pure intellectual enquiry into the nature
and forms of Time. It alternates between
the most close argument and the most
vivid imagery expressing the contradiction
of Time, a contradiction implicit in the
recurring phrase, “At the still point of the
turning world.” It contains lines of great
beauty:

We move above the moving tree
In light upon the figured leaf
And hear upon the sodden floor
Below, the boarhound and the boar
Pursue their pattern as before.

That is a far more rarefied poetry than

In the juvescence of the year
Came Christ the tiger
In depraved May, dogwood and

chestnut, flowering judas

but is has something in common with
it, a sense of the fabulous; the differ-
ence is that the second kind is very much
more figured and patterned (to use the
words that recur frequently in it), which
means that it is more thoroughly worked
out. Imagery which is thoroughly worked
out often becomes mechanical and life-
less; but in this poem both the thought
and the imagery are intensely concen-
trated, and gain immensely from the devel-
opment. Whether this poem owes any-
thing to Dante I do not know, but one
might chance the guess that Mr. Eliot’s
later development as a poet has been away
from the Elizabethans, by whom he was so
much influenced at the beginning, towards
Dante.

Mr. Eliot’s position as a poet is estab-
lished, and his work has been more thor-
oughly discussed than that of any of his

contemporaries. His influence on poetry
has been decisive. The influence was due
chiefly to his genius for poetry, but it was
due also to certain qualities which he held
in common with some other men in his
age. He has had an influence on the form
and on the attitude of poetry. By this I do
not mean that he has encouraged a kind of
poetry in which all sorts of poetical quota-
tions and reminiscences alternate with the
realistic descriptions of contemporary life.
This method was employed very effectively
in The Waste Land because it was a nat-
ural part of the scheme; it has not been
employed successfully by any of Mr. Eliot’s
imitators, and as a set of poetic method
it is obviously ridiculous. Mr. Eliot’s dra-
matic approach has influenced the form of
poetry away from the purely lyrical, and
his exercise of the historical sense has influ-
enced the attitude of poetry. The first influ-
ence has been entirely salutary; it has led
to a necessary reform of poetic language
and a spirit of objectivity which had been
buried in the degeneration of Romanti-
cism. The reliance on the historical sense
Mr. Eliot himself seems to have lost in his
later work; it does not go with religious
poetry; it cannot survive the vision of “the
still point of the turning world.” But even
in The Waste Land he used it conditionally,
for there too, if less explicitly, he was con-
cerned with permanent things, which are
not affected by history. When the histori-
cal sense is employed without reference to
these permanent things it leads to a shal-
lowness of the imaginative faculty, for it
robs the individual existence of meaning
and can in itself give no meaning to society,
since society is still in becoming, and by the
laws of history will always be. Where the
historical sense has been used in this way,
the responsibility is not Mr. Eliot’s; but it
partly explains why his influence should
be so great with poets who do not hold his
beliefs.
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[Review of Essays Ancient and
Modern and Collected Poems]

Were a bibliography to be composed of
the various critical studies that have been
devoted to Mr. T. S. Eliot during the last
ten or fifteen years, it would make up
a fairly considerable volume. For almost
every modern critic has had his say. There
are, indeed, very few literary undergradu-
ates who have not, at one time or another,
voiced their appreciation of his poems;
and, even in the Far East, solemn specta-
cled faces are earnestly bent, and round
shaven skulls dolorously scratched, over
The Waste Land, “Prufrock,” or “Ash-
Wednesday.” At Oxford, ten years ago,
admiration of The Waste Land had given
rise to a new and, now and then, extremely
tiresome form of intellectual snobbism.
The intelligentsia were as knowledgeable
and talkative about the relationship and
precise significance of Mr. [Eugenides] and
Phlebas the Phoenician as their Bullingdon
equivalent about the genealogical compli-
cations of the Stud Book; “La Figlia che
Piange” provided the leit-motif of a dozen
adolescent love-affairs. And yet, although
the mass of writing around Mr. T. S. Eliot
is by now probably much more volumi-
nous than the whole corpus of his pub-
lished verse and prose, it is still possible
to retrace one’s steps through his poems,
experiencing as one reads a continuous
movement of pleasure, interest and sur-
prise. Perhaps surprise is the final criterion
of poetic excellence. However hackneyed

it may have become, no poem of real qual-
ity can quite lose the power of admin-
istering that kind of salutary emotional
shock which, if only for a few minutes,
possesses the brain and shows us the famil-
iar universe in a refreshing light. Col-
lected Poems embraces Mr. T. S. Eliot’s
entire poetic output between 1909 and
1935. It covers the same ground as Poems,
published several years back, but includes
“Ash-Wednesday,” four poems published
in the Ariel series, a quantity of minor and
unfinished work, as well as a new and
remarkably accomplished poem, “Burnt
Norton.”

Here is a panorama of Mr. Eliot’s
poetic achievement. Beginning with the
section headed Prufrock, 1917, one is at
first startled by the brilliance and live-
liness of those early poems—we know
them so well; yet, even today, how well
they stand rereading!—then a little puz-
zled and disconcerted because, although
certain elements in Prufrock have contin-
ued to develop until we reach the uncom-
mon rhythmic virtuosity of “Burnt Nor-
ton” (written nearly twenty years later)
they contain another element that has very
largely disappeared. In “The Love Song of
J. Alfred Prufrock,” Mr. Eliot displays a
gaiety, energy and satirical versatility that
he has long since discarded. The influence
of Jules Laforgue is extremely strong; but
this is a Laforgue with additions and, I
think, at least from the Anglo-Saxon point
of view, very definite improvements. He
has Laforgue’s wit and dexterity without
his fragility—Laforgue’s skill without the
touch of flatness and thinness that gives
so many of Laforgue’s vers libre essays a
slightly consumptive and debilitated air.
For there is a background of something
we can best describe as gusto—a sense of
enjoyment that may coexist with a knowl-
edge of human suffering, a love of life not
incompatible with the horror of humanity;
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and from more recent works that ele-
ment of gusto proved strangely lacking.
The peur de vivre had broken down his
poetic defenses; the poet was in full retreat
through The Waste Land.

Having entered it, he was obliged to
find an issue. If the influences of Laforgue
had done much to shape Prufrock (1917)
and Poems (1920), even to the extent of
suggesting images, lines and whole pas-
sages, Baudelaire (with Tristan Corbière
as a secondary influence) was the pre-
siding spirit of that extraordinary poem
which burst, like an organ cactus domi-
nating a herbaceous border, from among
the pleasant flower-beds and meandering
grass-walks of Georgian poetry. But now
compare the methods of master and disci-
ple. When I ventured to observe that Eliot
lacked gusto, I did not, of course, mean to
complain that he lacked optimism, that he
was a perverse and atrabilious highbrow
malcontent. No poet has ever expressed a
deeper or more unrelieved despair, a more
uncompromising and embittered attitude
towards contemporary society, than the
author of Les Fleurs du Mal. And yet
how solid, sensuous and—in spite of con-
demnation, disgust and disenchantment—
how almost appreciative is his rendering of
the real world! [. . .] Nineteenth-century
Paris, with the old struggling against the
new, [. . .] was a city full of phan-
toms and stalking memories: “Fourmil-
lante cité, cité pleine de rêves, / Où le spec-
tre en plein jour raccroche le passant.”
There was no end to the emotions of won-
der and horror that it aroused; it was
intensely real to the poet, even though its
reality may have been intensely unpleas-
ing; whereas the landscape of twentieth-
century London, glimpsed in The Waste
Land, seems, by comparison, as drab,
low-toned and shadowily inconsequent as
the stream of spiritless human automata
trudging to their work over London
Bridge:

Unreal City,
Under the brown fog of a winter

dawn,
A crowd flowed over London Bridge,

so many,
I had not thought death had undone

so many.
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]

For Mr. Eliot shares the malady of
his epoch; and that malady—at any rate,
among intellectuals—comes not so much
from a positive misdirection of energy as
from a mere lack of vitality, not so much
from any failure of sensitiveness as from
a general lowering of temperature that
leaves us face to face with a world where
the good is flavorless, the bad insignifi-
cant, where our values, slowly and qui-
etly, seem to be crumbling away to form
part of a general desert-level of indiffer-
ence and ill-will. Such is the predominant
mood of The Waste Land. And a histo-
rian of the future may find that the poem
affords him interesting material for a study
of the period, noting, moreover, that when
Mr. Eliot escaped from the wilderness he
did so by taking refuge in a narrow and
sectarian, but evidently absorbing and sat-
isfying, faith, and that, under the influ-
ence of this new faith, he was to achieve
some of his most exquisite and finely bal-
anced later poems. We may regret that
the gaiety and gusto of “Prufrock” should
already have begun to disappear in The
Waste Land; and we may regret that, on
emerging from The Waste Land, he should
have limited himself to a smaller poetic
field; but a poet, after all, can only progress
along the lines that his individual temper-
ament lays down; and, by remaining faith-
ful to his temperament—one of Protestant
and transatlantic puritanism, exasperated
by contact with an alien culture—Mr. Eliot
has continued to perfect his gift. Collected
Poems, then, is a valuable and fascinat-
ing book because it gives a bird’s-eye view
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of his poetic progress, from his early, bril-
liant but derivative excursions, right up
to the present day. It is particularly inter-
esting, for example, to see the admirable
choruses of The Rock divorced from their
somewhat less stimulating context, and
be able to trace Mr. Eliot’s link with the
main tradition of English devotional verse.
About the poems in “Ash-Wednesday”
there was an occasional touch of almost
pre-Raphaelite prettiness; and, personally,
I prefer the choruses; since Mr. Eliot must
be numbered among the very few modern
poets who have learned to combine elo-
quence and simplicity of statement with a
feeling for poetic expression in its more
allusive form.

[Quotation of lines 28–36 of The
Rock, Chorus III]

Nor is “Burnt Norton” disappointing.
In harmony and flexibility it is the equal
of Mr. Eliot’s earlier poems; and, though
the first section opens in a style rather too
reminiscent of the text-book, [quotation
of lines 1–5 of “Burnt Norton,” Part I] it
closes with a long passage of remarkable
felicity, to which quotation and abbrevia-
tion do less than justice.

[Quotation of lines 9–15 and 19–48 of
“Burnt Norton,” Part I]

But, if the acquisition of faith has added
to the delicacy—while detracting, I believe,
from the breadth and variety—of Mr.
Eliot’s poetic method, it has had another
effect on his discursive and critical work.
The Sacred Wood and Homage to John
Dryden, though often abused by academic
journalists, were among the most exciting
and illuminating critical products of their
time. For Lancelot Andrewes, which con-
tains a suggestion that Andrewes was a
finer stylist than John Donne [. . .] struck
a sad shock through the heart of many
a hopeful reader, who expected some-
thing as good as Mr. Eliot’s essays on the

Elizabethan dramatists and seventeenth-
century poets. Essays Ancient and Modern
is [For] Lancelot Andrewes revised, cor-
rected and brought up to date. The all-
too-famous foreword—plumping for clas-
sicism in literature, royalism in politics
and anglo-catholicism in religion—is now
judged to have served its purpose and
has been removed. Studies of Machiavelli
and Crashaw, which their author consid-
ers unsatisfactory, have also been deleted;
while a paper on Middleton does not
appear since it has found a place in Eliza-
bethan Essays. To fill the gap, we have two
articles written round religious or semi-
religious themes, “Religion and Litera-
ture” and “Catholicism and International
Order,” an essay—sound, but not partic-
ularly exciting—entitled “Modern Educa-
tion and the Classics,” an introduction
to the Pensées of Pascal (in which Mr.
Eliot explains the dangerous fascination
of Montaigne by comparing that unfortu-
nate sage to “a fog, a gas, a fluid, insidi-
ous element”) and a note, in his best man-
ner, on the poetry of Tennyson. Here the
critic uses only aesthetic arguments; and
the result is wise, sensitive and brilliantly
expounded.

∗Cyril Connolly.
“Major Poet: The
Influence of Mr. Eliot.”
Sunday Times, 3 May
1936, p. 8.

A good way to gauge the importance of
a writer is to try to imagine what his sub-
ject would have been like without him. Let
us suppose Mr. Eliot had never existed,
what would English poetry be like today?
I think it would have advanced no further
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from the Georgian poets than they had
progressed from the ’nineties. There would
be Yeats, of course, but otherwise we
would still be reading Flecker and Hous-
man and Ralph Hodgson, and writing like
them. They would have been the intellec-
tual poets, themselves in advance of other
Georgians, with Sassoon and the Sitwells
as the last word in youthful and ferocious
opposition. Pound, without Eliot’s appre-
ciation and adaptation of him, would not
be important. Auden would have been no
more than a young Kipling of the Left
(which he may yet become), Spender a
deflated Rupert Brooke, Day-Lewis a baby
W. J. Turner, while MacNeice and Barker
could not have existed at all. [. . .]

The theme of poetry would still be
the lyrical expression of simple nos-
talgia; Babylon, Popacatapetl, Innisfree,
Grantchester, Sussex—“The meadows of
England shining in the rain”—we would
not have got beyond them, and the best
poetry would still consist of exercises in
homesickness and be written by old lau-
reates or young medalists, or by imitative
and large-hearted women. Eliot, in fact,
has brought to English poetry dignity and
intellectual distinction, without which it
might well have gone the way of most
modern English music, novel-writing, and
architecture. But he has brought to it as
well an exquisite lyrical gift: that real
beauty of diction which provides the aes-
thetic reader with a unique emotion, and
to which hardly any other modern poet,
except Yeats, can lay claim.

How many single lines, for instance,
can you remember from Auden, Spender,
and Day-Lewis, or, for that matter, from
more conservative poets? Yet Eliot is
packed with them. “There will be time to
murder and create,” “The troubled mid-
night and the noon’s repose,” “Supine on
the floor of a narrow canoe,” “The infirm
glory of the positive hour,” “The awful
daring of a moment’s surrender.”

I often think what an experience it must
have been, during the second year of the
war, to have come upon that small paper-
covered, biscuit-colored volume with the
odd title, Prufrock, and to have opened it
at the first poem:

Let us go then, you and I,
When the evening is spread out

against the sky
Like a patient etherised upon a table.

It must have provided one or two people
with the fine shock of discovering a new
talent [. . .].

Unfortunately, the extraordinary fresh-
ness, the special gaiety of Prufrock, a gai-
ety partly due to the influence of Laforgue,
from which much is imitated, and partly to
the dandyism of those young men of 1913
(we find it also in Crome Yellow and in
Ronald Firbank), disappears from the later
Eliot. This is largely due to the influence
of Pound, who brings, after the “clever”
period of the “Sweeney” poems, in which
his dandyism is finally stifled by his hor-
ror for life, two new features into Eliot.
They are the introduction of unassimilated
quotations into the body of his work, and
the more serious introduction of a mysti-
cal, but also rather muddy and disingen-
uous bardic quality into his thought. He
is no longer the pleasant young man who
confides in the reader, but the prophet, the
maker of mysteries, descending only to tell
us, as of “Shantih,” for instance, that “The
Peace which passeth understanding is a
feeble translation of this word.” Through
the despair of the “cactus” poems, the
hopefulness of “Ash-Wednesday,” and the
severity of the choruses from The Rock,
the same lyrical power persists however,
and it is found in equal purity in the long
new poem, “Burnt Norton,” a philosoph-
ical meditation on Time, with which this
book closes.

[. . .]
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The work of any great writer is like a
train running through various stations. At
each station some admirers get out and
begin to say, “Such a pity the train ever
went on to the next station.” Sometimes if
they say this loud enough they do actually
stop the train from going any further, and
then all is over with it. This is particularly
true of Eliot, who has one lot of passengers
still waiting at the terminus of The Waste
Land, and another which is not willing to
follow him into the Drama, with his two
Church of England plays, Murder in the
Cathedral and The Rock.

It is obvious, however, that the art of
Mr. Eliot is still a living spiritual force,
anything may happen to it, and whatever
happens will be vastly interesting. There
is no reason even, now that he has found
peace of mind in religion, why his early
lyrical and ironical high spirits, driven
out by post-war depression, should not
return, or else why his mastery of lan-
guage, and his incessant and conscientious
experiment and adaptation (for Mr. Eliot
is one of the few writers who deliber-
ately imitate, yet are able to absorb and
give, unlike Pound, an added power and
meaning to the thing imitated) should not
lead him into unpredictable discoveries.
For he is gifted with that great rarity these
days: an imaginative and emotional stay-
ing power, poetical long-life.

Marianne Moore.
“It Is Not Forbidden
to Think.”
Nation 142 (27 May
1936), 680–81.

The grouping of these poems—
chronological through 1930, and inclusive

except for Murder in the Cathedral—
seems to point to a mental chronology of
evolvement and deepening technique. But
two tendencies mark them all: the instinct
for order and certitude, and “contempt for
sham.” “I am not sure,” Mr. Eliot says in
The Use of Poetry, “that we can judge and
enjoy a man’s poetry while leaving wholly
out of account all the things for which he
cared deeply, and on behalf of which he
turned his poetry to account.” He detests
a conscience, a politics, a rhetoric, which
is neither one thing nor the other. For
him hell is hell in its awareness of heaven;
good is good in its distinctness from
evil; precision is precision as triumphing
over vagueness. In The Rock he says,
“Our age is an age of moderate virtue /
And of moderate vice.” Among Peter the
Hermit’s hearers were “a few good men, /
Many who were evil, / And most who
were neither.” Although as a critic, con-
fronted by apparent misapprehension, he
manifests what seems at times an almost
pugnacious sincerity, by doing his fighting
in prose he is perhaps the more free to do
his feeling in verse. But in his verse, also,
judgment remains awake. His inability
to be untormented by “the Demon of
Thought” as action, in “Prufrock,” posits
an overwhelming question: “Oh, do not
ask, ‘What is it?’ / Let us go and make our
visit”; and as writing, is satirized in “Lines
for Cuscuscaraway and Mirza Murad
Ali Beg”:

How unpleasant to meet Mr. Eliot!
With his features of clerical cut,
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
And his conversation, so nicely
Restricted to What Precisely
And If and Perhaps and But.

One sees in this collected work
conscience—directed toward “things that
other people have desired,” asking “are
these things right or wrong?”—and an
art which from the beginning has tended

359



toward drama. The Waste Land (1922)
characterizes a first period. In “Ash-
Wednesday” and later Mr. Eliot is not war-
ily considering “matters that with myself
I too much discuss / Too much explain”;
he is in them; and “Ash-Wednesday” is
perhaps the poem of the book, as submit-
ting in theme and technique to something
greater than itself.

A spirit of the river, spirit of the sea,
Suffer me not to be separated

And let my cry come unto Thee.

This is a summit; an instance, as well, of
increased pliancy in rhythm, the length-
ened phrase, gathered force of rhymes
suddenly collided being characteristic of
the later poems.

Mr. Eliot’s aptitude for mythology and
theology sometimes pays us the compli-
ment of expecting our reading to be more
thorough than it is; but correspondences
of allusion provide an unmistakable logic:
stillness, intellectual beauty, spiritual exal-
tation, the white dress, “the glory of the
humming bird,” childhood, concentration
and wholeness of personality—in con-
trast with noise, darkness, drugs, dreams,
drowning, dust on the rosebowl, Dusty
the makeshift enchantress, cards, clairvoy-
ants, serpents, evasiveness, aimlessness,
fog, intrusiveness, temptation, unlogic,
scattered bones, broken pride, rats, drafts
under the door, distortion, “the sty of con-
tentment.” Horror, which is unbelief, is
the opposite of ecstasy; and wholeness,
which is the condition of ecstasy, is to be
“accepted and accepting.” That is to say,
we are of a world in which light and dark-
ness, “appearance and reality,” “is and
seem,” are ineludable alternatives.

And there are words of special mean-
ing which recur with the force of a theme:
“hidden,” referring to poetry as the revela-
tion of a hidden life; “the pattern” contin-

uing the Aristotelian concept of “form” as
the soul, the invisible actuality of which
the body is the outward manifestation.
Fire, the devourer, can be a purifier; water
has in it the thought of drowning or of
drought ended by inundation; as God’s
light is for man, the sun is life for the
natural world. Concepts and images are
toothed together and the poems are so
consistently intricated that one rests on
another and is involved with what was
earlier; the musical theme at times being
separated by a stanza, as the argument
sometimes is continued from the preced-
ing poem—“O hidden” in “Difficulties
of a Statesman” completing the “O hid-
den” in “Triumphal March.” The period
containing “Ash-Wednesday,” concerned
with “the infirm glory of the positive
hour,” is succeeded by the affirmative one
to which Murder in the Cathedral belongs;
also “Burnt Norton,” a new poem which
is concerned with the thought of con-
trol (“The high road and the low are
one and the same”) embodied in Deity
and in human equipoise, its temporal
counterpart.

[Quotation of lines 10–15 of “Burnt
Norton,” Part II]

In “Usk,” also, Mr. Eliot expresses the con-
viction that the via media of discipline and
self-control is the valuable one:

Where the roads dip and where the
roads rise

Seek only there
Where the grey light meets the green

air
The hermit’s chapel, the pilgrim’s

prayer.

One notices here the compactness, four
thoughts in one—the visible, the invisible,
the indoors, the outdoors; and that in the
later poems, although statement is simpler,
the rhythm is more complex.
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Mr. Eliot has tried “to write poetry
which should be essentially poetry, with
nothing poetic about it, poetry stand-
ing naked in its bare bones, or . . . so
transparent that in reading it we are intent
on what the poem points at and not on the
poetry.” He has not dishonored “the deep-
est terrors and desires,” depths of “degra-
dation” and heights of “exaltation,” or the
fact that it is possible to have “walked in
hell” and “been rapt to heaven.”

Those who have power to renounce
life are those whose lives are valuable to
a community; one who attains equilib-
rium in spite of opposition to himself from
within is in a stronger position than if there
had been no opposition to overcome; and
in art, freedom evolving from a liberated
constraint is stronger than if it had not by
nature been cramped. Indigenous skepti-
cism, also constraint, are part of Mr. Eliot’s
temperament; but at its apex art is able
to conceal the artist while it exhibits his
“angel”; like the unanticipatedly limber
fluorescence of fireworks as they expand
into trees or bouquets with the aban-
don of “unbroke horses”; and this effect
we have in “Cape Ann”—denominated a
minor poem, perhaps as being a mood
or aspect rather than part of a thought-
related sequence.

[Quotation in full of “Cape Ann”]

Babette Deutsch.
“The Most Influential Poet
of Our Time.”
New York Herald Tribune,
31 May 1936, p. 7.

Having been told by the poet that it is
impossible to understand his poetry unless

one accepts the doctrine of Original Sin,
the dissident might hesitate to accept this
volume. But Eliot has also said that it
is possible to enjoy poetry one does not
understand, so that the reader may take
heart of grace. Certainly those who do
not share Eliot’s beliefs, from members
of his own unhappy generation down to
the young revolutionaries who see “the
Church blocking the sun,” can find in this
volume much more than food for enjoy-
ment. For Eliot, though not the most dis-
tinguished, is easily the most influential
poet of our time, important not merely
because of what he has contributed to the
body of poetry produced by his predeces-
sors, but also because he has impressed
himself so deeply upon his juniors. He is
significant further as a representative of an
attitude which, if valid only for the few, is
grounded in a disgust with current evils
that may be symptomatic with the rebel-
lion of the many.

It is some ten years since the publi-
cation of his Poems 1909–1925, includ-
ing The Waste Land. It is nearly twenty
since the appearance of Prufrock startled
the discerning into recognition of a new
voice. The interval allows us to discover
the course of the poet’s development, a
development that has curiously reversed
the usual order. Of the many astonishing
facts about “Prufrock,” not the least is that
it was the product of a boy of twenty-two.
[. . .] At the very outset the poet objecti-
fied feelings, put on a mask. “Prufrock,”
like “Portrait of a Lady,” which was writ-
ten even earlier, might be described as a
dramatic lyric, though scarcely reminis-
cent of Browning. Eliot had been reading
not merely the Elizabethan playwrights,
but the French symbolists, to advantage.
He introduced an exciting juxtaposition of
the poetic and the anti-poetic, the talk of
the man in the street and the learned in a
library.
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The most startling aspect of these
pieces, however, was not the novel
technique exhibited, but the fact that this
very young man was writing depersonal-
ized poetry. And, curiously enough, he was
not dramatizing himself, with a desire to
exhibit himself in the role of some hero
out of the antique world or some per-
sonage of the Middle Ages, but dramatiz-
ing his response to the world about him.
It is an index both to the success of his
method and the actuality of the sordid
empty scenes he was evoking, that a young
poet born in Whitechapel, two years after
“Portrait of a Lady” was written, should
grow up to use the same rhythms, almost
the same phrases, in a bitter poem on
the unemployed. What was evident in the
Prufrock poems was an extraordinary gift
for cadence, a matchless ability to assimi-
late and convert to his own uses the discov-
eries of earlier men, and in an irony bred
of a distaste for the vulgar that was linked
with fear.

I have seen the moment of my
greatness flicker,

And I have seen the eternal Footman
hold my coat, and snicker,

And in short, I was afraid.

With the exception of “Gerontion,” the
second group of poems shows the influ-
ence of Gautier almost equally with that
of Laforgue. There is the strict quatrain,
with its regularly recurrent rhymes; there
is the Parnassian precision of objective
detail; and as usual Eliot allows himself
the unscrupulous theft of entire phrases
scrupulously placed in a new setting. But
the insistence of the grotesque, the ironic
implications of the symbolist, remain,
pointing, in a yet more private fashion
than before, to a wincing hatred of the
mob. Eliot’s mob is not quite the “rank-
scented many” abhorred by Coriolanus.

In it one finds Bleistein, the parvenu. One
finds Sweeney, the lowest common denom-
inator of the average sensual man. Bleis-
tein and Sweeney want neither food nor
bread for circuses. They are not even
pitiable, like the timorous Prufrock or the
poor women of Canterbury. They are the
Laodiceans of Eliot’s modern Agon, bored
with the meaningless cycle of “birth, and
copulation, and death,” more terrifying
than terrified.

Seen in perspective, against the back-
ground of Eliot’s earlier work and as a
background to what came later, The Waste
Land appears as the poem toward which
all the previous poems tend, and as the
germ of those that are to follow it. It
is “such a vision of the street / As the
street hardly understands.” And, as in that
almost forgotten trifle called “The Boston
Evening Transcript,” it is as “if the street
were time,” and the poet nodding good-
bye to one at the end of the street. Prufrock
merged into Gerontion, here Gerontion
merges into Tiresias. The Lady, whom
we remember slowly twisting the lilac
stalks and asking unanswerable questions,
has undergone a similar transmutation.
Bleistein and Sweeney may be inferred;
the mob presses closer than before. The
sense of waste, dispersion, frustration, the
horror of rootlessness which to Eliot, as
to Dostoevsky, is the source of evil, are
omnipresent. Technically, we revert from
Gautier to Webster and Laforgue. The
familiar images recur, more meaningfully.
The method of symbolism is preferred;
the past impinges on the present, sordid
ugliness is ironically contrasted with lost
grandeur; the crowding illusions, the rapid
associations enhance the effect of disorder,
throng the street with shapes of death. It is
only at the very close, with the injunctions
from the Buddhist fire-sermon, that hope
stirs, faintly. Order will come out of chaos,
peace will descend upon the spendthrift
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and the impotent, when men learn how
to give, angels to sympathize, gods to
control.

The Waste Land is the definite example
of a phase of Eliot’s work, but it did not
mark the end of that phase. The horror of
vulgarity is no less patent in “The Hollow
Men.” In “Journey of the Magi,” for all
its debt to Pound, may be found echoes of
the desperation of Gerontion, and “A Song
for Simeon” reads like Gerontion trans-
posed into a religious key. There are pas-
sages in the choruses from The Rock that
suggest The Waste Land. But if the sense of
evil persists, the emphasis changes. Under
all the poems that follow is the voice-
less cry: What must we do to be saved?
And already in “The Hollow Men” there
begins a new music. The religious crav-
ing, growing more insistent, introduces a
purer lyricism. The emotion is decreas-
ingly depersonalized. And though Eliot is
now actually writing poetic dramas, he
seems to be speaking for himself more
clearly and openly than he dared to do in
such a poem as “Prufrock.”

“Ash-Wednesday” is generally regard-
ed as exhibiting a new aspect of Eliot’s
work. This is suggested by the very open-
ing line: “Because I do not hope to turn
again”—an odd version of the first line of
the ballata written by Cavalcanti upon his
exile to Sarazan. Yet there are melodies in
“The Hollow Men,” unlike those in “Ash-
Wednesday,” and the persistence of images
of drought, the allusion to Phlebas, the
drowned sailor, in such a line as “Waver-
ing between the profit and the loss,” to
“death’s dream kingdom,” to “La Figlia
che Piange,” in “Blown hair is sweet,
brown hair over the mouth blown, / Lilac
and brown hair,” all help to remind us of
the continuity of Eliot’s performance. In
all his transitions he preserves his identity,
retains that personality which, he has told
us, without tradition and orthodoxy, is apt

to become “a thing of alarming impor-
tance.”

The interest attaching to “Ash-
Wednesday” lies partly in its retention of
familiar symbols, partly in its novel and
exquisite music, and largely in its shift
of emphasis from flinching contempt of
the world to penitent seeking for God. In
the light of this poem one may conceive
The Waste Land as a horrified expression
of a sense of sin, and the later poems as
a seeking for salvation. For Eliot, as he
has not tired of making explicit, salvation
is to be found only in the lap of the
Anglo-Catholic Church. Yet those of us
who would never think of looking for it
there can yet delight in “Ash-Wednesday”
both for its music and its meaning. The
concluding lines, and more especially the
repeated supplication “Teach us to care
and not to care / Teach us to sit still”
could be uttered by the veriest agnostic
in those hours when man’s endurance is
taxed to its limits.

The lyricism of “Ash-Wednesday”
informs the poems that follow, which
include more personal verse than other
groups, notably “Animula.” Here, too, is
the famous “Marina,” a lyric which won-
derfully answers Coleridge’s demand for
poetry that should be untranslatable into
words of the same language without injury
to the meaning. The hopefulness expressed
in this poem is nowhere else apparent,
and its tenderness is emphatically denied
in Sweeney Agonistes [. . .].

Eliot has never been noted for his
love of created beings. The scorn implicit
in “Prufrock,” explicit in the Sweeney
cycle, is absent from “Ash-Wednesday”
and from “Marina” because there the
poet’s eye is turned inward and he has the
humility of the soul in search of salvation.

[. . .]

363



Morton Dauwen Zabel.
“Poets of Five Decades.”
Southern Review 2
(Summer 1936), 168–71.

The unity for which one gropes in combin-
ing seventeen new books of verse comes,
unexpectedly, less from what they show
of the habits of poets during the past five
months than from the changes they reveal
in fifty years of modern poetic history.

[. . .]

When this cycle of half a century began,
poets were still writing Man with the mon-
umental initial of moral supremacy. The
word soon dwindled to the water-written
characters of spiritual illusion; it dimin-
ished to the pale letters of self-excoriation
and humility; it shrank into the shadow.

[. . .]

When Eliot began to write, the moment
for this kind of spiritual illusion had
passed from the serious poets of the
English scene. He subtitles his Collected
Poems with the dates 1909–1935, and
by 1909 whatever heroic assumptions
remained among the older poets (Swin-
burne, Meredith, or Moody) passed with
the deaths of those men. It had in any
case been long reproved by the tragic sar-
casm of Hardy, Housman, and Robinson,
or—for Eliot more forcibly—by the with-
ering irony of the later Symbolists. There
was no further opportunity to lean toward
dreams and visions, or upon the ennobling
humility of public confession and absolu-
tion. If the heroic emerged from the past
it did not console the poet either when
he borrowed its language or adapted its
legends. It diminished to further frailty
his dispossession and mediocrity. But

curiously, where the promise of oblivion
and oneness in “the Dream” deceived Æ
into making ineffectual splendor of his
own destiny, the extreme contempt of
human meanness in a poet like Eliot led to
a tangible grasp of what there was in him
to be exalted. This produced in the end an
illumination of selfhood which achieved
the hard and concrete permanence of a
legend. It is to legend that Prufrock and
Sweeney belong. They cleanse the con-
science of modern man by a species of
critical purgation. Long as we have read
and pondered them, they still give the plea-
sure of severe epitomes of the meaning of
experience.

But as everyone knows, Eliot has
moved far from the style and spirit of those
poems. The Waste Land showed his tran-
sition toward a less personal idiom, and a
less sympathetic participation in the mod-
ern problem. “The Hollow Men” marked
a release from, and a disintegration of,
the critical intelligence of the earlier verse,
showing this not only by its greater flex-
ibility of structure and cadence, but by
the words employed. These words begin to
modify the sharp epithet and accent of the
satires, and to weave around the sensibil-
ity within the poems a subtle web of logical
complexity and the casuistries of dialectic
argument. It is not too much to claim that
this development in Eliot’s style reveals
the exchange of his powers of introspec-
tion for something superior to and beyond
personality. His themes change from the
dramatic situation of “The Love Song,”
and “Portrait of a Lady,” where self-
scrutiny is remorseless and laconic, to the
delirium of “The Hollow Men,” the self-
effacing abnegation of “Ash-Wednesday,”
and finally to the abstract considerations
on the nature and meaning of Time in his
latest poem, “Burnt Norton.” Here also is
a growth away from the meagerness of per-
sonal agony toward the freedom of imper-
sonal speculation. But the best quality of
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“Burnt Norton” resides in its reminders of
how severe, strenuous, and practical was
the poet’s approach toward the present
enlargement of his philosophic vision.

Eliot’s poems show remarkable changes
in these two hundred pages. While they
have become more abstract and intricate
in their ideas, they have grown simpler
and more expository in method. They
have exchanged the pithy terseness of the
early allegories for the sinuous devices of
metaphysical search. Their language has
almost entirely lost the colloquial formal-
ity of the Prufrock volume. Where this
persists, and where he still employs the
contrasts of cheap modernity with past
greatness (as in the two “fragments of an
Aristophanic melodrama” of two poems—
“Triumphal March” and “Difficulties of a
Statesman”—now grouped as parts of an
unfinished work called Coriolan), the yok-
ing seems to have the obvious violence of
a patented device. By contrast this gives a
superior effect to later poems that avoid
such conjunction, “Ash-Wednesday” and
“Marina.” Oblique humor has also disap-
peared from the later work (though not
entirely from the volume, for Eliot here
prints a number of nonsense pieces, “Five-
Finger Exercises,” which hardly impress as
important). He has become on the whole
a more patient and explicit—that is, a
more popular—poet. No doubt there are
derivations concealed in his later work
[. . .]. I have not traced them far; “Burnt
Norton” seems to derive its Time-theme
as much from speculators like Whitehead
and Dunne as from the lines of Heraclitus
printed below the title. But these poems,
like the choruses from The Rock and Mur-
der in the Cathedral, impose no such task
of identification on the studious reader
as was demanded by every line and page
of The Waste Land. Their subtleties are
organic to themselves; the poem’s whole
problem is contained within the poem and
does not fly off at the tangent of each

literary echo or historical reference. And at
times, as in “Animula” and “Marina,” the
feeling and utterance of the poet concen-
trate into passages of superb lyric vision.

When Eliot stood isolated and dispos-
sessed among the ruins of a familiar uni-
verse, every nerve and sensation quivered
with its own life. The antennae of his
intelligence were alive with nervous vital-
ity. This resulted in images and allegories
of great focal sharpness. In more recent
years, approaching stranger territory, this
grip on identity is no longer held, and
with its relaxation the nervous sensibil-
ity of his diction and cadence has less-
ened. He writes either a more relaxed and
speculative verse, or a sort of argument
which attempts to extend his intellectual
problems beyond their own limits. He has
become a poet of more public qualities,
of religious responsibilities, and even (in
The Rock) of social concerns. These have
entailed a change from a style of cryptic
historical reference and erudition to one of
dialectic lucidity, or even of popular sim-
plification. He also has doubtless felt “a
drift in the times.” He has been compelled,
as churchman and citizen, toward popu-
larizing and clarifying his language, even
though he has not descended to simplify-
ing his metaphysical vision. But that his
address has broadened is obvious. One has
only to recollect his essays on poetic drama
in The Sacred Wood, or his remarks on
poetic popularity in the study of Tennyson
in his new book Essays Ancient and Mod-
ern, to be aware of his long-standing incli-
nation to enlist moral support and affir-
mation of a wide human public.

There remains the question of which
of these two kinds of poetry—the per-
sonal and allegorical or the more human
and explicit—he shows greater mastery
in. “Ash-Wednesday” and Murder in the
Cathedral are brilliant achievements. They
may bear the more lasting signs of poetic
authority. They rise above that poetic
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value which is restricted to the circle of
initiates. But Eliot’s creative temperament
still stands in its original and fundamen-
tal quality in the poems before 1925,
and is corroborated there by the essays
of the same period. Moreover, those ear-
lier poems were in their way primary cre-
ations. They embodied a specific poetic
method, and the form of the poems exactly
conveyed the matter presented and the
kind of experience defined. In later works
the hortatory or penitential style is often
weakened by such pastiche of his own ear-
lier manners as mars the pages of The
Rock. Humor and skepticism now seem
to sprout artificially from the thicker stem
of religious faith, and we are left uncertain
of just what is essential and what is not.

[. . .]

Peter Monro Jack.
“T. S. Eliot, Poet of
Our Time.”
New York Times Book
Review, 14 June 1936,
pp. 1, 14.

Mr. Eliot has become a classic in his
own time without having been very well
understood or much read. The quality of
his poetry had been obvious since 1917,
when Prufrock and Other Observations
was issued from Bloomsbury Street.
General recognition, or as one might say,
a general offensive, started in 1922, when
The Waste Land (a Dial prize winner)
was published. From then on Mr. Eliot’s
poetry was largely ignored. Instead he
became a public issue. Those who could
not read him and those who did not try
turned him into a sort of stoolpigeon for

almost every contemporary controversy:
the bad effects of expatriatism, for in-
stance; the cult of unintelligibility; the
traditional “ancient and modern” quar-
rel; the humanism–fascism–communism,
Puritan–Anglo-Catholic, Royalist–demo-
cratic, escapist and look-at-the-facts
schools; Mr. Eliot was supposed to rep-
resent all of them, while he was being
used merely as an excuse to talk of them.
The name started a fight whenever it was
mentioned, or when it appeared in a maga-
zine or review. Every one seemed to feel
that he was important and to find him
unintelligible, and the result was a series
of critical errors that no one can be very
proud of today. The misapprehensions
persist. Only last month a Pulitzer prize
winner (in poetry) complained that Eliot
belonged to the Art for Art’s Sake school.

Looking over the variety and versatil-
ity of Collected Poems one can see that
its obvious distinction is to be “useful”
poetry. It has expressed, as no one else
has done, the critical and creative intel-
ligence of our day, in its utmost serious-
ness as well as its potential farce. Consider
the serious comedy of J. Alfred Prufrock
in his “Love Song,” written by Mr. Eliot
before he graduated from Harvard at the
age of 22. Here already is an astonishingly
effective technique in poetry, so admirable
that it at once became a formula. (Need-
less to say Mr. Eliot did not himself repeat
it. The “Portrait of a Lady” which fol-
lows in all the editions was written a year
earlier, and is obviously an approach to
the perfected form of “Prufrock.”) This
“Love Song” set the tone of contempo-
rary verse. It restated the dramatic mono-
logue with a new accent, free from the
tricks of Browning and Tennyson’s senten-
tiousness, and (we may add) was much
more integrated than the examples that
Ezra Pound was then producing. It used
free verse with stylistic assurance, took
over a Dostoevski confessional attitude
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with its later psychoanalytic implications,
explained itself through allusive imagery,
and set the whole to a discordant music,
mostly recitative, with occasionally, a half-
formed melody—to make a poem so
exactly expressive, so intelligently aware
of its effect, that one felt a new certainty
in poetry. That it dealt with the difficulties
and uncertainties of life made the precision
of its form even more remarkable.

The shorter poems that follow show
that he had been reading the French Sym-
bolists and that he had learned from them
that a poem is more valuable when it
stands alone, not subsisting on the author’s
personality. In Eliot’s hands this was to
move from romanticism toward classi-
cism, to think of a poem in terms of a fin-
ished effect, a final symbol, rather than (as
with romantic poets) the beginning of an
acquaintance with a personality. There are
a few doubtful phrases in these poems. The
second couplet here is more smart than
witty (“Morning at the Window”):

They are rattling breakfast plates in
basement kitchens,

And along the trampled edges of the
street

I am aware of the damp souls of
housemaids

Sprouting despondently at area gates.

But the poems have been so carefully
formulated from the first that lapses such
as this (if this is one) are rare, and only
one poem (“Ode” from Ara Vos Prec,
a mannered and distasteful poem), has
been dropped from the collection. The sec-
tion ends with the lovely “La Figlia che
Piange,” designed for an anthology.

“Gerontion,” a curiously prophetic
poem (dated before 1920), seems to have
all the elements of both The Waste Land
(1922) and “Ash-Wednesday” (1930)
without a clear articulation. Here is the
loss of desire in the symbol of old age, the
memories and the questioning that have

replaced passion and faith, and the despair
at the little that is left. But still there is
Christ, the tiger, the conscience that still
devours us, the eternal symbol from which
there is no escape: “Think at last / We have
not reached conclusion, when I / Stiffen in
a rented house.” It is a difficult poem (per-
haps the only difficult poem Mr. Eliot has
written), not only because it is unresolved,
but because it is too complex for its form
and too pregnant with its possibilities.

The astonishing poems that follow in
formal quatrains, the Burbank–Bleistein–
Sweeney poems, with “The Cooking Egg”
(an egg not quite fresh, like Mr. Eliot’s
symbolic world) are acknowledged mas-
terpieces of style. Like “Prufrock” and
“Gerontion,” their theme is the weakness
or the absurdity or the futility of worldly
desire, in this person or that; mocked by
the heroic tradition of the past and made
uneasy by the ever-living conscience of the
future. Here Mr. Eliot is at his most sav-
age, pitilessly exposing the poorest preten-
sions of our day. But again there is the
counterpoint that was to be heard more
clearly in “Ash-Wednesday.” The sensual
Sweeney stirs in his bath, the subtle pro-
fessors discuss theology, but

A painter of the Umbrian school
Designed upon a gesso ground
The nimbus of the Baptized God.
The wilderness is cracked and

browned

But through the water pale and thin
Still shine the unoffending feet
And there above the painter set
The Father and the Paraclete.

It repeats the tone of Shakespeare

(those holy fields
Over whose acres walk’d those blessed

feet
Which fourteen hundred years ago

were nail’d
For our advantage on the bitter cross.)
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and repeats it to our disadvantage, for the
easy style of Shakespeare can be sustained
only dryly and wryly.

After this The Waste Land should have
been no surprise, though it must be said
that one was not prepared for its bril-
liance. It put an epic into a short poem,
a music into our distraught and demor-
alized ideas, an ultimatum for our faith,
a final immersion in our destructive ele-
ment, and all of it ringing with memories
of Shakespeare and Webster and Donne,
Marvell and Day and Baudelaire and Ver-
laine, Dante, Lucretius, and St. Augustine,
Spenser, Milton, Wagner, Tiresias (Ovid),
Sappho, Froude, Frazer, Bradley, and the
Vedic books: as if to say, “Look here,
upon this picture, and on this.” No such
documentary prosecution of a contempo-
rary age had appeared before, no such
challenge; but it was clear that Mr. Eliot
could not continue his catalogue of bro-
ken images. “The Hollow Men” (1925)
is the last and perhaps the most masterful
descant on the deadness of an unspiritual
life, though following it Mr. Eliot should
have printed his incomparable farces of
Sweeney Agonistes (1926), the last twist
of the knife for our vulgar civilization,
as if administered by Aristophanes. The
dates here are deceptive. The Ariel poems
here precede “Ash-Wednesday” but “Jour-
ney of the Magi” (1927) and “A Song for
Simeon” really are precursors, though they
are printed as aftermaths. Still one has to
be cautious. “Ash-Wednesday” was pub-
lished in 1930, but at least one of its sec-
tions (No. II) was published in Mr. Eliot’s
Criterion in January 1928, and entitled
“Salutation.” “Doris’s Dream Songs” are
incorporated here for the first time, look-
ing like late poems, though they had been
printed in Harold Monro’s Chapbook in
1926, and the third section had become
a piece of “The Hollow Men.” It is too
easy to be dogmatic about Eliot’s progress
and his so-called conversion: both were

implicit from the first, and the only com-
ment is that his later style is as surprisingly
novel and proper as his earlier.

“Ash-Wednesday,” a simple and lovely
exercise in devotion coming after the tor-
tuous patterns of his early poems, has by
no means exhausted Mr. Eliot’s versatil-
ity. The choruses from The Rock are here,
dramatic and exhortatory; the argumenta-
tive rhetoric of “Burnt Norton,” the pieces
(for children?) that are evidently to go into
“Pollicle Dogs and Jellicle Cats,” the lit-
tle imagistic landscapes from New Hamp-
shire, Virginia, and Scotland, with a pecu-
liar rhyme-echo scheme—a good deal of
quiet minor poetry that probably marks
the beginning (as has usually been the
case) of a new major development. It is
most likely to be in the direction of Cori-
olan, the same sort of speech that went
into the last act of Murder in the Cathe-
dral, startlingly direct, caustic, and dra-
matic, a speech for the people. Certainly
the effective stress, rhythm, and pitch
(the “stone” always low, the rest higher)
of “Triumphal March,” “(Stone, bronze,
stone, steel, stone, oakleaves, horses’
heels / Over the paving)” are new to him.
But whatever he does is readily interesting
and bound to be influential. He has been a
poet’s poet (though not all poets) and now
he might very well be a people’s poet. His
direction seems to be toward that, and we
hope it might be so.

∗Rolfe Humphries.
“Eliot’s Poetry.”
New Masses 20 (18
August 1936), 25–26.

Half this book is a reprint of Eliot’s Poems:
1909–1925. That work formed the basis

368



of the finest Marxist criticism of poetry in
this reviewer’s experience, D. S. Mirsky’s
essay “T. S. Eliot and the End of Bour-
geois Poetry.” Concerning this half of the
present collection, it is sufficient here to
refer the reader to the version of Mirsky’s
essay which appeared in the New Masses
(November 13, 1934), or, if he knows
French, to the fuller statement in the files
of the Paris magazine Echanges.

“What distinguishes Eliot,” Mirsky
sums it up, “is that with him a rare poetic
gift is allied with a social theme of real
significance, with indeed the sole histori-
cally valid and sincere theme accessible to
a bourgeois poet of today. His contempo-
raries are but manifestations of the death
of bourgeois poetry and civilization; he
alone has been able to create a poetry of
this death.”

The risk run by such a poet is that of
exposing himself to the infection of his
material. Eliot, who has created a poetry of
death, may survive to demonstrate, in his
personal history, the death of poetry. In the
poems from “Ash-Wednesday” on, there
is perceptible evidence of the fatal trend.
There is repetition, if not self-imitation:
the minor poems, “Eyes That Last I Saw in
Tears,” and “The Wind Sprang up at Four
O’Clock,” for instance, contain phrases
that seem like scraps left over from their
use in “The Hollow Men” or The Waste
Land. There is a doggerel and triviality:
items IV and V of “Five-Finger Exercises,”
for instance, seem a bit unworthy of one
who may aspire to saintliness, and the
spectacle of an ascetic copying the atti-
tudes of Edward Lear is ghastily incongru-
ous rather than genuinely comic or edify-
ing. The much-admired choruses from The
Rock seem to me to contain, rather than
to be, poetry [. . .].

If we elevate Eliot above his contem-
poraries and entitle him the ideal classi-
cal poet of an age in break-up, we do not
thereby intend to accept his own valuation

of himself as classicist—a romantic and
pathetic gesture in the teeth of his time. But
his genius, unusually sensitive to an atmo-
sphere of disintegration, has contrived to
resist its attraction by his art, to make aes-
thetic use of the phenomena of dissolution.
He has a power of dealing with fragments;
both in their invention and synthesis, Eliot
has elevated the status of the fragmentary
from accident to design. “These fragments
I have shored against my ruins” runs the
last completely intelligible sentence of The
Waste Land; and in subsequent work he
seems to take comfort in their creation
as well as in their use. Thus we have
before us fragments of an agon, fragments
of a prologue, unfinished poems, five-
finger exercises as such; “Ash-Wednesday”
includes scraps of the litany, the cho-
ruses from The Rock of the Te Deum.
“A Song for Simeon” of the Nunc Dimit-
tis; and elsewhere can be found, as men-
tioned, lumps of Edward Lear, or Gertrude
Stein.

[Quotation of lines 11–19 of
“Ash-Wednesday” V]

[. . .] [T]here are signs of a reduction of
temperature from the white-hot fervor of
energy which fused and smelted the scrap-
metal in The Waste Land to a durable
poetic amalgam. Or, to vary the metaphor,
what we are permitted to see at times now
in Eliot is the undigested substance in the
crop of the dissected bird rather than its
conversion to formal discharge of energy
in poetic flight.

There is more light and less heat in
Eliot now, more radiance and less candor,
but whatever details of weakness appear
in his work are in it, rather than of it.
They are there as tendencies which will
perhaps be magnified and accelerated as
Eliot attains to that state of senile blessed-
ness to which he professes to aspire; at
present they reside in him only in the
same sense that a man in the prime of
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his life houses, barring accident, his own
peculiar dissolution, predictable enough
by the expert in prognosis.

Little by little we see rising against the
Laforguian atmosphere that pervades
the verse of the young Eliot a poetry
altogether different, freed from the vac-
illating ambiguity of the decadent, a
poetry in which irony cedes before
the tragic, and the sexual ambivalence
of the consumptive is replaced by the
renunciation of the aesthete.

Eliot’s later work confirms the accuracy of
Mirsky’s prediction. We are not yet beyond
earshot of ambivalence: the Sweeney frag-
ments in the present collection, placed
after the “Ash-Wednesday” and Ariel
sequences, testify to the temptations assail-
ing the soul, which “cannot be possessed
of the divine union, until it has divested
itself of the love of created beings.” [. . .]
[A]s the attraction of high austerity and
low vulgarity make war on each other,
out of their conflict he achieves his finest
poetry; his spirit announces “the com-
pletion of its partial ecstasy, the resolu-
tion of its partial horror” in the beautiful
musical despair of the final poem, “Burnt
Norton.”

“All the arts,” Eliot has quoted Pater to
us, “aspire to the condition of music and
their meaning reaches us through ways not
directly traceable by the understanding.”
More than ever, Eliot seems to feel that
words fail him; more than ever, he grows in
his capacity to make them assume the func-
tions of music. There is a sense in which
the Collected Poems are one whole—a
symphony, with deliberately introduced
dissonances, with studied repetitions of
theme and phrase [. . .]. How beauti-
fully, in “Burnt Norton,” Eliot winds the
theme, from the simple statement that
perhaps any dialectical materialist would
accept:

Time present and time past
Are both perhaps present in time

future
And time future contained in time

past.

to the conclusion that any revolution-
ist might find difficulty in understanding:
[Quotation in full of “Burnt Norton, V].
How beautifully it is done!

We must not let ourselves become
insensitive to this means of communica-
tion, no matter how thoroughly we are
bent on understanding that the apparent
motions of Eliot’s art and the real motions
are by no means identical. It would be
too easy to let Eliot’s sense of moral res-
ignation conduce to our sense of moral
outrage, and declare a boycott on all his
works: but if Marxist criticism of poetry
is presumed to partake of the nature of
economic science, it would be poor eco-
nomics. To that science, wrote Engels,
“moral indignation, however justifiable,
cannot serve as an argument, but only as a
symptom.” Eliot is not a proletarian poet,
nor has he urged a classless society even in
heaven. Still, he is a prophet of revolution;
he has written, with poetic authority too
great to be questioned, the elegy of an age
that is passing. Let us not be so boisterous
shouting our war songs that we fail to hear
from the citadel of our enemies the cry of
capitulation.

∗D. W. Harding.
“T. S. Eliot, 1925–1936.”
Scrutiny 5 (September
1936), 171–76.

This new volume is an opportunity, not
for a review—for “The Poetry of T. S.
Eliot” begins to have the intimidating
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sound of a Tripos question—but for ask-
ing whether anything in the development
of the poetry accounts for the change in
attitude that has made Mr. Eliot’s work
less chic now than it was ten years ago.
Perhaps the ten years are a sufficient
explanation—obvious changes in fashion-
able feeling have helped to make the sort-
of-communist poets popular. But on the
other hand it may be that these poets grat-
ify some taste that Mr. Eliot also gratified
in his earlier work but not in his later. If
so it is surely a taste for evocations of the
sense of protest that our circumstances set
up in us; for it seems likely that at the
present time it is expressions of protest in
some form or other that most readily gain
a poet popular sympathy. And up to The
Waste Land and “The Hollow Men” this
protest—whether distressed, disgusted, or
ironical—was still the dominant note of
Mr. Eliot’s work, through all the subtlety
and sensitiveness of the forms it took. Yet
already in these two poems the sugges-
tion was creeping in that the sufferers were
also failures. “We are the hollow men,”
but there are, besides, “Those who have
crossed / With direct eyes, to death’s other
Kingdom.”

And in all the later work the stress tends
to fall on the regret or suffering that arises
from our own choices or our inherent lim-
itations, or on the resignation that they
make necessary. Without at the moment
trying to define the change more closely,
one can point out certain characteristics
of the later work which are likely to dis-
please those who create the fashions of
taste in poetry today, and which also con-
trast with Mr. Eliot’s earlier work. First it is
true that in some of the poems (most obvi-
ously in the choruses from The Rock) there
are denunciation and preaching, both of
which people like just now. But there is a
vital difference between the denunciation
here and that, say, in “The Dog Beneath
the Skin”: Mr. Eliot doesn’t invite you to

step across a dividing line and join him in
guaranteed rightness—he suggests at the
most that you and he should both try, in
familiar and difficult ways, not to live so
badly. Failing to make it sound easy, and
not putting much stress on the fellowship
of the just, he offers no satisfaction to the
craving for a life that is ethically and emo-
tionally simpler.

And this characteristic goes with a
deeper change of attitude that separates
the later work from the earlier. Besides
displaying little faith in a revolt against
anything outside himself, Mr. Eliot in his
recent work never invites you to believe
that everything undesirable in you is due
to outside influences that can be blamed
for tampering with your original right-
ness. Not even in the perhaps over-simple
“Animula” is there any suggestion that
the “simple soul” has suffered an avoid-
able wrong for which someone else can
be given the blame. Mr. Eliot declines to
sanction an implicit belief, almost univer-
sally held, which lies behind an immense
amount of rationalization, self-pity and
childish protest—the belief that the very
fact of being alive ought to ensure you
being a satisfactory object in your own
sight. He is nearer the more rational view
that the process of living is at its best one
of progressive dissatisfaction.

Throughout the earlier poems there are
traces of what, if it were cruder and with-
out irony and impersonality, would be felt
at once as self-pity or futile protest: for
example, “Put your shoes at the door,
sleep, prepare for life. / The last twist of
the knife,” or,

Wipe your hand across your mouth,
and laugh;

The worlds revolve like ancient
women

Gathering fuel in vacant lots.

Obviously this is only one aspect of
the early poetry, and to lay much stress
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on it without qualification would be
grotesquely unfair to “Gerontion” espe-
cially and to other poems of that phase.
But it is a prominent enough aspect of the
work to have made critics, one might have
thought, more liable to underrate the ear-
lier poems than, with fashionable taste, the
later ones. For there can be no doubt of
the greater maturity of feeling in the later
work:

And I pray that I may forget
These matters that with myself I too

much discuss
Too much explain
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]

This may be called religious submission,
but essentially it is submission of maturity.

What is peculiar to Mr. Eliot in the tone
of his work, and not inherent in matu-
rity or in religion, is that he does sub-
mit to what he knows rather than wel-
coming it. To say that his is a depressed
poetry isn’t true, because of the extraordi-
nary toughness and resilience that always
underlie it. They show, for instance, in
the quality of the scorn he expresses for
those who have tried to overlook what
he sees: “the strained time-ridden faces /
Distracted from distraction by distraction
[. . .].” But to insist on the depression
yields a half-truth. For though acceptance
and understanding have taken the place of
protest, the underlying experience remains
one of suffering, and the renunciation is
much more vividly communicated than the
advance for the sake of which it was made.
It is summed up in the ending of “Ash-
Wednesday”: [quotation of lines 25–35
of “Ash-Wednesday” VI]. This is the cry
of the weaned child, I suppose the ana-
lysts might say; and without acquiescing
in the genetic view that they would imply,
one can agree that weaning stands as a
type-experience of much that Mr. Eliot is
interested in as a poet. It seems to be the
clearer and more direct realization of this

kind of experience that makes the later
poems at the same time more personal and
more mature. And in the presence of these
poems, many who like saying they like the
earlier work feel both embarrassed and
snubbed.

However, all of this might be said about
a volume of collected sermons instead
of poems. It ignores Mr. Eliot’s amazing
genius in the use of words and rhythms and
his extraordinary fertility in styles of writ-
ing, each “manner” apparently perfected
from the first and often used only once
(only once, that is, by Mr. Eliot, though
most are like comets with a string of poet-
asters laboriously tailing after them). One
aspect of his mastery of language may
perhaps be commented on here because
it reaches its most remarkable expression
in the latest of the poems, “Burnt Nor-
ton.” Here most obviously the poetry is
a linguistic achievement, in this case an
achievement in the creation of concepts.

Ordinarily our abstract ideas are over-
comprehensive and include too wide a
range of feeling to be of much use by them-
selves. If our words “regret” and “eter-
nity” were exact bits of mosaic with which
to build patterns much of “Burnt Norton”
would not have had to be written. But

Words strain,
Crack and sometimes break, under the

burden,
Under the tension, slip, slide, perish,
Decay with imprecision, will not stay

in place,
Will not stay still.

One could say, perhaps, that the poem
takes the place of the ideas of “regret” and
“eternity.” Where in ordinary speech we
should have to use those words, and hope
by conversational trial-and-error to obvi-
ate the grosser misunderstandings, this
poem is a newly-created concept, equally
abstract but vastly more exact and rich in
meaning. It makes no statement. It is no
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more “about” anything than an abstract
term like “love” is about anything: it is
a linguistic creation. And the creation of
a new concept, with all the assimilation
and communication of experience that
involves, is perhaps the greatest of linguis-
tic achievements.

In this poem the new meaning is
approached by two methods. The first is
the presentation of concrete images and
definite events, each of which is checked
and passes over into another before it
has developed far enough to stand mean-
ingfully by itself. This is, of course, an
extension of a familiar language pro-
cess. If you try to observe introspectively
how the meaning of an abstract term—
say “trade”—exists in your mind, you
find that after a moment of blankness, in
which there seems to be only imageless
“meaning,” concrete images of objects and
events begin to occur to you; but none
by itself carries the full meaning of the
word “trade,” and each is faded out and
replaced by another. The abstract concept,
in fact, seems like a space surrounded and
defined by a more or less rich collection of
latent ideas. It is this kind of definition that
Mr. Eliot sets about here—in the magnifi-
cent first section for instance—with every
subtlety of verbal and rhythmical sugges-
tion.

And the complementary method is to
make pseudo-statements in highly abstract
language, for the purpose, essentially, of
putting forward and immediately reject-
ing ready-made concepts that might have
seemed to approximate to the concept he is
creating. For instance: “Neither from nor
towards; at the still point, there the dance
is / But neither arrest nor movement. And
do not call it fixity, / Where past and future
and are gathered. [. . .].”

In neither of these methods is there
any attempt to state the meaning by tak-
ing existing abstract ideas and piecing
them together in the ordinary way. Where

something approaching this more usual
method is attempted, in the passage begin-
ning “The inner freedom from the practi-
cal desire,” it seems a little less successful;
admirable for the plays, where the audi-
ence is prominent, it fails to combine quite
perfectly with the other methods of this
poem. But it is Mr. Eliot himself who, by
the closeness of his approach to technical
perfection, provides a background against
which such faint flaws can be seen.

Louis Untermeyer.
Yale Review 26
(September 1936),
165–66.

T. S. Eliot has become a symbol of all that
is advanced in poetry, and yet he is an
anachronism in the sense that he is both
futurist and fin de siècle. No one, as far as
I know, has compared him to the aesthetes
of the Nineties; yet his course and theirs
are curiously similar. They mixed Anglican
intellectuality and Parnassian impression-
ism; he combined academic erudition and
French symbolism. They found their own
times ugly, and retreated into the remote
and exotic; he, equally horrified by his
world, pitted a beautiful past against an
evil present, and explored an unreal limbo
where even the brutal was bizarre. They—
Lionel Johnson, Ernest Dowson, Oscar
Wilde, Aubrey Beardsley—could no longer
face their own distortions and turned to
the Catholic church, which supplied them
with new color as well as a new impe-
tus; he, unable to dwell in his Waste Land,
with its nightmares of vulgarity, had found
an Anglo-Catholic haven, and in return,
the church has given him another kind
of subsistence as well as fresh subject
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matter. With their desperate audacities
they marked the end of the century; with
his confused desperation he marks the end
of an epoch.

Eliot’s Collected Poems, including all
the poetic work he wished to print with
the exception of Murder in the Cathe-
dral, his simplest and most moving cre-
ation, presents still a further paradox.
The early poems—the poems of contempt,
frustration, and horror—are more com-
pelling than the later penitences and sal-
vations. Eliot communicates his aversions
through “Sweeney” and “Bleistein” far
more successfully than his resignations
through “Burnt Norton.” “The Love Song
of J. Alfred Prufrock,” that remarkable
study of futility, written when Eliot was
an undergraduate, scarcely depended on
abstractions. Here, and in the poems that
immediately succeeded it, Eliot expressed
his hatred of his times in biting, if bewil-
dering, stanzas. The Waste Land, with its
sequential “The Hollow Men,” was the
impasse; the poet could descend no further
into boredom, emptiness, drought. “Ash-
Wednesday” points the way out; “A Song
for Simeon” and the choruses from The
Rock define it.

And what is the sum of the contrasts
and shifting now they are collected in one
volume? Is the final effect a growth of
incongruity? It is an uncertain mixture
of all. Eliot can be the most solemn of
poets; there are times when his solemnities
are sillier than his purposeful nonsense.
The burlesque of third-rate comic opera
in Sweeney Agonistes is mildly amus-
ing, but prefixing his absurdities with a
quotation from St. John of the Cross
is both pretentious and funny. There is
no fusion, not even a “lunar synthesis.”
There are remarkable images, strange and
exciting juxtapositions, sweet and acidu-
lous discords, bleak hope matched with
no final faith, the words of other men
shaped into new cadences. Eliot’s very

idiom—and there can be no doubt of its
individuality—is a paradox, being largely
composed of idioms not originally his
own. His lines are a mosaic of frag-
ments from poets as incongruously joined
as Browning and Paul Dreiser (Theodore
Dreiser’s brother and composer of “On
the Banks of the Wabash”), Shakespeare
and the Upanishads, Ovid and Verlaine,
Dante and Edward Lear. Certain bor-
rowed lines, often without benefit of quo-
tation, appear again and again; for exam-
ple Dante’s “At the still point of the turning
world” occurs in “Triumphal March” and
the still more recent and seemingly autobi-
ographical “Burnt Norton.”

Yet there is no questioning Eliot’s influ-
ence or his authority. The authority, how-
ever, lies not so much in what Eliot says
as in his manner of saying it, even in his
manner of making others say it. It lies
in the very amalgam of accents, in his
timely sense of confusion, and his pecu-
liarly persuasive techniques of escape. In
spite of major sonorities and an often
exalted pitch, Eliot is not a major poet,
but a new kind of minor poet—a minor
poet in the grand manner.
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∗“Mr. Eliot in Search of
the Present.”
Times Literary
Supplement 1938
(25 March 1939), 176.

Mr. Eliot must be admired for his persis-
tence in making experiments for a mod-
ern verse drama. The box-office success of
Murder in the Cathedral may have given
him an unexpected and fortunate filip. It is
possible, indeed, that he, more than other
poets on the scene at the moment, may
establish an altered theatre. His work is
ritualistic, a thing which will be increas-
ingly appropriate, without doubt, in the
coming years. Yet, strangely enough, in his
new play, The Family Reunion [. . .], he
clings in the text to naturalism of surface
and the naturalistic time. For all the ver-
sification, he may be said to have hardly
broken with the main tenets of Shaftesbury
Avenue.

Here we have the fixed drawing-room
and library of an English country house.
The slight ceremonies of such a place may
make a preliminary appeal to Mr. Eliot.
The verse is so apologetic it might often
hardly be noticed: “She’s a nice girl; but it’s
a difficult age for her. / I suppose she must
be getting on for thirty?” This is perhaps
an experiment in infiltration, of “getting
by” with verse before the Philistines sus-
pect it. It has the flat simplicity of Frost,
the studied casualness of certain French-
men, but it does not seem especially dra-
matic; nor is it compact. At times it is both
clumsy and diffuse, reminding us rather of
the novel of analysis, now passing, than of
a possible poetic drama. It has less natu-
ral music than that of certain dramatists
who take conversation and subtilize it and
make it dance to its inherent tunes. Too

often he imposes rather than educes the
music. What the theatre requires is the
dance of the text; whether verse or prose
does not matter. [. . .]

The Family Reunion, to some extent,
reflects the state of the modern theatre,
both in its treatment and story. Old
appearances are kept up, but always there
is a sense of another thing, in this case
horrible, ready to explode beneath. At
intervals a choric frankness breaks forth,
and the Eumenides are sighted for a sec-
ond in a window embrasure. We realize
it is inevitable that the surface will break
completely, in the end, and that is all: a
negative approach. The general effect is
static and descriptive. We had imagined a
dynamic and cursive drama, learning from
the Greek, but moving away from it too.
This is the contrary. Characters are erected
like statues [. . .] here and there about
the desiccated stage. They are the statues
of an intellectual commentary, not bold
complete figures in Greek sunshine, but
tenebrous with nineteenth-century Gothic
guilt.

[. . .]

Mr. Eliot is a poet with a sense of the
past in search of an equivalent present. His
poems contrasted slick Modernism with
ancient greatness, to the former’s disad-
vantage. Here he has tried to insert guilt
in the ancient style, into a drawing-room.
He spoke in an essay once of Hamlet being

dominated by an emotion which is
inexpressible, because it is in excess
of the facts as they appear. And the
supposed identity of Hamlet with his
author is genuine to this point: that
Hamlet’s bafflement at the absence of
objective equivalent to his feelings is a
prolongation of the bafflement of his
creator in the face of his artistic prob-
lem.
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His own words describe the impression
that The Family Reunion makes.

Again, this is the past looking for a
present, not the present reabsorbing the
past [. . .]. Mr. Eliot is perhaps an illustra-
tion of the Orpheus legend. He has visited
the world of the dead and is bringing back
what he needs to enrich the modern time.
But it is ordained that the poet must keep
his eyes well on his own brief day lest, iron-
ically, the world of the dead should cease
to help him.

∗Phoebe Fenwick Gaye.
“Expiation Becomes
Orestes.”
Time and Tide 20
(25 March 1939), 388–89.

There is more connection between this
fine play and O’Neill’s Mourning Becomes
Electra than the fact that both have
received their first London production at
the Westminster. There is a source of inspi-
ration common to both and the same
Hellenic skeleton has served both authors
on which to build up the muscles and
fleshly outline of new characters. The
producer, Mr. Martin Browne, sums up
the play’s argument admirably when he
describes it as the tale of Orestes in a con-
temporary English setting in which “the
pursuing forces let loose by an evil ten-
dency in the family . . . lie close beneath
the apparently placid surface of life.”

The setting is Wishwood, a country
house in the north of England, in which
the dowager Lady Monchensey, together
with her three sisters and two brothers-in-
law, is celebrating a birthday and await-
ing the arrival of her children, especially
of an eldest and beloved son, Harry Lord

Monchensey, who has been abroad for
eight years. During this time we gather
he has contracted an unfortunate mar-
riage, traveled far and widely and even-
tually, during the course of a sea voyage,
lost his wife in suspicious circumstances.
Rumor—and the papers—report it as an
accident. Harry, arrived home in the gra-
cious and spacious surrounding of Wish-
wood, declares abruptly before his assem-
bled relations that it was no accident—that
in a moment of long repressed but finally
released hatred, he had pushed her over-
board.

The reactions to this development are
expressed in prose (for the surface com-
ments of every day) and in poetry, often
chanted in unison when the unspoken
fears and hopes of the company, either sev-
erally or individually, are intended. This
procedure in less adept hands might have
turned actors into robots or mouthpieces
as uniform and uncharacterized as a set
of papier mâché masks taken off the
same mold. But Mr. Eliot can draw lin-
eaments with a skill fairly uncommon in
poets and the simple optimistic Aunt Ivy,
the repressed snob Aunt Violet, the wise
Aunt Agatha, the fumbling, fuddled Uncle
Charles and the retired Colonel who is
Uncle Gerald are as distinctly and individ-
ually expressed whether they talk poetry
or prose. So is the pathetic, embittered fig-
ure of self-will which is Harry’s mother
and the gentle insufficiency of his cousin
Mary. Every character in short conforms
with a satisfactory precision to its origi-
nal conception and expresses itself only in
terms acceptable (because fundamentally
truthful) both to itself and the audience.

The poetry is as clear in outline as
the characterization, with a metallic pre-
cision about it. That it accords so well
with the Greek framework is odd since I
have always considered Mr. Eliot to be one
of the most twentieth-century of poets—
his lines so clean and bright and hard
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that sometimes they appear a little as if
they were sprayed over with chromium
plating—guaranteed not to warp, crack
or tarnish under the roughest usage. Yet
here the chromium-plated effect was in
abeyance; instead the severity and accu-
racy of the descriptive lines, and the metic-
ulous diction of the speakers of them were,
like the stony folds in the cloak of the
Apollo Belvedere or in the gown of the
sleeping Ariadne, a kind of rigid but abso-
lutely right decoration to a piece of Greek
origin.

This cuts both ways of course. For
just as the Apollo though beautiful never
moves, and the sleeping Ariadne never
wakes, so this family of Monchensey never
puts on living, breathing, human flesh.
If they have the pure outline of marble
they have also its insensibility. No real
family, for instance, would sit quietly at
home awaiting the arrival of an eight-
years-absent son and heir—somebody or
other, one feels, would have taken the
trouble to go to the station to meet him
or at least to wait on the steps look-
ing out for his car. And no real sis-
ter would be able, like Agatha, to relate
with such dispassionate detachment the
details of a plan to murder her sister—
however long ago it all occurred, and how-
ever little the bond of sympathy between
them. That we, the spectators, feel for the
family and are moved by their circum-
stances is a proof that despite their lack
of the smaller humanities they still make
admirable dramatic material. After all, we
have had more than enough of the man-in-
the-street in drama, and this play has been
a welcome reminder that gods and dev-
ils, ghosts and furies, angels and ministers
of grace are also legitimate members of a
cast.

The argument was less easily assimi-
lated than the characterization. It would
appear to be that Orestes–Harry, having
finally returned to his birthplace and home

of not too happy childhood: “the sideways
looks that bring / Death to the heart of a
child” must unburden himself of the sense
of guilt which has been pursuing him ever
since the accident (was it accident? was
it deliberate?) occurred; must learn of his
antecedents and that he suffers less as a
single sinner than as a scapegoat for the
sins of the entire family (his father had
had homicidal tendencies); must go out
again into the night, led on by a species
of Eumenides or avenging furies to an
unknown destination but accepting them
and not running away from them—and
from himself—for the first time:

It is love and terror
Of what waits and wants me and will

not let me fall.
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
I must follow the bright angels.

[. . .]

∗Desmond MacCarthy.
“Some Notes on Mr.
Eliot’s New Play.”
New Statesman 17
(25 March 1939), 455–56.

[. . .] Mr. T. S. Eliot’s new verse play, The
Family Reunion, [. . .] is a drama of the
inner life. The character contrast which
runs through it—the test applied to all the
characters in the play—is whether he or
she attempts to live on the surface and pre-
tends (that is all that is possible) to ignore
the spiritual destiny of man, or accepts
a predicament which is essentially tragic.
[. . .]

The theme of this drama is retribution
and expiation. It postulates a supernatural
conception of sin. The dramatic method
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employed is (a) a blending of symbolism
and realism (Ibsen’s later method and the
most poetic way of dealing with dramas
of the inner life) and (b) a device which
Eugene O’Neill used in that extraordinar-
ily interesting experiment, Strange Inter-
lude, namely, that of making the charac-
ters on the stage speak their thoughts and
feelings aloud, not as in traditional drama
in the form of brief conventional asides or
set soliloquies, but in order to convey to
the audience a running contrast between
what they are saying to each other, and
those thoughts and feelings they are with-
holding or even stifling unconsciously in
themselves.

This is obviously an extremely diffi-
cult device to handle. I cannot say that
Mr. Eliot has employed it throughout with
that psychological tact towards his audi-
ence which is absolutely essential if the
effect is not to be more grotesque than
impressive. In a sense, too, it is a “get-
out.” It is a way of circumventing what
is the great difficulty in handling on the
stage a drama of the inner life; namely, of
writing a dialogue which shall be realisti-
cally plausible and yet every line of which,
however commonplace and natural, shall
suggest to us what is going on privately at
the back of the speakers’ minds. Ibsen was
the great master of this art. Chekhov hit
upon a device which was a sort of half-way
compromise, realistically justified by the
Russian temperament—that of the solilo-
quy à deux. Recall how often in his plays
conversation between two or more charac-
ters takes the form of each pursuing aloud
their own thoughts instead of answering
directly what is said to them. [. . .] In
fiction, Virginia Woolf uses this monolo-
gistic form of dialogue at points where
traditional novelists (claiming the privi-
leges of an omniscient observer) would
have simply stated what was going on
inside the heads of people, while they were
talking about something else. The O’Neill

experiment, which Mr. Eliot has followed,
is deliberately to make the thoughts or feel-
ings of his characters audible to the audi-
ence, without attempting to make solilo-
quy, as Chekhov did, consonant with the
realistic surface of the dialogue. Indeed,
Mr. Eliot goes a step further. At certain
points in the dialogue where a group of
people are presented as embodying the
same reactions, they are made to speak
the same words in chorus. Thus, sud-
denly, in the middle of humorously real-
istic chit-chat, to which in turn each of
them has contributed some characteristic
trifle, Harry’s uncles and aunts (always
with the exception of Agatha, who does
not cling to the make-belief surface of
life) will start speaking the same words
in chorus. This device is a failure, and
for two reasons. It weakens still further
the actuality of the scene before our eyes,
and thus the intensity of what we feel
about it; and secondly, words muttered
in unison have the inevitable effect of
ritual responses—as it might be, “Lord,
have mercy upon us and incline our hearts
to obey this Law.” Realism, whether on
stage or on the written page, is primarily
a means to increasing our fellow-feeling
with imaginary characters and strength-
ening our faith in the situation presented.
It is a very powerful means indeed, never
to be lightly sacrificed, except in order to
gain another intensity, poetic or symbolic,
more valuable still. Here the destruction
of plausibility is complete. The audience
may have adapted their imaginations to
the new convention of characters speak-
ing their private thoughts aloud; but when
a London clubman, a Bayswater board-
inghouse lady, a retired colonel and a
well-to-do widow, who the moment before
have been making typical remarks, sud-
denly start murmuring in chorus, then the
last refuge of willing make-believe in us is
destroyed. It is hard enough for actors to
mark by their delivery from the stage the
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difference between the spoken thoughts
and the spoken words which the author
puts in their mouths. It can only be done
by uttering the former with a peculiarly
personal self-withdrawn intonation, and
this is impossible when they are made
to speak in unison, when to be audible
they have to keep in strict time with each
other. It is the difference between walk-
ing and marching. A man may express his
individuality by his gait, but not in the
ranks. Thus in this play at times when
the words should seem to be proceeding
out of the depths of an individual mind,
they reach our ears like a singing-lesson
or a liturgy. Mr. Eliot’s “chorus” of uncles
and aunts implies a violation of auditory
psychology.

How did he come to make it?
That is an interesting question connected
with my fundamental criticism of his
play. Evidently his theme—retribution and
expiation—occurred to him first in the
form of Greek drama. Eugene O’Neill
had adapted in Mourning Becomes Electra
with extraordinary, tragic effect the Greek
conception of Destiny and the whole of the
Clytemnestra–Agamemnon story. It was a
masterpiece, thanks fundamentally to the
inspiration which made him perceive in
the modern theory of the Unconscious—
a power which pushes us into behaving
against our will—a close parallel to the
Greek conception of Destiny. Mr. Eliot has
perceived a relation between the Greek
Furies and remorse or maddened con-
science. But note this. O’Neill got his effect
without using Greek mythology. Had he
introduced the Eumenides in the last Act
as symbols of Harry’s remorse, they would
not only have left us cold but made non-
sense of an intensely tragic situation. The
Eumenides are not for us recognized sym-
bols of remorse and retribution. They are
not part of the furniture of our minds as,
in a shadowy way, guardian angels and
devils still are. They carry no guns, so

to speak; the mention of their name, let
alone a glimpse of them through a modern
drawing-room window, awakes no sensa-
tion of dim disgust and terror in our hearts.
They are hopeless symbols for Mr. Eliot’s
purpose. If he had put his story of remorse
and expiation into a Greek setting, Furies
would have been in place, but he could not
expect us to shiver at the idea of a young
lord being pursued on his travels by those
monsters (visible also to his chauffeur and
a young lady cousin) and of his finding
them waiting in his old home.

It is the greatest pity that Mr. Eliot
in writing this play about the place of
the conscience in life ever took off on a
Greek foot. The temper of his mind, too,
is entirely Christian, not Greek. I know
the Greeks to propitiate evil powers
called them by flattering names, and the
Eumenides were superstitiously referred
to as “the good ones” for fear of being
dogged by them. But the whole point of
Mr. Eliot’s play is that they (these embod-
iments of remorse and thwarted spiri-
tual aspirations) are really guiding angels
which must be welcomed and followed, if
man is to find peace. Why in that case
introduce Greek mythology at all? It is
maddening. This play shows that Mr. Eliot
has it in him to write a masterpiece on a
theme nearer his thoughts than any other:
on the problem of wickedness and the sal-
vation of the soul. But the Greeks are the
last people in the world to help him in
that. He might have presented this young
man, who perhaps—it is even in doubt
whether he ever did more than contem-
plate doing it—pushed his silly wife over-
board, as haunted on his return to take up
his life as a country squire. We can still
suspend disbelief in regard to revengeful
ghosts, and be interested in them too, if
they stand at the same time for spiritual
torture. But (vide Macbeth) certainly no
one else ought to see the specter of his con-
science.
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[. . .] The play is [. . .] an example of how
to write a modern play in verse. Mr. Eliot
has used a kind of subtle verse, based on
iambic blank verse, which can be delivered
as prose, or at moments of high emotion,
stressed rhythmically so as to carry us into
the region of poetry: a great achievement
and one of pioneer importance. The dic-
tion, too, is fine, clear and impeccable.

∗“The Family Reunion.
A Play by T. S. Eliot.”
Listener 21 (6 April
1939), 750.

No one should miss reading this play, if it
happens, as may well be, to prove a fail-
ure on the stage. As an imaginative work
of art, a book to read, it compares with the
most sensitive of the short novels by Henry
James. It is fashionable to say boldly that
there is no place in the library for the
dramatic poem; poetic drama is written
for the stage, we are told, and if it fails
there, it is useless. But just conceivably the
poetic drama is developing in two direc-
tions; one, in the plays of Auden and Ish-
erwood, certainly towards the theatre; the
other, of which this play is a striking exam-
ple, towards narrative poetry.

The plot of The Family Reunion is
extremely simple. The scene is a family
party to celebrate the birthday of its senior
member, Lady Monchensey, the mother of
the hero, Harry. A shadow is cast over
the proceedings by the fact that Harry’s
wife, whom the family always disliked,
has been drowned by falling overboard
during a voyage at sea. Everyone assumes
that this is either suicide or an accident.
However, when Harry returns, he discon-
certingly reveals that he either has, or

believes he has, pushed her overboard. The
family assures him that this is the work-
ing of his fevered imagination. However,
he is a modern Orestes, pursued by the
Eumenides. Moreover, the crime is not just
his, for it has been repeated in the family;
his father has also wished to murder his
mother. This leads us to think that in all
probability neither of these murders exists
outside the hearts of the protagonists. But
Harry has to suffer: “It is possible / You
are the consciousness of your unhappy
family, / Its bird sent flying through the
purgatorial flame [. . .].” The upshot is
that Harry leaves his family to follow the
“bright angels” of the Eumenides and to
atone for his crime in isolation.

Various features of this plot must surely
mar it on the stage. In the first place, the
main piece of action, the murder, is an
unexplained mystery, which may even not
have happened. It has only a symbolic sig-
nificance. The actual action on the stage
is of a quiet, domestic drama, in which
one of the characters has a load of guilt
on his mind: and yet one feels that there
is more than that to it, that something
violent ought to happen. The Eumenides
idea, and the idea of the repeated crime,
are surely purely academic; it would be
much simpler if one member of the fam-
ily was faced with the problem of his own
sin, and the rest of the family were spec-
tators, entering into his consciousness at
various levels. These things do not bother
one so much when one reads the play;
although the obscurity of the action some-
times makes it a little tiresome to follow.
But what is wonderful is the marvelous
opening out of consciousness, the flower-
ing of meaning, which makes this play an
account of a spiritual experience. There
are passages of great poetic beauty, and
statements which are the fruits of a life-
time devoted to poetry. To find any paral-
lel to Mr. Eliot’s moral sensitivity, to his
capacity for feeling life and opening out
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layer after layer of consciousness, we are
brought back again to his great compatriot
the New Englander, Henry James.

∗P. T. [Pamela Travers].
“The Family Reunion.”
New English Weekly 14
(6 April 1939), 397–98.

[. . .]

The great virtue of [Mr. Eliot], both as
dramatist and poet, is that he refuses to live
in or to record only the isolated moment,
that packed particle of time in which, look-
ing neither backwards nor forwards, the
common ruck of men dwell throughout
their lives. Rather, he uses the moment as
a sieve through which past is poured on
its way to become future. Now, for him,
is only significant when it is the effect of
Then and the cause of Maybe. He per-
forms for us a grateful service when he
reveals the present as a mere focal point for
the antique and unborn worlds. For thus
he reminds us at once of our heritage and
our hope. With Murder in the Cathedral
he brought up an old sequence of events
to illustrate the living instant. With The
Family Reunion [. . .] he goes deeper into
time and brings back the stones of Argos
to build a house in Yorkshire. Orestes, too,
comes with him and moves amid the pur-
ple ling, as haunted and hunted as among
the Arcadian rocks. Yet so apt is Mr. Eliot
at binding together the sections of time
that we are aware of no strain, no dis-
crepancy when the Erinnys of the ancient
world break through the barrier that sep-
arates myth from our moment. For that
barrier is imponderable and intangible and
consists only in the changed habitation of
Fate. Of old, Nemesis was conceived as

acting from without, an incarnation sepa-
rated in substance from, though endlessly
bound to, the object of pursuit. But the
advent of Christianity changed the locale
and Nemesis now acts from within, insep-
arable and indistinguishable from the per-
sonified cause of its existence. It is a truism
that all our lives are haunted by imminent
pasts and futures. Argos builds itself sec-
ond by second in every one of us. But till
now, for all the drama implicit in such real-
ization, no modern dramatist has dared to
hint at it. The wedding ring of Heaven
and Hell is difficult enough to forge in
poetry. In drama, where the artificer must
in addition stamp the immediate moment
on the circlet, it is a task for Hephaestos.
And, if you stretch the inelastic, unappre-
hensive modern mind to include immor-
tal intimations the process is as likely to
shatter it as enlarge it. The risk is very
great.

Mr. Eliot has taken the risk, however,
and The Family Reunion must be judged
in the light of this and other difficul-
ties inherent in its theme. Theatrically,
and as a dramatic form wherein charac-
ters are hounded backwards and forwards
from plane to plane, from mere existence
plunged into true being and by deep tides
lifted back to the parched sand, it succeeds
triumphantly. Its transformation from the
prose to the poetry of life is so subtly and
fluidly achieved that the play moves, like a
river, in one unbroken rhythm. The cho-
rus of Uncles and Aunts, supplying the
worldly comment on the event, alternating
their inward thoughts with those imposed
by tradition and convention, is a gorgeous
theatrical device. If we could by law intro-
duce a chorus into every serious play—the
frivolities have it already, though in a bas-
tard form that does not know its father—
we should have a drama worth matching
with the time. For the chorus is the parti-
cle of dust, the immortal matter, the atom-
mass of humanity, about which idea and
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individual cohere and grow to being. On
the opposite side from the chorus, where
the mass throws up the pyramidal one,
stands the figure of Agatha, lover of the
father, absolver of the son. In this char-
acter resides the whole significance of the
play, a significance which thrusts her out
of mortal dimensions to those of avenging
goddess—Athene with a word-stroke set-
ting free her own. She it is who reveals
to Harry—or Orestes—what is, in fact,
the play’s own revelation; that the Erin-
nys are only furies when they are fled.
Face them and they become Eumenides,
the kindly ones; pursue them and you are
at the heels of the bright angels. Thus, in
a moment, the theatrical purpose of the
play is effected and what seems to be an
endless circle springs suddenly to the spi-
ral. No action prepares it; the change is
wrought by word. But there are moments
in drama, as in life, when word becomes
action. It is not the static climax, therefore,
nor the intellectual revelation, that leave
us in doubt. But in its emotional aspect the
story appears too cloudy and insufficiently
digested. Throughout its unfolding our
minds are vividly alive, riding Mr. Eliot’s
intellectual horse, its bright mane of poetry
blowing strongly back upon our faces.
Unfortunately, no Pegasus is provided for
the emotions. They remain sadly upon the
moor, huddling like grouse between the
earth and the branched heather. It is not
the austere quality of the play that prevents
them taking wing, for austerity opens a
window upon feeling, but the fact that
occasionally the austere descends to the
pompous. Even if this were not so it must
be remembered that emotion can only
function in a human habitation and there
is about the great house of Wishwood an
extra-human atmosphere. Accepting this,
we must also accept the emotional cloudi-
ness as inevitable. Even clarity and perfec-
tion must be sacrificed in the cause of truth
and if our theme be gods and demons the

human sign that links them must suffer
diminution. [. . .]

∗Maud Bodkin.
“The Eumenides and
Present-Day
Consciousness.”
Adelphi 15 (May 1939),
411–13.

Of T. S. Eliot’s play, The Family Reunion,
at the Westminster Theatre, one critic—
in the Observer—wrote “Christian and
Pagan do not mix. How can a Chris-
tian accept the idea of a family curse at
all?” Another—Desmond MacCarthy in
the New Statesman—similarly questions:
Why introduce the Furies—“hopeless
symbols for Mr. Eliot’s purpose”—in a
play of Christian temper “about the place
of the conscience in life”? A venge-
ful ghost, visible, as in Macbeth, to
the haunted sinner alone, would, Mr.
MacCarthy suggests, win from us a readier
response. [MacCarthy’s review is reprinted
on pp. 381–84.]

A play by Mr. Eliot is more than an
event of the theatre. A critic reviewing the
play—in the Listener—as “an imaginative
work of art,” that “no one should miss
reading,” praising Eliot’s “moral sensitiv-
ity,” his “capacity for feeling life and open-
ing out layer after layer of consciousness,”
yet repeats the complaint concerning the
use of the myth of the Eumenides. He pro-
nounces it “purely academic; it would be
much simpler if one member of the family
was faced with the problem of his own sin
and the rest of the family were spectators.”

Does it not seem a little odd that crit-
ics, recognizing the poet’s moral sensitivity
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and power to bring new issues to con-
sciousness, should yet so lightly propose
change in the play’s central imagery, as
if they knew better than the author what
experience this imagery should illumine?

Is this a play about an individual con-
science haunted by an individual sin?
Eliot—I think—tries to guard against just
such an apprehension of his theme. The
play’s chief character, Harry, the returning
heir, speaking to his assembled family, dis-
mayed to find him, as it seems, conscience-
haunted, believing himself guilty of the
murder of his wife—insists that they do
not understand:

It goes a good deal deeper
Than what people call their conscience
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]

It is not my conscience,
Not my mind that is diseased, but the

world I have to live in.

And again:

You go on trying to think of each
thing separately,

[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
I was like that in a way, so long as I

could think
Even of my own life as an isolated

ruin,
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
But it begins to seem just part of some

huge disaster.

Of the haunting to which these words
refer we can best gain understanding, it
seems to me, if we search our own spir-
its, and putting aside demands of theatri-
cal convention, use the poet’s fable and
imaginative speech to objectify our own
deeper experience at this moment of our
individual and collective destiny. For us,
too, horror grows of overshadowing dis-
aster. Our world is diseased, constrained
to self-destroying violence; and when we
question: “Can devastation of our own
homes be averted? Can we, if war comes,

refuse a part in it?” do we not feel that our
questions falsely “isolate the single event,”
“making small things important”?

It is indeed one necessity of life to iso-
late, concentrating upon our small indi-
vidual range; yet there is another need:
to be aware of a reality more comprehen-
sive. There is a vision of the real pressing
on our spirits that only myth and imagery
can convey. At a time like the present, in a
world where [. . .] the air around us is dark
with the wings of curses coming home to
roost, surely the myth of the Eumenides—
dread pursuers that avenge not private
but communal crime—far from being aca-
demic, has dreadful relevance.

Of the pursuing forces in Eliot’s play,
the fugitive says:

Were they simply outside,
I might escape somewhere, perhaps.

Were they simply inside
I could cheat them perhaps with the

aid of Dr. Warburton—
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
But this is too real for your words to

alter.

So with us; when the horror of reported
events becomes unendurable, we escape to
private interests; when the pain of our own
spirits overwhelms us, we practice devices
of mental hygiene. But our trouble is both
within us and without. For such modes of
escape it is too real. Is any escape possible?

The play suggests an answer. For such a
problem any solution a poet may suggest
can be no more than a hint, partial and
tentative, to which an individual spirit may
respond.

Harry learns that his sin against the
wife he hated was foreshadowed in his
father’s sin of intention against his mother;
that his suffering has its counterpart in that
of the woman, his aunt, who loved his
father, and had known and loved himself
as though he had been her son. [. . .]
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The revelation of the nature of the
haunting sin, with fellowship in suffer-
ing, is found to liberate. The specters seen
again by their victim, released from the
“awful privacy of the insane mind,” are
seen without fear or wonder. “This time,
you are real, this time, you are outside me, /
And just endurable [. . .].”

So of this horror laid on us; though we
do not know, individually or collectively,
the path we must tread, we perhaps know
this at least: that what horrifies us is real.
We cannot escape it; we must not, like
the unseeing aunts and uncles of Eliot’s
chorus refuse to know what lies beyond
our narrow circle, blindly insisting “that
the world is what we have always taken
it to be.” We have to seek knowledge of
the sin—in ourselves and in our world—
that now is fulfilling itself in such mon-
strous shape. In conscious fellowship with
others, enduring sin’s consequences that
cannot be averted, we also must sustain
hope hereafter to achieve expatiation of
the curse, resolution of the enchantment
under which we suffer.

Louis MacNeice.
“Original Sin.”
New Republic 98 (3 May
1939), 384–85.

The Family Reunion seems to me a better
play than Murder in the Cathedral, better
integrated, less of a charade. This time the
subordinate characters are real persons,
fuller, more differentiated, more sympa-
thetic; and the ideas behind the play are
fused into the action and the characters;
it is difficult (and this is as it should be)
to divorce the theme or the moral from
the play itself. It would be an easy play

to ridicule—hag-ridden hero who appears
in a vague mess and disappears toward a
vague solution—but such ridicule would
be misplaced. Aristotle thought that the
soul of a play is action. If we interpret
action in the narrow or external sense,
then according to Aristotle this play is not
dramatic. But Mr. Eliot has always been
more interested in action, and the cor-
relative suffering, on the spiritual plane.
[. . .] We may regret that he seems to
put all his money on the religious con-
science as distinct from practical morality,
but at the same time we must recognize
that he asserts certain truths (even if these
are truths of the Unknown God) which
are now commonly neglected and whose
neglect may in the long run sap the life
from our utilitarian ethics [. . .].

Though the subject of his play is Origi-
nal Sin, Mr. Eliot has embodied it in char-
acters who on the surface plane also are
involved in dramatically interesting rela-
tionships to each other (this set of char-
acters in the same situation could in fact
have been treated by Chekhov). There is a
compromise here between naturalism and
mysticism. The definite surface facts—the
mother’s birthday, the family house, the
brothers’ accidents, the hero’s homecom-
ing, the previous death of his wife, the
death in the last scene of his mother—
may be from Mr. Eliot’s point of view
merely incidental, but they act as girders
to the play. Thus the hero, like Orestes,
has apparently committed (or thinks he
has committed) a murder; this murder is
merely incidental to, or at most symp-
tomatic of, a far more basic and less partic-
ularized sin which he has to expiate. The
Eumenides who haunt him appear at first
sight to be subjective phantoms but are
discovered, to the hero’s own relief, to be
forces outside him. His expiation on the
face of it seems to consist in leaving his
home forever; this is in fact the outward
and visible sign of a profound spiritual
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change. This change being still obscure,
Mr. Eliot was of course right to stress the
outward and visible signs. For this reason
the play seems to me more suited to the
stage than Murder in the Cathedral.

The trouble with Murder in the Cathe-
dral was that the essential conflict was
between Becket and himself as represented
by the Tempters; the murderers merely
arrived out of a machine. In The Fam-
ily Reunion, the hero is again struggling
with himself, but the conflict is made more
palpable by the antipathies between vari-
ous members of his own family—between
the hero and his family in general or his
mother in particular, between his mother
and the aunt who had stolen her husband,
between this aunt and the other aunts
and uncles, between the dead father and
the mother, between the inhibited young
cousin Mary and the mother and aunts.
These characters are not treated satirically;
even the stupidest uncle is allowed a cer-
tain human feeling and an inkling of truth
outside himself. The old mother, who in
a sense has been a vampire to her son,
yet compares favorably with the mother
in Messrs. Auden and Isherwood’s The
Ascent of F-6, who is almost a Freudian
dummy.

Technically the verse of this play is
most successful, though some people have
accused it of not being verse at all. Mr.
Eliot has quite rightly avoided inserting
any hunks of obvious prose; no prose-
plus-verse play in recent times has as yet
managed to be homogenous. He has there-
fore had to contrive a versification elastic
enough to be incantatory at one moment
and to represent the banalities of conver-
sation at another. This is a very consid-
erable achievement. He uses his favorite
devices—hypnotic repetition, antithesis,
paradox, the overrunning of sentences
from line to line, the simple and sharp but
yet mysterious use of imagery: “the sob-
bing in the chimney / The evil in the dark

closet?” And there are echoes from his pre-
vious poetry—“south in the winter,” “You
don’t see them, but I see them” (the key
line from the Choephoroi of Aeschylus).
It is foolish to cavil at these echoes when
they are so well integrated into the present
piece. Thus a scene between Harry and his
Aunt Agatha is a reminiscence of “Burnt
Norton,” but is a magnificent presenta-
tion of the world of unfulfilled choices:
[quotation of lines from “I was not there,
you were not there, only our phantasms”
to “And I ran to meet you in the rose-
garden,” The Family Reunion].

Most of the characters speak at one
time or another as if they were a cho-
rus; this is one of the advantages of a
poetic play. Further, Mr. Eliot here has
not introduced any external chorus (a dis-
rupting influence on the modern stage) but
on occasions (with a certain irony?) he
makes the four stupidest characters step
out of their proper parts and speak a
commentary in unison. I am not sure if
this will succeed on the stage, but it is
at least a hopeful experiment. It is prob-
able, however, that this could have been
dispensed with and that characters like
Agatha could have been left to speak the
commentary singly and still more or less in
character.

Lastly, this is a very moving play both
as a whole and in its passing pictures,
its ironic comments, its pregnant under-
statements, its bursts into liturgy. Witness
Mary’s criticism of Harry: “you attach
yourself to loathing / As others do to lov-
ing [. . .].” Or Harry’s comment on himself
as a person that his family has conspired
to invent. Or one of his first remarks on
re-meeting them after eight years: “You
all look so withered and young.” Or his
mother’s dying words: “The clock has
stopped in the dark.” Or the brilliant remi-
niscences of a neurotic childhood. [. . .] Mr.
Eliot’s own poetry may appear to be tak-
ing the opposite direction, but the reader
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of this play cannot, I think, object to it,
as he could to The Waste Land, that it is
essentially defeatist; it embodies a sincere
belief and a genuine courage.

Cleanth Brooks.
“Sin and Expiation.”
Partisan Review 6
(Summer 1939), 114–16.

The work of few poets shows the intense
continuity which we have learned to
expect in the work of T. S. Eliot. It was
to be predicted that The Family Reunion
would contain a recapitulation of the sym-
bols which dominate Eliot’s earlier poetry.
They are here: the purposeless people mov-
ing in a ring (“in an overcrowded desert,
jostled by ghosts”) of The Waste Land; the
“hellish, sweet smell” that accompanies
the apprehension of the supernatural from
Murder in the Cathedral; the purgatorial
flame of “Ash-Wednesday.” But most of
all, perhaps, the play is illuminated by
that rather dry and not sufficiently appre-
ciated poem, “Burnt Norton”; and in one
sense, at least, the play may be said to be
a restatement of “Burnt Norton” in terms
of drama.

The world of the play is the world
of The Waste Land: a world inhab-
ited by thoroughly respectable upper-class
English ladies and gentlemen, “people to
whom nothing has ever happened,” and
who consequently “cannot understand the
unimportance of events,” people whose
“life” is “the keeping up of appearances.
The making the best of a bad job.”

But to Harry, the young head of the
family, something has happened, some-
thing which breaks through the death-in-
life in which he has lived, and his return to

the family home completes his birth into
the real world. At the end of the play, like
Arnaut, he is, with joy, committing himself
to the purgatorial flame, but he despairs
of making the family understand what has
happened to him, and why he cannot take
up his place as head of the family and mas-
ter of Wishwood. As he says late in the
play:

when one has just recovered sanity,
And not yet assured in possession,

that is when
One begins to seem the maddest to

other people.

His is essentially the position of the pro-
tagonist at the end of The Waste Land—
“Hieronymo’s mad againe.”

But Harry’s difficulty is Eliot’s diffi-
culty. The audience for whom he writes are
quite as secularized as are the characters
of the play, and they are far more hard-
boiled in their rationalism. They are not
more likely to understand the treatment of
the relation of time to eternity expressed in
“Burnt Norton”; they are even less likely
to be sympathetic with it. Eliot has set him-
self a very difficult task in the play. For
many readers, Harry’s action will be quite
incredible, and the play will consequently
be murky and dull—another instance of
Eliot’s retreat into Anglo-Catholic mysti-
cism.

But precisely because Eliot has faced
this basic problem frankly, the play is a
triumph. The dramatic fact, kept steadily
in focus, is Harry’s awareness that, intense
and meaningful as the experience is to him,
it is quite impossible for his uncles and
aunts to understand it. There is even a grim
humor in the fact that the revelation has
come through Harry’s sin. (One remem-
bers Eliot’s comment in the essays, “and it
is better in a paradoxical way to do evil
than to do nothing; at least we exist.”)
Harry is conscious of the humor, just as
he is willing to entertain the belief that he
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may be mad. The play does not turn into
preaching. It remains focused on Harry’s
exploration of his experience.

It is symptomatic of the play’s closeness
of texture that one cannot separate out
gobbets of poetry and have them retain the
intensity which they undoubtedly possess
in the context. The poetry is very closely
integrated with the other elements of the
play. The verse is one which allows Eliot to
shift from the casual, fatuous, after-dinner
conversation into the passionate language
of Harry’s colloquies with Agatha. There
is a sense of dramatic acceleration, but not
of strain; and this, in part, of course, is
because the contrast is not superficial and
external, but a part of the central dramatic
fact. The contrasts occur, therefore, at the
proper level, and thus allow Harry’s expe-
rience to grow out of the family history, as
they allow his crisis to grow legitimately
out of the rather boring normality of a
family reunion.

By the same token, the choruses are nat-
ural: the characters do not strike a pose
as they begin their choruses. They are
merely speaking aloud (by conversation)
their unspoken thoughts in the awkward
silences which occur as they wait for din-
ner. I have not seen the play performed, but
my feeling is that it would gain from being
acted, and this, again, is further testimony
to the fact that Eliot has conscientiously
subordinated every detail to the total effect
of the play as a play.

A review so brief as this cannot hope
to penetrate very far into the more inter-
esting problems of organization which the
play raises. Perhaps it is more important to
try to say a further word about the reader’s
problem of belief. The play obviously has
something to say to people who cannot
accept Eliot’s metaphysic. It would be folly
to argue that his metaphysic is of no impor-
tance in this play in which it finds, perhaps,
its most explicit statement. But it is also
folly to prejudge the play as representing

an intolerable narrowness of interest by
narrowing our own interests in advance.
For the reader who is likely to be troubled
by this problem, one may suggest some
such approach to the play as the following.
Eliot has not lost touch with the realities.
The desiccation, the fatuousness, the dead-
ening complacency of the British upper
classes are revealed in this play quite as
mercilessly as Auden reveals them. Harry’s
vision of a different world is certainly not
Auden’s vision, but he occupies a posi-
tion in relation to society basically sim-
ilar to that occupied by Auden’s charac-
ters. (Auden’s “converted” characters have
their problems of communication too,
and their problem of expiation.) There will
be time enough, and room enough, out-
side the play, to argue the relative truth
of the two visions. Suffice it to say here
that Eliot, with a dramatic consistency and
integrity which rarely lapses, has exploited
the dramatic values inherent in the situa-
tion. And it is ultimately by a test which
takes this dramatic integrity into account
that his play will have to be appraised.

Philip Horton.
“Speculations on Sin.”
Kenyon Review 1
(Summer 1939), 330–33.

It is perhaps scarcely legitimate to com-
pare Murder in the Cathedral, which is
more properly a pageant than a play, with
Eliot’s latest work, yet at one point such
a comparison will serve to illustrate what
I feel to be the radical weakness of The
Family Reunion. Doubtless there are sev-
eral reasons for the surprising stage success
of the earlier piece, including its charac-
ter as pageant, but not the least of them
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is the fact that the audience is at once
put in possession of the knowledge why
the action is necessary. Whatever else may
escape them—the further reaches of the-
ology and irony—they know that Thomas
is to become a martyr, and understand at
least enough of the circumstances and the
character of the man to make the action
seem plausible, if not, indeed, necessary.

It is precisely here—in point of
adequate motivation—that The Family
Reunion seems to me to fail. To be sure,
we know the general subject of the play;
it “is not a story of detection, / Of crime
and punishment, but of sin and expia-
tion.” But this is not enough. In order that
the action be convincing, the sin must be
sufficiently defined to make clear not only
the nature of the relations between charac-
ters, but also the terms of the central con-
flict. Without such elementary definition,
it seems to me, there can be no adequate
motivation. What Eliot offers in its stead—
a complex of possible sins almost Jame-
sian in its ambiguities—hardly constitutes,
however rich its materials, a workable
substitute.

These are the essential facts of the play.
Harry, the eldest son of Lady Monchensey,
returns from abroad after an absence of
eight years. During this time he has taken a
wife whom he later murdered (or thought
he murdered), and since then has been
pursued, like Orestes, by the Eumenides.
Presently he becomes aware of some “ori-
gin of wretchedness” behind his child-
hood, and upon questioning Agatha, one
of his mother’s sisters, learns that his
father, long since dead, had really been in
love with her, Agatha, had lived with his
wife for a few years only under duress, and
had wished and even planned to marry
her. After this revelation Harry comes to
a decision to leave home again in pursuit
of expiation—a decision that is directly
responsible for his mother’s death at the
end of the play.

Now, however it may be for theology,
it is not enough, I think, for the purpose
of dramatic motivation simply to name the
sin; it is also necessary to ground it in cir-
cumstance, to supply its rationale. Admit-
ting that it is immaterial whether Harry
actually caused his wife’s death, why did he
desire it? Had she been unfaithful to him;
or was their marriage, like that of his par-
ents, corrupted by a less patent immoral-
ity; or have we to deal here with a Freudian
situation where the desire for the death of
the wife represents the desire for the death
of the mother? (There is some support of
the last suggestion in the highly effective
scene where Harry plays grimly upon the
phrase, Her Ladyship, which may refer
equally to his dead wife and to his mother.)
Nowhere in the play are these questions
answered. With the family sin, however,
things are a little more clear. Harry’s father
is also guilty of desiring his wife’s death;
but in his case the motive is supplied: he
was in love with Agatha. In the eyes of
a theologian like Eliot—if one wishes to
press matters—this might well make him
guilty of three sins: murder, adultery (since
he lusted after another woman), and for-
nication (since there was no love between
him and his wife). But though the ratio-
nale of the family sin is relatively clear, I
still do not feel that it serves as adequate
motivation, for the reason that Eliot does
not indicate on Harry’s part any decisive
or commensurate reaction to it. Neither in
speech nor in behavior does he betray any
increment of guilt or horror at Agatha’s
revelations, nor is one made to feel that
this knowledge radically changes or deter-
mines his course of action. It contributes to
it, to be sure; but neither the family sin nor
the “murder” of his wife is clearly defined
in terms of the dramatic conflict (i.e., in
terms of Harry’s consciousness). The bur-
den of motivation seems to fall somewhere
between the two. The resulting ambi-
guity may be seen in Agatha’s tentative
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statement of the central problem in the
next to the last scene. Its very tentativeness
may serve as a measure of my objections.

It is possible that you have not known
what sin

You shall expiate, or whose, or why
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]

It is possible
You are the consciousness of your

unhappy family,
Its bird sent flying through the

purgatorial flame.

From this passage it would appear that
the ambiguity was deliberate on Eliot’s
part. If this is true, one may perhaps find
an explanation for it in the fact that the sin
and the expiation are spoken of variously
in terms of Christian dogma (defilement,
pilgrimage, intercession, redemption), in
terms of pagan thought and ritual (the
season of sacrifice, the Eumenides, exor-
cism, consummation of the curse), and
possibly in terms of psychoanalysis as well
(the creeping back through the little door,
the private worlds of make-believe and
fear, the wife–mother, the search for the
father.)

All this would seem to indicate that
Eliot, instead of supplying the play with
a definition of the specific sin in question,
has used the play as a vehicle of specu-
lation on the nature of sin. It is impor-
tant to note that the one does not neces-
sarily exclude the other. The speculation,
if indulged through the consciousness of
the hero, as in Hamlet, might well have
become a legitimate and effective agent in
the dramatic conflict. But Eliot has car-
ried on his speculation in his own person
as playwright by his manipulation of the
materials and structure of the play: by the
incantations assigned variously to Agatha,
Mary, and Harry; by his treatment of the
Eumenides (he has followed Aeschylus in
transforming the spirits from the Erinyes,
the “sleepless hunters,” who pursue, into

the “bright angels,” who guide, without,
however, making clear the logic of the
transformation); and by the deliberate
ambiguity with which he has cloaked the
nature both of the sin and of the expiation
that is to follow. Now for the “higher levels
of significance” in drama such mysteries
and ambiguities are often highly desirable,
but only provided that the action, far from
depending upon them for its motivation,
is supported, as in Hamlet, by a relatively
simple rationale that will be immediately
available to the audience. Furthermore, it
seems to me that such ambiguities should
not be left implicit in the structure of the
play, but should be made explicit through
the characters. In failing to do this, Eliot
has, to my mind, handled his materials as if
he were writing, not a poetic drama, but a
dramatic or philosophical poem, like The
Waste Land, with the unfortunate result
that the ideas, the speculation, tend to take
precedence over the characters both as the
principal agents of the action and the cen-
ter of interest.

The radical weakness of the play is
all the more regrettable since in other
respects—in the richness and complexity
of its subjects, in its flexible adaptation
of simple idiomatic speech to blank verse,
in the skillful manipulation of dramatic
materials in certain scenes—it represents
a distinct achievement in the advance of
contemporary poetic drama.

Frederick A. Pottle.
“A Modern Verse Play.”
Yale Review 28
(June 1939), 836–39.

Mr. Eliot’s experiment in domestic drama
is an even more decisive technical triumph
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than Murder in the Cathedral, not because
it contains actually better verse but
because the problem to be solved was more
difficult and he does well with it. The mar-
tyrdom of Thomas, the subject of his first
play, seems naturally “poetic,” but it is
another thing to make credible an appari-
tion of the Eumenides at Wishwood. We
have known the specifications of this kind
of play for a long time: it must give us
a prevailing surface of dialogue so close
to prose in its rhythms and sentiments as
to create the illusion of common reality,
but it must also manage to invest its mat-
ter with the urgency which we associate
with verse. To be prosaic: to be literary—
these are the poet’s Scylla and Charyb-
dis. It seems pretty certain that Mr. Eliot
has come through more prosperously than
any of his predecessors. His conversational
lines have a surface which we recognize as
the familiar level of prose, but when we
venture on it, we feel it to be precarious;
maintained, as it were, not by gravitation
but by an unnatural tension. Beneath, and
momentarily breaking through, is the real
world, a world of poetry in which peo-
ple see strange sights and say things never
heard in any drawing room.

The device of the chorus is masterly. It
was perhaps suggested by Strange Inter-
lude, but in its effect is quite original. The
four characters who compose it express,
in their normal roles, no sentiment not
strictly in prose character. The “choruses”
consist not of what they would ever actu-
ally say, but of what they are thinking—or
would be thinking if they had the poet’s
power of expression. I find no verse here
so memorable as parts of The Rock and
Murder in the Cathedral, but that was, no
doubt, Mr. Eliot’s intention. He had to be
extremely careful in this piece not to pitch
any passages so high as to make them seem
verse interludes in a prose context.

A brilliant feat; but if my own feel-
ings can be trusted, the least satisfactory

of Mr. Eliot’s long poems. I do not feel in
it that strong current of excitement which
has previously swept me on through dense
and rare. One should have seen the piece
presented before attempting to diagnose
its faults, and I have not had that opportu-
nity. But I venture the following criticisms.

The exposition should be clearer. This
is emphatically not closet drama. It deals,
as Mr. Eliot’s chief character is at pains to
point out, with states of mind, not with
events; but without knowledge of certain
crucial events, a good deal of the language
is radically ambiguous. The explanation of
the mystery comes very late: the play is
more than two-thirds over before Agatha
reveals the crucial bit of information that
makes sense of what has gone before. Any-
one reading and pondering the text will
probably convince himself that the cen-
tral character, Lord Monchensey (Harry),
really did push his wife over the steamer-
rail, though we are to think of the crime
as not his but the sin of his father, mother,
and aunt coming to completion through
him. No person merely seeing the play
presented will be sure that Harry did not
imagine the whole thing. It makes a differ-
ence. And we do not know what Harry
is going to do at the end of the play.
His mother, not unnaturally, infers that he
plans to be a missionary; he says that is not
it. He has “not yet had the precise direc-
tions.” It is very hard, if not impossible, to
feel that any act is expiatory until we know
what it is. In neither case does the ambi-
guity result from clumsiness; ambiguity is
Mr. Eliot’s deliberate intention. To object
to this is not to raise the old cry against his
“obscurity,” it is merely to insist that a play
to be acted is a different thing from a poem
to be read. There seems no escape from
the conclusion that the people who are to
witness a play must be quite clear as to
the gross actions which constitute the plot.
If these are not part of history or notori-
ous legend, they must be unequivocally set
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forth by the author. And “unequivocal” is
not the word for Mr. Eliot.

In the second place, I do not think Mr.
Eliot so successful as usual in his religious
framework. Current criticism charges him
with having dwindled into a Christian
poet, and some will feel that he is showing
his versatility by writing a play from which
Christian dogma is entirely excluded and
in which Christian phraseology is allowed
to appear only in the last scene. It is more
probable that he has yielded to a dramatic
exigency: having chosen to write a play of
modern life, he had to reconcile himself to
the religious paucity of the skeptical mind.
At Wishwood the stark Greek conception
of the ripening curse may barely seem in
character, but to add the rest—the massive
pagan faith of Aeschylus or Sophocles—
would be too much. This makes for dra-
matic difficulties.

“What we have written,” says Agatha
in lines that are clearly to be taken as an
epigraph, “What we have written is not a
story of detection, / Of crime and punish-
ment, but of sin and expiation.” Crime and
detection have meaning without expressed
religious values, but sin and expiation have
none. It is too late to bring in the Christian
reference at the very end by ritual (a par-
ody of the service of tenebrae) and by such
words as “intercession,” “pilgrimage,”
and “redemption.” The result is to make
The Family Reunion more than superfi-
cially like the works of a dramatist whom
I cannot think Mr. Eliot wished to resem-
ble: Ibsen. There is the same plot of inex-
orable destiny, the same visiting of the sins
of the fathers on the children, the same
bad manners (I do not remember reading
any play in which the chief characters were
so consistently rude), the same flaying of
bourgeois virtues, the same obsessions—
almost, one would say, the same ghosts.
The intent, no doubt, was to effect a
resolution: to show the solemn forms of
Christian faith emerging through disbelief,

petulance, and horror to invest the curse
with meaning; but the end seems rather a
surprise than a resolution.

Delmore Schwartz.
“Orestes in England.”
Nation 148 (10 June
1939), 767–77.

In The Family Reunion, T. S. Eliot has
attempted to use the Orestes story in mod-
ern terms and for his own special pur-
pose. The subject of the play is the hero’s
gradual understanding of the sin and the
guilt which have cursed his family and
resulted in his own unspeakable aware-
ness of evil. What happens, in the course
of a family reunion, is that the hero learns
or seems to learn the reason for the evil
which afflicts him and what he must do
about it. He must depart from his house,
reject his position as head of the family, kill
his mother (though indirectly), and pursue
the specters who have been pursuing him
just as the Erinyes hunted down Orestes.
Where he is to go is unknown, but the
direction is undoubtedly a Christian one
without being named so.

[. . .]

The family guilt, which the hero must expi-
ate, is the crime committed by his mother:
she has abused and degraded his father,
and driven him from the house. It is the
crime, perhaps, of the domination, for
the sake of domination, of one person by
another. The emphasis is on the intention
of the will: adultery and murder are hinted
at but never confirmed. Orestes, by con-
trast, was guilty in a more adequate way
from a dramatic standpoint: he had killed
his mother, and he is hunted by specters
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with an exact religious meaning, what-
ever their truth. The crime in The Family
Reunion is on the contrary left faint and
indecisive, though it is meant to justify
the whole crisis of the play, the fact that
supernatural beings are actually present.
The same indefiniteness dims the whole
progress of the play.

Probably there is an immense difficulty
in the subject, a peculiar and special dif-
ficulty of the present time. In trying to
dramatize the presence of the supernatu-
ral in nature, in trying to display upon the
stage a character’s progressive awareness
that he has to do with supernatural beings,
not with the result of too much drinking,
Eliot is faced with the problem of the dis-
belief inherent in any context of modern
life. It is not in the least a question of
what the modern audience will believe, for
any audience will believe anything from
Jules Verne to Walt Disney for the pure
sake of seeing what happens to the pro-
tagonists. A modern audience will even
believe in the supernatural if the protag-
onists are shown as acting and suffering
in ways which are a plausible extension
of the common denominator of human
experience. But Eliot fails to find plausi-
ble extensions; he finds few extensions of
any kind. The audience would be willing
to assume the existence of what the hero
sees, namely, the Furies standing in the
window embrasure, if the hero’s emotions
during the play were with sufficient vivid-
ness related to and induced from what we
all know of emotion, especially the emo-
tion of nameless guilt. But the best Eliot
can do to get the experience of the super-
natural upon the stage is such a speech
as the announcement by the hero’s chauf-
feur that he too has seen the Furies, or
the hero’s continual explanation that he
cannot explain what he feels and no one
else can see what he sees. The first-night
audience in London which laughed at the

wrong time was justified, although wis-
dom would perhaps have predicted tears;
for modern characters, in the scene as
given, do not see the supernatural with-
out undergoing more radical changes—of
heart, of mind, of interest—than do Eliot’s
characters.

Probably it was this difficulty of
grounding the supernatural in modern life
which made Eliot attempt to get in the
dialogue so much of the idiom of modern
speech. All the dialogue is supposedly ver-
sified, but it is very hard to accept much of
it as verse at all, shocking as this may seem
to one who recalls Eliot’s previous poetry.
What can one make of such a passage as
this, which is a fair sample of all but two
or three parts:

Nevertheless, Amy, there’s something
in Violet’s suggestion.

Why not ring up Warburton, and ask
him to join us?

He’s an old friend of the family, it’s
perfectly natural

That he should be asked. He looked
after all the boys

When they were children. I’ll have a
word with him.

The speech gains nothing by the division
into lines and possesses little rhythm which
is not that of prose. The emphasis of emo-
tion, the heightening of an attitude or tone,
the exact suggestiveness, the double irony
which can be attained by the use of a reg-
ular rhythm of verse are wholly absent.
Modern speech has defeated the poet, just
as modern belief or disbelief has defeated
the dramatist.

One might suppose, since the locus
of guilt is an upper-class English country
house, that this play signifies a new period
in Eliot’s mind, a rejection of the royalism
and conservatism which in [1928] were
affirmed as the only secular complement
of Anglo-Catholicism. And this rejection
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might seem related to the poet’s sense of
what the English ruling class has recently
done, so that the inadequacy of the play
would flow fundamentally from the poet’s
new and as yet inadequately considered
revulsion and perplexity. Actually, how-
ever, the poet of “Ash-Wednesday” also
seemed to see “the worship in the desert”
in the Church of England, and there has
always been an obsessed horror of natural
life and modern society in Eliot’s poetry.
We can say for certain, then, only that the
failure of this play, in contrast with the
success of “Ash-Wednesday,” issues from
the fact that it is simpler to accomplish a
Christian work of art in which the sub-
ject is personal emotion than one in which
the subject has become family relation-
ships and supernatural beings in a time
and place in which neither Christianity nor
any other belief or value can be assumed
as genuine and unquestioned by the writer
who wishes to show the relevance of his
vision of life to other human lives.

Katherine Brégy.
“T. S. Eliot: A Study in
Transition.”
America 61 (15 July
1939), 331–32.

With the possible exception of Aldous
Huxley and Eugene O’Neill—many of
whose diverse problems he shares “with a
difference”—our contemporary literature
in English shows no more exciting study
of transition than Thomas Stearns Eliot.

The Prufrock verses of 1917 were, like
a great deal of work at that time, erudite
and sexy; the Poems of 1920, more erudite
and more sexy. Also they were strikingly

imagistic—I recall one dismal picture of
the “damp souls of housemaids” at area
gates in the early London morning—and
heavy with post-War introspection and
disenchantment. Their undeniable orig-
inality was not lessened because one
detected the influence of Ezra Pound or
James Branch Cabell—just as one detected
the influence of James Joyce when Mr.
Eliot’s The Waste Land captured the Dial’s
$1,000 prize in 1922. Personally, I found,
and still find, that melange of painfully
realistic free verse, doggerel, sophisticated
vers de societé and perverse mysticism
largely unintelligible—while the intelligi-
ble parts I did not, and still do not, like.
Yet there were moments where one felt the
living, suffering soul of a true poet hid-
ing beneath all this waste. And one felt
it again in the bitter battle cry—“This is
the way the world ends / Not with a bang
but a whimper”—which was the keynote
of “The Hollow Men,” and borrowed by
Huxley for his Brave New World.

When “Ash-Wednesday” was pub-
lished in 1930 the reaction had manifestly
set in—the dead bones of the desert were,
in the poet’s own arresting phrase, “chirp-
ing to God.” There was an increasing
interest in Catholic imagery and liturgy:
visions of Our Lady in “blue of larkspur”
to sweeten the bitter waters, very human
pictures of the Magi to link ancient and
modern seekers after the light. And there
was not only that “sense of entanglement”
which Lionel Johnson years ago found in
practically all modern literature, but also
that tortured and torturing self-analysis—
the Hamlet motif—which the poet him-
self recognizes when he cries—“I pray that
I may forget / These matters that with
myself I too much discuss / Too much
explain.”

Through these years, and since, Mr.
Eliot was providing a series of thoughtful,
critical essays arraigning modern literature
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and the modern world for its alienation
from supernatural faith. Indeed, he has all
along written such extraordinarily good
sermons that one suspects the “clerical
cut” to which he somewhere wittily refers
may not apply to his “features” alone.
From the rather vague Protestantism of
his upbringing, the poet turned to “High”
or ritualistic Anglicanism, composing in
1934 the text for a pageant of the Anglican
Church produced at Sadler’s Wells. One
fancies this somewhat exotic production
must have been a puzzle to any popular
audience: but The Rock, as it was called,
remains one of Mr. Eliot’s most signifi-
cant works and contains some of his finest
poetry. With its choruses of Workmen
and Unemployed, its sermons by a Nar-
rator or Preacher and cryptic words from
the Rock—representing, of course, the
Church of Christ—the cumulative message
is, like that of the later Saint Thomas, that
we must make perfect our will.

[. . .]

Obviously—and counting out the sym-
bolic pun—Murder in the Cathedral was
built upon The Rock. The two things
Mr. Eliot’s art needed most were concen-
tration and personality. Finding these in
the dramatic form and the character of
Becket, he created what is so far his great-
est work. Thomas of Canterbury, the bril-
liant and luxurious young clerk, ordained
priest and consecrated bishop within a sin-
gle week that he might be eligible for the
post of English chancellor—who from the
King’s companion became the Church’s
champion and martyr and was canonized
three years after his murder—has always
been one of the most dramatic of the
Saints.

[. . .]

The event rather surprisingly proved
Murder in the Cathedral a successful act-
ing play as well as a work of art. But

Mr. Eliot may have feared that what
Yeats called the “high window of dramatic
verse” set him too far away from his audi-
ence. In any case his most recent drama,
The Family Reunion, has a contemporary
setting and its free blank verse is often
the rhythmic prose so frequently used by
Maxwell Anderson. Here again we have a
study in temptation—not present but past:
a study of the evil which has gathered a
modern English family under its curse as
the New England Mannons were gathered
in Mourning Becomes Electra.

[. . .]

Mr. Eliot’s preoccupation, not to say
obsession, with sin was evident in The
Rock, where a long dramatic meditation
ends with the wise conclusion that “the
mystery of Iniquity is a pit too deep for
mortal eyes.” Looking back now one sees
how it penetrated the desolation of The
Waste Land and was the raison d’être of
Murder in the Cathedral. The poetic unity
of the former tragedy is not, it seems to me,
quite duplicated in The Family Reunion,
although the latter’s blending of colloquial
everyday life with superhuman terror and
pity is quite astonishing. Would confession
be too crude and simple a solution, one
wonders, to offer all these tortured peo-
ple conscious or unconscious of their mys-
terious curse? For surely the brief Sacra-
ment of Penance is infinitely dramatic in
its implications. [. . .]

[Eliot] is his own pilgrim, and the end
of his journey is not yet reached. He
is, in fact, a great many seemingly con-
tradictory things: an aristocrat of letters
speaking to a democratic and proletar-
ian age, an aesthete who is persistently
both preacher and theologian. And in the
main his theology is, as far as it goes,
quite orthodoxly Catholic. “The Church
exists for the glory of God and the sanc-
tification of souls,” declares one of his
essays; “Christian morality is part of the
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means by which these are to be attained”;
and he adds that the “perpetual mission
of the Church is to affirm, to teach, to
apply true theology” to all human prob-
lems. But how much longer can so close
a thinker as Mr. Eliot be satisfied to make
“the Church” include “the whole number
of Christians as Christians”? Judging this
theology from its reflection in his poetry,
one suspects a taint of Jansenism—a cer-
tain rigidity producing scrupulosity. He is
at the other extreme from the robust and
joyous Chesterton. But in a world of tran-
sition, extremes often meet!

∗Desmond Hawkins.
“Hamlet and T. S. Eliot.”
New English Weekly 15
(20 July 1939), 221–22.

T. S. Eliot’s new play has been so widely
reviewed and discussed that I feel myself
excused both from providing a descrip-
tive précis and for delaying this review
until I had had the opportunity to read the
book several times at decent intervals. For
a somewhat similar reason I propose to
deal only cursorily with the play’s evident
merits. It is—need I say?—the most impor-
tant play of the year. [. . .] The verse is
always dramatic, flexible, extremely mov-
ing in certain parts, and sustained at the
pitch of authentic tragedy. The play more-
over is packed with sudden illuminations
and keen-edged paradoxes which root into
the mind and will recur in one’s thoughts
enduringly. Whether the play succeeds or
fails in its total pattern, the author is fer-
tile enough as a personality [. . .] to have
impregnated it with incidental riches of
perception and statement. If we judge The
Family Reunion within the perspective of

current drama, we must conclude that Mr.
Eliot is an extremely civilized man in an
extremely cretinous neighborhood.

[. . .]

In reading the play one is struck by its
affinities with “Burnt Norton.” The major
image of the rose garden is reintroduced,
and the “still point” which is the fulcrum
of past and future is one of the key motifs
in Harry’s thoughts. [. . .]

But these passages are set within the
framework of a play, and it is rather upon
the action of the play that I want to
concentrate. Dramatic form provides new
obstacles as well as new opportunities: in
particular, it requires an objectification of
emotional sources. Its dumb-show of mur-
ders, treachery and the whole bag-full of
deeds is useful because it keys us up to
the emotional pitch of the participants.
We are deeply and unreservedly moved by
high feeling when we command a com-
prehensive view of its occasion, when we
perceive the relevance of the response to
the situation. Mr. Eliot has dealt with this
subject of finding the “objective correla-
tive,” in his essay, “Hamlet,” where he
writes “Hamlet (the man) is dominated
by an emotion which is inexpressible,
because it is in excess of the facts as they
appear.”

I have not the space to illustrate a par-
allel between Harry and Hamlet, but I
think it is not difficult to see. The cen-
tral action of the play indeed is a search
for “facts” which tally with the emotion
dominating Harry. Faced with the techni-
cal difficulties of so subjective a drama,
Mr. Eliot creates two brilliant devices—the
Furies and the curse motif. As an audience
we cannot instantly be “at home with”
so exotic an apparition as the Furies, and
they tended to be nebulous in the produc-
tion; but they must be counted an inspired
gamble in a desperate situation, a solution
faute de mieux to which we shall gradually
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habituate ourselves. The curse, closer to
our tradition and in the mainstream of Mr.
Eliot’s talent for supernatural incantation,
is completely effective: the speeches with
which Agatha, skillfully absorbing the role
of chorus, closes each act are electrifying
in their oppressive power. The forces bear-
ing upon Harry are thus excellently dra-
matized. That which in a secular drama
[. . .] would be the most difficult ele-
ment to objectify presents little resistance
to Mr. Eliot’s theological tools, and on
this score the play is an invaluable explo-
ration of new ground. What remains to be
examined is Harry’s connection with these
forces. How does he enter the orbit of these
spells and furies?

I think the play stands or falls on
Harry’s character. The whole action is a
tremendous postmortem in which he is
both corpse and witness. What we are
shown is the epilogue to one life of Harry
and the prologue to another: in a sense,
the whole of The Family Reunion is simul-
taneously the third act of one play and
the first act of another, and it can hold
its unity only by a strong conviction at
both ends. We have no direct vision of
the situation that is being resolved, nor
of the durability of the resolution. Becket,
in Murder in the Cathedral, has concrete
alternatives to choose from, and he seals
his choice with his blood. Harry, on the
other hand, is both obscure and ambigu-
ous. In him “the motive and the cue for
passion” are difficult to decipher, and it
is even possible to dispute whether or not
he did push his wife overboard. [. . .] He
[. . .] is on the further side of conventional
sanity, but nevertheless he is the only wit-
ness and as such he must presumably be
believed. If we cut Harry from ourselves
with the word “delusions” we shatter the
play. He must be accepted, and I believe he
is meant so to be accepted, as the heroic
protagonist.

Nevertheless one asks for certain assur-
ances from such a character. The suspi-
cion to be allayed is that Harry is a spir-
itual snob, a man who enjoys his suffer-
ing, a willful self-persecutor nourishing his
tragedy in a kind of perverse pride for
the sake of the attention it gains. I have
called him ambiguous because it is pos-
sible to document this suspicion: Harry
continually insists that he is much too
complex and extraordinary to be under-
stood (to the point of making a virtue
of it); he feels nothing but contempt for
his family when contrasting them with
himself; and he makes a significant error
when Dr. Warburton opens a conversa-
tion with him. Harry at once concludes
that the conversation is to be about him-
self, whereas Warburton later reveals that
he wished to discuss the health of Harry’s
mother; though this is still further ambigu-
ous because Warburton may be lying (he
has been called in, a handy Rosencrantz-
cum-Guildenstern, to watch Harry).

[. . .]

And yet the suspicion remains—not more
than a suspicion but not less either—that
in spite of the bright angels one might find
Harry a year or two later somewhere in
the South of France, a virtuoso in suffer-
ing, an armchair saint still rending him-
self for lack of a better occupation, while
the faithful chauffeur packs up and starts
the car again. That it is possible to har-
bor this suspicion is due primarily, I think,
to the same fault that Mr. Eliot finds in
Hamlet. At one point Harry exclaims “It
is not my conscience, / Not my mind, that
is diseased, but the world I have to live in.”
[. . .]

Here surely is emotion in excess of the
facts, although no brief quotation can con-
vey the all-pervading and universally dif-
fused disgust which goes down to the roots
in Harry and overwhelms everything else
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in the play. The horror that obsesses him
is as total, as panoramic and as undirected
as Hamlet’s. It is a horror before the whole
spectacle of the human comedy. At the end
of the play Harry has still the world to
face; and it is the world of generalized life
(not specific persons) which repels him.
Like Hamlet he is appalled by the visi-
ble world as it enters him in the act of
self-knowledge; but without the compas-
sion and the exquisite sensibility of Ham-
let. It is perhaps not fanciful to speak of
the puritan’s tincture of fascinated cruelty
in Harry.

It may be objected that Harry’s attach-
ment to loathing (as Mary describes it) is
a symptom of the condition which Agatha
helps eventually to exorcize. It may be so.
But the insoluble difficulty is that Harry
can find no objective act of dedication—
as Becket could—to proclaim and confirm
his new allegiance to “the bright angels.”
He is reduced to calling for his chauf-
feur and going out into the night. The
ambiguity remains. The intensity of his
repugnance, the hints of an unapproach-
able private obscenity, brood after his exit:
a terrible irony that recalls the end of
Heart of Darkness. We have witnessed
an attempt “to express the inexpressibly
horrible” (I quote again from Mr. Eliot
on Hamlet). Its nature is foreshadowed in
the epigraphs to Sweeney Agonistes, which
provide the terms of Harry’s agony; and
if the action breaks it is because the bur-
den of unattached emotion in Harry is too
great to be borne by the character and can-
not be relieved by anything in the action.
To that extent Harry, like Hamlet, is con-
stantly passing over the frontier of sanity,
an ambiguous and cryptic figure, a Mona
Lisa of literature.

Mr. Eliot, in short, has written his own
Hamlet, and it will probably fascinate
and defeat generations of actors. To my
mind it is a bigger work—although less

perfect—than Murder in the Cathedral. In
the character of Harry Mr. Eliot has cre-
ated, not a viable dramatis persona, but
a myth-figure, a protagonist of the age, a
haunting and ubiquitous voice which will
trouble and excite us as the Fausts and
Tamburlaines and Hamlets disturbed the
Elizabethans.

John Crowe Ransom.
“T. S. Eliot as Dramatist.”
Poetry: A Magazine of
Verse 54 (August 1939),
264–71.

A new creative work by T. S. Eliot is not
going to be simple, even if he has reverted
to a simpler literary form, and simple judg-
ments by the critics will misrepresent it.
His latest work is the play, The Family
Reunion. He may be said by this time to
have entered upon a new literary career, as
playwright. But it would be idle to expect
that the new plays will be out of relation
with the old poems and critical prose. He
keeps a foot in each of two worlds: the
new world of naturalistic or realistic psy-
chological drama, and the old world of
poetry which, for him, means metaphysics.
He will soon make ordinary drama look
cheap because of its lack of metaphysical
interest, just as he had part in making the
ordinary shallow poetry of twenty years
ago look the same way, and for the same
reason.

As a dramatist working in the contem-
porary, Mr. Eliot resembles Ibsen much
more than Shaw, to call names of com-
parable stature with his. His satiric touch
is devastating, and he turns it onto liv-
ing English types to show up their social
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and political silliness, among other things.
That sounds like Shaw, and in fact as
a satirist he compares unfavorably with
Shaw only in that he does not sustain the
satire uproariously; but Shaw does that
because he has nothing else to do; for
Shaw is a social gospeler, except that we
must allow something also for his miscel-
laneous and professional wit. Ibsen could
confine himself to social satire, but char-
acteristically he was deeper than that; he
quickly got to the point where he could
make scornful play with his fighting terms,
“Ideal” and “Liberal”; he was really a
poet, and had the metaphysical dimension
in his thinking.

Shaw inherited a part of Ibsen. It might
be quite mistaken to say that Eliot has
inherited any of him, since he has come to
drama by his own private ways. But there
is common property between the two, if
we compare The Family Reunion with
many Ibsen plays, such as The Wild Duck
and Rosmersholm. Each is a poet working
in an age which is metaphysically innocent
and childlike. Or should I say, working in
a medium which rejects the metaphysics?
But for a few schools, such as the Greek
tragedy and the Japanese Noh drama, the
statement would not be, I think, wide. So
each tries to import the metaphysical into
the dramatic structure, which without it
already is formally complete, and to the
satisfaction of its customary auditors. [. . .]

On the realistic level Mr. Eliot is superb
in his mastery of characterization (both the
satiric and the sympathetic), handling of
plot-sequence, exposition of background
through dialogue, and, I imagine, such
other techniques as belong to an oral form
like drama. It is comforting to find that
an intellectualist, so strict and unconced-
ing that he has been accused of living in
a tower, has picked up without any fuss
the knack for the close structural effects
of drama; it argues that his famous and

original capacity as poet was inclusive
rather than exclusive, and that our pop-
ular stage-drama, with whatever rigor it
may claim, is not a very wonderful exercise
of genius, and not a thing to which first-
rate minds need feel under obligations to
become addicted. Success on that level is a
hollow triumph for Eliot.

But the success is unquestionable. Such
is the cogency of the play as a mere drama
that deals with the individual characters
and collective fortunes of a family.

[. . .]

I do not know how genuinely Mr. Eliot
is under conviction about ancestral curses
and their expiation. He may feel that the
necessity of the doctrine, given such situ-
ations as these, is very deep in the nature
of things. It is certain that dramatically the
terror of the mysterious curse is very much
more emphasized than the beauty of the
idea of expiation, which comes in almost
as an afterthought. But I think there is a
rule of dramatic propriety by which these
Eumenides are not sustained as vehicles of
the curse. They belong not only to an age
of faith, but to an age when faith was dif-
ferent from what it is likely to be again.
In other words, the audience, I think, will
see them and will not believe in them. The
hard-boiled audience, I mean; and as for
the sensitive and literary people, who will
infallibly constitute much of the audience
for this kind of play, even they will think
these creatures too “literary” to express
the metaphysical realities, and too read-
ily picked up from another context. They
belong in a more imaginative order of lit-
erature than realistic drama if they are to
be vitalized.

I like the air of mystery that thick-
ens steadily throughout the play. We see
the “natural” action gathering occult sig-
nificance. I think there will not be an
intelligent auditor who can resist being
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powerfully impressed; not by the Furies,
but by the talk and actions of the char-
acters. As in all metaphysics speculations,
a reality deeper than the visible world is
indicated.

[. . .] There is nothing particularly
Christian in this play. A Christian entity
to do the work of the Eumenides prob-
ably was not forthcoming; or if it was,
it seemed unavailable for this drama, for
drama now. Ibsen many times experi-
mented with mysterious symbols in try-
ing to express the occult effects by which
he proposed to explode the naturalism
of drama. They were not apparitions but
words; words which had power with the
actors in the main action, therefore with
the other actors, and with the audience.
It is my impression that when there are no
orthodox supernatural beings in the vogue
of drama at the time, fresh symbols—
which it is as wrong to push to a high
visibility as it is not to have them at all—
are the best recourse that dramatists have.
Unless, at least, they want to leave drama
for forms in which imagination need not
be so constrained.

The poetic diction probably does well
enough—for a play. [. . .] There is just
occasional poetic language independent of
drama, or in set and undramatic speeches.
But it is an atmospheric play. Mary, the
cousin who would have married Harry,
and who is made sensitive by the slight,
says:

The cold spring now is the time
For the ache in the moving root
The agony in the dark
The slow flow throbbing the trunk
The pain of the breaking bud.
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]

[. . .]

I like that on the whole, and in a play
especially, because it is better than I had

bargained for. But it is not the Eliot we
knew as a poet. It is that Eliot warmed
over, for “theatre.”

∗Horace Gregory.
“The Unities and Eliot.”
Life and Letters 23
(October 1939), 53–60.

Whatever else Mr. T. S. Eliot has done or
has not done, he has frequently given his
critics an excuse to exercise their feelings
or opinions, their wit or will, either good
or bad, or their ingenuity. In America,
book reviewers have been unusually hos-
pitable to his new play [. . .]. I strongly sus-
pect, however, that The Family Reunion
will finally turn out to be one of the more
conspicuous of Mr. Eliot’s successful fail-
ures. Nor do I believe that its arrival has
been spontaneously conceived, for it may
be said that Mr. Eliot has had designs on
the theatre since 1919 and that his seri-
ous intentions toward the general direc-
tion of the modern stage have been fore-
shadowed in his two essays, “Rhetoric
and Poetic Drama” and “A Dialogue on
Dramatic Poetry.” The Family Reunion is
his first full-length play [excluding Mur-
der in the Cathedral ], and is, therefore,
the first sustained proof of his willing-
ness to test his theories concerning poetic
drama before an audience. If mere fail-
ure were all that it accomplished, or if
Mr. Eliot were another kind of poet than
he is, his adverse critics could drop back
into the brief security of the moment in
1922 that followed the spectacular publi-
cation of The Waste Land. It now seems
clear that The Waste Land was neither a
hoax nor the greatest poem of its time,
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but was the first success that Mr. Eliot had
achieved through failure. Both “Prufrock”
and “Ash-Wednesday” are better poems,
yet The Waste Land represents the turn-
ing point in Mr. Eliot’s career and its very
title has become identified with the literary
decade preceding 1930.

I can think of no poet of Mr. Eliot’s gen-
eration who has gained or learned so much
from failure as he, or who has become
more formidable after his critics have
announced him dead and buried. It is for
this reason, among others, that I believe
The Family Reunion should be regarded
with particular wariness and, whatever
should be said against it, demands some
recognition of the serious intentions which
lie behind it. For the moment we have no
proof that Mr. Eliot will continue to write
plays, but if he does, The Family Reunion
contains promise of being the most impor-
tant event in the English-speaking the-
atre since a certain evening in 1893 when
non-paying guests were invited to see a
performance of Mr. Bernard Shaw’s Mrs.
Warren’s Profession. [. . .]

I can well imagine that Mr. Eliot’s
desire to restore the Greek unities of time
and place seem genuinely foreign on the
British stage. But here again we must
look for an American precedent in view-
ing Mr. Eliot’s intentions. If, as D. H.
Lawrence once remarked, early American
novelists were haunted by the ghost of
the American Indian, it should also be
remarked that American poets have been
haunted by the perfection, the remote-
ness, the undying vitality of Greek poetry.
One might say that it is almost natu-
ral to discover in Whitman an embry-
onic attempt to reproduce the sound of
the Greek hexameter beneath the Biblical
rhythms of his unrhymed verse. [. . .] To
the American public that reads contem-
porary verse and goes to see a modern
play, the revival of a Greek theme in Mr.
Eliot’s new play is no more extraordinary

than Mr. Robinson Jeffers’s adaptation of
the Orestes myth in The Tower Beyond
Tragedy, or H. D.’s translation of the Ion
of Euripides, or the Homeric undertones
of Mr. Ezra Pound’s first “Canto” or Mr.
Eugene O’Neill’s Mourning Becomes Elec-
tra. The theme of Mr. Eliot’s new play
takes its place within that tradition, if it
may be called so; meanwhile its setting
recalls the atmosphere of the bourgeois
melodrama as it was once conceived by
Sir Arthur Wing Pinero. There is neither
a Mrs. Tanqueray nor a notorious Mrs.
Ebbsmith [. . .] to enliven its performance
and make its setting plausible to a London
audience. What we have instead is a mix-
ture of at least two insoluble elements over
which a dark blood-stained atmosphere
floats, reproducing something that has the
obvious intention of arousing discomfort
and fear [. . .]. What actually emerges
are two things in conflict: the contempo-
rary environment of a country house in
the North of England and a vision of the
Eumenides.

In theory Mr. Eliot’s play appears well
disciplined. [. . .] The first act is kept alive
by the anticipation of Harry’s entrance and
the surprise of his early arrival: but in the
unfolding of the Orestes story—Harry’s
conviction of his responsibility of his wife’s
death, his inheritance of that same sense
of guilt from his father, his vision of the
Eumenides—the play drags and becomes
increasingly unreal and “experimental,”
quite as though one were witnessing an
amateur performance given in a “little the-
atre.” One waits for the fine choruses, one
of which is written for the last act, and then
and only then does one feel at ease. Part of
the discomfort is, of course, the deliber-
ate intention of the author. His characters
are stripped of their security with the same
critical perception that is conveyed when
one reads in The Waste Land: “One of the
low on whom assurance sits / As a silk hat
on a Bradford millionaire.”
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The same harsh light of irony plays
over the people who move behind the foot-
lights of The Family Reunion. And real-
izing this, it would be an easy matter to
interpret the play in terms of social irony.
Its commentary on the British upper mid-
dle class is obvious enough: the charac-
ters that Mr. Eliot has called together for
a family reunion are terrible and terrify-
ing people and my regret is that they do
not terrify us with the absolute conviction
we desire. The Eumenides who uncover
Harry’s guilt and disclose the theme of the
play to the spectator’s eyes are untrans-
lated elements in the environment where
they appear. They are as significant and as
false as Mr. Eugene O’Neill’s use of masks
in The Great God Brown and should not
be tolerated for a single moment.

If the Eumenides in The Family
Reunion seem imposed by the will of the
author from outside the play, then why do
we accept the witches in Macbeth, the dead
king’s ghost in Hamlet, or the hovering,
invisible presence of the White Horses in
Rosmersholm? These, too, are the super-
natural signs of an internal conflict within
the human heart and mind and are the
springs of dramatic action within the play.
I need not, I hope, go into the detail of why
or how they are made to seem inevitable
within their separate plays; commentators
on Shakespeare and on Ibsen have already
done so to the satisfaction of their col-
leagues as well as to the understanding of
the public. The witches, the White Horses,
and the king’s ghost convey their power
through the very conventions of the play
that they inhabit; they are in the language
of the play’s worldly environment, they are
of that world and of none other. In The
Family Reunion we are forced to take spe-
cific creatures of a distant time and cul-
ture on larger faith than anything within
the play implies; nor is there anything in
the cast of Harry’s imagination, as we hear
him speak, that points inevitably to a selec-

tion of the winged sisters, leaping to being
from the blood of mutilated Uranus to fol-
low him until he turns upon them at the
country seat of his name and household.
This is not to argue against his sense of
guilt, nor against the fact that his state
of mind may be one which is commonly
called “possessed by furies.” That real-
ity is granted at the moment of his first
confession. The unreality is attached to
the specific symbol of his guilt; unlike the
White Horses of Rosmersholm, who sig-
nified within the neighborhood of Ros-
mer’s guilt-ridden threshold the grief and
madness that possessed his mind, Harry’s
Eumenides are neither of earth nor air, and
though he is careful not to name them, his
author has, so that the reader is forced to
struggle with them against unbelief.

Whatever flaws Mr. Eugene O’Neill’s
Mourning Becomes Electra contains, and
those of inflated language and loose writ-
ing are among them, the play solves the
very problem in translation that Mr. Eliot
leaves undone, and until he does so, his
intention to revive poetic drama in full
stature on the modern stage will remain
a brilliant amateur’s performance in the
theatre. In contrast to Mr. Eliot’s version
of the Orestes myth, Mourning Becomes
Electra is omnibus drama, each situation
overdramatized at such length that its
great energy loses meaning in protracted
violence. But the translation of the Orestes
cycle is fully realized in the terms of the
New England setting recreated by Mr.
O’Neill—and for this reason, I believe, Mr.
O’Neill’s critics and audiences felt or saw
something of a true vision of guilt and hor-
ror that Mr. Eliot’s audiences do not.

The unities of time and place for which
Mr. Eliot pleads so eloquently in his
dialogue on dramatic poetry and which
appear as though a promise had been ful-
filled in The Family Reunion, display their
usefulness in the writing of poetic drama,
and it is good to rediscover their merits
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on the modern stage. They cannot save a
bad play, but they do tend to conserve the
energy required in hearing verse spoken on
the stage, and above all they concentrate
the attention of the audience upon individ-
ual lines of poetry. There are other unities,
of course, and not the least of them (which
Shakespeare’s quick intelligence discov-
ered) are unities of human motive, speech,
and imagination that exist within the play
itself and are not to be destroyed. The dra-
matic reality of Mr. Eliot’s Murder in the
Cathedral suddenly evaporated when its
Four Knights stepped to the footlights and
spoke their reasons for killing Becket as
though they had walked out of a script
conceived and written by Mr. Bernard
Shaw. Something of the same violation of
the play’s integrity—and I am speaking of
the play’s integrity and not its author’s—
occurs when Harry sets out to pursue the
Eumenides in his car.

“Go face the Furies, turn tables on them
and track them down,” says Mr. Eliot.
This is surely excellent advice to many
members of Mr. Eliot’s generation who
fear to face any reality within themselves.
The advice contains the same perception
into the world that Mr. Eliot now inhabits
as the mere title of The Waste Land once
conveyed to its immediate contemporaries.
The same restless sensibility is alive within
it, the same disquiet note of warning is
heard above the ruins of a notably imper-
fect play. It is the quality of Mr. Eliot’s fail-
ures in verse and on the stage that endows
them with unusual distinction. [. . .]

The last impression to be carried away
from The Family Reunion and its revival
of the Orestes story is that Mr. Eliot
never seems more American than when
he is most European. The divided, sleep-
less sensibility that creates a play and
then destroys it, that is most un-British
in its seeking-out of an absolute, a clas-
sical serenity, still evokes emotions of

significant discomfort on both sides of the
Atlantic.

George Anthony.
“Myth and Psychosis.”
Sewanee Review 47
(October–December
1939), 599–604.

For many years T. S. Eliot has been con-
cerned with the possibility of a modern
poetic drama. The Family Reunion is evi-
dence that such a possibility exists. The
play is far and away the best dramatic
work Eliot has given us. It is definitely the-
atrical; it treats a contemporary situation
and a modern theme. And the verse is a
flexible verse for the speaking voice.

As in most of his later work, Eliot has
drawn upon classic literature and myth for
reinforcement. Here the obvious reference
is to the Oresteia of Aeschylus. The mis-
take must not be made of approaching The
Family Reunion as an Oresteia reworked
into modern terms. The direction is just the
opposite. The Orestes myth is not a source,
but a reinforcement for the modern play;
and this reinforcement is provided as much
by contrast as by similarity.

On the use of myth in modern literature
Eliot wrote, in a review of Ulysses pub-
lished in the Dial in 1923:

In using myth, in manipulating a
continuous parallel between contem-
poraneity and antiquity, Mr. Joyce is
pursuing a method which others must
pursue after him . . . It is simply
a way of controlling, of ordering, of
giving a shape and a significance to
the immense panorama of futility and
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anarchy which is contemporary his-
tory . . . Psychology [. . .], ethnology,
and The Golden Bough have concurred
to make possible what was impossible
even a few years ago. Instead of narra-
tive method, we may now use the myth-
ical method. It is, I seriously believe, a
step toward making the modern world
possible for art . . .

[. . .] [I]t is, in connection with The Family
Reunion, most interesting as a statement
of intention by Eliot. The myth is a con-
trol for, and a key to our modern world.
But illumination by our recently acquired
knowledge of psychology and ethnology is
necessary to permit its effective use.

Although I do not believe that the same
kind of equivalences discovered by the
exegetists in the Ulysses of Joyce and that
of Homer are to be sought in the work of
Eliot and his mythical parallel, I do believe
that a critical approach to Eliot neglects
the myth on peril of missing the point.

One recalls that, in the Choephoroi,
the exiled Orestes returns, and, to avenge
his father’s death, murders his adulterous
mother and her paramour. The third part
of the Oresteia is concerned with the flight
of Orestes from the Furies, his release from
their punishment, and their elevation to
the rank of Eumenides, “benign goddess.”

Mr. Eliot’s play is nothing like that. In
the first place, it is impossible to so neatly
summarize the plot. If a plot is considered
to be a sequence of events which control
the action of the play, there is none. What
happens in this play happens without such
foundation. In the first scene, Eliot warns
us: “All that I could hope to make you
understand / Is only events: not what has
happened. [. . .]”

What does occur is roughly as follows:
A family reunion is taking place to cele-
brate the birthday of Amy, Dowager Lady
Monchensey. Harry, the eldest son, has

been absent eight years. Before his return
we are informed by conversations among
the relatives, that in his absence he had
married a woman of whom they all greatly
disapproved, and who had been swept
overboard in a storm at sea. The fam-
ily feels that the meeting with Harry may
prove difficult.

The meeting is more difficult than they
had imagined. Almost immediately upon
his entrance he announces that he “pushed
his wife overboard.” [. . .]

In the next scene, the Eumenides appear
for a brief moment in the window embra-
sure. We are kept in suspense for some
time as to whether these creatures exist
only in Harry’s mind or are visible to other
members of the family present. The res-
olution of the drama cannot be reached
until Harry discovers that both Mary and
Agatha have seen them; that they are real
and outside himself.

Here, it seems to me, lies a very practi-
cal value of the myth. Obviously the sup-
porting myth is necessary if the Eumenides
are to exist outside the imagination, and
are not to become ridiculous. But to have
had them imagined by Harry would have
destroyed the whole point of the play. For
then their vengeance would have to be
directed toward a personal sin, and that
is not what Eliot means.

Ancillary to, but encompassing, the
struggle in Harry’s mind (which includes
his mother, his dead wife, his dead father)
is the drama between his mother and her
sister Agatha. Actually it is around Agatha
that the play turns. It is Agatha who per-
suades Harry to leave his mother; it was
Agatha who “stole” his mother’s husband
many years before. This history carries the
sin back one generation. (Harry murdered
his wife; Harry’s father wished to murder
his), and charges the drama with a sense
of a family curse parallel to the curse on
the House of Atreus.
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This “is not a story of detection, / Of
crime and punishment, but of sin and expi-
ation.” And so sharp a distinction does
Eliot make between sin and the events of
crime that he will not permit us to be cer-
tain that any crime has been committed. At
the end of the play we are not sure whether
Harry killed his wife or wished to kill her.
The actual crime is unimportant.

This conception is Christian, not
Greek. But it has been remarked before
that from Greek Curse to Christian Origi-
nal Sin, transition is not too difficult.

Although this is a drama of sin and
expiation, the resolution of the conflict in
Harry’s mind is not effected by orthodox
redemption but by a process very simi-
lar to the “cure by solution” of psycho-
analysis. Eliot nowhere makes the error
of permitting a direct reference to psychi-
atry, but throughout the play there is an
awareness of the validity of an interpre-
tation impossible without the results of
recent studies is psychology. The problem
of split personality is introduced through
a purely literary image, and with a ref-
erence to Henry James’s “The Jolly Cor-
ner,” where a similar subject is treated.
Gradually this problem acquires psycho-
logical significance—the fairy tale becomes
credible. The murder of the wife, where
the myth has the murder of the mother;
the confusion between wife and mother
in the Sergeant Winchell episode, acquire
meaning only by reference to the Freudian
theories of substitution. And in the conver-
sation between Harry and Agatha “the lit-
tle door” is an obvious symbol. This sym-
bol introduces a further element of sin,
here equivalent to incest because of the
peculiar relationship Agatha feels between
herself and Harry.

At the close the curse is described as “a
power not subject to reason” and operat-
ing not in the “world where we know what
we are doing,”

But in the night time
And in the nether world
Where the meshes we have woven
Bind us to each other.

It is Agatha speaking. Agatha who is
at once the analyst and the Athene of
the modern play. And it is with Agatha
that the play ends. The mother has died.
Agatha and Mary perform a ritual—
walking around the birthday cake, with its
lighted candles, and blowing out the can-
dles a few at a time so that the play ends
in darkness.

The intention and the accomplishment
are very great. Where the intention is not
clear, the reader is left with an acute sense
of frustration. This seems to me to be due
to Eliot’s failure to correlate the various
planes in which his characters are oper-
ating. The ritual is sufficient. The trance-
talk, which takes the place of chorus,
should be particularly illuminating, but is
often merely bewildering. The interpola-
tion of the dialogue on the sorrows of
spring can be nothing but an attempt to
introduce an anthropological significance
which is not needed.

Nor is it wholly undisturbing that one
cannot avoid the suspicion that a very
slight shift in accent would transpose this
so serious drama into broad farce. The
wit [. . .] is sometimes preposterously
pompous wise-cracking. For example: “A
brief vacation from the kind of conscious-
ness / That John enjoys, can’t make very
much difference” [. . .] or “This is what
the Communists make capital out of.”
[. . .]

Perhaps it is Eliot’s intention that this
play may also be viewed on the plane of
comedy. [. . .]

But on its several serious planes The
Family Reunion is so fine an achievement
that it is doubtful if this kind of humor can
add anything to it.
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∗“A Christian Society. Mr.
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Spiritual Problem.”
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Supplement 1970
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642.

Only those who have done some hard
thinking for themselves concerning the
nature and destiny of contemporary soci-
ety will appreciate how much objective
analysis and self-scrutiny has gone to the
making of this slim book by Mr. T. S.
Eliot, The Idea of a Christian Society. It
was written before the outbreak of war;
its origination, Mr. Eliot tells us, was in
the moral shock produced upon him by the
crisis of September 1938, which caused in
him “a feeling of humiliation . . . not a
criticism of the governments but a doubt
of the validity of a civilization.” But it was
written with the possibility of war in mind,
and it is acutely pertinent to the situation
today.

What is the idea—in Coleridge’s sense
of the word—of the society in which we
live? Mr. Eliot begins by asking. We con-
ceive of it under several different phrases
the meaning of which we forbear to exam-
ine; they are regarded as sacrosanct, as suf-
ficient in themselves to establish the supe-
riority of our form of society over its new
and now insistent rivals. We speak of it
sometimes as a “liberal” society, less often
as a “Christian” society; but the blessed
word which is chiefly used to validate it is
“democracy.”

[. . .]

Mr. Eliot [. . .] declares that he does
not understand what is meant by democ-
racy, as the word is used today; and he is
on firm ground when he insists that the
word “does not contain enough positive
content to stand alone against the forces
you dislike—it can easily be transformed
by them,” for what is in fact meant by
“democracy” is a system that might well be
used to introduce totalitarianism. In so far
as the word includes the attitudes known
as “liberalism,” it is enough to say that
they are disappearing; the sphere of private
life which “liberalism” nominally defends
is being steadily whittled away. The tra-
dition of “liberalism” derives from our
achievement and successful practice of reli-
gious toleration; but that worked because
in fact the members of the various commu-
nions were all substantially agreed in their
assumptions concerning social morality.
The comfortable distinction between pub-
lic and private morality is no longer valid;
now the individual is increasingly impli-
cated in a network of social and economic
institutions from which, even when he is
aware of their control of his behavior,
he cannot extricate himself. The opera-
tion of these institutions is no longer neu-
tral, but non-Christian. Mr. Eliot sums up
his examination of the present condition
of our society: it is in a neutral or nega-
tive condition; it has ceased in any effec-
tive sense to be a Christian society; and,
if the forces now operative are allowed
to continue without a deliberate and suc-
cessful attempt to control them towards
specifically Christian ends—an effort of
which the magnitude can only be dimly
conceived—this neutral condition of soci-
ety will either proceed to a gradual decline
“or (whether as the result of catastro-
phe or not) reform itself into a positive
shape which is likely to be effectively
secular.”
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The Secular Ideal

Unfortunately, the majority of people who
think about contemporary society regard
the second alternative as the ideal, and
even a majority of the professed Chris-
tians who think about it are content with
it. As Mr. Eliot dryly observes, we need
not assume that this secular society will
be very like any at present observable:
“The Anglo-Saxons display a capacity for
diluting their religion, probably in excess
of that of any other race.” But those to
whom a diluted religion of the state is as
repugnant as the prospect of what D. H.
Lawrence called “the greasy slipping into
decay” should make up their minds that
the only possibility is that of a positive
Christian society, the idea of which Mr.
Eliot proceeds to outline.

He distinguishes three elements, or
aspects, of the Christian society: the Chris-
tian state, the Christian community, and
the community of Christians. First, the
men of state, who need not be ardent
Christians, must at least have been edu-
cated to think in Christian categories, and
be confined both by their own habit of
mind and the temper and tradition of
the people to a Christian “frame of ref-
erence.” Second comes the Christian com-
munity, whose Christianity will be largely
unconscious, and consist mainly in reli-
gious observances and traditions of behav-
ior: “The mass of the population in a
Christian society should not be exposed to
a way of life in which there is too sharp and
frequent a conflict between what their cir-
cumstances dictate and what is Christian.”
This condition is very far from being ful-
filled in England today; the life of the
remoter rural parish comes nearest to it,
but this has not been typical of English life
for a century, and is, even now, still in rapid
decline.

[. . .]

Christian Guidance

To prevent the tendency of the State
towards expedience and cynicism, and of
the mass of the people towards lethargy
and superstition is the function of the third
element—the “community of Christians,”
composed of both clergy and laity of supe-
rior intellectual or spiritual gifts, which
would give the tone to the educational sys-
tem, consolidate a religious basis for the
culture of society, and “collectively form
the conscious mind and conscience of the
nation.”

The Christian society, thus outlined, is
one to which the Church could be in vital
relation: by its hierarchy in direct and offi-
cial relation to the State, by its parochial
system in contact with the smallest units
and individual members of the commu-
nity and in the persons of its more emi-
nent “clerks” forming part of the commu-
nity of Christians. A national Church is
therefore necessary—a Church which aims
at comprehending the whole nation; but
the idea of the national Church must be
counterpoised by the idea of the universal
Church. Only if it fully recognizes its posi-
tion as part of the universal Church can
the national Church combat the tendency
to religious–social integration on the lower
level of State or race. The prior loyalty of
the member of the national Church is to
the universal Church.

[. . .]

It is inherent in the nature of Mr. Eliot’s
argument that he does not entertain the
illusion that it would be easy to bring
such a society into being. Not only are
the social, economic, and political pro-
cesses actually in motion today carrying
society away from not towards such a
goal, but to the majority of the intelli-
gentsia the goal itself is undesirable. First,
because such an idea of the good society
is Christian in a definite sense which is
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alien to the ordinary vague use of the word
and perhaps intolerable to the “liberal”
mind; secondly, because such an organiza-
tion of society (though it is quite reconcil-
able with our English political system) is,
in the true sense of the word, aristocratic.
That is enough to scare the “democrat,”
who is seldom realistic enough to analyze
the structure of the democratic society in
which we live, or to form a clear concep-
tion of the nature of the controlling powers
in it.

Abuse of Power

If such a critical attitude towards our
society were more prevalent, so would
be a realization of the new urgency of
the perennial problem of politics: how
is power to be made responsible? Quis
custodiet ipsos custodes? The events of
the last twenty years should have com-
pelled us to ponder that problem more
anxiously than we are naturally inclined
to do: for our instinct, confirmed by a
century of relatively privileged and pros-
perous living, is to trust to the general
“sense of decency” in the depositories
of power, and to the efficacy of popular
protest against abuses of power. A “sense
of decency” requires a smiling climate to
make it reliable; and under the new strain
of totalitarian war, which presses hardest
on the professional classes among whom
the “sense of decency” is chiefly cherished,
it may collapse with surprising rapidity.

[. . .]

As Mr. Eliot recognizes, there is no
short way out of the condition in which we
are. If we are to avoid, or to even have the
power of overcoming, secular totalitarian-
ism, we have to begin at the beginning. The
work to hand is primarily a work of educa-
tion both in the more specific and the more
general sense. The latter comes first. Of the
elements of the Christian society the first

we can hope to bring partly into being is
“the community of Christians,” a body of
people persuaded that the Christian con-
ception of man is the necessary foundation
of a politics that can contend against the
demonic forces of a machine age. There,
no doubt, is a prime difficulty. Christianity
in England, when it is not a social conven-
tion, tends to be individualistic, emotional,
and eccentric; that it is a system of truth
from which flow inexhaustible governing
principles in metaphysics, ethics, and poli-
tics is too rarely admitted even as a pos-
sibility by the intelligent man. To bring
the contemporary intelligence to an atti-
tude of respect for Christian thought is an
undertaking as arduous as it is urgent. Mr.
Eliot’s book is a very valuable contribution
towards this end.

∗Charles Smyth.
“Church, Community, and
State.”
Spectator 163, no. 5812
(17 November 1939), 687.

The outstanding qualities of Mr. Eliot’s
thought, as of his prose, are purity, pre-
cision, self-discipline, and a grave sense
of intellectual responsibility, particularly
in the use of words. In consequence,
his statements are characteristically mea-
sured, qualified, and guarded; and his
argument is at the same time close-knit in
its construction and discursive in its range.
His thought is therefore as easy to follow
as it is difficult to grasp: paradoxically, it
is elusive, not in spite of its precision, but
because of it.

The Idea of a Christian Society contains
the revised text of Mr. Eliot’s Boutwood
Lectures at Corpus Christi College,
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Cambridge, in the academic year 1938–9.
As he perceives, the society in which we
live is Neutral: that is to say, our cul-
ture is largely negative (or “liberalised”),
although, so far as it is positive, it is still
Christian. But it cannot remain indefinitely
Neutral, “because a negative culture has
ceased to be efficient in a world where
economic as well as spiritual forces are
proving the efficiency of cultures which,
even when pagan, are positive.” Our soci-
ety must therefore reform itself into a pos-
itive shape: and here there are only two
alternatives—it must become either Pagan
or Christian; and if it desires to thrive and
to continue its creative activity in the arts
of civilization, it would be well advised to
choose the latter of these two alternatives,
even if this involves, at least, discipline,
inconvenience, and discomfort.

The capital necessity is for a system of
Christian education, which would be con-
trolled and unified by the Christian philos-
ophy of life, and which “would primarily
train people to be able to think in Chris-
tian categories.” Thus there would come
to be established in the political sphere a
Christian framework to which the rulers of
this society, whatever their private beliefs
or disbeliefs, would be obliged to make
their policies conform. “They may fre-
quently perform un-Christian acts; they
must never attempt to defend their actions
on un-Christian principles.” The particu-
lar form of government is immaterial: the
essential point is that it must be founded
upon a Christian political philosophy. For
the mark of the Christian society is not that
it is composed exclusively or even prepon-
derantly of devout and practicing Chris-
tians, but that its rulers “accept Christian-
ity . . . as the system under which they are
to govern”; that it is a society “in which
the natural end of man—virtue and well-
being in community—is acknowledged for
all, and the supernatural end—beatitude—
for those who have the eyes to see it”;

and that it possesses “a unified religious–
social code of behaviour” and an Estab-
lished National Church. [. . .]

All this is, clearly, a contribution to
the discussion and analysis of a prob-
lem rather than a program for immedi-
ate action or a blueprint of an abstract
and impracticable future. It is not doctri-
naire. But it is academic, particularly in
its disregard of “feeling,” and in its con-
centration upon the academic categories of
“thought” and “behavior.” Thus, “it is not
enthusiasm, but dogma that differentiates
a Christian from a pagan society.” “If we
are to accept the idea of a Christian society,
we must treat Christianity with a great
deal more intellectual respect than is our
wont; we must treat it as being for the
individual a matter primarily of thought
and not of feeling.” But for the great mass
of humanity who compose the Christian
community (as distinct from “the con-
sciously and thoughtfully practising Chris-
tians, especially those of intellectual and
spiritual superiority,” who compose the
Community of Christians), the “capacity
for thinking about the objects of faith is
small”: and therefore the Christian Soci-
ety, at least in its earlier stages, is a society
of “men whose Christianity is communal
before being individual.” Here The Idea of
a Christian Society carries one stage fur-
ther the connection between “orthodoxy”
and “tradition” which was previously
adumbrated in After Strange Gods. “It is
only from the much smaller number of
conscious human beings, the Community
of Christians, that one would expect con-
scious Christian life on its highest social
level”: from the rest we must be content
with conformity to “a unified religious–
social code of behaviour,” both as regards
their customary and periodic religious
observances and as regards their deal-
ings with their neighbors: “for behaviour
is as potent to affect belief, as belief to
affect behaviour.” Is not this essentially
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an application in a wider, more sociolog-
ical context, of Pascal’s counsel: act as if
you believed, taking holy water, having
masses said, &c.? But Pascal’s argument
presupposes the will to believe: whereas
Mr. Eliot’s system is prepared to wait for it.
Rather, we find ourselves back again at the
classic paradox with which he startled us,
in For Lancelot Andrewes, in 1928: “The
spirit killeth, but the letter giveth life.”

Yet this is dangerous doctrine, in so far
as it may seem to leave out of sight the
primary necessity of conversion. “There
are three sources of belief,” wrote Pascal:
“reason, custom, inspiration. The Chris-
tian religion, which alone has reason, does
not acknowledge as her true children those
who believe without inspiration. It is not
that she excludes reason and custom . . .”
But reason and custom are the foundations
upon which Mr. Eliot builds his Chris-
tian society: and a society which func-
tions within the framework of a Christian
system of education and a Christian polit-
ical philosophy may still be a society unre-
generate and unredeemed. This criticism
might be irrelevant if he were content to
argue that a Christian reorganization of
society is desirable on grounds of common
sense and common prudence; but, because
he is himself a practicing Christian, it is
impossible for him to do this: “What is
worst of all is to advocate Christianity, not
because it is true, but because it might be
beneficial.”

Taken together, After Strange Gods and
The Idea of a Christian Society mark
the resumption of the Tractarian counter-
offensive against “Liberalism.” It is indeed
important that that attack should be
renewed. The disintegrated culture, the
slovenly subjectivism, the spiritual and
the intellectual indiscipline, the irrespon-
sible individualism of our time, which are
the fruits of “Liberalism,” are real evils.
Consequently it is not altogether surpris-
ing that Mr. Eliot flinches from the term

“religious revival”: it “seems to me to
imply a possible separation of religious
feeling from religious thinking which I
do not accept.” Yet is not his own Idea
of a Christian Society open to precisely
the same accusation from a diametrically
opposite direction? He leaves us with the
picture of “a community of men and
women, not individually better than they
are now, except for the capital difference
of holding the Christian faith.” It is these
words—“not individually better than they
are now”—that seem to carry within them
the stultification of the whole experiment.

To say this is by no means to deny
the urgency of attempting to work out
a Christian doctrine of modern society
and to order our national life in accor-
dance with it: still less is it to disparage
the importance of Mr. Eliot’s contribu-
tion to that endeavor. He has said with
great courage and with conspicuous clarity
something which, whether right or wrong,
and whether practicable or impracticable,
unquestionably needed to be said, and as
unquestionably needs to be considered,
discussed, and criticized. The Idea of a
Christian Society is a thesis distinguished
not less, though less obtrusively, by its
moral earnestness than by its intellectual
cogency: and it is bound to exercise a last-
ing influence upon all future investigations
regarding the nature, end, and function of
social order.

∗D. W. Harding.
“Christian or Liberal?”
Scrutiny 8 (December
1939), 309–13.

Addressed to Christians, this book is
largely about—and obviously meant to
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influence—those neutral others who sup-
port “a culture which is mainly nega-
tive, but which, so far as it is positive,
is still Christian.” Mr. Eliot believes that
we must now choose between working
for a new Christian culture and accept-
ing a pagan one, whether fascist or com-
munist; unless we aim at a positively
Christian society, we are committed “to
a progressive and insidious adaptation
to the totalitarian worldliness for which
the pace is already set.” Democracy is
not an alternative to totalitarian govern-
ment; it is fundamentally, though perhaps
less forthrightly, just as materialistic and
pagan. In intention it merely neglects its
Christians and has no coherent system of
allegiances to a pagan ideal, but it is none
the less developing an increasingly com-
plete network of institutions which invite
un-Christian conduct from the Christians
who find their everyday life set amongst
them.

In pointing out the unsatisfactory fea-
tures of our society, Mr. Eliot can count on
wide respect and agreement. In his attack
on flabbiness of mind, on the lowering of
standards in literature and “culture” in
the narrower sense, on the substitution of
a mob led by propaganda in place of a
community, and in the sort of concern he
shows for education, Mr. Eliot implicitly
agrees with much that has been expressed
in Scrutiny for the last seven years; in his
disgust at the financial control of politics
and his dismay at the plight of agricul-
ture, he is on ground familiarized by social
credit reformers and their allies.

In common with many other thinkers,
Mr. Eliot believes that any remedy for
these disorders must involve the estab-
lishment of a true community, one in
which non-materialist values will find an
important place and not just survive in
chinks and crannies. Again, like many
other thinkers, he describes these val-
ues as “religious.” The society he wants,

therefore, is a “religious–social commu-
nity” [. . .].

His emphasis is markedly on the com-
munal: “I have tried,” he writes, “to
restrict my ambition of a Christian society
to a social minimum: to picture, not a soci-
ety of saints, but of ordinary men, of men
whose Christianity is communal before
being individual.” And his ideal is a com-
munity in which social custom is main-
tained by religious sanction: “a Christian
community is one in which there is a uni-
fied religious–social code of behaviour.”

It is at this point that the non-
Christian’s doubts begin to focus. Such
societies have been known; and stag-
nation, oppression, and intolerant regi-
mentation have characterized them. Mr.
Eliot, it is true, acknowledges from time
to time the need for toleration of the
non-Christian and, presumably, toleration
within limits of those who question the
accepted religious–social code of behav-
ior and its supporting beliefs. But such tol-
eration has not usually marked the effec-
tively Christian societies of the past. Crude
and unfashionable as it is—and bad taste
though it may seem to the associates of
Christian intellectuals—I decline to for-
get Galileo and his humbler fellow-victims
throughout the Christian centuries, or
even the attitude of the contemporary
Roman Catholic Church to contracep-
tives. Religious sanction for social custom
and customary belief has always produced
such things, and there is no good reason
to expect a change. “To the unreasoning
mind,” says Mr. Eliot with sedate surprise,
“the Church can often be made to appear
to be the enemy of progress and enlight-
enment.” It may indeed; and count me
among the unreasoning.

I cannot doubt that such a society as
Mr. Eliot wants would be heavily over-
balanced towards conservation and sta-
bility, at the cost of plasticity and explo-
ration. I believe that greater plasticity and
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bolder exploration of human possibili-
ties are more urgently needed. Talk, with
which we half frighten and half flatter
ourselves, about the hectic speed of the
changes which humanity is undergoing in
our century is excited blah. Human nature
is, as it always was, remarkably stodgy and
in crying need of greater plasticity.

People cannot be plastic, however,
unless they are relatively free from anx-
iety and from guilty fear of the possibili-
ties of their own nature; and freedom from
anxiety and guilt is not a thing whose pos-
sibility Mr. Eliot convincingly believes in.
It is true that he says “We need to recover
the sense of religious fear, so that it may be
overcome by religious hope,” but the fear
very evidently takes first place and goes
along with “the evil which is present in
human nature at all times and in all cir-
cumstances.”

All alternatives to this spirit seem to
be brought under the heading of what
Mr. Eliot calls Liberalism, and hates. His
attack is made rather chaotic by sketchy
suggestions of the relation between this
spirit and political and religious liberalism,
and by the unargued conviction that this
general spirit is responsible for all the par-
ticular social disorders which disturb him.

But the tags are of little account, and
what matters is recognizing the distinc-
tion between the “liberal” spirit and the
“Christian” spirit as Mr. Eliot understands
them. As so often happens it can best be
expressed in the paradigm which child-
hood offers. The “liberal” spirit is the child
who explores his world without prejudice
and sees no reason to stop exploring; he
finds neither the world fundamentally hos-
tile nor himself fundamentally inadequate.
The “Christian” spirit is the child with an
intuitive conviction of the world’s hostil-
ity and his own unworthiness, who (at his
best, which Mr. Eliot stands for) concen-
trates on fortifying himself to overcome—
to overcome the world and himself

simultaneously. Mr. Eliot’s tense and
guarded insecurity, beleaguered by the
world, is well expressed in his condemna-
tion of “Liberalism” as “something which
tends to release energy rather than accu-
mulate it, to relax, rather than to fortify.”

The only alternative he sees to Chris-
tianity or paganism is a constant depar-
ture from, in the sense of a mere rejection
of, all positive convictions. This may have
been the character of some movements
which have been called Liberal. But it is
not the only alternative to the religious
spirit. What Mr. Eliot ignores or implic-
itly denies is the possibility of being con-
tent with moving on, in a direction given
you by the past, to something which has
now for the first time become possible
and is even more satisfying that your past
activities were. This, which is exploration,
seems so unsafe to the Christian that he
denies its very possibility. His peace of
mind depends on the conviction that he
knows what he is ultimately aiming at; all
his activity must be directed towards a goal
which he has already postulated. By this
means he escapes the insecurity of being in
the strict sense an explorer and becomes
instead a pilgrim.

In some temperaments, including
apparently Mr. Eliot’s, this conviction of
an ultimate goal serves paradoxically to
reinforce a peculiar gloom. The goal they
postulate must be described as unattain-
able on this earth, since, of course, it is in
the nature of human activity that each new
development reveals a new and unattained
possibility. Simultaneously with becoming
better than we were, we realize that
we could be better than we are. To the
explorer this seems an unsurprising and
undisturbing fact. But by concentrating
on their postulated goal, those of Mr.
Eliot’s spirit can see our every advance
almost exclusively in the guise of a relative
failure. Observe where the emphasis falls
in the following passage:
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But we have to remember that the King-
dom of Christ on earth will never be
realized, and also that it is always being
realized; we must remember that what-
ever reform or revolution we carry out,
the result will always be a sordid trav-
esty of what human society should be—
though the world is never left wholly
without glory.

The satisfaction of advancing at all is rec-
ognized dimly; the satisfaction of seeing
that further advance is possible is con-
verted into a disappointment. What is
vividly felt is “the evil which is present
in human nature at all times and in all
circumstances.” It is this which turns the
explorer into an anxious pilgrim.

∗Maurice B. Reckitt.
“Views and Reviews: A
Sub-Christian Society.”
New English Weekly 16
(7 December 1939),
115–16.

[See Eliot’s reply: 14 December,
“A Sub-Pagan Society.” See also
letters 21 December 1939 (by
Every), 4 January 1940 (by Peck),
11 January (by Demant),
18 January (by Reckitt), and
1 February (by Eliot).]

I cannot resist the feeling of a certain unre-
ality attaching to the attempt to review
this book. [. . .] Mr. Eliot’s book is so
short, so succinct, and written with such
a crystalline brilliance [. . .] that no one
who is even remotely interested either in
Mr. Eliot or in his subject will fail to read

it for themselves, and no one is likely to
be particularly interested to know what
may be anyone else’s opinion about it.
[. . .] In any case, the book has been
widely reviewed and thoroughly summa-
rized in the press already [. .]. I partic-
ularly commend Canon Charles Smyth’s
notice in The Spectator, which also, how-
ever, embarrasses me somewhat by saying
exactly what I should have wished to say
a good deal better than I could say it.

[See “Church, Community, and State”
in this volume, pp. 415–17.]

What I have not seen generally pointed
out is that this book is not the prod-
uct of any purely theoretical interest in
the subject; it is the response to a shock.
Mr. Eliot confesses himself to have been
“deeply shaken by the events of Septem-
ber, 1938, in a way from which one does
not recover,” and to be one (as he sus-
pects) of many who experienced a “new
and unexpected feeling of humiliation,
which seemed to demand an act of per-
sonal contrition, of humility, repentance
and amendment; what had happened was
something in which one was deeply impli-
cated and responsible”; something which
suggested “doubt of the validity of a civil-
isation. We could not match conviction
with conviction.” This strongly personal
and even emotional statement, the mood
of which is reproduced in the admirable
letter of Dr. J. H. Oldham written to The
Times on the occasion itself, reprinted at
the end of Mr. Eliot’s notes, and which
provided, as he says, the “immediate stim-
ulus” for these lectures, is interesting for
two reasons. First, because it provides an
excellent expression of ideas (or more pre-
cisely, facts) to which many people find
it hard to attach any meaning—corporate
sin and corporate penitence. And secondly,
because Mr. Eliot reacted to this expe-
rience not, as do most of us if we ever
attain to such experiences, by feeling and
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lamenting, but by thinking. This book is
that rare phenomenon in English life—the
response to a moral challenge of a Chris-
tian mind.

I shall not attempt to praise Mr. Eliot’s
book, for that would be impertinent, nor
to summarize it, for [. . .] that would be
superfluous. Mr. Eliot himself describes it
as “a discussion which must occupy many
minds for a long time,” and no review
could possibly follow up all the clues
which are here suggested. Have we got a
Christian society—whatever that may be?
No, says Mr. Eliot, we have a neutral one,
and its difference in idea from a Pagan one
“is, in the long run, of minor importance,”
but, he goes on to insist, “a society has not
ceased to be Christian until it has become
positively something else,” and though our
culture is mainly negative, “so far as it is
positive, it is still Christian.” But the situa-
tion is much more serious than the average
Christian realizes, “as the problem is con-
stituted by our implication in a network of
institutions from which we cannot disso-
ciate ourselves: institutions the operation
of which appears no longer neutral, but
non-Christian.” The ordinary man who
believes himself in some real sense a Chris-
tian is in fact

becoming more and more de-Chri-
stianised by all sorts of unconscious
pressure; paganism holds all the most
valuable advertising space. Anything
like Christian traditions transmitted
from generation to generation within
the family must disappear, and the
small body of Christians will consist
entirely of adult recruits

who have rediscovered the Faith for them-
selves. Even if quality thus compensates
for quantity (an undoubted tendency,
which nevertheless Mr. Eliot seems to me
to exaggerate), obviously the prospects are
far from bright for the transition from a

Neutral to a Christian society—whatever
that may be.

[. . .]

So many summaries of this book have
appeared that probably all my readers will
know that Mr. Eliot distinguishes “the
Christian State, the Christian Commu-
nity and the Community of Christians,”
as elements of the Christian Society. I
do not think these titles altogether hap-
pily chosen, but there is no difficulty in
understanding what Mr. Eliot is seeking
to distinguish, and the distinction is very
suggestive of the elements of medieval
Christendom, if we take as parallels the
ruling caste, the mass of the population,
and the religious orders. A hundred years
ago Coleridge had an analogous category
to the last-named in mind when he coined
the term “clerisy,” but Mr. Eliot gives good
reasons for thinking that this term—at
any rate in Coleridge’s sense, and it is not
much good using it in any other—should
be discarded. Mr. Eliot admits he has in
mind “a body of nebulous outline”—those
of “superior intellectual and/or spiritual
gifts” who accept a cultural responsibil-
ity on an explicitly Christian basis, and
from whom “one could expect a conscious
Christian life on its highest social level.”
From the rulers of the Christian State Mr.
Eliot would exact only a “conscious con-
formity” and such a degree of Christian
education (the content of which he does
not discuss) as would enable them “to
think in Christian categories,” for as he
very sensibly points out, “it is the general
ethics of the people they have to govern,
not their own piety, that determines the
behaviour of politicians.”

But it is when we come to the great mass
of the “Christian community” that the
question which troubles me arises. When
Mr. Eliot says that “their religious and
social life should form for them a natu-
ral whole so that the difficulty of behaving
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as Christians should not impose on them
an intolerable strain,” he is only reaffirm-
ing the very important truth stated by M.
Maritain more than ten years ago, that it is
the business of a social order to make the
world not holy (which no social order can
be) but “habitable,” so that a man is not
“obliged to heroism,” to live a Christian
life in it. And it is relevant to this point to
add, as Mr. Eliot does, that “behaviour is
as potent to affect belief, as belief to affect
behaviour”; hence an order in which the
majority can lead a life congruous with
Christian values is of importance not only
for its inherent validity, but on account of
the support it gives to the Faith on which
ultimately those values depend.

But Mr. Eliot goes further than this.
He says (my italics) “the religious life of
the people would be largely a matter of
behaviour and conformity”; and again,
he envisages “a community of men and
women, not individually better than they
are now, except for the capital difference
of holding the Christian faith.” One is
forced to the question what relation a
“religious life” of this quality bears to the
religion of the New Testament. No doubt
the language of the Epistles—“called to
be saints,” “the measure of the stature
of the fullness of Christ,”—was addressed
to “Christian communities” in a situation
vastly different from the Christian com-
munity Mr. Eliot envisages. But a religion
which expects no more than this, nothing
more elevated, nothing more heroic, from
the mass of its devotees can surely be little
more than an official cult and a code of
morals. “Social customs,” says Mr. Eliot,
“would take on religious sanctions.” But if
this is all that happens, the new Christen-
dom will be likely to repeat those errors of
the old which led to so much evil and con-
tributed to the apostasy of Europe by the
nourishing of superstition within the eccle-
siastical integument, and by a readiness
to treat religion as instrumental to social

ends. The “moral revivalism” which Mr.
Eliot sees as our national weakness, and
the inadequacy of which he so effectively
exposes, is merely the recurrent reaction
which inevitably waits upon any religion
which is content to be regarded as “largely
a matter of behaviour and conformity”;
and there are some among the warmest of
Mr. Eliot’s admirers for whom this repre-
sents no true idea of a Christian society.

Malcolm Cowley.
“Tract for the Times.”
New Republic 102
(17 June 1940), 829–30.

T. S. Eliot also has written a tract for the
times, and one intended to have a per-
manent value. Like Waldo Frank, whose
Chart for Rough Water I reviewed last
week, he believes that the world can be
saved only by religion. At this point the
resemblance between them begins and
ends. The religion proclaimed by Waldo
Frank is deeply felt but intellectually vague
and never completely defined; it is appar-
ently to be achieved by individual acts of
conversion. T. S. Eliot’s religion, though
also deeply felt, is primarily intellectual
and institutional; it is orthodox Anglican-
ism as set forth in the Thirty-Nine Articles.

His book begins by saying that
our present society—in the democratic
countries—is neither Christian nor pagan;
it is negative and therefore essentially
unstable. Mr. Eliot believes that it must
follow one of two courses. It must either
proceed, he says, “into a gradual decline
of which we can see no end, or (whether
as a result of catastrophe or not) reform
itself into a positive shape.” If that pos-
itive shape turns out to be pagan, we
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shall have inflicted on us “the puri-
tanism of a hygienic morality in the inter-
est of efficiency; uniformity of opinion
through propaganda, and art encouraged
only when it flatters the official doctrines
of the time.” The one way of avoiding
totalitarianism—the one hope for control,
balance and creative activity—is to build
for the first time a positive Christian soci-
ety.

Such a society, Mr. Eliot says, would
be completely different from present-day
capitalism, under which people have been
finding it harder and harder to lead Chris-
tian lives. Yet the change would not nec-
essarily be one of government; a Christian
society might be a democracy, a monar-
chy or even a corporative state of the type
recommended by the late Pius XI. The
rulers of a Christian society might be infi-
dels in their private lives—that would be
their own concern—but they would have
to accept Christianity as the system under
which they governed. The ordinary citi-
zens would accept it as a matter of behav-
ior and habit. But there would have to
be a third group, to compensate for the
inertia and self-seeking of the others. That
group, which Mr. Eliot calls the Commu-
nity of Christians, would be composed of
people distinguished by their intelligence
and spiritual devotion. The church itself
would include all three groups. It would be
established by law but would remain inde-
pendent of secular politics and would be
united to the Christian churches in other
countries. Thus, every citizen would have a
double allegiance, “to the State and to the
Church, to one’s countrymen and to one’s
fellow Christians everywhere. . . . There
would always be tension, and this ten-
sion . . . is a distinguishing mark between
a Christian and a pagan society.” As the
alternative to totalitarianism, Mr. Eliot
offers us the dualism of church and state.
He insists that his readers should make
their choice: “If you will not have God

(and He is a jealous God) you should pay
your respects to Hitler or Stalin.”

To a reader trained in the liberal tradi-
tion, the weakness of Mr. Eliot’s argument
seems to be that he is confusing religion in
general with Christianity (and sometimes
with the Church of England). The advan-
tages he claims for a Christian state might
also be claimed for a Buddhist or Brahman
or Mohammedan state; indeed, I suspect
that there is a good deal of Buddhist res-
ignation mixed in with Mr. Eliot’s ortho-
doxy. Even liberalism, the frame of mind
that he says is leading us to chaos, has of
late years developed its own faith, the reli-
gion of humanity, which is not a wholly
ineffective shield against fascist doctrines.
Among Christian sects—with due apolo-
gies to Mr. Eliot and the devout Anglicans
I knew at college—the Church of England
seems one of the most perfunctory and
almost the least qualified to create a new
world order.

All these are reasons why I did not
expect to like The Idea of a Christian
Society, and yet in the end I was greatly
impressed by it. Once you have granted
Mr. Eliot his doubtful premises, the rest of
his argument moves toward wholly logical
conclusions. And you find, even when you
are hostile to the main trend of it, that it
is full of moderation and worldly wisdom.
He does not make Waldo Frank’s mistake
of expecting too much faith from too many
people; nor does he believe that society as
a whole can be saved by the conversion of
individuals. Although he makes no effort
to be original, his statements of more or
less familiar ideas often have the force of
axioms, like Poor Richard’s. “Behaviour,”
he says, “is as potent to affect belief as
belief to affect behaviour.”—“Out of lib-
eralism itself come the philosophies which
deny it,”—“Good prose cannot be writ-
ten by a people without convictions.”—
“If anybody ever attacked democracy, I
might discover what the word meant.”
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Sometimes, by approaching a problem
from the standpoint of Christian doctrine,
he casts an unexpected light on it. “I have
never seen any evidence,” he says, “that
to be a Buchmanite it was necessary to
hold the Christian faith according to the
Creeds, and until I have seen a statement
to that effect I shall continue to doubt
whether there is any reason to call Buch-
manism a Christian movement.”

Mr. Eliot uses the first-person singular
pronoun almost as frequently as Waldo
Frank, but with a curiously different effect.
His is not the prophetic pronoun of “I say
unto you,” but rather the self-defining and
self-deprecating pronoun of expressions
like “I am not here concerned,” and “I
am not qualified to,” and “I do not mean
primarily.” Mr. Eliot’s “I” is the least per-
sonal pronoun in English literature; it tells
us almost nothing about the author except
his limitations. Yet one feels from page to
page that he would like to express not only
his public ideas but also his heart; one
feels that strong emotions are being held
in check by equally strong convictions.
It is this tension between the personal and
the impersonal that gives a special quality
to all his work, including his poems. Often
it lends emotional force to simple state-
ments of fact; and when Mr. Eliot drops his
reserve, even for a moment, he impresses
us more than another writer might do by
screaming and beating his breast. Such
a moment of personal confession occurs
at the very end of The Idea of a Chris-
tian Society. There, speaking in his own
voice, the author speaks for a whole gener-
ation that was betrayed by its statesmen—
and by itself—before it heard the German
bombers in the skies:

I believe that there must be many per-
sons who, like myself, were deeply
shaken by the events of September,
1938, in a way from which one does not
recover; persons to whom that month

brought a profounder realisation of a
general plight . . . The feeling which was
new and unexpected was a feeling of
humiliation, which seemed to demand
an act of personal contrition, of humil-
ity, repentance and amendment; what
had happened was something in which
one was deeply implicated and respon-
sible. It was not, I repeat, a criticism
of the government, but a doubt of the
validity of a civilisation. We could not
match conviction with conviction, we
had no ideas with which we could
either meet or oppose the ideas opposed
to us . . . Such thoughts as these formed
the starting point, and must remain the
excuse, for saying what I have to say.
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∗G. W. Stonier.
“Mr. Eliot’s New Poem.”
New Statesman 20 (14
September 1940), 267–68.

[Review of “East Coker”]

It is five years since the publication of Mr.
Eliot’s last poem—a period occupied by
criticism, two plays and a volume of light
verse—but “East Coker” takes us back
to “Burnt Norton,” in something more
than title, as though scarcely a day had
passed. Or rather, since Mr. Eliot is not
a writer who repeats himself, it would be
better to say that we resume from the ear-
lier point. There is a similar cluster of
experience: problems of time and eternity
clutched at from the sliding second; the
return to country scenes in childhood—
a moment is held and then let go with a
gesture of resignation; permanence sought
in solitude and in art hung like a Chinese
vase in time; the desire to escape from a
twilit consciousness into bright daylight or
darkness; the struggle to fix ever-shifting
experiences with words which also break
and slip. No need to remark, at this time of
day, that the expression, the amalgamation
of such attitudes is sharp and poignant,
as final as Mr. Eliot can make it; or that
the poem carries an authority which marks
the work of no other living poet except
Claudel. This authority has been com-
pared more than once to that of Arnold,
but it seems to me even more powerful
and exclusive. We do not approach a new
poem by Mr. Eliot as single-mindedly as,
for example, we used to open the London
Mercury to discover a new poem of Yeats.
Whether Yeats or Eliot is the “better” poet
is beside the point. We expect, and find, a

criticism both of literature and life. As we
read, the hint of passages in Milton and
Spenser carry the mind back to criticism
he has written in the past; the nature of
writing itself is put to the test: [quotation
of lines 1–17 of “East Coker” V]. Here,
it seems to me, is an integrity as inflex-
ible and moving as Baudelaire’s, involv-
ing however a confession of failure which
no poet of earlier date has dared venture;
the mask of eloquence—the only question-
able part of Baudelaire’s achievement—
has been dropped altogether, with mas-
terly effect. If one says that Mr. Eliot has
set an example to modern poets, it is in this
sense of self-discipline and sacrifice and
not of course with the meaning that any-
one should follow or attempt to follow his
manner of writing.

There are many threads in Mr. Eliot’s
poetry. The mingled nostalgia and carica-
ture of the Prufrock period have vanished
never perhaps to reappear; the roots of
his later poetry, “East Coker” and “Burnt
Norton” are to be found in “The Hollow
Men.” There the lyric, the sardonic jingle,
the austere response, were set nakedly side
by side; the successes—

Eyes I dare not meet in dreams
In death’s dream kingdom
These do not appear
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]

—were offset by passages in which
fragments from different worlds merely
clashed and grated. Since then Mr. Eliot
has marshaled his material more harmo-
niously, and as a whole “East Coker” is
a more satisfactory poem than “The Hol-
low Men,” though it contains no pas-
sage to equal the lines quoted above.
The greater homogeneity is due chiefly of
course to religious contemplation which
has smoothed many corners.

[. . .]
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In [one] section of the poem, [. . .] sto-
icism leads to one of those catalogues of
theological paradox—“what you do not
know is the only thing you know, / And
what you own is what you do not own”—
from which Mr. Eliot derives consolation
but which are rather blankly depressing
to the reader. His thought seems, at such
times, to run into a verbal palindrome
from which there is no escape. Having
abjured ecstasy, he yet allows himself to
fall into a neutral trance; the bare words
do not carry all the weight and meaning
which they are meant to carry; and here,
I think, one can put one’s finger on his
main weakness. Everyone who has read
Mr. Eliot with some enthusiasm and care
must have discovered for himself that in
almost everything he writes there are dumb
notes; notes dumb, I mean, to us, not to
Mr. Eliot, for they appear at important
junctures and are repeated. Certain pas-
sages are inoperative: such, I believe, are
many of his statements of faith, the affecta-
tion of disjointedness, the use of words like
“Shantih” at the end of The Waste Land,
where obviously more intensity went to
putting down the word than comes off the
page.

Again his use of quotation, by which he
so often imparts a nostalgic flavor to his
verse, has curious lapses. In “East Coker,”
there are examples of both success and fail-
ure. The section beginning

O dark dark dark. They all go into the
dark,

The vacant interstellar spaces, the
vacant into the vacant;

The captains, merchant bankers,
eminent men of letters

makes excellent use of a well-known pas-
sage in Samson (“Dark, dark, dark! The
moon . . . hid in her vacant interlunar
cave”). But how do the last lines of the

following passage, delightful in its scene,
strike the reader?

In that open field
If you do not come too close, if you do

not come too close,
On a summer midnight, you can hear

the music
Of the weak pipe and the little drum
And see them dancing around the

bonfire
The association of man and woman
In daunsinge, signifying matrimonie—
A dignified and commodious

sacrament.
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]

There the Elizabethan spelling imparts no
flavor save perhaps one of pedantry; its
only effect is to make us think, “Well, I
suppose Eliot, when he wrote that, was
thinking of passages in Spenser’s ‘Epi-
thalamion.’” Yet obviously to Eliot the
whiff of the antique has an immediate, an
emotional effect, like the reminiscences of
Haydn in Prokofiev’s Classical Symphony.
This is a purely literary failure and the
more odd because of all poets Eliot is in
certain directions the most precise in his
effects. The drawbacks I have mentioned
will not come as any surprise to Mr. Eliot’s
admirers.

Taken as a whole, though, “East
Coker” is one of its author’s best and
most mature poems. Who else now writ-
ing in English could have packed into
214 lines so many disparate things? And
despite blemishes and minor lapses, the
effect is homogenous. Perhaps I am wrong
in applying the word stoical to consola-
tions which for Mr. Eliot may have a theo-
logical reference, but “East Coker” seems
to me the somber and moving utterance of
a man looking round him as he grows old.
[. . .]
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∗James Kirkup.
“Eliot.”
Poetry 1, no. 4 (15
January 1941), 115–16.

[Review of “East Coker”]

Mr. Eliot is the only great English poet liv-
ing. That is, the only poet who in years to
come will be read even when it is fash-
ionable to ignore him. Among the like-
able set of brilliant hoaxers and endearing
cleversides who have succeeded in charm-
ing and bewildering the distracted entre
deux guerres audience, he alone stands
out, with Lawrence, as a genuine poet, one
of major importance.

His early satirical verse, even in its most
frivolous and disconcerting moments,
hints at the qualities and the philosophy
which distinguish his latest poem. In “East
Coker” we find again the metaphysical
anguish of the early poems, the obsession
with death and the vision of existence as a
state in which death is life and life death:

Earth feet, loam feet, lifted in country
mirth

Mirth of those long since under earth
Nourishing the corn.

The grimness and grinning of Webster
are still there, only the lines are longer,
the vision mellower and the accent less
despairing.

[. . .]

But the implied protest of the early
poems and of The Waste Land is not to
be found in “East Coker.” Instead there
is, not ennui or lassitude in the face of
the inevitable, but a wise humility. The
prospect of dying inspires no fear, no

raptures, but a calm resignation, compara-
ble to the Gelassenheit of the aged Goethe
and the visionary humility of Rilke in the
Duineser Elegien. Mr. Eliot is not the first
to have realized that life is not all life, and
death not all death, and that existence does
not merely consist of one state following
on the other, but that both states are one.

And what there is to conquer
By strength and submission, has

already been discovered
Once or twice, or several times, by

men whom one cannot hope
To emulate—

This humility which the poet endeav-
ors to attain is an attitude devoid of any
conscious nobility, but which is essentially
noble. It is a religious or Christian humil-
ity, the fruit of patience. We are reminded
of the significant lines in “What the Thun-
der Said”:

He who was living is now dead
We who were living are now dying
With a little patience

We begin to see that the stage of humil-
ity is an organic development out of an
initial despair and an acquired patience.
Humility is the keynote of the poem. Only
humility can make endurable a vision of
unending existence in which “here and
now cease to matter.” We are reminded
again of the lines in “The Burial of the
Dead”: “I was neither / Living nor dead,
and I knew nothing. And the conclusion
drawn by the poet, the germ of the poem:
“The only wisdom we can hope to acquire
/ Is the wisdom of humility; humility is
endless.”

“East Coker” impresses us by that
quality which we have come to expect of
Mr. Eliot—beauty of language, of which
the most dominant characteristic is a hyp-
notic repetitiveness: “O dark dark dark.
They all go into the dark, / The vacant

435



interstellar spaces, the vacant into the
vacant.” These are Miltonic echoes, recall-
ing the dark of Samson Agonistes. [. . .] In
parts the intricate weaving and commin-
gling of sounds and the knitting of line into
line, expressive of the merged state of life
and death, is effective by a frequent use of
the present participle:

Keeping time,
Keeping the rhythm in their dancing
As in their living in the living seasons
The time of the seasons and the

constellations
The time of milking and the time of

harvest
The time of the coupling of man and

woman
And that of beasts. Feet rising and

falling.
Eating and drinking. Dung and death.

The above passage is also a good exam-
ple of the chasteness of Mr. Eliot’s vocab-
ulary. And then we see at the conclusion
of the third section of the poem how well
the death–life paradox adapts itself again
to poetically impressive treatment:

In order to arrive at what you are not
You must go through the way in

which you are not.
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]

It is this essentially simple nature of
thought and language which surprises and
satisfies. Here and there, standing our
from the serious, almost monotone back-
ground of the poem with a lucid sweetness,
are controlled lyrical or elegiac passages:

Whisper of running streams, and
winter lightning.

The wild thyme unseen and the wild
strawberry,

The laughter in the garden, echoed
ecstasy.

In “East Coker,” Mr. Eliot has writ-
ten a poem of major importance, moving,

serious, sincere, and above all, poetical. It
reveals, as “Ash-Wednesday” and “Burnt
Norton” revealed to us, the most precious
and enduring aspect of his genius. It is the
poetry of a mature mind, showing depth
of understanding and much humanity, as
well as a perfection of the most appealing
quality in Mr. Eliot’s technique, a reverent
and impressive use of words.

He brings us sure proof of the true
nature of poetry, for which, at present
especially, we are grateful.

∗Stephen Spender.
“The Year’s Poetry.”
Horizon 3 (February
1941), 138–41.

[Review of “East Coker”]

[. . .]

Poetry [. . .] cannot evade the responsi-
bility of interpreting the significance of life
at a particular time and relating it to life at
other times. The poetry of the past is a very
freshly preserved record of the reactions of
men who were alive in the same way as we
are to sets of circumstances different from
ours. How different? They can tell us only
if we can also tell them. We have to estab-
lish our own value in relations to theirs.
We rapidly lose the significance of life in
the past if we lose it in the present.

The problem that confronts poets—
and, indeed, everyone who is aware and
alive—is that external circumstances may
arise which destroy the continuity of life
sensed by poetry. If it is conceded that
this is possible—that the destruction of
the values of living, and their supersession
by machinery, aims of power, and mate-
rialism, might make life meaningless—is
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the poet justified in stepping out of his
poetry, as it were, and taking a hand in
altering the world? Is he justified in using
poetry as a means of propaganda for tra-
ditional values which may, in fact, be
revolutionary?

Most contemporary poets seem to
have been faced by these questions. Some
have replied by abandoning poetry alto-
gether and joining revolutionary move-
ments. Those who have continued to write
poetry have often been forced to use their
poetry as an affirmation of values rather
than as an interpretation of values which
they find generally recognized by society.

Eliot is a case in point. [. . .] [H]e
has protested in his criticism against the
suggestion that the poet is concerned
with aims outside poetry. Nevertheless, his
recent poetry, especially “Burnt Norton”
and “East Coker,” shows a tendency to
move outside itself and question its own
use. After a passage in a dancing measure,
he writes, in “East Coker”:

That was a way of putting it—not
very satisfactory:

A periphrastic study in worn-out
poetical fashion,

Leaving one still with the intolerable
wrestle

With words and meanings. The poetry
does not matter.

[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]

“East Coker” lacks, perhaps, some of
the essentially poetic merits of Eliot’s ear-
lier poetry. If one can say it is a success-
ful poem without being completely poetic,
this is not really a contradiction, for it is
a poem whose aim is not entirely poetry.
What the poem does is to recreate an
experience; and this experience lies outside
the poetry, within religion and philosophy;
that is to say, it could be created by other
than poetic means: in prose, in music, or
in a philosophic treatise. For “East Coker”
is not merely an experience, it is also a

statement. It succeeds in producing the
sense of man’s isolation in the midst of
darkness, and his desire to achieve union
with God. These phrases are meaningless,
or, rather, are outworn, in themselves; but
they are not meaningless in Eliot’s poem:
he has recreated the experience which they
imply.

But what is the effect of poetry which
uses poetry as a medium to recreate an
experience which is outside the poetry
itself? It is, that poetry is stepping out of
a world of isolated poetic experiences and
insisting on the significance of the kind of
truth that poetry can describe in the real
world, and, quite literally, in the contem-
porary situation.

O dark dark dark. They all go into the
dark,

The vacant interstellar spaces, the
vacant into the vacant,

The captains, merchant bankers,
eminent men of letters.

In this passage the poetry seems to say,
“This is poetic truth, but also it is literal
truth, on which religion is based, exist-
ing in the world, which you cannot get
away from.” Throughout “East Coker”
Eliot makes use of religious experience
to insist on external and universal truths
which have always existed and which exist
like shining and rather terrible jewels in
the somber contemporary setting which
he can convey with greater ease than any
other of the moderns.

So, to some extent, Eliot’s poetry insists
on its presence in the world of actuality.
Yet although it invokes religion, and might
even invoke politics, it is not a substitute
for religion or a loudspeaker of a polit-
ical party. No. What it insists on is the
reality of the kind of truth which poetry
can describe: the human situation. It is as
though there might be a party of poets
bearing not the slogans of politics and
psycho-analysis, but the slogans of poetry:
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“In His will is our peace”; “Ripeness is
all”; and Rilke’s “You must change your
life.” These can be insisted on as state-
ments about reality, and they are also
poetic statements. A time is coming when,
without being a substitute for anything or
propaganda of any cause, they might play
their part in giving the world a sense of
values.

∗H. W. Häusermann.
“‘East Coker’ by
T. S. Eliot.”
English Studies 23, no. 4
(August 1941), 108–10.

[Review of “East Coker”]

“East Coker” is the last, so far, of a
series of longer poems, beginning with
The Waste Land (1922) and “The Hollow
Men” (1925), and continuing with “Ash-
Wednesday” (1930) and “Burnt Norton”
(1935). All of these poems mark important
stages in the progress of Eliot’s thought
and poetic style. Although widely sepa-
rated in time, they cannot be interpreted
individually. They must be considered as
a whole which is correlated with what is
most immutable and fundamental in the
poet’s life and character. To illustrate this
integrity of Eliot’s major poems it may be
best to recall his own definition of the unity
which underlies all Shakespeare’s plays.
“What is the whole man,” he writes,

is not simply his greatest or maturest
achievement, but the whole pattern
formed by the sequence of plays; so
that we may say confidently that the
full meaning of any one of his plays is
not in itself alone, but in that play in the

order in which it was written, in its rela-
tion to all of Shakespeare’s other plays,
earlier and later: we must know all of
Shakespeare’s work in order to know
any of it. (Selected Essays 193)

In Eliot’s view this integrity of a poet’s
work consists not only in the inevitable
and often superficial likeness which may
be observed among the various writings
of any one author, but it is an essential
condition of that work’s greatness. For
so he declares in his next sentence: “No
other dramatist of the time approaches
anywhere near to this perfection of pattern
superficial and profound; but the measure
in which dramatists and poets approxi-
mate to this unity in a lifetime’s work, is
one of the measures of major poetry and
drama.” I do not doubt that this concep-
tion of the unity of an important poet’s
work is fully relevant to Eliot himself.

If one reads some of the reviews of
“East Coker” in the periodical press one
cannot fail to notice two things. First, the
reviewers’ lack of comprehension for “the
whole man,” for the pattern of the poet’s
entire work. They recognize, of course,
certain threads connecting this poem with
earlier poems, but they do not venture to
form a definite and clear idea about the
meaning of these connections. Secondly,
their struggle with obscure passages. One
cannot help feeling the interest and the
excitement of this struggle, for everyone
who has read Eliot carefully and with
pleasure will have experienced it. But I
make no doubt that a good many of these
obscurities are easily cleared up if one
has grasped the main issues of the poet’s
religious and philosophical position. Eliot
makes use of a highly personal system of
symbols and allegories in order to give
objective and universal stature to his deep-
est emotions and beliefs. Unless you are
prepared to recognize and to accept the
significance of the symbols and allegories,
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which, as G. W. Stonier remarks “appear
at important junctures and are repeated”
(The New Statesman, 14 September 1940)
[see “Mr. Eliot’s New Poem” in this vol-
ume, pp. 433–34], they will be “dumb
notes” and the passages where they occur
will be “inoperative.”

Eliot’s references were particularly
recondite in The Waste Land and he had
to add seven pages of Notes to eluci-
date them. Since then, his allusiveness
has become more restrained, but there
still remains enough of it to puzzle and
to vex the common reader. Many of
Eliot’s literary and theological references
are explained in his prose works, especially
in his Elizabethan essays and in the papers
on Lancelot Andrewes and John Bramhall.
But it must be stated again that no amount
of explanation of out-of-the-way allusions
can give the whole meaning of a poem like
“East Coker.”

I do not intend, therefore, to comment
upon this poem. I merely wish to quote a
letter from Mr. Eliot, dated May 24, 1940,
in which he explained to me some of the
more difficult passages. He writes:

The title is taken from a village in Som-
erset where my family lived for some
two centuries. The first section contains
some phrases in Tudor English taken
from “The Governour” of Sir Thomas
Elyot who was a grandson of Simon
Elyot or Eliot of that village. The third
section contains several lines adapted
from “The Ascent of Mount Carmel.”
I think that the imagery of the first
section (though taken from the village
itself) may have been influenced by rec-
ollections of “Germelshausen,” which
I have not read for many years. I don’t
think that the poem needs or can give
rise to further explanation than that.

Everyone who reads and enjoys “East
Coker” will appreciate the interest of these

explanations. I am deeply obliged to Mr.
Eliot for his kindness in offering them.

The passage from The Governour is
not difficult to trace, but it may be help-
ful to complete the other two references.
The one is contained in the last twelve lines
of the third section of “East Coker,” and
the reference is to The Ascent of Mount
Carmel by St. John of the Cross (1542–
1591), book 1, chapter xiii. The other
refers to the story entitled Germelshausen
by Friedrich Gerstärker. I am informed
that Gerstärker’s story is frequently used in
American schools as a text book for begin-
ners in German. The compelling beauty of
this narrative may account for the lasting
impression it made on the poet’s mind if
he read it, as we suppose he did, when he
was a pupil at the Smith Academy in St.
Louis.

There are, of course, various other ref-
erences in “East Coker,” but Eliot prob-
ably thought they did not require special
elucidation, either because they are not so
significant for the main import of the poem
as those already mentioned, or because
they refer to books, such as Dante or Ten-
nyson, whose influence on him had already
become apparent in his earlier works.

∗J. P. Hogan.
“Eliot’s Later Verse.”
Adelphi 18
(January–March 1942),
54–58.

[Review of “The Dry Salvages”]

In the last war Wilfred Owen prefaced his
poems with a disclaimer: “Above all this
book is not concerned with Poetry. The
subject of it is War, and the Pity of War.
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The Poetry is in the Pity.” In “East Coker”
Eliot makes a similar disclaimer:

That was a way of putting it—not
very satisfactory:

A periphrastic study in a worn-out
poetical fashion,

Leaving one still with the intolerable
wrestle

With words and meanings. The poetry
does not matter.

Later in the poem we hear more of the
“intolerable wrestle”: [quotation of lines
3–7 of “East Coker” V].

Eliot has something to say; he is desper-
ately anxious to say it clearly and precisely.
This is the poetry of an honest man. But
“the poetry does not matter.” The poetry
matters only to the poets who are not
poets, who have nothing to say. [. . .]

This poem, like every great poem, tells
us clearly what we already know vaguely
and diffusely. Above all it demonstrates
that genius in word and idiom does not
make a poet. What counts first is an inner
urgency, the having something to say; and
what counts second is the genius to say it
in the only words in which it can be said.
But the second is dependent on the first;
for in the saying is the intolerable wres-
tle; and you suffer the intolerable wres-
tle only if you have something to say; and
you have something to say only if you are
moved by an inner urgency. Eliot’s work as
a whole is a living testimony to this. With
him the intolerable wrestle has been three-
fold: with experience, which is the source
of poetry; with the meaning of experience;
and with the words necessary to utter that
meaning.

But even that is too glib [. . .]. The
knowledge derived from experience forms
a pattern, or a varying series of patterns,
which is philosophy. Philosophy falsifies.
[. . .] Truth is a shifting sand, and what
is true today may not be true tomorrow.

Poetry, being always quick and deriving
direct from specific, concrete experience,
and not from the knowledge derived from
experience, is a prophylactic against hebe-
tude. Poetry compels honesty, cannot lie.
To be honest needs an intolerable strug-
gle; and to be honest about your honesty,
to make an ever-new beginning, “a raid on
the inarticulate / With shabby equipment
always deteriorating [. . .]” needs a second
struggle.

But this poem is only secondarily (or
thirdly or fourthly) a record of the strug-
gle of creation in words. Primarily it is an
act of creation. It is about experience; it
is about the meaning of experience; about
the meaninglessness of giving experience a
fixed meaning; and about the struggle with
words.

All of which sounds as though the thing
were a nightmare of abstractions. On the
contrary, it is clear, quick, humble and
poignantly beautiful. No word jars, or
merely skims precision, or it is redundant.
Its wisdom is as concentrated as that of
Lao-tzu. [. . .]

There are two planes of experience,
two planes of suffering. There is the blind,
dumb-ox suffering of the unaware; and the
conscious suffering of those to whom the
miseries of the unaware are misery and will
not let them rest.

Old stone to new building, old timber
to new fires,

Old fire to ashes, and ashes to earth
Which is already flesh, fur and faeces,
Bone of man and beast, cornstalk and

leaf.

Eliot, the conscious man, the man moved
by an inner urgency, writes not out of a
subjective suffering but out of an objective
awareness of suffering, of birth and cop-
ulation and death, of change and decay,
of the ebb and flow of earth’s givings and
takings.
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Then there is Time. You will remember
“Prufrock”:

Time for you and time for me,
And time yet for a hundred

indecisions,
And for a hundred visions and

revisions,
Before the taking of a toast and tea.

But now the note is deeper:

there is a time for building
And a time for living and for

generation
And a time for the wind to break the

loosened pane
And to shake the wainscot where the

field-mouse trots [. . .].

But the time for living and generation is
not our time; ours is a time of waiting:
“there is yet faith / But the faith and the
love and the hope are all in the waiting.”

It is hard to wait, hard not to hope
for the wrong thing, hard not to love the
wrong thing, hard to do nothing about
anything, hard to be humble, and to wait,
always to wait—even “without thought,
for you are not ready for thought.” But
there is meaning in this; it is too insistent
throughout the poem not to be the very
kernel of Eliot’s meaning: [quotation of
lines 35–46 of “East Coker” III].

Experience, then, does not enable us to
eliminate our ignorance, but to realize its
extent. The acquiring of wisdom is the pro-
cess of realizing, in ever-widening circles,
the extent of our ignorance and of learning
to be humble, of learning to wait. Is this
the New Testament? Or the Tao? Or both?

The poem closes with a gleam of
promise, a moment’s pallid sunlight on a
stormy day:

We must be still and still moving
Into another intensity

For a further union, a deeper
communion

Through the dark cold and the empty
desolation,

The wave cry, the wind cry, the vast
waters

Of the petrel and the porpoise. In my
end is my beginning.

In “The Dry Salvages,” the theme of
Time is continued. But first there is a
breathing space. “The wave cry, the wind
cry” evokes memory of the rocky coast
of Massachusetts, the scene probably of
Eliot’s boyhood.

[. . .]

[P]ure poetry [. . .] describes, reveals,
things. Adulterated poetry expresses sub-
jective ideas. “The Dry Salvages” is full
of things: a river, a stretch of rocky coast,
a whistling buoy. It is so easy to spill
ideas, so hard to tell people about things:
a tree, [. . .] a whistling buoy. Tremendous
humility is needed to do it—the humility
of the novelist but more concentrated; for
the novelist, with unlimited space and all
the perils of prose, is apt to give you his
idea of the rooms, houses, people, furni-
ture he describes.

You are not the same people who left
that station

Or who will arrive at any terminus,
While the narrowing rails slide

together behind you;
And on the deck of the drumming liner
Watching the furrow that widens

behind you

The precision of observation in the
lines italicized, that objective realization
of things, is what Shakespeare achieved in
songs like “When icicles hang by the wall,”
&c. We see the narrowing rails and the
widening furrow as Herrick, for example,

441



makes us feel Julia’s silks and hear them
swish as she moves.

But where Eliot’s especial genius comes
in is that he extends the finite, sensible
quality of things into what was hitherto
the domain of ideas. Time, the protago-
nist of these poems, becomes as objectively
perceived, almost, one might say, as real
and finite an entity as his brown river and
whistling buoy.

[Quotation of lines 37–46 of “The
Dry Salvages” I]

But once again “the poetry does not
matter.” What matters are the moments
of happiness, “the sudden illumination,”
and the approach of its meaning. “Burnt
Norton” opened with:

Time present and time past
Are both perhaps present in time

future
And time future contained in time

past.

The difficulties of the earlier poem are now
clarified and resolved:

It seems, as one becomes older,
That the past has another pattern, and

ceases to be a mere sequence—
Or even development: the latter a

partial fallacy
Encouraged by superficial notions of

evolution,
Which becomes, in the popular mind,

a means of disowning the past.

But the past cannot be disowned: “Peo-
ple change, and smile: but the agony
abides. / Time the destroyer is time the pre-
server. [. . .]”

Nor does the future lie before us; what
lies before us is the struggle to give mean-
ing to the past:

We had the experience but missed the
meaning,

And approach to the meaning restores
the experience

In a different form, beyond any
meaning

We can assign to happiness.

[. . .]

This is the poetry of silence and still-
ness and waiting and endless humility. To
hear it read aloud is to feel as though one
were listening to a silence, as sometimes
one listens to a silence in Beethoven. But
the dark cold and the empty desolation are
terrifying; one could wish one had been
born into a time of living and generation.
Indeed, so far as one is able, one hangs on
to that world, that other time, that warmth
of living and contact and togetherness and
humanity.

One hangs on to it, I say, as far as one
is able. But we cannot have it both ways.
If this poetry speaks to our condition, if
Eliot’s is the adult voice of our genera-
tion, if his words, his meaning, so painfully
brought forth, represent the highest we
know, then we must accept what he says,
we must abide by it and face what it
implies.

His may be the saddest poetry ever
written, but it is not egoistic or inhu-
man or didactic. He speaks disinterest-
edly and objectively. Rarely does the first
person singular occur; and when it does
it is depersonalized, remote, as though
Eliot had given himself a power of attor-
ney to speak on his own behalf. It is
remote, not intimate, not autobiographi-
cal nor autopsychographical. He speaks as
a man who has transcended the limitations
of the ego, who has denuded himself of
personality.

Personality is the disease of our time.
Personality is what Churchill has, what
the commercial traveler has, what every
comic-cuts of a policeman, parson or post-
man has. Personality is the condition of
the unhumble vacant; one is reminded of
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Thackeray or one of the Georges: “You
take off one waistcoat and find another
underneath. You take off that and find a
third. And when you have taken off all the
waistcoats you find—nothing.” We are the
hollow men—with a sugary coating of per-
sonality. [. . .]

Eliot, by example, gives a final qui-
etus to “self-expression.” Of course it will
go on, that noisy habit; but it will be a
survival, as redundant as Wilde and the
Nineties. We learn from Eliot that it is bet-
ter to be silent than to say nothing.

[. . .]

In Eliot’s later work we pass beyond
the world of ideas and ideals, of abstrac-
tions and absolutes, and enter the green
kingdom within where no evil is done as a
means to good, where there is no clamor of
righteousness in protest against evil. Here
one suffers consciously, not blindly, and
asks for no insurance policy, no endow-
ment of happiness in return for a premium
of anguish.

But the kingdom within is not fenced
off, is not proof against the assaults of
time and experience, confusion and coin-
cidence, events and interludes and waste.
Here is no permanent pattern wrested
from disorder; one does not digest only
tabloids of spiritual essences; here, just
as elsewhere, there is the roughage and
the unassimilable. The kingdom within is
not a monastic seclusion; for the deeper
you penetrate your within-ness the more
you are in, though not necessarily of, the
outer tumult. [. . .] Every moment, mark
you. In the kingdom within, where we
are liberated from the folly of action and
competing and contending, there is no
stasis but a new and different and ter-
rible experiencing. This, this above all,
is the condition of “a further union, a
deeper communion.” There is no short
cut.

∗Muriel Bradbrook.
“The Lyric and Dramatic
in the Latest Verse of
T. S. Eliot.”
Theology 44 (February
1942), 81–90.

[Review of “The Dry Salvages”]

All Eliot’s latest verse treats of an antinomy
of Time and Eternity. The flash of insight
is familiar in many poets—Shakespeare,
Wordsworth, Blake, Yeats—perhaps iso-
lated in its own felt intuitive value. With
his view that the work of the poet is to
“connect,” and form new wholes from,
disparate experiences, Eliot relates this
supreme private moment with the Chris-
tian doctrine of Eternity, springing from
the fact of the Resurrection and embod-
ied in the Sacrament of the Eucharist. The
result is no theory of time, in the philo-
sophical sense, but a series of value judg-
ments. Time theories in modern science
and philosophy are no more destructive of
the doctrine of Eternity than Copernicus’s
cosmology was of the Christian interpreta-
tion of the universe; for miracles of illumi-
nation, if not universal, are yet so general
that, if they were delusions, the nature and
reason of the delusion would still require
explanation.

The personal quality of the experi-
ence is preserved by Eliot in that all his
later poems are dramatic in form: “Ash-
Wednesday” was also written in the first
person, but the experience was not pro-
jected in so dramatic a fashion. “Cori-
olan” and “Marina” are typical of his new
method, in their vividness—partly depen-
dent, of course, on the Shakespearean
reference—and their contrasting varieties
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of satire and introspection: the one gives
a picture of power politics which perhaps
seemed exaggerated when it was written
but is now generally accepted; the key to
the other is given by its motto, “Quis hic
locus, quae regio, quae mundi plaga?,”
taken from Seneca’s Hercules Furens, at
that moment when the hero emerges from
hell into the light of day. The setting of the
granite foggy shore with its islands is taken
from Eliot’s own childhood; it appears also
at the end of “Ash-Wednesday” and in
“The Dry Salvages.” If “Ash-Wednesday”
is Eliot’s Purgatorio, “Marina” is his Par-
adiso, a glimpse of beatitude in which the
moral world of sensuous beauty falls away.
“By this grace dissolved in place,” and in
its place comes a vision:

What is this face, less clear and
clearer

The pulse in the arm, less strong and
stronger—

Given or lent? more distant than stars
and nearer than the eye.

Marina, she who was lost and is found
again, is here identified with a very per-
sonal recollection, which is also to reap-
pear later. “Whispers and small laughter
between leaves and hurrying feet / Under
sleep, where all the waters meet.”

The power of the poem lies in its
rhythm, which combines a choric repeti-
tion, bolder than the chiming echoes of
“Ash-Wednesday” and looking forward to
that of the plays, with a delicate, hesi-
tant movement, depicting the wonder of
the recognition, at the moment when the
beatific vision reveals itself as something
also known and familiar.

[. . .]

In Murder in the Cathedral and the
new sequence, Eliot is attempting to pic-
ture the vision of Eternity with its results
in Time; miracles of Incarnation. In the
play he uses the mediaeval setting because

it helps his purpose, since the mediae-
val categories of thought and organization
are those he finds most suitable; yet the
Tempters, and the Knights, who are the
Tempters’ embodiments, are rightly played
as modern figures. The play demonstrates
“The critical moment / That is always now
and here. Even now, in sordid particu-
lars / The eternal design may appear.” In
“East Coker,” the Elizabethan forebears
of Mr. Eliot are “faded out” into the Sec-
ond World War. In “Burnt Norton,” the
“moment in the rose garden,” in “The
Dry Salvages,” the “fog in the fir tree,”
stand for “the point of the intersection
of the timeless with time,” the study of
which is “an occupation for the saint”
and the saint alone; in Thomas such a
saint is depicted. The words of the Women
of Canterbury were not only the com-
ment on the foreordained assassination,
they were the most adequate poetic state-
ment of the feeling of foreboding that
culminated in Munich, and its conscious
shame:

We do not wish anything to happen.
Seven years we have lived quietly,
Succeeded in avoiding notice,
Living and partly living.
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
But now a great fear is upon us, a fear

not of one but of many.

[. . .]

In “The Dry Salvages,” the Massachusetts
coast of Eliot’s childhood fuses with his
present sense of the Battle of the Atlantic,
and both with their religious context. The
abrupt colloquialisms in a poetic setting,
the sudden switches of rhythm are the
“objective correlatives,” the vehicle of this
fusion:

Pray for all those who are in ships,
those

Whose business has to do with fish,
and
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Those concerned in every lawful traffic
And those who conduct them.

[. . .]

The prayer to the Virgin, the penultimate
section of “The Dry Salvages,” is, like the
lament for the drowned Phoenician sailor
in The Waste Land, the symbolic center of
the poem. It is immediately followed by
a loose-flowing satiric section denouncing
that old enemy of Eliot, the Fortune Teller,
dealer in past and future. The conclusion
introduces a new rhythm, heavy yet unem-
phatic, with a triple-stressed line, a prosaic
but not colloquial vocabulary, consider-
able repetition and reiteration. The whole
gives an effect of steady, even power, of a
massively representative utterance:

For most of us, this is the aim
Never here to be realised;
Who are only undefeated
Because we have gone on trying [. . .].

Compared with “Ash-Wednesday,” Mur-
der in the Cathedral and the new sequence
have both a new variety and a new
monotony. Phrases are repeated from
poem to poem; experiences which are rec-
ognizably related if not the same reappear
in different contexts.

[. . .]

Monotony is inevitable in the attempt con-
stantly to evaluate the experiences of time
by the experience of eternity. Herein Eliot’s
preoccupation with time differs from that
of [Wyndham] Lewis, and also of Proust
and Joyce—though not from Yeats; more-
over, the experience of eternity is acknowl-
edged ineffable in terms of time: “I can
only say, there we have been: but I can-
not say where. / And I cannot say, how
long, for that is to place it in time.” The via
negativa of purgation, detachment, and
illumination is either understood or not
understood. The reader at this point either
grasps what Eliot is saying or does not; no
half-understanding is possible.

[. . .]

Yet with this uncompromising renunci-
ation Eliot achieves a new flexibility and
freedom. Cantat vacuus. The image of
what things felt like at the beginning of the
war (“As in a theatre the lights are extin-
guished for the scene to be changed . . .”),
the personal reflections on poetry in “East
Coker” II and V, the satiric yet ago-
nized pictures of the general situation (“O
dark dark dark . . .,” “The wounded sur-
geon plies the steel”), establish a connec-
tion between past and future, between
different modes of being in an evalua-
tive sense, which is the main purpose of
this later verse. The poems are a whole,
yet they combine epigrammatic lines (e.g.,
“the general mess of imprecision of feel-
ing”) with a readiness in the two satiric
sections mentioned to draw equally upon
Samson Agonistes and Mr. Auden. Eliot
has regained his old coordinating power,
ordered from a new point of view.

The whole development shows itself
in changes in the nature of the poetic
“I.” Dramatic monologue is an early form
with Eliot—e.g., “Prufrock,” “Portrait of
a Lady,” “Gerontion.” All of these are
impressionistic, dependent on the “color-
ing” of a particular and limited point of
view, which is at the same time subjected to
self-satire and self-criticism. The degree of
projection for the writer and the reader is
a ticklish question [. . .] and the satire does
not check but reinforce it, being the most
“sympathetic” part. [. . .] The main emo-
tional effect is in the nature of a byprod-
uct (“not a turning loose of emotion but
an escape from emotion”).

In The Waste Land the “negative emo-
tions” are stronger: tedium, accidia, and
the frozen pity born of foreknowledge and
impotence to avert calamity (“And I, Tire-
sias, have foresuffered all”). Often the “I”
seems indeterminate, but nearer to a per-
sonal “I” than to Tiresias [. . .].
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In “The Hollow Men” the “I” becomes
“we,” for in the sheer pain of that experi-
ence any sense of personality has lapsed;
the opening section announces it. The
“we” is an indeterminate suffering con-
sciousness, not people. “Ash-Wednesday”
is written from a collective personality; the
“I” is clear, not as a person, but as a will,
and parts of the poem are addresses or
prayers. The rhythm, a sure index, is less
nerveless, and has a taut power. In the later
dramatic monologues the “I” is almost
neutral: the old man, the spectator, the
stony public figure, no longer tormented
by self-satire or insecurity, but by exhaus-
tion and weariness of the flesh. No longer
is the tempter the satiric Mephistopheles,
debunking all impulses in terms of their
origins, but the vehicle of a Weltschmertz.

[. . .]

Murder in the Cathedral has only
two voices—that of Thomas and that of
the Women of Canterbury. The Knights,
Tempters, and Priests are significant only
in relation to the others. And the Cho-
rus and Thomas perhaps only represent
the two voices of Everyman: human frailty
conscious of its failure, and human frailty
conscious of its power. The theme is the
old one: renunciation, purgation, perfec-
tion of the will, the via negativa. This is the
whole duty of man. Thomas must not even
crave the glory of being a martyr: “The last
temptation is the greatest treason: / To do
the right deed for the wrong reason.” Illu-
mination, grace, the “wink of bliss,” can
only so be obtained; to hope to obtain it is
to be defeated at the outset.

[. . .]

In the new sequence, the satire which was
still perceptible in Murder in the Cathedral
has almost completely faded; the world,
in so far as it enters, is mortal, temporal
and therefore incomplete, but neither hos-
tile nor malignant. There is more stability

and a new refreshment not only in “the
moment in the rose garden,” but in the
ordinary beauty of the Somerset village,
the Massachusetts coast. The “I” is occa-
sionally discursive, commentary, annota-
tive (“East Coker,” II, V; “The Dry Sal-
vages,” II); sometimes altogether absent,
as in the beautiful sestinas of “The Dry Sal-
vages”: “Where is there an end of it, the
soundless wailing, / The silent withering of
autumn flowers . . .?” Now Eliot has writ-
ten for himself a body of work upon which
he can draw, and if there is danger in the
repetition of his own themes, the present
difficulties of any writer justify the risk,
even were it not inevitable in his material.

[. . .]

In an age when traditions are so broken,
the poet quickly makes his own tradition,
which, if he is only a minor poet, amounts
to a few tricks and mannerisms upon
which he ever after plays variations; men
of thirty today are as helplessly living on
their own past work as Wordsworth was
at eighty. Eliot’s work shows that power
to change, and yet to incorporate the work
which has been done, which marks a true
writer; each separate work fits into the
pattern of the whole œuvre. The whole is
greater than the parts. Eliot, like Herbert,
demands to be read extensively.

∗F. R. Leavis.
“Eliot’s Later Poetry.”
Scrutiny 11 (Summer
1942), 60–71.

[Review of “The Dry Salvages”]

“The Dry Salvages” (“pronounced to
rhyme with assuages”) is the third member
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to appear of a sequence that began with
“Burnt Norton,” continued with “East
Coker,” and, one gathers, is to be com-
pleted in a fourth poem. Each member is a
poem in itself, as the separate publication
intimates, but it is plain now, with three
of the four to hand, that the sequence is
to be a real whole; a total context which
each constituent poem needs for its full sig-
nificance. Now too, with this new poem
before him, the literary critic finds himself
once more turning over the principle that
poetry is to be judged as poetry—turning it
over and wondering what it is worth and
how far it will take him. May there per-
haps be a point at which literary criticism
[. . .] finds itself confronting the challenge
to leave itself behind and become another
thing? Is, in any case, the field of literary
criticism so delimitable as to exempt him
from the theological equipment he can lay
no claim to?

In overcoming this last uneasiness he
will have found encouragement in the per-
formances of commentators who have not
needed to share it: it will have been so clear
that their advantage has not been alto-
gether an advantage, but has tended to dis-
qualify them for appreciating the nature of
the poet’s genius. They are apt to show too
great an alacrity in response; to defeat his
essential method by jumping in too easily
and too happily with familiar terms and
concepts. [. . .] In the poetry [. . .] there
is no pretense that the sensibility is not
Christian; but it is not for nothing that
D. W. Harding described “Burnt Norton,”
which doesn’t stand apart from the body
of Eliot’s religious verse, as being con-
cerned with the “creation of concepts.”
[See Harding’s review of Collected Poems
1909–1935, reprinted in this volume
pp. 370–73.] The poet’s magnificent intel-
ligence is devoted to keeping as close as
possible to the concrete of sensation, emo-
tion and perception. Though this poetry is
plainly metaphysical in preoccupation, it

is as much poetry, it belongs as purely to
the realm of sensibility, and has in it as lit-
tle of the abstract and general of discursive
prose, as any poetry that was ever written.
Familiar terms and concepts are inevitably
in sight, but what is distinctive about the
poet’s method is the subtle and resourceful
discipline of continence with which, in its
exploration of experience, it approaches
them. [. . .]

The poetry from “Ash-Wednesday” on-
wards doesn’t say, “I believe,” or “I know,”
or “Here is the truth”; it is positive in
direction but not positive in that way [. . .].
It is a searching of experience, a spiritual
discipline, a technique for sincerity—for
giving “sincerity” a meaning. The preoc-
cupation is with establishing from among
the illusions, evanescences and unrealities
of life in time an apprehension of an
assured reality—a reality that, though
necessarily apprehended in time, is not of
it. There is a sustained positive effort—the
constructive effort to be “conscious”:

Time past and time future
Allow but a little consciousness.
To be conscious is not to be in time
But only in time can the moment in

the rose-garden,
The moment in the arbour where the

rain beat,
The moment in the draughty church at

smokefall
Be remembered; involved with past

and future.
Only through time time is conquered.

With these “moments” is associated
“the sudden illumination”:

The moments of happiness—not the
sense of well-being,

Fruition, fulfilment, security or
affection,

Or even a very good dinner, but the
sudden illumination—

[. . .]
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“Illumination,” it will be seen, is no sim-
ple matter, and “Ash-Wednesday,” where
the religious bent has so pronounced a
liturgical expression, is remarkable for the
insistent and subtle scrupulousness of the
concern manifested to guard against
the possibilities of temptation, self-decep-
tion and confusion that attend on the aim
and the method.

[. . .]

“Burnt Norton,” the first poem of the
sequence to which “The Dry Salvages”
belongs, has the effect of being in a spe-
cial sense a “new start.” It is as if the poet
were conducting a radical inquiry into the
nature and methods of his exploration.
The poem is as purely and essentially a
poem as anything else of Mr. Eliot’s; but it
seems to me to be the equivalent in poetry
of a philosophical work—to do by strictly
poetical means the business of an epis-
temological and metaphysical inquiry. Of
course, in this given case examination of
the instruments is necessarily at the same
time a use of them in the poet’s charac-
teristic kind of exploration. Yet to con-
vey the distinctive character of this poem
the stress must fall as I have suggested.
Harding, in the illuminating commentary
referred to above, registers this character
in his own way when he speaks of the
poem as being concerned with the “cre-
ation of concepts.”

The kind of expository generality that
distinguished “Burnt Norton” is well illus-
trated by the opening:

Time present and time past
Are both perhaps present in time

future
And time future contained in time

past.
If all time is eternally present
All time is unredeemable.
What might have been is an

abstraction

Remaining a perpetual possibility
Only in a world of speculation.
What might have been and what has

been
Point to one end, which is always

present.
Footfalls echo in the memory
Down the passage which we did not

take
Towards the door we never opened
Into the rose-garden. My words echo
Thus, in your mind.

The general propositions of the first ten
lines have, by the time we have read the
rest of the passage, become clearly part of
a procédé and a total effect that belong to
poetry, and not to the order of abstraction
of discursive prose. The particular mem-
ory evoked is not an illustration of the
general propositions; these, rather, repre-
sent a pondering, with results in general-
ized significance, of the memory, the “illu-
minative” quality of which, along with the
unseizableness—

the sudden illumination—
We had the experience but missed the

meaning,
And approach to the meaning restores

the experience
In a different form

—is marvelously conveyed. The unseiz-
ableness—the specific indeterminate status
of the experience and the elusiveness of the
meaning—we can see being defined, or cre-
ated, in the paradoxical

Footfalls echo in the memory
Down the passage which we did not

take
Towards the door we never opened
Into the rose-garden.

“Footfalls echo” is a fact, and “memory”
becomes the “passage” which, though we
did not take it, is thus itself a present fact.
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The complex effect of a de-realizing of
the routine commonsense world together
with the evoking of a reality that lies hid-
den among the unrealities into which life in
time, closely questioned, paradoxes itself
is clinched by the sudden shift: “My words
echo / Thus, in your mind.” The “not”
and “never” of the preceding sentence are
“thus” (finely placed word) in a way coun-
tered. To convey the status of what is
apprehended, what stands, in this search-
ing of experience, takes both “is” and “is
not.” The effect is completed by the dis-
joined next sentence—

But to what purpose
Disturbing the dust on a bowl of

rose-leaves
I do not know

—which, in its sudden drop to another
plane, to a distancing comment, brings out
by contrast the immediacy of what goes
before, while at the same time contribut-
ing directly to the sensuous presentness of
the whole—the words that echo “thus”
disturb, in front of us, “the dust on a
bowl of rose-leaves” (“dust” and “rose-
leaves” together evoke one of those co-
presences of opposing associations which
seem to replace words by immediate sen-
sation, and the whole sentence, of course,
relates back with various subtleties of sig-
nificance to the “rose-garden” and “time”
of the opening paragraph).

The re-creation of, or by, “echoes”—
“Other echoes / Inhabit the garden”—
[. . .] the restoring “approach to the mean-
ing,” continues in a sustained way in
the remainder of the section, concluding
with [. . .] “Go, go, go, said the bird:
human kind / Cannot bear very much real-
ity.” Regarding this reality we read in the
next section:

Yet the enchainment of past and future
Woven in the weakness of the

changing body,

Protects mankind from heaven and
damnation

Which flesh cannot endure.

The reality is sought because, by provid-
ing an absolute reference, it is to confront
the spirit with the necessity of supreme
decisions, ultimate choices, and so give a
meaning to life [. . .].

“Burnt Norton” develops the specifi-
cally religious note no further than the
passages quoted above suggest. What is
characteristic of the poem is the sustained
and marvelously resourceful preoccupa-
tion that Harding examines; the preoc-
cupation with re-creating the concept of
“eternity.”

“East Coker” is at the other extreme
from “Burnt Norton”: it is personal, run-
ning even to autobiography (it is the most
directly personal poem of Eliot’s we have),
and historical. We find ourselves (rightly
or wrongly) relating its prevailing mood
to Munich and the valedictory editorial of
The Criterion. With a passing resurgence
of the “echoes,” those reminders of the
possibility of “consciousness”—

Whisper of running streams, and
winter lightning.

The wild thyme unseen and the wild
strawberry,

The laughter in the garden, echoed
ecstasy

Not lost, but requiring, pointing to the
agony

Of death and birth.

—it is written from “the waste sad
time” of the concluding two lines of
“Burnt Norton”: “Ridiculous the waste
sad time / Stretching before and after.” It
is a discipline of meditation the note of
which is

I said to my soul, be still, and wait
without hope
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For hope would be hope for the wrong
thing; wait without love

For love would be love of the wrong
thing; there is yet faith

But the faith and the love and the
hope are all in the waiting.

One section (IV) is a formal and tradi-
tional religious poem. The opening sec-
tion, developing a note of family history,
evokes historical time and change and the
decay of the old organic culture. The last,
starting with a passage of direct autobiog-
raphy, develops the accompanying reflec-
tions and concludes with an inversion, “In
my end is my beginning,” of the opening
phrase of the whole poem.

“The Dry Salvages” hasn’t the per-
sonal and historical qualities of “East
Coker”; nor has it the abstract gener-
ality (for, in spite of the easy way in
which we commonly oppose it to “con-
crete,” “abstract” seems the right word)
of “Burnt Norton.” In its prevailing mode
it lies between the other two poems. It
is concerned mainly, not with the “cre-
ation of concepts,” but with dissolving the
habit-created “reality” of routine experi-
ence and common sense, with their pro-
tective (and constructive) anesthesias. The
genius of the poet strikes us afresh in the
opening section as, subtly and inevitably,
the symbolic significance of the “river”—
“reminder / Of what men choose to for-
get,” and of the sea—“The river is within
us, the sea is all about us,” emerge and
are developed. The mind is made to feel
how precariously it resists a lapsing away
into the flux of the unknown and alien
within; our environment of familiarities
and certainties dissolves into a daunting
indeterminateness of shifting perspectives
and recessions. Human experience seems
meaningless and vain in its relativity. Our
sense and notion of time are unsettled into
convicted arbitrariness and vanity by the

evocation of times other than human and
historical:

time not our time, rung by the
unhurried

Ground swell, a time
Older than the time of chronometers,

older
Than time counted by anxious

worried women
Lying awake, calculating the future.

The subtlety of resource with which the
sapping and unsettling are effected is
complementary to the constructive sub-
tlety analyzed by Harding in “Burnt
Norton.”

The day-to-day actuality of life in time,
when we are restored to it in the sec-
ond section, the inertia of human continu-
ance, presents itself in its most desolating
aspect as “Tomorrow and tomorrow and
tomorrow”—“There is no end, but addi-
tion: the trailing / Consequence of further
days and hours.” It is against this back-
ground that we have the reminder of the
“moments of happiness . . . the sudden illu-
mination” that promise a release from the
no-meaning of time:

I have said before
That the past experience revived in the

meaning
Is not the experience of one life only
But of many generations

There follow, in the close of the sec-
tion, new subtleties in the symbolic use of
the “river” and the “sea.” The third sec-
tion develops the paradoxes of time and
change, and the fourth is a formally Chris-
tian invocation. It is in the last section
that there comes the culminating move to
which the varied process of constructive
exploration with its accompaniments of
negation and rejection, its indirections and
strategic envelopment, has been leading
up. The passage has behind it—is meant
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to be read with a full sense of its having
behind it—what has gone before in the
complex whole that begins with “Burnt
Norton” (to take that as the relevant “new
start”). It is introduced immediately by a
final preparatory negative, an admirably
and characteristically dry dismissal of the
usual traffic in the “supernormal”:

To explore the womb, or tomb, or
dreams; all these are usual

Pastimes and drugs, and features of
the press:

And always will be
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]

But to apprehend
The point of intersection of the

timeless
With time, is an occupation for the

saint—
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
For most of us, there is only the

unattended
Moment, the moment in and out of

time,
The distraction fit, lost in a shaft of

sunlight,
The wild thyme unseen, or the winter

lightning
Or the waterfall, or music heard so

deeply
That it is not heard at all, but you are

the music
While the music lasts. These are only

hints and guesses,
Hints followed by guesses; and the

rest
Is prayer, observance, discipline,

thought and action.
The hint half guessed, the gift half

understood, is Incarnation.
Here the impossible union
Of spheres of existence is actual.

For the reader who comes charged with
doctrine and acceptance, the term “Incar-
nation” thus introduced will tend to have

a greater potency than for another. But in
that, as I have suggested at the beginning
of this review, he will not, for the appreci-
ation of the poetry and of the genius of the
poet, be altogether at an advantage. This
poetry, in its “recreation of concepts,” is
at the same time, and inseparably, pre-
occupied with the nature of acceptance
and belief: one might, in fact, say, adapt-
ing Harding, that to take the place of
the words “acceptance”and “belief” is its
essential aim.

The hint half guessed, the gift half
understood, is Incarnation.

Here the impossible union
Of spheres of existence is actual

—these are, no doubt, statements, to be
taken as such; but though they imply a the-
ological context, their actual context is the
poem. It would be absurd to contend that
the passage is not an invitation to a relat-
ing of two contexts, but nothing is gained
from the point of view of either poetry or
religion by an abandonment of one con-
text for the other, or by any approach that
refuses or ignores or relaxes the peculiar
discipline that the poetry is. And the critic
can hardly insist too much that this affir-
mation which seems to strain forward out
of the poem must, by the reader of the
poem, be referred back to what has gone
before. [. . .]

That the poetry seems to invite a given
intellectual and doctrinal frame may be
found to recommend it. But the frame
is another thing (and the prose is not
the poetry—Eliot himself has made some
relevant observations). The genius, that
of a great poetry, manifests itself in a
profound and acute apprehension of the
difficulties of his age. Those difficulties
are such that they certainly cannot be
met by any simple re-imposition of tradi-
tional frames. Eliot is known as professing
Anglo-Catholicism and classicism; but his
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poetry is remarkable for the extraordinary
resource, penetration and stamina with
which it makes its explorations into the
concrete actualities of experience below
the conceptual currency; into the life that
must be the raison d’être of any frame—
while there is life at all. With all its positive
aspiration and movement, it is at the same
time essentially a work of radical analysis
and revision, endlessly insistent in its care
not to confuse the frame with the living
reality, and heroic in its refusal to accept.
In any case, to feel an immense indebted-
ness to Eliot, and to recognize the immense
indebtedness of the age, one doesn’t need
to share his intellectually formulated con-
clusions, his doctrinal views, or even to be
uncritical of the attitudes of his poetry.

To have gone seriously into the poetry
is to have had a quickening insight into
the nature of thought and language; a dis-
cipline of intelligence and sensibility cal-
culated to promote, if any could, real
vitality and precision of thought; an edu-
cation intellectual, emotional and moral.
From such a study it would be impossi-
ble to come away with a crudely simplify-
ing attitude towards the problems facing
the modern world, or without an enhanced
consciousness of the need both for conti-
nuity and for “new starts.” As remarked
above, Eliot’s work is peculiarly relevant to
the stresses of our time; and this remains
true, in spite of the change of fashions
that set in at the beginning of the last
decade. His relative distinction and his title
to respect and gratitude are certainly not
less than they were a dozen years ago. To
him, in fact, might be adapted the tribute
that he once paid to that very different
genius, D. H. Lawrence; he preeminently
has stood for the spirit in these brutal
and discouraging years. And it should by
now be impossible to doubt that he is
among the greatest poets of the English
language.

∗George Orwell.
“Points of View. T. S.
Eliot.”
Poetry 2, no. 7
(October–November
1942), 56–59.

[Review of “The Dry Salvages”]

There is very little in Eliot’s later work
that makes any deep impression on me.
That is a confession of something lacking
in myself, but it is not, as it may appear at
first sight, a reason for simply shutting up
and saying no more, since the change in
my own reaction probably points to some
external change which is worth investigat-
ing.

I know a respectable quantity of Eliot’s
earlier work by heart. I did not sit down
and learn it, it simply stuck in my mind as
any passage of verse is liable to do when
it has really rung the bell. Sometimes after
only one reading it is possible to remem-
ber the whole of a poem of, say, twenty
or thirty lines, the act of memory being
partly an act of reconstruction. But as for
these three latest poems, I suppose I have
read each of them two or three times since
they were published, and how much do
I verbally remember? “Time and the bell
have buried the day,” “At the still point of
the turning world,” “The vast waters of
the petrel and the porpoise,” and bits
of the passage beginning “O dark dark
dark. They all go into the dark.” [. . .]
That is about all that sticks in my head
of its own accord. Now one cannot take
this as proving that “Burnt Norton” and
the rest are worse than the more mem-
orable early poems, and one might even
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take it as proving the contrary, since it
is arguable that that which lodges itself
most easily in the mind is the obvious
and even the vulgar. But it is clear that
something has departed, some kind of cur-
rent has been switched off, the later verse
does not contain the earlier, even if it
is claimed as an improvement upon it. I
think one is justified in explaining this
by a deterioration in Mr. Eliot’s subject
matter.

[. . .]

What are these three poems, “Burnt
Norton” and the rest, “about”? It is not
so easy to say what they are about, but
what they appear on the surface to be
about is certain localities in England and
America with which Mr. Eliot has ances-
tral connections. Mixed up with this is
a rather gloomy musing upon the nature
and purpose of life, with [a] rather indefi-
nite conclusion [. . .]. Life has a “mean-
ing,” but it is not a meaning one feels
inclined to grow lyrical about; there is
faith, but not much hope, and certainly
no enthusiasm. Now the subject matter
of Mr. Eliot’s early poems was very dif-
ferent from this. They were not hopeful,
but neither were they depressed or depress-
ing. If one wants to deal in antitheses, one
might say that the later poems express a
melancholy faith and the earlier ones a
glowing despair. They were based on the
dilemma of modern man, who despairs of
life and does not want to be dead, and on
top of this they expressed the horror of an
over-civilized intellectual confronted with
the ugliness and spiritual emptiness of the
machine age. Instead of “not too far from
the yew-tree” the keynote was “weeping,
weeping multitudes,” or perhaps “the bro-
ken fingernails of dirty hands.” Naturally
these poems were denounced as “deca-
dent” when they first appeared, the attacks
only being called off when it was perceived

that Eliot’s political and social tendencies
were reactionary. There was, however, a
sense in which the charge of “decadence”
could be justified. Clearly these poems
were an end-product, the last gasp of a cul-
tural tradition, poems which spoke only
for the cultivated third-generation rentier,
for people able to feel and criticize but no
longer able to act. E. M. Forster praised
Prufrock on its first appearance because
“it sang of people who were ineffectual
and weak” and because it was “innocent
of public spirit” (this was during the other
war, when public spirit was a good deal
more rampant than it is now). The qual-
ities by which any society which is to
last longer than a generation actually has
to be sustained—industry, courage, patri-
otism, frugality, philoprogenitiveness—
obviously could not find any place in
Eliot’s early poems. There was only room
for rentier values, the values of people
too civilized to work, fight or even repro-
duce themselves. But that was the price
that had to be paid, at any rate at that
time, for writing a poem worth reading.
The mood of lassitude, irony, disbelief, dis-
gust, and not the sort of beefy enthusiasm
demanded by the Squires and Herberts,
was what sensitive people actually felt. It
is fashionable to say that in verse only the
words count and the “meaning” is irrel-
evant, but in fact every poem contains
a prose-meaning, and when the poem is
any good it is a meaning which the poet
urgently wishes to express. All art is to
some extent propaganda. “Prufrock” is an
expression of futility, but it is also a poem
of wonderful vitality and power, culminat-
ing in a sort of rocket-burst in the closing
stanza:

We have lingered in the chambers of
the sea

By sea-girls wreathed with seaweed
red and brown
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Till human voices wake us, and we
drown.

There is nothing like that in the later
poems, although the rentier despair on
which these lines are founded has been
consciously dropped.

But the trouble is that conscious futility
is something only for the young. One can-
not go on “despairing of life” into a ripe
old age. One cannot go on and on being
“decadent,” since decadence means falling
and one can only be said to be falling if
one is going to reach the bottom reason-
ably soon. Sooner or later one is obliged
to adopt a positive attitude towards life
and society. It would be putting it too
crudely to say that every poet in our time
must either die young, enter the Catholic
Church, or join the Communist Party, but
in fact the escape from the consciousness
of futility is along those general lines.
There are other deaths besides physical
death, and there are other sects and
creeds besides the Catholic Church and
the Communist Party, but it remains
true that after a certain age one must
either stop writing or dedicate oneself
to some purpose not wholly aesthetic.
[. . .] Eliot’s escape from individualism
was into the Church, the Anglican Church
as it happened. One ought not to assume
that the gloomy Pétainism to which
he now appears to have given himself
over was the unavoidable result of his
conversion. The Anglo-Catholic move-
ment does not impose any political “line”
on its followers, and a reactionary or
austro-fascist tendency has always been
apparent in his work, especially his prose
writings. In theory it is still possible
to be an orthodox religious believer
without being intellectually crippled in
the process, but it is far from easy, and
in practice books by orthodox believ-
ers usually show the same cramped,

blinkered outlook as books by orthodox
Stalinists or others who are mentally
unfree. The reason is that the Christian
churches still demand assent to doctrines
which no one seriously believes in. The
most obvious case is the immortality of
the soul. The various “proofs” of personal
immortality which can be advanced by
Christian apologists are psychologically of
no importance; what matters, psychologi-
cally, is that hardly anyone nowadays feels
himself to be immortal. The next world
may be in some sense “believed in” but it
has not anywhere near the same actuality
in people’s minds as it had a few centuries
ago. Compare for instance the gloomy
mumblings of these three poems with
“Jerusalem My Happy Home”: the com-
parison is not altogether pointless. In the
second case you have a man to whom the
next world is as real as this one.
[. . .] In the other case you have a man
who does not really feel his faith, but
merely assents to it for complex reasons.
It does not in itself give him any fresh
literary impulse. At a certain stage he
feels the need for a “purpose,” and he
wants a “purpose” which is reactionary
and not progressive; the immediately
available refuge is the Church, which
demands intellectual absurdities of its
members; so his work becomes a contin-
uous nibbling round those absurdities,
an attempt to make them acceptable
to himself. The Church has not now
any living imagery, any new vocab-
ulary to offer: “The rest / Is prayer,
observance, discipline, thought and
action.” Perhaps what we need is prayer,
observance, etc., but you do not make a
line of poetry by stringing those words
together. Mr. Eliot speaks also of “the into-
lerable wrestle / With words and mean-
ings. The poetry does not matter.” I do not
know, but I should imagine that the strug-
gle with meanings would have loomed
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smaller, and the poetry would have
seemed to matter more, if he could have
found his way to some creed which did
not start off by forcing one to believe the
incredible.

There is no saying whether Mr. Eliot’s
development could have been much other
than it has been. All writers who are
any good develop throughout life, and the
general direction of their development is
determined. It is absurd to attack Eliot,
as some left-wing critics have done, for
being a “reactionary” and to imagine that
he might have used his gifts in the cause
of democracy and Socialism. Obviously
a skepticism about democracy and a dis-
belief in “progress” are an integral part
of him; without them he could not have
written a line of his works. But it is
arguable that he would have done bet-
ter to go much further in the direction
implied in his famous “anglo-catholic and
royalist” declaration. He could not have
developed into a Socialist, but he might
have developed into the last apologist of
aristocracy.

Neither feudalism nor indeed Fascism
is necessarily deadly to poets, though
both are to prose writers. The thing
that is really deadly to both is Con-
servatism of the half-hearted modern
kind.

It is at least imaginable that if Eliot
had followed wholeheartedly the anti-
democratic, anti-perfectionist strain in
himself he might have struck a new vein
comparable to his earlier one. But the
negative Pétainism which turns its eyes
to the past, accepts defeat, writes off
earthly happiness as impossible, mumbles
about prayer and repentance and thinks
it a spiritual advance to see life as “a
pattern of living worms in the guts of
the women of Canterbury”—that, surely,
is the least hopeful road a poet could
take.

∗Kathleen Raine.
“Points of View: Another
Reading.”
Poetry 2, no. 7 (October–
November 1942), 59–62.

[Response to George Orwell’s
long piece on Four Quartets in
the same issue of Poetry. See this
volume, pp. 452–55]

I

I have been asked to write on Mr. Eliot’s
three latest poems, because my point of
view at once differs from that of Mr.
Orwell, and expresses the point of view
of many of my generation. I admire
Mr. Orwell’s article in certain limited
respects. He avoids the more obvious pit-
falls, in applying political, rational, non-
poetic standards, to poetry. Mr. Orwell
does not fall into the error that Commu-
nists usually make in such cases, of fail-
ing to see that a problem exists that is not
stated in terms of dialectical materialism.
My point is that Mr. Orwell has fallen
into the error of which he accuses Mr.
Eliot—that of pursuing a line of thought
that has become a dead end; of accepting
certain statements about the universe as
final that are, like all knowledge, provi-
sional.

Mr. Orwell does not misrepresent Mr.
Eliot when he quotes him as saying that
“the only people ever likely to reach an
understanding of the universe are saints,
the rest of us being reduced to ‘hints and
guesses.’” Nor is he wrong when he says
that “so long as man regards himself as
an individual, his attitude to death must
be one of simple resentment.” But one
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cannot accept Mr. Orwell’s conclusions.
Who, then, does understand the universe?
About the individual resenting death, St.
Paul himself could not have stated more
concisely the point of the Christian attack
on the self-loving ego. But man does not
necessarily, as Mr. Orwell implies, think
of himself first and foremost as an indi-
vidual. Freud, in his concept of the id,
the death-instincts, and indeed, the uncon-
scious mind altogether suggests that many
doors open out of that individual entity.
James Joyce has drawn a picture of the
mind of man, that has little of the indi-
vidual contour about it. A world inside us
presents a landscape as impersonal, vast,
and beyond our reach and knowledge, as
does that which opens on the other, the
outer side of our senses. Picasso, too, has
stripped the contours from the object and
the individual, and presented us with an
image of man liberated from himself, that
gives life a scope that explodes like a bal-
loon the individual pigmy, and his squeak-
ing ghost.

Those two artists—and Mr. Eliot is a
third—have been quicker in the uptake
of the new sciences than those who, like
Mr. Orwell, stand firmly by the values
that were solid before Einstein; before bio-
chemistry; before modern physics, genet-
ics, psychology; [even before] Joyce,
Picasso, and the Cubists tore down the
old limits (drawn not by nature, but by
habits of thought and language) and put
up others that have made the world look
very different. We live not only at the
end of a decadent materialist age, but at
the beginning of a new period—one in
which the concern for humanity will be
with values more than with facts. For
the circumnavigation of the material sci-
ences has been completed. There are no
more Eldorados of science. In essence,
we know what is in the material uni-
verse, as we know the continents and the
islands of the earth. Science has long held,

for our imagination, that world of fan-
tastic promise that wishful thinking will
always substitute for true values. Some
health and wealth science may indeed give,
as South America yielded gold and pota-
toes. But it will not teach us values; and
those must come, now as at any other
period of civilization, from the human
spirit.

Like Mr. Orwell, my point of view is
limited. Perhaps I am overlooking more
than I know in omitting to consider
deeply Mr. Eliot’s political importance—
the sources and the implications of the
Anglo-Catholic Royalist position, without
which, Mr. Orwell perhaps rightly says,
Mr. Eliot could not have written a line
of his work. But whatever point I may be
missing, Mr. Orwell misses another—that
Mr. Eliot is a poet not a political pamphle-
teer. If poets are “the unacknowledged leg-
islators of the world” it is by virtue of their
poetry, and not of their legislation. Who
now cares whether Dante was a Guelf or a
Ghibelline? Or even whether Milton was a
Royalist or a Cromwellian? Mr. Eliot has
been a movement as well as a poet, and
Mr. Orwell has seen the movement and
missed the poetry—but it is not the move-
ment that remains, but the poetry. Who-
ever wins the class or any other war will
inherit Mr. Eliot’s poetry, when his poli-
tics concern only the historian. Poetry is
an approach to the world, as science and
religion are, and a poet is something more
than the total of his poems. A poem is
not written in a day but in a lifetime. Mr.
Orwell has stood still in the Waste Land,
and he expects to find that Mr. Eliot is also
still there. But the poet is saying something
more, “mumbling about prayer and repen-
tance” Mr. Orwell calls it. But what if Mr.
Eliot is in advance of his juniors? Never, so
far as I know, has the work of a poet been
more clearly stated than in “East Coker.”
Indeed it is one of the main themes of the
poem.
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[Quotation of lines 18–21 of “East
Coker” II]

and again

So here I am, in the middle way,
having had twenty years—

Twenty years largely wasted, the years
of l’entre deux guerres—

Trying to learn to use words, and
every attempt

Is a wholly new start, and a different
kind of failure

Because one has only learnt to get the
better of words

For the thing one no longer has to say,
or the way in which

One is no longer disposed to say it.
And so each venture

Is a new beginning, a raid on the
inarticulate.

Let every poet lay these words to heart.
“A raid on the inarticulate” is the work of
all poetry, and that work carries poets into
strange places.

[Quotation of lines 37–41 of “East
Coker” III]

The raid on the inarticulate means, of
course, much more than the problem of
language. Mr. Eliot’s three new poems are
concerned with the greatest issue of all—
man’s place in eternity. His discovery, or
re-discovery, will be an influence, during
the next poetic generation, as potent as
was that of The Waste Land on the last.

II

“East Coker” is a stern and dark, but not a
tragic poem. Its darkness is the darkness of
Dante’s hell, or purgatory, that implies the
light and the love of paradise. An implicit
acceptance of the inherent rightness of the
laws that decree also death, darkness, and
change, sustains the poem. It is written by
a poet who believes that man is a spiritual
being. No one who does not see what this

means can see that assertions like these are
positive: “The only wisdom we can hope
to acquire / Is the wisdom of humility:
humility is endless.” [. . .]

There is Mr. Orwell’s pagan hell of
squeaking ghosts, too:

O dark dark dark. They all go into the
dark,

The vacant interstellar spaces, the
vacant into the vacant,

The captains, merchant bankers,
eminent men of letters

but for Mr. Eliot, that is a part of the divine
plan, not the whole. Mr. Eliot is trying to
rediscover that divine plan, “under condi-
tions that seem unpropitious.” For those
poets who follow him, the conditions are
less unpropitious—for they include Mr.
Eliot’s work.

“Burnt Norton” [. . .] is a less somber
poem. Its theme is time. The poem is full of
moving and beautiful images of the tempo-
ral world—the rose-garden, the pool, the
leaves, children, birds, laughter.

[. . .]

[The] ever-present end is love. “Love is
itself unmoving, / Only the cause and
end of movement [. . .].” Of that love,
“Burnt Norton” contains one of the most
profound and wonderful descriptions ever
written, beginning with [. . .]: “At the still
point of the turning world. Neither flesh
nor fleshless; / Neither from nor towards;
at the still point, there the dance is.”

The theme of “The Dry Salvages” is the
greater part of life that is not ourselves.
For “The river is within us, the sea is all
about us.” The sea and its rhythm mea-
sures “time not our time” and on that sea
we are travelers.

[Quotation of lines 16–21 of “The
Dry Salvages” V]

Mr. Eliot is not a saint nor a theolo-
gian, but a poet. Yet a poet at his best is a
saint of his own medium, and performs a
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miracle in his work. These poems are
revolutionary in a sense that transcends
the mere use of words. They are a re-
assessment of life. Mr. Orwell’s evaluation
reminds me of the comment that Coleridge
made of some critics of Wordsworth who
belittled him—I quote, as seems to be the
general wartime habit, from memory—
that the poet strode so far ahead of his
critics, that he was diminished in their eyes
by the distance between them.

Perhaps I have given the impression
that Mr. Eliot is concerned with spiritual
values that refer to another life and not
to this one. But he writes of what is most
human. I can only speak for myself, but I
find that what Mr. Eliot writes about love
is nearer the heart’s mark than anything
that Stephen Spender—to name one of the
better poets who speak the language of
my generation—has written on that theme.
Yet no one, I think, regards Mr. Eliot as
a poet of love primarily. [. . .] Mr. Eliot’s
consistent adherence to the highest values
of Christianity, and the inheritance of civ-
ilization, shows a deeper respect for the
ordinary man than any facile simplifica-
tion that Mr. Orwell, the BBC, or the Mass
Observer offer to a public that they at
heart despise.

∗Robert Speaight.
“Little Gidding.”
Tablet 180 (19 December
1942), 302–03.

[Review of “Little Gidding”]

This is the fourth and last of Mr. Eliot’s
new series of poems, and its publica-
tion gives the reviewer an opportunity
to assess with rather more certainty than

has hitherto been possible the qualities
of the poet’s later work. There is a type
of critic, lofty in brow and very small in
sympathy, whose appreciation of Mr. Eliot
stops short with The Waste Land. I can-
not pretend to have much patience with
this exclusiveness. Mr. Eliot’s verse is not,
I agree, of a uniform intensity and merit.
No good poet’s ever was. But it all pro-
ceeds from the same accuracy and integrity
of vision which set upon “The Hollow
Men,” let us say, the unmistakable mark
of permanence. Mr. Eliot refuses to fal-
sify his own personality or to borrow the
accents of other men. He will hesitate in
a periphrasis rather than steal a short cut
to the truth. He will perambulate around
his subject rather than fail it by an impul-
sive approach. Above all, he is ever seek-
ing, within the limits imposed by a severe
sincerity of purpose, to do something new
with words; to fit them in an original pat-
tern to the shape of an original thought.

Judged by this test, the series of
which “Little Gidding” is the last appears
extraordinarily impressive. There are no
other English poems quite like these. They
come within the category of Christian
verse, and here their mood and empha-
sis are unique. The intersection of Eter-
nity and time; the necessary asceticism; the
drawing onward through the Dark Night
to the knowledge of the Divine Love; the
certain, sober hope—these themes are all,
within a varying framework of imagery
and reference, interwoven with each other.
Each poem is personal. Each is the utter-
ance of a poet wrestling with the validity
of words; doubting sometimes the instru-
ments of his art, as he approaches the
Truth that the tongue cannot utter, nor
the heart conceive. The poet is not merely
singing—he is saving his soul; and he is
putting the salvation before the song. It
is by these renunciations, when they are
necessary, that the highest art is, paradox-
ically, achieved. For the poet, no less than
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other men, must lose his soul before he can
find it.

“Little Gidding” is like its predeces-
sors in shape. It has the movement and
the divisions of a quartet. The free verse,
written with a careful ear for assonance,
alliteration, repetition, and interior rhyme,
is varied by passages in rhymed and in
unrhymed terza rima. The grand abstrac-
tions of Mr. Eliot’s thought are clothed in
the tissues of time and place. Readers of
John Inglesant will remember Little Gid-
ding as the home of Nicholas Ferrar and
his Anglican community; as a place where
“prayer has become valid.” And from this
terra firma of English earth in the seven-
teenth century, the poet ranges back to
Juliana of Norwich with her refrain: “All
shall be well and / All manner of thing shall
be well,” and to The Cloud of Unknow-
ing with “the drawing of this Love and
the voice of this Calling.” The tragic fig-
ure of Charles I is the image of every man
confronting his doom; the scaffold and the
“illegible tombstone” are essentially one
destination. The reflections of Mr. Eliot’s
maturity are perhaps echoed in part by the
second figure in the poem. This is the dead
master of words with whom the poet “trod
the pavement in a dead patrol” during an
air-raid, and who “faded on the blowing of
the horn.” A correspondent suggests Mil-
ton to me here, but I think the following
lines rather recall the desperate epigrams
of the later Yeats, struggling with an invin-
cible vitality.

the cold friction of expiring sense
Without enchantment, offering no

promise
But bitter tastelessness of shadow

fruit
As body and soul begin to fall

asunder.

And then, appropriately enough, the
shadow of Yeats is crossed by the shadow
of Swift.

the conscious impotence of rage
At human folly, and the laceration
Of laughter at what ceases to amuse.

The reception of Mr. Eliot’s central
meaning does not, however, depend on
picking up this kind of clue. His pur-
pose is clear. “The refining of fire by fire,”
and “the purification of the motive / In the
ground of our beseeching”—this is the
teaching of all the mystics; in particular,
of St. John of the Cross, whom Mr. Eliot
so clearly echoed in “East Coker.” It is
the burden of all the poet’s later verse,
expressed with an increasing beauty and
precision. Many competent judges will
assess this work by literary standards, but
only those who are prepared to accept the
fundamental doctrines of Christian asceti-
cism at a moment when they have never
been more unpopular, will receive the pro-
found thought to which the poetry so rig-
orously conforms.

∗L[uke] T[urner].
“Little Gidding.”
Blackfriars 24 (February
1943), supplement,
xii–xiv.

[Review of “Little Gidding”]

Reviewing the later poetry of T. S. Eliot
before the publication of “Little Gid-
ding,” a distinguished critic wrote: “It
should by now be impossible to doubt
that he is among the greatest poets of the
English language” [F. R. Leavis, “Eliot’s
Later Poetry,” Scrutiny (1942), reprinted
in this volume, pp. 446–52]. The new
poem decisively supports that judgment.
It shows the development of the new
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poetic phase upon which Mr. Eliot’s work
entered in the experimental period follow-
ing “Ash-Wednesday.” Shorter poems like
“Marina,” indeed, are among the loveliest
and most satisfying pieces Mr. Eliot has
written; but they stand alone, poetically:
they do not offer resources capable of tech-
nical advance to the length of a major
poem. “Burnt Norton” was regarded vari-
ously as the beginning of Mr. Eliot’s decline
and as the greatest poem he had made.
In the light of subsequent publications, it
seems clear that “Burnt Norton” was, in
fact, a transitional piece, and that only
now can it be placed; and if the judg-
ment quoted above be accurate, “Burnt
Norton” was an important moment in the
history of English verse.

A sympathetic understanding of Mr.
Eliot’s poetry seems to demand an accep-
tance of two principles which he him-
self has often enunciated: that the poetry
which was adequate for one moment and
one set of circumstances can never be valid
for any other; and that “for us, anything
that can be said as well in prose can be said
better in prose. And a great deal, in the way
of meaning, belongs to prose rather than
to poetry.” Once it has been recognized
that poetry does not seek to communicate
prose meanings, the fact that Mr. Eliot is
writing poetry, and striving for the new
poetry in the new experience should ren-
der unnecessary repetition of the charge
of obscurity, which had some relevance
in the ’twenties, before the technique of
his writing became generally known. Stan-
dards of criticism, if true, are objective;
but they have to be applied, and applied in
relation to the intention of the writer and
the particular task he is attempting. And
here, as in all his later poetry, Mr. Eliot is
attempting something not only more dif-
ficult but more important than in his ear-
lier work. The Waste Land is a very great
poem, in which a range of experience is

controlled and organized into poetic lan-
guage of a pressure which has not often,
if at all, been attained in English since
the seventeenth century. Yet the problem
of communication in “Ash-Wednesday”
is a greater one, arising from the utter
complexity of the Simplicity with which
it is concerned. And since those poems
were written, the problems of language
have not grown less acute: the work has
to be done again, “the intolerable wres-
tle with words and meanings” has to
be undertaken each time a new poem is
begun; and the sequence of poems from
“Burnt Norton” to “Little Gidding” con-
stitutes a truly noble effort to overcome
the supreme difficulties of expressing, in
a dying language and at a most unpropi-
tious time, the relations of man with God.
The difficulty is the measure of the achieve-
ment.

Like all Mr. Eliot’s principal poems,
“Little Gidding” is not simple, and
engages the problem on more than one
level. He has never been concerned with
the mystery of time, simply; and certainly
not in the way in which Proust was con-
cerned with it: that problem is there, but
as an aspect of a deeper problem: the rela-
tions of God and the world, of the sig-
nificance of human grasp and endeavor in
relation to the still point which is their con-
stant, unifying center, yet also their appar-
ent negation and the denial of their valid-
ity. In particular, there is the relation of
language to the shifting of experience; and
this, for the poet, raises questions which
have to be overcome: mastered and not
only stated. The whole of this sequence
of poems has been concerned with these
things; but “Little Gidding,” which recalls
“Burnt Norton” in technique and fulfills
that poem on a higher level, is free from
those detailed failures of language, and
therefore of sensibility, which could not
be overlooked in the two previous pieces.
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Indeed, “Little Gidding” is a magnificent
completion of a task that might have been
thought beyond the powers of a commu-
nity of poets; and since the death of Yeats
(who lived and worked in a wholly dif-
ferent tradition) and the poetic death of
Ezra Pound in the Cantos, Mr. Eliot has
been without the support of any poet of
stature comparable with his own. Yet here
he adds to his already great achievement
with a poem of a strength and generosity
beside which all other contemporary verse
seems “as straw.”

∗Edwin Muir.
“Little Gidding.”
New Statesman 25
(20 February 1943), 128.

[Review of “Little Gidding”]

The theme which Mr. Eliot treats in this
poem—as in the three poems preceding
it—is very difficult to state except in the
form in which he has stated it; the vocab-
ulary we are accustomed to use about time
lacks the fitting terms; they have either
fallen out of use or not yet come into cur-
rency. These poems contain probably the
most essential and intimate poetry that
Mr. Eliot has written, yet to those who
accept the modern conception of time, the
conception of development or evolution,
it may easily appear remote and tenuous.
For it goes beyond the idea of develop-
ment and concentrates its main attention
neither on the past nor on the future,
finding no ultimate meaning in the one
or ultimate hope in the other. It is con-
cerned with [. . .] that state of human
experience which is existence, not change,

a state without which our life would be
meaningless to us, yet which is embod-
ied in the texture of change, so that it
appears as a contradiction only to be
described by posing a sequence of con-
tradictions. To ring changes on these, to
speak of “the still point of the turning
world,” [. . .] may appear to some peo-
ple merely a remote and abstruse game.
But it is not only remote and abstruse; it is
also intimate. Whether Mr. Eliot has been
influenced in the form he has chosen for
these poems by Beethoven’s last quartets,
as has often been said, I do not know,
but they certainly resemble the quartets
in this combination of remoteness and
intimacy, a strange but harmonious com-
bination. They are remote because they
pass beyond time as we ordinarily con-
ceive it, and intimate because they go
to the hidden heart of human experi-
ence and touch “the still point where the
dance is.”

Their curious quality may be described
in another way by saying that they are both
very intimate and impersonal. The man
who has experienced, questioned, inquired
does not appear at all except as a deliber-
ately dramatized figure seen like any other
figure, a part of the machinery of the
poem, as in the second section of “Little
Gidding.” [. . .]

Those who accept Mr. Eliot’s concep-
tion of time and of life will be more pro-
foundly moved by this poem than those
who do not, though such assent is not
required for an understanding and enjoy-
ment of it. “Little Gidding” is in five move-
ments. The first is introductory and sets the
theme. The second is a sort of leavetaking,
with a remote echo of The Waste Land;
the versification in this section is superb.
In the next movement Mr. Eliot reaches
the resolution of the poem (and of all four
poems). Beginning with a passage on the
use of memory, which is

461



For liberation—not less of love but
expanding

Of love beyond desire, and so
liberation

From the future as well as the past

he goes on to assert that “All shall be
well, and / All manner of thing shall be
well,” an affirmation caught up in the song
in the next section, which has much the
same resemblance to a simple lyric as the
alla danza tedesca movement in the B flat
major quartet has to a simple dance. The
fifth movement, like the third, is reflective,
playing for the last time with the paradox
of the timeless moment:

[Quotation of lines 11–12 and 19–20
of “Little Gidding” V]

And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.

The mood of still intensity which runs
through the poem deepens towards the
end:

All manner of thing shall be well
When the tongues of flame are

in-folded
Into the crowned knot of fire
And the fire and the rose are one.

This poem, like its three predecessors,
is filled with statements which are both
statements of a paradox and statements
of the things in which Mr. Eliot believes.
Readers who go to the poems for their
poetry cannot be expected to accept all
that Mr. Eliot believes; but it will be hard
for them to question the accuracy and
force with which the paradox is stated, in
a sustained concentration of thought, feel-
ing and imagination, or to doubt that these
four poems are the most original contribu-
tion to poetry that has been made in our
time.

∗M[uriel] C[lara]
Bradbrook.
“Little Gidding.”
Theology 46 (March
1943), 58–62.

[Review of “Little Gidding”]

Whatever we inherit from the
fortunate

We have taken from the defeated
What they had to leave us—a symbol:
A symbol perfected in death.

[. . .]

“Little Gidding” is symbolic in this fun-
damental sense: not through complication
of overlaid meanings, but through a refine-
ment of discipline issuing in consumma-
tion: “A condition of complete simplic-
ity / (Costing not less than everything).”
Much of the material is familiar from ear-
lier poems, but it is used in a new way.
Though this poem completes the series
beginning with “Burnt Norton,” there is a
distinctive tone and accent, and a distinc-
tive quality in the vocabulary. The note of
striving and seeking is replaced by certi-
tude. At first, the verse strikes toneless and
cold compared with, e.g., the “wounded
surgeon” passage in “East Coker”; but on
re-reading the peculiar precision defining
with the particularity of a frost, the col-
orless clarity which is the last reward of
disciplined integrity, penetrates at a deeper
level—the level of “the terrible crystal,” of
the final chorus of Milton’s Samson.

The poem is in five sections: two con-
trasted visions, a meditative passage, an
apocalyptic lyric, and a conclusion.

The first twenty lines are prelude and
epitome: the dazzle of frosty mid-winter
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noon is the paradox of the nadir,
“suspended in time between pole and
tropic,” a midwinter spring, “but not in
time’s covenant.” That strange consola-
tion found only at the center of loss is here
marvelously rendered in terms of the frosty
blossoming of the hedges. And this experi-
ence is also the central experience of Chris-
tian life. Mr. Eliot has never concerned
himself in his poetry with dogma, but with
experience: not with the Truth, but the
Way. He has invoked not the creed but
the liturgy, not the theologian but the con-
templative. And at Little Gidding, which
emerges at the end of the journey, it was a
way of life that was practiced. Here are no
questions of intellectual concepts, but of a
mode of living:

You are not here to verify,
Instruct yourself, or inform curiosity
Or carry report. You are here to kneel
Where prayer has been valid.

“I believe in the communion of saints”
is dramatized, where the dead speak to
the living, and there is the “intersection
of the timeless moment.” (It is an arti-
cle of the Christian belief which must to
the non-Christian appear not so much
unacceptable as meaningless.) The poet
stands here in the relation to the theolo-
gian that the love-poet does to the psychol-
ogist: he presents and defines an experi-
ence both highly personal—as to everyone
there is a personal and unique apprehen-
sion given—and also genuinely representa-
tive. And whilst the religious apprehension
is given directly, as experience, the relat-
ing and placing, the very highly organized
integration, is a matter of the secular con-
text, whether that be daily living or the
language of philosophy.

For Eliot does on occasion use philos-
ophy for poetic ends. Christianity is the
main vehicle by which European thought
has harnessed philosophy to work directly
on the refinement of daily living. And it

is in the work of great Christian writ-
ers, of Dante, Pascal, the company of
seventeenth-century mystics and divines
who are echoed so subtly throughout the
poem, that the delicate art of interpre-
tation is achieved—as Eliot says, not by
indifference, not theoretically, but with the
full incarnation of the Here and Now, the
precision of sensitive life.

The second section gives in dead, echo-
ing monotone the vision of London under
fire. Death, suffering, the sense of empti-
ness and shock that follow a vast catas-
trophe are not directly invoked: they are
suggested in terms of a rhythm heavy, yet
somehow also serene:

Ash on an old man’s sleeve
Is all the ash the burnt roses leave.
Dust in the air suspended
Marks the place where a story ended.

The strange stillness of bereavement hangs
over these stanzas and over the suspended
cadences of the dawn scene, where in the
blitzed street the form of the “familiar
compound ghost” drifts with the dawn
wind, a poet came from purgatory to
revisit a world not dissimilar: “After the
dark dove with the flickering tongue / Had
passed below the horizon of his homing.”
(These lines do not seem to me very happy.
The conceit has too fabricated an air and
its purpose in pointing forward to the
fourth section is too obtrusive.)

The ghost states in words quite glacial
in their precision the special sufferings
reserved for poets in their age:

First, the cold friction of expiring sense
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
And last, the rending pain of

re-enactment
Of all that you have done, and been.

With a final word, recalling the partic-
ular dead master, Arnaut Daniel, whose
phrases Eliot has used so often, he speaks
of the suffering spirit as being restored by
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“refining fire”; and so, like Hamlet’s father,
“faded on the blowing of the horn.”

The third section relates these visions
of the past and the present, Little Gidding
and the blitz, prayer and the craft of verse.
They are related through that detachment
which alone perceives the pattern binding
them. Eliot begins by defining detachment,
as distinct from attachment and indiffer-
ence. Memory is the servant of detach-
ment, liberating the spirit through coordi-
nating its experiences:

not less of love but expanding
Of love beyond desire, and so

liberation
From the future as well as the past.

(A significant variation upon the praise of
detachment in “East Coker”: “I said to my
soul, be still, and wait without hope.”)

So if history is seen detachedly, “his-
tory may be freedom.” And though the
past as it was embodied at Little Gidding
cannot be revived, we inherit from both
victors and vanquished in those wars. So,
too, in turn, if we achieve detachment by
the purification of the motive behind our
petitions and prayers, we may transmit our
best to others: [quotation of lines 47–50 of
“Little Gidding” III]. The fourth section—
two short rhyming verses—is the poem’s
focus. It is an apocalyptic vision in which
the descent of the Spirit in tongues of flame
is blazoned upon a field of fire which is at
once burning London, the shirt of flame
and deifying funeral pyre of a dying Her-
akles, and the purgatorial fire of Arnaut
Daniel. The fire of agony is seen, as all
see it in moments of insight, as Hopkins’s
nun saw it in “The Wreck of the Deutsch-
land,”as the flame of that Person to whom
Love is appropriated as His title.

Who then devised the torment? Love.
Love is the unfamiliar Name
Behind the hands that wove
The intolerable shirt of flame

Which human power cannot remove.
We only live, only suspire
Consumed by either fire or fire.

The ringing vowels, a’s and i’s, clang
over the tolling o’s, both excite and bind
the feeling which flows up from the com-
plex images resolved in the symbol of fire.
As a technical performance it is astonish-
ing. But there is no sense of its being merely
a technical performance: nor is “the incan-
descent terror” merely emotional. It is a
triumph of a more elemental kind: all that
is not sensuous is spiritual, and the sensu-
ous is completely informed as the vehicle
of the spiritual: “A condition of complete
simplicity / (Costing not less than every-
thing).”

The conclusion recalls old themes: it
is a conclusion to the whole series. The
seamless web, only perceived when it is
completed; the pattern of words, of lives,
of events in history—these have all been
illustrated in the preceding sections and
in the preceding poems. “History,” says
Eliot, “is a pattern of timeless moments”—
the significant moments which redeem it
from being a succession of events, and
give life to a nation or a civilization. In
the life of a person, his self-discipline may
lead him back to his earliest intimations,
and Man himself return to the primal gar-
den, when the fire becomes a crown, the
thorn a rose, and purgation blends into
beatitude.

It will be seen that the theme of this
poem is related to the earlier verse and
yet that the certainty, the finality of preci-
sion is new. The measure of the suffering,
which is given in spiritual terms—there are
no atrocity close-ups, there is not even a
suggestion of any delimited events—is the
measure of the integrity and the power
needed to present it. “Little Gidding” pro-
vides both a standard and a tool for inner
reflection on the times. It was a great
opportunity worthily met.
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∗D. W. Harding.
“We Have Not Reached
Conclusion.”
Scrutiny 11 (Spring 1943),
216–19.

[Review of “Little Gidding”]

The opening of [“Little Gidding”] speaks
of renewed life of unimaginable splendor,
seen in promise amidst the cold decline of
age. It offers no revival of life-processes;
it is a spring time, “But not in time’s
covenant.” If this “midwinter spring” has
such blooms as the snow on hedges,
“Where is the summer, the unimagin-
able / Zero summer?” With the sun blaz-
ing on the ice, the idea of pentecostal fire,
of central importance in the poem, comes
in for the first time, an intense, blinding
promise of life and (as later passages show)
almost unbearable.

The church of Little Gidding introduces
another theme of the poem. Anchored in
time and space, but for some people serv-
ing as the world’s end where they can fulfill
a purpose outside time and space, it gives
contact with spiritual concerns through
earthly and human things.

A third theme, important for the whole
poem, is also stated in the first section: that
the present is able to take up, and even give
added meaning to, the values of the past.
Here too the Pentecostal idea comes in:

And what the dead had no speech for,
when living,

They can tell you, being dead: the
communication

Of the dead is tongued with fire
beyond the language of the living.

Section II can be regarded as the log-
ical starting point of the whole poem. It

deals with the desolation of death and
the futility of life for those who have had
no conviction of spiritual values in their
life’s work. First come three sharply orga-
nized rhyming stanzas to evoke, by image
and idea but without literal statement, our
sense of the hopeless death of air, earth,
fire, and water, seen not only as the ele-
ments of man’s existence but as the means
of his destruction and dismissal. The tone
having been set by these stanzas, there
opens a narrative passage describing the
dreary bitterness in which a life of lit-
erary culture can end if it has brought
no sense of spiritual values. The life pre-
sented is one, such as Mr. Eliot’s own, of
effort after clear speech and exact thought,
and the passage amounts to a shuddering
“There but for the grace of God go I.”
It reveals more clearly than ever the arti-
cles in the Criterion did, years ago, what it
was in “humanism” that Mr. Eliot recoiled
from so violently. What the humanist’s
ghost sees in his life are futility, isolation,
and guilt on account of his self-assertive
prowess—“Which once you took for exer-
cise of virtue”—and the measure of aggres-
sion against others which that must bring.

The verse in this narrative passage,
with its regular measure and insistent allit-
eration, so effective for combining the
macabre with the urbane and dreary, is a
way to indicate and a way to control the
pressure of urgent misery and self-disgust.
The motive power of this passage, as of so
much of Mr. Eliot’s earlier poetry, is repul-
sion. But in the poem as a whole the other
motive force is dominant: there is a move-
ment of feeling and conviction outwards,
reaching towards what attracts. The other
parts of the poem can be viewed as work-
ing out an alternative to the prospect of
life presented in this narrative.

Section III sees the foundation for such
an alternative in the contact with spir-
itual values, especially as they appear
in the tradition of the past. Detachment
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(distinguished from indifference) allows us
to use both our own past and the histori-
cal past in such a way as to draw on their
present spiritual significance for us with-
out entangling us in regressive yearning for
a pattern which no longer is:

History may be servitude,
History may be freedom. See, now

they vanish,
The faces and places, with the self

which, as it could, loved them,
To become renewed, transfigured, in

another pattern.

Once we accept the significance of the
spiritual motives and intentions of the
past, even the factions connected with
the church and community of Little
Gidding leave us an inheritance; we can
be at one with the whole past, includ-
ing the sinning and defeated past, for its
people were spiritually alive, “All touched
by a common genius, / United in the strife
which divided them.”

But the humanist’s fate cannot be
escaped in so gentle and placid a way; a
more formidable ordeal is waiting. In con-
trast to the leisurely meditation of section
III, the fourth section is a forceful pas-
sage, close-knit with rhyme, and incisive.
Its theme is the terrifying fierceness of the
pentecostal experience, the dove bringing
fire. This is not the fire of expiation, such
as the humanist had to suffer. It is the con-
suming experience of love, the surrender
to a spiritual principle beyond us, and the
only alternative to consuming ourselves
with the miserable fires of sin and error.
This pentecostal ordeal must be met before
the blinding promise seen in “midwinter
spring” can be accepted.

The final section develops the idea that
every experience is integrated with all the
others, so that the fullness of exploration
means a return, with better understand-
ing, to the point where you started. The
theme has already been foreshadowed in

section III where detachment is seen to give
liberation from the future as well as the
past, so that neither past nor future has any
fascination of a kind that could breed in us
a reluctance to accept the present fully.

The tyranny of sequence and duration
in life is thus reduced. Time-processes are
viewed as aspects of a pattern which can
be grasped in its entirety at any one of
its moments: “The moment of the rose
and the moment of the yew-tree / Are of
equal duration.” One effect of this view of
time and experience is to rob the moment
of death of any over-significance we may
have given it. For the humanist of section II
life trails off just because it can’t manage to
endure. For the man convinced of spiritual
values life is a coherent pattern in which
the ending has its due place and, because
it is part of a pattern, itself leads into the
beginning. An over-strong terror of death
is often one expression of the fear of living,
for death is one of the life-processes that
seem too terrifying to be borne. In exam-
ining one means of becoming reconciled
to death, Mr. Eliot can show us life too
made bearable, unfrightening, positively
inviting:

With the drawing of this Love and the
voice of this Calling

We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.

Here is the clearest expression of a motive
force other than repulsion. Its dominance
makes this poem—to put it very simply—
far happier than most of Mr. Eliot’s.

Being reconciled to death and the con-
ditions of life restores the golden age of
unfearful natural living and lets you safely,
without regression, recapture the wonder
and easy rightness of certain moments,
especially in early childhood: [quotation
of lines 33–41 of “Little Gidding” V].
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The whole of [the] last section suggests
a serene and revitalized return from med-
itation to one’s part in active living. It
includes a reaffirmation of that concern
with speech which has made up so much
of Mr. Eliot’s work and which could have
been the bitter futility that it is for the
ghostly humanist. The reaffirming passage
(introduced as a simile to suggest the inte-
grated patterning of all living experience)
is an example of amazing condensation, of
most comprehensive thinking given the air
of leisured speech—not conversation but
the considered speech of a man talking to
a small group who are going to listen for
a time without replying. It is one example
of the intellectual quality of this poem. In
most of Mr. Eliot’s poems the intellectual
materials which abound are used emotion-
ally. In much of this poem they are used
intellectually, in literal statement which is
to be understood literally (for instance, the
opening of section III). How such state-
ments become poetry is a question out-
side the range of this review. To my mind
they do, triumphantly, and for me it ranks
among the major good fortunes of our
time that so superb a poet is writing.

F. O. Matthiessen.
“Eliot’s Quartets.”
Kenyon Review 5 (Spring
1943), 161–78.

In the course of an artist’s development
certain phases may detach themselves and
challenge comprehension as completed
wholes. Eliot has rounded out such a cycle
in “Little Gidding,” and we are now able
to see the full significance of the experi-
ments with structure which he inaugurated
in “Burnt Norton” eight years previously.

He speaks of the four poems which form
this cycle as “quartets,” and has evolved
from them all the same kind of sequence of
five parts with which he composed “Burnt
Norton.” The Waste Land was also com-
posed in this fashion, but the contrast is
instructive. In his earlier desire for intense
concentration the poet so eliminated con-
nectives that The Waste Land might be
called an anthology of the high points of
a drama. It was as though its author had
determined to make his poem of noth-
ing but Arnold’s “touchstones,” or had
subscribed to Poe’s dictum that no longer
poem could exist than one to be read at
a sitting. In the intervening years Eliot
has given further thought to the problem,
and he has recently concluded that “in a
poem of any length, there must be tran-
sitions between passages of greater and
less intensity, to give a rhythm of fluctuat-
ing emotion essential to the musical struc-
ture of the whole.” He has also enunci-
ated “a complementary doctrine” to that
of Arnold’s “touchstones”: the test of a
poet’s greatness by “the way he writes his
less intense but structurally vital matter.”

None of the four quartets is much more
than half as long as The Waste Land,
but he has included in them all transi-
tional passages that he would previously
have dismissed as “prosaic.” His funda-
mentally altered intention is at the root
of the matter. The dramatic monologues
of Prufrock or Gerontion or of the var-
ious personae of The Waste Land have
yielded to gravely modulated meditations
of the poet’s own. The vivid situations
of his Inferno have been followed by the
philosophic debates of his Purgatorio. He
has made quite explicit the factors con-
ditioning his new structures in the essay
from which I have just quoted, “The Music
of Poetry.” As is always the case with
Eliot, this essay throws the most rele-
vant light upon his poetic intentions, and
is thus a further piece of refutation to
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those who persist in the fallacy that there
is no harmony between his “revolution-
ary” creative work and his “traditionalist”
criticism.

Looking back now over the past gen-
eration, he finds the poetry of our period
to be best characterized by its “search
for a proper modern colloquial idiom.”
He develops the same theme near the
close of “Little Gidding” where he envis-
ages the right equilibrium between “the
common word” and “the formal word.”
Only through their union of opposites
do we get “The complete consort danc-
ing together.” Eliot, no less than the later
Yeats, has helped to restore to poetry
the conversational tones which have been
muffled by the ornamental forms and dic-
tion of the end of the century. But now
Eliot is thinking of the other partner to the
union, and remarks that “when we reach a
point at which the poetic idiom can be sta-
bilized, then a period of musical elabora-
tion can follow.” Just as Donne, in his later
work, returned to the formal pattern of the
sonnet which he had mocked in the broken
rhythms of his early lyrics, so Eliot now
believes that there is such a “tendency to
return to set, and even elaborate patterns”
after any period when they have been laid
aside.

The present phase of his own return
seems to have started with “New Hamp-
shire” and “Virginia,” the short musical
evocations which grew out of his renewed
impressions of America in the early nine-
teen thirties. The impulse to write a series
of such place-name poems led on in turn
to the more ambitious “Burnt Norton,”
which borrows its title from a Gloucester-
shire manor near which Eliot has stayed.
The titles of the other three quartets
indicate more intimate relationships: East
Coker, in Somerset, is where the Eliot fam-
ily lived until its immigration in the mid-
seventeenth century to the New England
coast; the Dry Salvages, a group of rocks

off Cape Ann, mark the part of that coast
which the poet knew best as a boy; Little
Gidding, the seat of the religious commu-
nity which Nicholas Ferrar established and
with which the names of George Herbert
and Crashaw are associated, is a shrine
for the devout Anglican, but can remind
the poet also that “History is now and
England.”

The rhythmical pattern of “Burnt Nor-
ton” is elaborated far beyond the delicate
melodies of the brief “Landscapes.” Eliot
seems to have found in the interrelation
of its five parts a type of structure which
satisfied him beyond his previous experi-
ments. For he has adhered to it with such
remarkably close parallels in the three suc-
ceeding quartets that a description of the
structure of one of them involves that of
all, and can reveal the deliberateness of
his intentions. In each case the first part or
movement might be thought of as a series
of statements and counterstatements of a
theme in lines of an even greater irreg-
ularity than those of the late Jacobean
dramatists. In each of these first move-
ments a “landscape” or presented scene
gives a concrete base around which the
poet’s thoughts gather.

The second movement opens with a
highly formal lyric: in “The Dry Salvages”
this is a variant of a sestina, rising from the
clang of the bell buoy; in “Little Gidding”
each of the three eight-line stanzas ends
with a refrain—and thus does Eliot signal-
ize his own renewal of forms that would
have seemed played out to the author of
“Prufrock.” In the other two poems, he
has also illustrated a remark which he
has been repeating in his recent essays,
that “a poem, or a passage of a poem,
may tend to realize itself first as a partic-
ular rhythm before it reaches expression
in words.” The lyric in “Burnt Norton”—
which is echoed perhaps too closely in
“East Coker”—is as pure musical incanta-
tion as any Eliot has written. Not only does
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its opening image, “Garlic and sapphires
in the mud,” take its inception from Mal-
larmé’s line Tonnerre et rubis aux moyeux;
but the rhythm of the poem in which that
line occurs, “M’introduire dans ton his-
toire,” seems also to have haunted Eliot’s
ear until it gave rise to a content which,
with the exception of its opening lines, is
wholly different from Mallarmé’s.

Following the lyric in the second move-
ment, Eliot has relaxed his rhythms for
a sudden contrast; and in “The Dry Sal-
vages,” and especially in “East Coker,”
has carried his experiments with the
prosaic virtually over the border into
prose:

That was a way of putting it—not
very satisfactory:

A periphrastic study in a worn-out
poetical fashion,

Leaving one still with the intolerable
wrestle

With words and meanings. The poetry
does not matter.

It was not (to start again) what one
had expected.

The sharp drop of incantation is designed
to have the virtue of surprise; but it would
seem here to have gone much too far, and
to have risked the temporary collapse of
his form into the flatness of a too personal
statement. The variant in “Little Gidding”
substitutes for such a sequence a modified
terza rima, where the poet uses instead
of rhyme a sustained alteration of mas-
culine and feminine endings, in a passage
that makes the strongest testimony for the
value of formal congruence.

What the third parts have in common
is that each is an account of movement.
In “Burnt Norton” it is a descent into the
London underground, which becomes also
a descent into the dark night of the soul.
In “East Coker” the allusion to Saint John
of the Cross is even more explicit. The
poet’s command to his soul to “be still,

and wait without hope / For hope would
be hope of the wrong thing,” borrows its
sequence of paradoxes directly from the
text of the sixteenth-century Spanish mys-
tic. In “The Dry Salvages” where the con-
cluding charge is “Not fare well, / But fare
forward, voyagers,” the doctrine of action
beyond thought of self-seeking is, again
explicitly, what Krishna urged to Arjuna
on the field of battle; and we recall Eliot’s
remarking, in his essay on Dante, that
“the next greatest philosophical poem”
to The Divine Comedy within his expe-
rience was the Bhagavad Gita. In “Little
Gidding” the passage of movement is the
terza rima at the close of the second part,
and the deliberately prosaic lines open
the third section. The movement described
is the “dead patrol” of two air raid
wardens.

The versification in these third parts is
the staple of the poems as a whole, a very
irregular iambic line with many substitu-
tions, of predominantly four or five beats,
but with syllables ranging from six to eigh-
teen. The fourth movement, in every case,
is a short lyric, as it was in The Waste
Land. The fifth movement is a resumption
and resolution of themes, and becomes
progressively more intricate in the last
poems, since the themes are cumulative
and are all brought together at the close
of “Little Gidding.”

It seems doubtful whether at the time
of writing “Burnt Norton,” just after
Murder in the Cathedral, Eliot had already
projected the series. His creative ener-
gies for the next three years were to be
largely taken up with The Family Reunion,
which, to judge from the endless revisions
in the manuscript, caused him about as
much trouble as anything he has done.
With “East Coker” in the spring of 1940
he made his first experiment in a part-
for-part parallel with an earlier work of
his own. Again Donne’s practice is sugges-
tive: when he had evolved a particularly
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intricate and irregular stanza, he invari-
ably set himself the challenge of follow-
ing it unchanged to the end of his poem.
But in assigning himself a similar prob-
lem for a poem two hundred lines long,
Eliot has tried something far more exact-
ing, where failure could be caused by
the parallels becoming merely mechanical,
and by the themes and rhythms becom-
ing not subtle variations but flat repe-
titions. “East Coker” does indeed have
something of the effect of a set piece.
Just as its high proportion of prosaic lines
seems to spring from partial exhaustion,
so its resumption of themes from “Burnt
Norton” can occasionally sound as though
the poet was merely imitating himself. But
on the whole he had solved his problem.
He had made a renewal of form that was
to carry him successively in the next two
years through “The Dry Salvages” and
“Little Gidding.” The discrimination
between repetition and variation lies pri-
marily in the rhythm; and these last
two poems reverberate with an increasing
musical richness.

A double question that keeps insist-
ing itself through any discussion of these
structures is the poet’s consciousness of
analogies with music, and whether such
analogies are a confusion of arts. One
remembers Eliot’s comment on Lawrence’s
definition of “the essence of poetry” for
our age “of stark and unlovely actuali-
ties” as a “stark, bare, rocky directness
of statement.” “This speaks to me,” Eliot
remarked a decade ago, “of that at which
I have long aimed in writing poetry”; and
he drew an analogy with the later quartets
of Beethoven. This does not mean that he
has ever tried to copy literally the effects
of a different medium. But he knows that
poetry is like music in being a temporal
rather than a spatial art; and he has by
now thought much about the subject, as
the concluding paragraph of “The Music
of Poetry” shows:

I think that a poet may gain much from
the study of music: how much technical
knowledge of musical form is desirable
I do not know, for I have not that tech-
nical knowledge myself. But I believe
that the properties in which music con-
cerns the poet most nearly, are the sense
of rhythm and the sense of structure. I
think that it might be possible for a poet
to work too closely to musical analo-
gies: the result might be an effect of
artificiality.

But he insists—and this has immediate
bearing on his own intentions—that “the
use of recurrent themes is as natural to
poetry as to music.” He has worked on
that assumption throughout his quartets,
and whether he has proved that “there are
possibilities of transition in a poem com-
parable to the different movements of a
symphony or a quartet,” or that “there
are possibilities of contrapuntal arrange-
ments of subject-matter,” can be known
only through repeated experience of the
whole series.

[. . .]

It has been charged against Eliot ever
since his conversion that his content has
been tenuous; but the range of reflection
and feeling in the quartets alone should
serve to give a persuasive refutation. The
trouble has been that whereas Eliot’s ear-
lier poetry was difficult in form, his later
work is difficult in thought. The reader
of “Gerontion” had to learn how to sup-
ply the missing connectives. The reader of
the quartets finds a sufficiently straightfor-
ward logic, but is confronted with realms
of discourse largely unfamiliar to a secu-
lar age. Sustained knowledge of the dark
night of the soul is a rare phase of mystical
experience in any age; and it is at that point
that agnostic and atheist readers have been
most severe in demanding whether Eliot’s
lines express anything more than mere
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literary allusions. The severity is desir-
able, but is should not be forgotten that
authentic poetry often takes us into expe-
riences equally remote from our ordinary
hours, as in Oedipus’s vision at Colonus,
in Rilke’s Duino Elegies, or in almost the
whole Paradiso.

[. . .]

Those who demand that a poet’s con-
tent should be immediately useful will take
no satisfaction in Eliot’s belief that the poet
in wartime should as a man “be no less
devoted to his country than other men,”
but that “his first duty as a poet is towards
his native language, to preserve and to
develop that language.” To the nationalist
critics that will seem to beg the question
of content altogether. But the cheapness of
Van Wyck Brooks’s opinion that Eliot is a
poet of little hope, less faith, and no char-
ity, should be substantially refuted by the
lyric on the kinds of love alone. But such
a lyric does not exist alone; its rises organ-
ically as the summation of one of Eliot’s
profoundest themes. And those who are
suspicious of the inertness of the passages
which urge the soul to wait in the dark
without hope, should remember that the
final declaration, even in “East Coker,”
is that “We must be still and still mov-
ing.” The reconciliation of opposites is as
fundamental to Eliot as it was to Hera-
clitus. Only thus can he envisage a reso-
lution of man’s whole being. The “heart
of light” that he glimpsed in the open-
ing movement of “Burnt Norton” is at the
opposite pole from the Heart of Darkness,
from which he took the epigraph for “The
Hollow Men.” Essential evil still consti-
tutes more of Eliot’s subject-matter than
essential good, but the magnificent orches-
tration of his themes has prepared for that
paradisal glimpse at the close, and thereby
makes it no decorative allusion, but an
integrated climax to the content no less
than to the form. Such spiritual release

and reconciliation are the chief reality for
which he strives in a world that has seemed
to him increasingly threatened with new
dark ages.

Horace Gregory.
“Fare Forward Voyagers.”
New York Times Book
Review, 16 May 1943,
p. 2.

It has been said in certain quarters,
thoughtlessly, I think, that the years of
the present World War have failed to pro-
duce memorable poetry, and it has been
implied that poetry in some mysterious
way has failed to live up to great occa-
sions. With Mr. T. S. Eliot’s Four Quartets
before me I wish to modify the gloomy
accusations that the better poets of our
time have been “irresponsible” or have
failed to realize the seriousness of liv-
ing through a difficult hour. For the past
twenty years distinguished writers in Eng-
land and in the United States have been
aware of the potential existence of another
world war, and they have warned their
readers of its hidden forces long before
its actual events took place, and in that
sense most of the best poetry written in the
present generation continues to be “war
poetry.”

It has been Mr. Eliot’s destiny to antic-
ipate, without seeming overtly prophetic,
the mutations of feeling which have taken
place within the past twenty years, and
his perceptions have given him the right
to speak with more than merely per-
sonal authority when he writes the fol-
lowing statement into his Four Quar-
tets: “So here I am, in the middle way,
having twenty years—/ Twenty years
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largely wasted, the years of l’entre deux
guerres—”

One recalls his Difficulties of a States-
man, written long before the Munich
pact; one remembers its notes of warn-
ing, its moments of satire, and its devo-
tional spirit, for Mr. Eliot has held
to the promise he gave his readers in
“Ash-Wednesday”and has continued his
progress through the choruses of The
Rock, through the scenes of Murder in
the Cathedral, and, most impressive of all,
in his present collection of four poems,
each bearing a place-name, “Burnt Nor-
ton,” “East Coker,” “The Dry Salvages”
and “Little Gidding.”

To us who read his Four Quartets, what
do the place-names mean? They mean
as much, let us say, as “Tintern Abbey”
meant to readers of Wordsworth’s early
poetry; it is enough to know that the
place-name is rich in emotional associa-
tions for the poet and whether or not the
emotion conveyed to the reader is gen-
uine in quality. We may recognize East
Coker as being on a guidebook route from
London to Exeter, with beautiful churches
nearby and ancient factory yards, or the
Dry Salvages as a small group of rocks
off our North Atlantic Coast, or, perhaps
more significantly, Little Gidding as an
Anglican retreat, the scene of Nicholas
Ferrar’s “Protestant nunnery,” which has
been so memorably described in J. H.
Shorthouse’s finely tempered historical
romance, John Inglesant. But these recog-
nitions may be used as the content of
footnotes merely to the four poems; one
may photograph each place with anx-
ious care, and yet not feel the emo-
tion that the quartets with the melodic
or lyrical interludes convey. The poems
must be read for the quality of their
emotion and its meaning—and I think
I am not wrong when I say that the
Four Quartets (without being in the least
Wordsworthian) represent the best poetry

of their kind since Wordsworth wrote The
Prelude.

One remembers that The Prelude
was somewhat portentously subtitled “Or
Growth of a Poet’s Mind: An Autobio-
graphical Poem,” and though it is almost
needless to say that Mr. Eliot’s Four
Quartets are not intended to sustain so
weighty and so pretentious a claim upon
the reader’s interest in the philosophy of
poetic composition, it is true that Mr.
Eliot’s new book contains a recapitulation
of very nearly everything he has written
since The Waste Land made its contro-
versial appearance in the Dial in 1922.
I think it can be said that there is noth-
ing more dangerous than the attempt of
a highly respected and gifted poet to imi-
tate himself, to improve upon his original
impulses and their expression—yet this is
precisely what Mr. Eliot had done in the
writing of his Four Quartets, and he has
succeeded where many another poet has
lapsed into mere repetitiousness or dull-
ness. In “Burnt Norton” [. . .], he greatly
enriched the devotional premises of “Ash-
Wednesday”: and with the completion of
“Little Gidding” we now know that the
earlier poem was the first in a new vehicle
of expression for Mr. Eliot’s characteristic
themes.

[. . .]

More important than these considera-
tions is the beauty of the new statement
and its depth of feeling, for I happen to
believe that the value of Mr. Eliot’s sen-
sibilities has been vastly underrated in
favor of paying further tribute to his inge-
nuity and his acknowledged scholarship.
His work is of a character that gives a
pedant unholy delight in searching out
its sources, and while such labors are
not without their rewards, they tend to
become irrelevant to the poetic gift which
endows the following lyric from “Little

472



Gidding” with such brilliantly inspired
felicity:

The dove descending breaks the air
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]

Consumed by either fire or fire.

I submit this quotation as one of the
finest lyrics written in our time; and for
those who wish to take heart as against
others who are convinced that poetry was
among the early casualties of the present
war, I strongly recommend a reading of
Mr. T. S. Eliot’s Four Quartets.

Malcolm Cowley.
“Beyond Poetry.”
New Republic 108 (7 June
1943), 767–68.

T. S. Eliot’s Four Quartets is one of those
rare books that can be enjoyed without
being understood. I have heard people of
good judgment praising it and, in the same
breath, confessing that they didn’t know
what the poet intended to say. Apparently
he gave them a few noble visions and a
general impression of austerity, learning,
goodness and even saintliness. Reading the
book for the first time, I remembered the
Swedenborgian sermons to which I half-
listened every Sunday morning during my
boyhood; I didn’t grasp their meaning, but
I knew that Bishop Pendleton was a good
man and a scholar, and I went home to din-
ner with a pleasurable feeling of elevation.

Perhaps that is the best way of
approaching Four Quartets. But if the
reader insists on understanding as well as
admiring the book, he might begin with
the article on mysticism in the Encyclope-
dia Britannica; or better still by turning to

the third chapter of Aldous Huxley’s Gray
Eminence, which is perhaps the simplest
statement of the mystical way. If the near-
est library has the Spring 1941 issue of
the Southern Review, he might also read
the essay on “East Coker” by James John-
son Sweeney, who is a profound student
and Scotland Yard inspector of Eliot’s later
work.

Even after this preparation, there are
points that may still escape the reader.
My own difficulties began with the sec-
ond word of the title: why are these poems
called quartets? They seem to be spoken in
a single voice, that of the author, and each
of them is divided into five parts instead of
four. The title of the first poem is equally
mysterious, considering that the three oth-
ers have now been explained by the author
or his critics. East Coker is supposed to be
the birthplace of Sir Thomas Elyot, author
of The Boke Named the Governour, as
well as being the original home of the
Eliot family as a whole. It is therefore an
appropriate title for a poem that is a mix-
ture of history and autobiography. The
Dry Salvages—pronounced to rhyme with
“assuages”—is a small group of rocks,
with a beacon, off the Massachusetts
coast; and the name is set above a poem
that deals with the river of time and the sea
of timelessness. Little Gidding was the site
of an Anglican monastic community that
Eliot might have joined, if he had lived in
the seventeenth century. But what about
Burnt Norton, which F. O. Matthiessen
says is a manor in Gloucestershire [Kenyon
Review, Spring 1943, reprinted in this vol-
ume, pp. 467–71]. What is its connec-
tion with a poem describing an ecstatic
vision? No matter how much he explains,
and how many points his critics eluci-
date, Eliot always leaves us with unan-
swered questions. Reading his poems is
a little like working over a crossword
puzzle that will never be completely
solved.
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But there can be no doubt concerning
his general purpose in Four Quartets. The
book deals with mysticism in its dictionary
definition—that is, with the belief in the
possibility of union with the divine nature,
and the description of methods by which
that moment of union may be achieved.
It belongs to the mystical tradition that
goes back to Vedic days, that was car-
ried to the West by the Neo-Platonists,
that was introduced to Christianity by
the pseudo-Dionysius in the fifth century,
that was Latinized by Scotus Erigena four
centuries later, that was continued dur-
ing the Middle Ages by a whole band
of saints and heretics—French, German,
Spanish and English—that declined in the
days of the Enlightenment, and that is now
being revived in our own time of trou-
bles. Eliot’s principal source is St. John of
the Cross, the Spanish mystic who died in
1591, but he also borrowed largely from
the Bhagavadgita and, I am told, from the
anchoret Dame Julian of Norwich, who
wrote XVI Revelations of Divine Love and
died in 1443 at the age of a hundred. He
might have borrowed from many other
sources without destroying the unity of
his work, for the mystical tradition has
changed very little from age to age or from
nation to nation. Eliot is not trying to
remake that tradition, but simply to recap-
ture it. Even his obscurity is a convention
often followed by mystical writers. He says
at one point:

There is only the fight to recover what
has been lost

And found and lost again and again:
and now, under conditions

That seem unpropitious.

What has been found and lost again
is the intuition of pure being, the time-
less moment of union with the divine.
In order to recover it, two difficult steps
must be taken. The first is to achieve the

good life by means of what Eliot describes
as “prayer, observance, discipline, thought
and action”—in other words, the practices
that used to be demanded of every pious
Christian. The second step should be taken
only by those who intend to follow the
mystic or contemplative life. It consists in
a rigorous attempt to empty the mind of
all passions, fancies, analytical ideas and
mere distractions, while directing one’s
thoughts solely toward union with God.
The process is described at length in the
third section of “East Coker,” and more
briefly in “Burnt Norton”: [quotation of
lines 25–32 of “Burnt Norton” III].

The reward that the mystic receives for
leading the good life and for divesting him-
self of selfhood is the ecstatic sense of one-
ness with the divine nature. Eliot describes
this ecstasy in many different fashions.
Sometimes it is the moment when “the
light is still at the still point of the turning
world,” and sometimes “the point of inter-
section of the timeless with time.” Again
it may be “the release from action and
suffering,” or “a condition of complete
simplicity / (Costing not less than every-
thing),” or else a “music heard so deeply /
That it is not heard at all, but you are the
music / While the music lasts.” However
described, it is for Eliot the central expe-
rience of a lifetime; and he even suggests
that history itself is a pattern composed of
these timeless moments—

When the tongues of flame are
in-folded

Into the crowned knot of fire
And the fire and the rose are one.

I am not qualified to pass on the truth
or value of the moral system that Eliot is
expounding. Theologians might say that,
like all mystics, he is running a grave
danger of heresy. Even a layman feels
that Eliot’s new faith, instead of being
Catholic or Anglo-Catholic, has a moral
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atmosphere that is a curious mixture of
Calvinism and Buddhism: it is Calvinist
and even New England Congregational in
its finely drawn scruples; it is Buddhist in
its utter rejection of the world. More inter-
esting to most readers is the fact that Eliot’s
preoccupation with the contemplative life
seems to be carrying him into an abstract
sphere beyond the limits of poetry.

It is true that he is still extremely inter-
ested in the use of language—in finding
“the common word exact without vulgar-
ity, the formal word precise but not pedan-
tic.” He is interested in putting words
together into a pattern which, like a Chi-
nese jar, “still moves perpetually in its
stillness.” The pattern of Eliot’s verse has
never been more skillful and intricate than
it is in Four Quartets. But the music of
poetry, its sense of everyday life and the
images with which it recaptures the float-
ing world—all of these are matters beneath
the notice of a man bent on union with the
ineffable. He is even trying to put them out
of his mind, by the contemplative process
that leads to “desiccation of the world of
sense, evacuation of the world of fancy”—
in short, to the total destruction of all
the world where poetry is accustomed to
dwell.

[. . .]

Indeed, much of Four Quartets is on this
[. . .] level of bare, abstract and sometimes
hermetic expression; it seems to belong in
some handbook of mystical philosophy.
Much of it, on the other hand, is the sort of
poetry that Eliot writes at his best, and the
book includes some of his finest lyrics. But
one feels that he now writes good poetry
by habit or by a talent he is unable to
suppress, rather than by intention. He is
almost like a skillful bridge player who
has abandoned cards as a frivolous occu-
pation, but who sometimes forgets himself
and plays a perfect hand.

James Johnson Sweeney.
“‘Little Gidding’:
Introductory to a
Reading.”
Poetry: A Magazine of
Verse 62 (July 1943),
214–23.

“Qua work of art,” Eliot wrote in an early
paper on Hamlet, “the work of art cannot
be interpreted; there is nothing to inter-
pret; we can only criticize it according to
standards, in comparison to other works
of art; and for ‘interpretation’ the chief
task is the presentation of relevant histor-
ical facts which the reader is not assumed
to know.” There is no definitive “inter-
pretation” possible for any poem worthy
of the name. A poet should aim, as Eliot
says in his essay introductory to A Choice
of Kipling’s Verse, “at making something
which shall first of all be, something which
in consequence will have the capability of
exciting, within a limited range, a consid-
erable variety of responses from different
readers.”

To be, in Eliot’s sense, a poem must
have form, or better, structure. As he says,
“the poem may begin to shape itself in
fragments of musical rhythm, and its struc-
ture will first appear in terms of something
analogous to musical form.” This is the
first feature of a poem to win the reader’s
or listener’s interest. It is in part “a lan-
guage of enticement”—a way of express-
ing what one has to say in a manner that
will hold the reader and persuade him to
examine the statement. In fact, according
to Eliot, certain poets even find it expedi-
ent to occupy their conscious minds pri-
marily “with the craftsman’s problems,
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leaving the deeper meaning to emerge, if
there, from a lower level”—either direct to
the intelligence or indirectly by suggestion.
But we must never lose sight of the fact
that “music of verse is inseparable from
the meanings and associations of words.”

It is not the poet’s part to offer recom-
mendations toward a reading of his work.
By so doing he would limit its suggestive
power. But for a critical approach to an
unfamiliar poem, after our first, immediate
response, a consideration of its meaning is
essential—that is to say, an examination
of its fundamental reference points and its
allusive materials. This is one sound way
to reach the structural skeleton of a poem.
The skeleton by itself has no life—no value
“qua work of art”; nor can such a skeleton
ever be outlined clearly. With the true poet,
the interplay of thought and the words that
express it attain the condition of a dance,
valuable to watch in itself. A dancer in
his movements does not do anything or
go anywhere. [. . .] “If the sense and the
sound, or if content and form, can be easily
separated, the poem disintegrates. Chief
consequence: the ‘ideas’ which figure in a
poetic expression do not play the same role
there, are not at all values of the same sort,
as ideas in prose.”

For poets such as Eliot, however,
there must be some basic schema of
“meaning”—a scaffolding to support their
structures as they build them, an armature
around which their materials may take
form. Intentional associations give defi-
nition and stability to their expressions
through which unintentional suggestions
and associations proliferate to give them
their textures of detail. And only by a chart
of “meaning” can the reader find his bear-
ings among the incidental details of a poem
so as to be able to judge the author’s orga-
nization of them. The working out of such
a chart will, and should, differ with every
reader. But its delineation is a necessary
step in any intelligent reading after our

initial sensory response to a poem. And
with a true poem such a schema need not
in any way limit the freedom or variety
of response to the details which in their
individual ambiguities and in the multi-
ple interactions constitute the essence of
poetic expression.

The publication of “Little Gidding,”
the fourth and concluding section of
T. S. Eliot’s sequence initiated by “Burnt
Norton” in 1935, puts us finally in a posi-
tion to approach the poem as a whole.
While each part, as it appeared, seemed
quite able to stand by itself, the publi-
cation of an additional section threw a
fresh light on certain points of significance,
or qualities undiscerned in the previous
ones. At the same time certain themes
and ideas of the first three sections con-
tinued to run parallel without achieving
any finality or resolution. The contrast of
time and eternity; the anomaly of esteem-
ing temporal values in the face of eternal
values—appearances in the face of real-
ity; the need for a renunciation of worldly
desire for supernatural—the renunciation
of “the rose” for “the Rose”; and the con-
stant stress on the omnipresence of pain,
change, and disillusionment. Sin and suf-
fering were evidently natural to our world.
The situation was persistently restated
in each new section. Finally in “Little
Gidding” we find the philosophical key to
the whole sequence in the famous words
of Dame Julian of Norwich “the devout
ankress” of the fourteenth century: “Synne
is behovabil, but al shal be wel & al shal
be wel and al manner of thyng shal be
wele.” Or as Eliot, in accordance with var-
ious modernizations, adapts it, in “Little
Gidding”:

Sin is Behovely, but
All shall be well, and
All manner of thing shall be well.

Sin is inevitable, unescapable—“beho-
vely” in the fourteenth-century use. But
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“Adam’s sin was the most harm that
was ever done.” For this Christ made
the “glorious Satisfaction.” And in Dame
Julian’s words: “this Amends-making is
more pleasing to God and more worship-
ful, without comparison, than ever was the
sin of Adam harmful.” As E. I. Watkin says
in The English Way:

She sees sin as God’s scourge for
our discipline. It humbles us and
increases our knowledge of His Love.
For redeemed humanity sin is also an
occasion of greater good. “Sin is behov-
ely,” that is, it has its part in the Divine
economy of good . . . God will bestow
on redeemed mankind a better gift than
we should have enjoyed had man never
fallen.

Christ, the second Adam, won redemp-
tion for man through His Incarnation,
“that central paradox of Christian
theology”—in the union of the Divine
and the human, of Eternity and time.
By this the User imparted virtue to the
instrument; the Final Cause operating
through subsidiary causes bestowed value
on them, with the result that if a man
follows a route such as that indicated by
St. John of the Cross in The Ascent of
Mount Carmel, through The Dark Night
of the Soul, in spite of sin and evil he may
yet know “The Living Flame of Love.”

And all shall be well and
All manner of thing shall be well
When the tongues of flame . . .

—that is, the love of God—the Pentecostal
tongues which are universally comprehen-
sible by the spirit—“are in-folded,” with
an echo of St. John of the Cross’s The Spir-
itual Canticle,“Into the crowned knot of
fire,” “And the fire” (love) “and the rose”
(desire) “are one,” as in the last canto of
the Paradiso, when St. Bernard discloses to
Dante the Mystical Rose of divine union.

Renunciation, humility—a recognition
of the true Reality behind appearance, of
the Timeless beyond the temporal—is the
only way. And this by God’s grace will,
in the words of the anonymous author of
The Cloud of Unknowing, “at the last help
thee to knit the ghostly knot of burning
love betwixt thee and thy God, in ghostly
one-head and accordance of will.”

The theme of “Little Gidding” is love—
the renunciation of temporal interests for
a loving contemplation of God. The title
gives the lead at once. Little Gidding
is a small village in Huntingdonshire in
England. There, in the early part of the
seventeenth century existed the only house
dedicated to the contemplative life within
the Anglican Church. Nicholas Ferrar, its
founder, was a man of conspicuous talents.
After an education at Clare Hall, Cam-
bridge, and several years of travel on the
Continent, he became actively connected
with the Virginia Company. When this
Company was deprived of its patent in
1623 Ferrar turned his attention to pol-
itics and was elected to Parliament. He
was well on his way to a brilliant career
when suddenly, awakened by a miracu-
lous preservation from death in the Alps,
he renounced the world and adopted a life
of obscurity and poverty in which he and
his family dedicated themselves wholly to
God.

In the opening lines of this last Quar-
tet we have an echo of the figurative asso-
ciations of physical and spiritual seasons
which introduced The Waste Land: “April
is the cruellest month, breeding / Lilacs out
of the dead land [. . .].” But here the image
has primarily to do with light, spiritual and
physical: “A Vision of Spring in Winter”—
Swinburne’s “ghost arisen of May before
the May.” And in view of the seventeenth-
century associations of the poem’s title,
this introductory emphasis on light at once
recalls the contrast of natural and super-
natural light in Crashaw’s “Ode on the
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Epiphany” and its exploration of the mys-
ticism of the via negativa of “the right
ey’d Areopagite.” For Richard Crashaw
was one of Ferrar’s close friends. And the
pseudo-Dionysius may be said to be a fun-
damental inspiration of both Dame Julian
and the anonymous author of The Cloud
as well as the whole Victorine tradition of
contemplation.

The experience of a bright day in a dark
season for Eliot is the particular through
which he sets about to suggest the univer-
sal. Like “Midwinter spring,” the “eternal
brightness of God” “is its own season,”
sempiternal—“Suspended in time,” eter-
nally present. It is a promise “of the new
season.” In Murder in the Cathedral the
Tempter offered Thomas Becket a promise
of temporal pleasures to come in almost
the same words.

Spring has come in winter. Snow in the
branches

Shall float as sweet as blossoms. Ice
along the ditches

Mirror the sunlight. Love in the
orchard

Send the sap shooting.

But here we have it as an analogue to an
intimation of Divine Love, the ultimate
reality of the universe. Just as the brief win-
ter sun flames the ice with “A glare that is
blindness in the early afternoon,” so God
may “send out a beam of ghostly light,
piercing this cloud of unknowing that is
between thee and Him” (The Cloud of
Unknowing). And such a sudden beam of
enlightenment or intuition may leave us
dazzled like the three kings in Crashaw’s
“Ode on the Epiphany”—by “A Darkness
made of too much day.”

In such a foretaste of Eternity, a
promise of the Divine summer, sense is
put aside: “there is no earth smell”—no
interest in living things: this is the spring
promise of a season outside Time. Simi-
larly on a spring day in winter we may see

the hedgerow “blanched for an hour with
transitory blossom / Of snow . . . / . . .
neither budding nor fading / Not in the
scheme of generation.” Through the grace
of God, a “glow more intense than blaze of
branch, or brazier, / Stirs the dumb spirit.”
This is God’s love. And as we read in The
Cloud of Unknowing, there is “a devout
stirring of love that is continually wrought
in his (man’s) will, not by himself, but by
the hand of Almighty God.”

There occurs that most delicate touch
of the Beloved, which the soul feels at
times, even when least expecting it and
which sets the heart on fire with love, as
if a spark had fallen upon it and made
it burn. Then the will in an instant, like
one aroused from sleep, burns with the
fire of love, longs for God, praises Him
and the sweetness of love. (St. John
of the Cross, The Spiritual Canticle,
XXV, 5)

These stirrings are movements of grace.
Still it is the constant burden of The Cloud
and its companion Epistle of Privy Coun-
sel that they are a work in which the
will, or the soul, is industriously oper-
ating: “a naked intent stretching unto
God,” “a longing desire evermore work-
ing.” Or as Eliot says in quoting directly
from The Cloud (Chapter II) in the con-
cluding section of “Little Gidding,” “With
the drawing of this Love and the voice
of this Calling / We shall not cease from
exploration.”

Contemplation is a great and a “per-
fect” state of prayer. To arrive at it,
sanctifying or habitual grace is not
enough; faith, hope and charity are
not enough; there is also required that
touch of the finger of God’s right hand,
and that quick response of the soul
thereto, which imply the active opera-
tion of the seven great gifts of the Holy
Ghost.
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When the Holy Ghost descended on the
apostles after Christ’s resurrection, “sud-
denly there came a sound from heaven
as of a mighty wind coming” (Acts of
the Apostles II, 1–2.). But the gifts of the
Holy Ghost come to the simple Chris-
tian informally: “no wind, but pentecostal
fire.” And “it is the gifts of the Holy Spirit
which pour on the soul that exquisite
and subtle light, that rapture of atten-
tion, that spiritual sensibility, as if
new senses had been given us, which
combine to elevate ordinary medita-
tion and affection into contemplation”
(Bishop Hedley, Prayer and Contempla-
tion, quoted by Abbot Butler, Western
Mysticism).

According to the Neoplatonic school
of Christian writers, which included
among others St. Augustine, the pseudo-
Dionysius, Meister Eckhardt, Dame
Julian, the author of The Cloud of
Unknowing, and St. John of the Cross,
“God so transcends as really to be unlike
any created thing” (Philip H. Wicksteed,
Dante and Aquinas). Any assertion as to
God cannot possibly have more than a
partial or relative truth. To assert that
God is this or that would imply some
limitation or exclusion and so qualify His
all-embracing Being or Super-Being.

We may indeed say with actual,
not only relative, truth that God is
in-visible, that He is in-finite, in-
comprehensible, un-moved, for these
are negatives and say not what He is,
but what He is not. Since you cannot
assert God to be this or that thing, or
indeed any quid whatever, it follows
that He is nothing (nihil or nihilum).
(Wicksteed, Dante and Aquinas)

As a consequence of this belief, Diony-
sius the Areopagite and his followers in
the via negativa taught that the return to
God (its end and its beginning) is effected
by successive denials and abstractions: the

initiate must leave behind all things both in
the sensible and in the intelligible worlds.
Only in this way will he enter that dark-
ness of nescience that is truly mystical—the
“Divine darkness” which surrounds God,
the absolute Nothing which is above all
existence and reason, that unimaginable
summer beyond sense, that inapprehensi-
ble “Zero summer.”

Delmore Schwartz.
“Anywhere Out of the
World.”
Nation 157 (24 July
1943), 102–03.

Any work by T. S. Eliot is bound to
be interesting in a complicated way. But
this new work compels, in me at least, a
greater complexity of impression than any
other of Eliot’s works. I speak thus of my
own feelings because I know how differ-
ently, and with what unmixed admiration,
many other readers have greeted these new
poems. Yet at the tenth reading I have the
same mixed feeling, and this after hav-
ing tried to force in myself the delight of
those who find these poems just what they
should be throughout.

Two extended passages, a sestina made
more difficult and extraordinary by rhyme
and a miraculous exercise in the idiom and
method of The Divine Comedy, are equal,
at least from the standpoint of technique,
to any modern poetry. Throughout these
poems there is also the invention of new
rhythms, of unimagined possibilities in the
movement of language, which has always
marked Eliot. He is perhaps more origi-
nal and inventive in rhythm than any other
poet in English.
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But when this is said, the weakness of
other long passages is underscored. These
passages are of two kinds. In one, the
poet uses conventional forms in an effort
to write the kind of lyric which is tradi-
tional to English poetry, and here what
is to me the inadequacy comes chiefly
from the choice of image and phrase: the
earth as a hospital “endowed by the ruined
millionaire” lacks the permanent surprise,
shock, and uniqueness of—to use the
used instance, permanently fresh—“April
is the cruellest month.” Then too the
images seem made, self-imitative, forced;
they have the look of the artificial, and
when they are intended as emblematic
or established symbols, they look merely
decorative.

The other kind of unsuccessful passage
is composed of blocks of long lines very
close to the rhythm of prose, like much
of The Family Reunion, and deliberately
direct, matter of fact, and prosaic. Nothing
is more important to modern poetry than
such a use of the prosaic for its poetic qual-
ity, for nothing else can give the poet the
thickness, the particularity, the full actual-
ity of modern experience, which will jus-
tify his avowed emotions and beliefs. The
prosaic versification here is so much better
than the same kind of thing in The Fam-
ily Reunion, partly because of a greater
use of overflow, that it may mark a stage
in the mastery of a new style. But in
itself, it remains weak and wrong, not
only in the triteness of the phrasing—“we
have gone on trying,” for example—but
in the effort, self-consciousness, and fal-
sity of tone. [. . .] It is not enough, in
a poem, to say “I am unhappy” or “I
have failed”; and especially in the poetry
of direct statement the commonplace or
colloquial statement must be lifted up to
a new light, by one device or another, so
that it is not merely itself, but something
penetrated and understood as a symbol.
The touchstones for this profound usage

are Laforgue, Marianne Moore, William
Carlos Williams—and Eliot himself, but
not in these poems. And then the choice
of instances in these passages, “fruit, peri-
odicals, business letters,” “even a very
good dinner,” marks a like relaxation of
the poet’s sensibility, one which suggests
that he is at such times echoing the idiom
he himself discovered. Too much is often
made of the sheer texture of the language,
when modern poetry is examined; but here
it is not merely a matter of texture: the
crucial instant of insight is betrayed by the
language. Thus, at one important moment
one gets such a weak play and shift with
the meaning of a phrase as “Not fare
well, / But fare forward, voyagers,” when
in “Ash-Wednesday,” at a like moment,
the poem rose to such a phrase as “Teach
us to care and not to care.”

However, there can be no doubt about
the satisfaction and the success to be found
in the modified sestina, the Dantesque
interview, and the organized movement
of the poems. Especially the encounter
with a dead master just before morning in
London in wartime strikes one with such
astonishment and admiration that some
grand rhetorical statement seems proper;
so that, as Cocteau declared of the motion
pictures, “At last the theatre has an air-
plane!” one wishes to say, “At last Dante
has been translated into English and into
modern life.” This is literally true in that
Eliot has accomplished the effect of terza
rima in English by alternating masculine
and feminine endings without rhyme, thus
evading the comparative poverty of rhyme
in English and thus instructing future
translators and poets. [. . .]

And the organized movement of the
four poems makes the title of quartets
denote more than the stock analogy of
music with poetry. Perhaps later quartets
would be still more exact, for as in those
of Beethoven, the movement from part to
part goes from a passage lyrical, quick,
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joyous, and exalted; to a passage suddenly
slow, turned in upon itself by variation or
repetition of the same thought, hovering
over divided parts of the same symbol or
idea; harsh, flat, discursive, and tortuous;
and then once more quickened to certainty,
difficult conviction, and the explicit decla-
ration and direct chant of belief.

The belief, made clear by the use of
phrases and doctrines in the Bhagavadgita,
Heraclitus, and St. John of the Cross,
is that the only meaningful event in his-
tory is the Incarnation, and all else—“the
moment in the rose-garden,” the place of
one’s forebears, the practice of poetry, and
the whole of one’s life—illusory, decep-
tive, empty, vain, and without meaning
except in relation to the Incarnation. Seen
in that light, everything still remains false
and of little worth, except as a phase
to be endured. All that is natural and
merely human contradicts itself, love is
not love, time is not time, the end of
life is the beginning of life, exaltation
and despair are the same thing, all desire,
effort, and action must be transformed
into passages of patient waiting—“waiting
without hope”—to be wholly disengaged
from everything in this life. Here, as in
Eliot’s poetry from the start, what declares
itself above all is an obsessing desire to be
free from “birth, copulation, and death,”
and to be “divested of the love of created
things,” to be utterly out of the world.
This rejection and renunciation are domi-
nant to such an extent that the affirmation
of belief seems only lyrical afterthought.
The Incarnation is present for the sake of
the rejection of this life, not the renun-
ciation because of the Incarnation. And
this suggests once more that Buddhism
is perhaps a doctrine just as well suited
as Christianity to the poet’s mind; per-
haps better suited, since the doctrine of
reincarnation in some form of natural life
becomes true and inexhaustible damna-
tion, given Eliot’s vision. To say this is to

recognize that the poet’s hatred and rejec-
tion of this life is something beyond any
belief whatever. It must have some per-
sonal and private source, but it exists for
all readers both as a profound criticism of
life and as a necessary phase in the life
of the spirit. If there is a phase superior
to it, as most Christians, at least, must
suppose (how different is the Christian-
ity of St. Francis or Aquinas), the rejection
and renunciation which Eliot celebrates is
prior and not to be evaded, if one is to be
in the full sense a human being. To see that
this is true, one has only to remember such
very different actualities as the moral dis-
illusionment of our time and the present
war; and in literature, such wholly differ-
ent authors as Céline and Rilke, for The
Duino Elegies have a cold resemblance to
these poems, and these poems, however
different in subject matter from Céline’s
exhaustion of cynicism and despair, are
also a journey to the end of the night, inad-
equate only when the journey is discussed
and commended, and not endured.

∗Paul Goodman.
“T. S. Eliot: The Poet of
Purgatory.”
New Leader, 14 August
1943, pp. 3, 7.

This poem of personal experience and
historical experience, and the experience
of eternity, is excellent. So far above
the poems that appear these days that
one has almost a duty to ally himself with
the poet against the average, and write
nothing but praise. Easy to do; for on
the one hand Eliot has for a long time
had no poetic faults, of excess or lapse,
of writing beyond what he knows or of
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merely repeating himself; he writes what
he is, for better or worse. And on the other
hand, this poem has glorious new perfec-
tions. In the diction always a subtle edge
of irony and paradox, but an edge even
more subtly and beautifully blunted in the
interest of the humility that is his theme.
And a wonderful conversational use of
meters far from the iambic pentameters
in which we others have learned to think
at our ease. And a thought everywhere
so central and self-known that he can go
off at liberty yet never divagate, for we
are always close to the heart of it. And
a symbolism that, more in keeping with
his genius, has returned to great overall
metaphors and place-names, renouncing
the factitious detailed symbolism of his
earlier period—“a way of putting it—not
very satisfactory: / A periphrastic study in
a worn-out poetical fashion.” (I do not
mean, of course, the high Symbolism that
he never attained, and which is precisely
sensuous creation itself.)

Yet Eliot is not one of the colossal
poets whose truth and attitude we spon-
taneously advocate, or if we dissent we
feel nevertheless that their creating will
loom against (and tomorrow overwhelm!)
our doubt; thus it is always relevant to
ask if what he says is binding. Or to put
this another way—for I am not speaking
of the compulsion of philosophy, but of
spiritual energy and salvation one might
say that Eliot is everywhere, but espe-
cially in this poem, the poet of Purgatory;
and we may ask if there can be a great
poet of Purgatory; a great poet not always
attended by some angel of Paradise. But he
says, referring to the central theme of this
poem,

But to apprehend
The point of intersection of the

timeless
With time, is an occupation for the

saint—

No occupation either, but something
given

And taken, in a lifetime’s death in
love,

[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
For most of us, there is only the

unattended
Moment, the moment in and out of

time,
The distraction fit, lost in a shaft of

sunlight.

In the nature of the case this is the poet
whose voice has a famous “dying fall.” But
would one not expect that as a poet, not
a saint, he could not possibly fail to have
an abiding confidence—a confidence not,
of course, in his propositions, but in his
ability to make something in the medium,
the gift (“given and taken”) of the Creator
Spirit?

Or to put it still another way, looking
at what he says we see more clearly here
than elsewhere why Eliot is not a Chris-
tian poet; how his Christianity is sapped
by Indian ideas; and yet he does not have
the Indian wisdom either.

What he says—I think it can be syn-
opsized without distortion—is that time,
past, present or future, is loss of the
soul; that practical desire, action, suffer-
ing, inner and outer compulsion, are an
endless round; salvation is in the release
from these, in abstention from motion,
abiding at the still point of the turning
world, and this is love; and yet, and this
is the capital point, it is only through
experience in time, and returning on that
experience completed to perceive its pat-
tern, that the timeless may be grasped, for
“only through time time is conquered,”
and

A people without history
Is not redeemed from time, for history

is a pattern
Of timeless moments
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and therefore, for “a further union,
a deeper communion” we must have
courage to start on the round again, “we
must be still and still moving,” “old men
ought to be explorers,” our destiny is
to fare forward, “not fare well but fare
forward”—

We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.

The perfection of the earthly paradise
of youth is the rose, and the purification
of desire is the refining fire; and in the
timeless, “the fire and the rose are one.”
What a relief this noble doctrine is after
the wasteland of Anglicanism and new
Humanism! It is not ironic to come on pre-
cisely the doctrine of Lessing, “fare for-
ward,” that used to be singled out for
contempt as a cult of experience! And
it is even delightful to find T. S. Eliot
coming to a kind of antinomianism—“All
shall be well, and / All manner of thing
shall be well”—for obviously sin also is a
venture to fare forward on. And it is mov-
ing to hear the poet (in the face of the
world-wide catastrophe) speak autobio-
graphically for the first time, and point
to his “twenty years largely wasted, the
years of l’entre deux guerres.” But the doc-
trine is false. We may theologically take
time as a loss and an endless return if we
also take it as an illusion; for then there is
also prescribed a discipline of ridding our-
selves physically of the illusion, an even
certain and controllable way of attaining
salvation for those who know the science.
(This is the Indian way.) But on the con-
trary, if time is real, as the poem has it, it
is impossible for it to be hopeless, for time
is the theatre of creation, of creative acts,
virtues and miracles, given by grace; not
that the sequence of time is a progress, for
new evil also abounds, but that God will-
ing it is full of glories, future as well as past.

If faith can move mountains, then the man
of faith does move them not only to act
out his faith (like Thomas in the Murder),
but with confidence that their motion will
do God’s work. If pressed, Eliot’s despair
of material events and his confidence in
only the emerging pattern (or in mere med-
itation on the emerging pattern) would
conclude, I think, in denying the Creation
itself. (But salvation is in the resources
of creative nature, and the hidden God is
not an object of experience.) “The faith
and the love and the hope are all in the
waiting.”

Yes, if like Milton, in the sonnet, one
knows that “thousands at His bidding
speed, and post o’er land and ocean with-
out rest”; or at least that they could do
so, given the right inspiration. But No, if
one imagines that in any case it will make
no difference, or will make a difference
only in the contemplation of essences, for
one essence is as eternal as another and
then why consent to fare forward (and do
worse).

Even so! the poet is right to torment
himself and not to make a commitment
where in fact he does not believe. Yet per-
haps the divine communities are simple
things after all, and all that is easiest is
best. I wonder if he did not experience this
when he composed the beautiful cadences
of these Quartets.

John Gould Fletcher.
“Poems in Counterpoint.”
Poetry: A Magazine of
Verse 63 (October 1943),
44–48.

The great beauty of T. S. Eliot’s latest
book—and it is a long time since there has
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been a book of poetry in which the form
and the matter seem so appropriate to each
other—need not blind anyone to the fact
that in each poem of this series, Eliot is
dealing with a theme not frequently tack-
led in modern poetry: the theme of the rela-
tion of a supernaturally revealed religion
to man, and the question of what man,
temporal and accidental as he is, can make
of this revelation. The intellectual scheme
of each poem in the series represents a fur-
ther stage in the poet’s search for personal
adjustment to a set of values already given
him by the creed he has embraced; and
it is this set of fixed and unalterable val-
ues, as given by such Catholic mystics as
Saint John of the Cross and Dame Julian
of Norwich, that form the framework on
which the personal quests of the poet for
values that transcend his local and tem-
poral circumstances are set up. The ques-
tion of the meaning of the whole series
has already been ably discussed by James
Johnson Sweeney in an article in the July
issue of Poetry [reprinted in this volume,
pp. 475–79], and need not be further dealt
with at this point. What I wish to stress
is the relation of the content to the form
and the degree in which the form combines
with the content to produce that “willing
suspension of disbelief” which is so char-
acteristic of poetry.

The title Four Quartets suggests imme-
diately a musical structure, something on
the lines of my own Symphonies or Elegies
or Conrad Aiken’s Preludes. And it is in
this respect that I find Eliot’s achievement
most impressive. This is the work of a bet-
ter poet than the Eliot who wrote either
The Waste Land or “Ash-Wednesday.”
Where the themes of The Waste Land
were in brutal juxtaposition, and violently
clashed with each other—few poems ever
written have been so lacking in transi-
tion passages, in progress from detail to
detail as this one—and where the main
theme of the latter (the abandonment of

temporal love) carried with it details that
did not immediately convince one as being
appropriate to their purpose, the relation
of detail to the main structure here is noth-
ing short of masterly. The Four Quartets,
in their use of leit motifs and variation,
in the contrapuntal effect, are the work
of a theologically-minded poet determined
to explore difficult ground, the ground of
the technical analogies between poetry and
music. They are by intention and accom-
plishment musical poems.

But what is a musical poem? Eliot him-
self has supplied the answer, in [. . .]
“The Music of Poetry,” [. . .] an essay
which I think might have served admirably
as an introduction to the Quartets them-
selves, inasmuch as it offers the best pos-
sible explanation of them on the techni-
cal side. As he points out in this essay,
it is quite common among poets for
“a poem, or a passage of a poem—to
realize itself first as a particular rhythm
before it reaches expression in words.”
In other words, the way a poem should
sound as rhythm usually presents itself
to a poet before the actual words of
the poem are set down. Poets are peo-
ple who go about with tunes in their
heads: and whether the tunes employed be
those of Mallarmé or Eliot, or of Kipling
and Robert Tristram Coffin, makes all the
difference.

The other sense in which the analogy of
music holds good for poetry is in the ques-
tion of structure. The free verse revolu-
tion in poetry, coming in English-speaking
countries between 1908 and 1914, had
as its aim the bringing of poetry back
to the rhythm of conversational speech
and the renewal of poetic structure in
that idiom. As Eliot says in the essay to
which I have already referred, “It was a
revolt against dead form, and a prepara-
tion for new form, or a renewal of the
old; it was an insistence upon the inner
unity which is unique to every poem,
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against the outer unity which is typi-
cal.” Structure, however, must always be
a preoccupation of every important poet,
whatever the form employed; and the lib-
eration preached by the free versifiers—
resulting in much bad prose and some
good verse—has seemed most intelligently
applied when new devices, bearing a con-
siderable analogy to music, have enforced
form on what might have been other-
wise formless. These devices are, roughly,
the setting of the theme of a poem in
several different and contrasting rhythms
(for example, sad and humorous); the
juxtaposition in the same poem of pas-
sages of high lyric intensity with oth-
ers of conversational comment; the rep-
etition of leading themes with variation;
the amplification in sound intensity pos-
sible between the open and closed qual-
ity of vowel sounds; and finally, the effect
of contrapuntal recapitulation possible
to sustain by returning to one’s leading
statements. All these devices have their
analogies in music; and it is because
Eliot is not only aware of them, but
employs them with the utmost skill, that
one takes pleasure in his work as a
poet.

Is this the only reason why, as a poet, he
remains so important today? So far as I am
concerned, it is. I do not share his scheme
of beliefs, which are familiar to anyone
who has read deeply in the Catholic mys-
tics [. . .].

The negative way to salvation, as rec-
ommended by the orthodox, seems to
me largely valueless in the present cri-
sis. Rather is it important for most men,
who have either lost God or never found
Him in the existing churches, to build
up God again through the operation of
the sense of human solidarity. [. . .] The
Little Giddings of this world can shed
little light on the problem that has come
upon this age with renewed force—the
problem of creating, while we fight for

it, a true democracy. To solve that prob-
lem we have to start, not with God
as defined by the theologians, but with
man, and his relationship towards his
fellows. Modern science, though it may
help towards a solution, cannot provide
one. There is, be it remembered, a mysti-
cism implicit in democracy—a system of
beliefs possibly not worked out with the
clarity of detail of the medieval school-
men, but declaring just as surely as Dame
Julian of Norwich that “All shall be
well, and / All manner of thing shall be
well.”

Louis Untermeyer.
“Eight Poets.”
Yale Review 33 (December
1943), 348–49.

[. . .]

The title of Eliot’s later poems, Four
Quartets, was certain to provoke, and
already has provoked, comparisons with
Beethoven’s later quartets in intention as
well as accomplishment. Towards the end,
Beethoven fashioned a music to reach
beyond music; in his fifties, Eliot employs
mind to stretch beyond mind. The result
is an intricate paradox: Four Quartets is
both simpler and subtler than anything
Eliot has written since The Waste Land.
The language is more direct, sometimes
even prosaic; the allusions are much less
remote and recondite; the connectives are
clear. But the meanings are more complex
than ever, and the frame which encloses
them is deceptively patterned. Structurally
Four Quartets is magnificent; it unfolds
design after design. Some of the patterns
are obvious: the series of fours; the mixed
symbolism of the four seasons and the four
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elements, air, earth, water, and fire; the
dexterous alternation of unrhymed slow
passages and rapidly rhymed lyrics; the
turn of the theme with minute variations.

But the best of the four-part poem dis-
guises its effects. Never has a poet used
repetition more skillfully and persuasively;
never have variations been so insinuating.
Here Eliot’s chief preoccupations are the
sense of time and timelessness, the involu-
tion of life, and the difficulty of communi-
cation. It is not a narrow interpretation of
the poet’s art that leads Eliot to complain
of the years lost in learning how to use
language—“the intolerable wrestle with
words and meanings”—the old attempts,
the new starts, and the failures “because
one has only learnt to get the better of
words / For the thing one no longer has to
say, or the way in which / One is no longer
disposed to say it.” [. . .]

The accent of Four Quartets is grave,
sometimes sadly nostalgic, but it is by no
means lugubrious. The music as well as
the meaning is solemn, and it will not be
to everyone’s taste. Eliot’s counterpoint of
private experience and impersonal mysti-
cism is not easy to follow. But few will
question the beauty of the communication;
few will doubt the perfection of the poet’s
art. [. . .]

Peter Monro Jack.
“A Review of Reviews:
T. S. Eliot’s Four
Quartets.”
American Bookman 1
(Winter 1944), 91–99.

[. . .] [N]o book of poems of this year,
or in many years, has been so completely,

exhaustively, and earnestly reviewed. One
reason is that the poetry warrants this
attention. Four Quartets is a poetry that
has nothing to compare with it today, now
that Yeats is no longer writing. It has orig-
inated a new style, and almost, one might
say, a new thinking, or a way of thought, in
poetry. The second reason is that readers
of Eliot are perpetually worried about him:
what is he up to next? This is an indication
of the great impression he has made on his
readers. But they are all sorts, and I think
their point of view depends pretty largely
on what they have first read. Will the new
poetry be like “Prufrock,” or as good as
“Gerontion,” or another Waste Land, or
will it continue “The Hollow Men,” or
substitute “Ash-Wednesday”?

For Eliot’s poetry, being a great poetry,
is a controversial poetry, and it reaches
every kind of mood and manner and imag-
ination in his readers. Each is concerned
with conserving the good that appears to
him to be in Eliot’s verse. There is no won-
der of it. Eliot has reassembled a small
and present, and a large and universal,
world in our day. Satire, humor, bitter-
ness, pessimism, mysticism, decisions in
politics, religion, aesthetics, have taken
over his poetry, clearly, obscurely or indi-
rectly; he has especially been the poet of
history—the history of legend and ideas—
summarizing a civilization in grave, grate-
ful, and sometimes grievous words. This
complexity, though it is clearly written, has
given Eliot probably the most quarrelsome
audience in the world.

There is, however, an almost unani-
mous decision in favor of the Quartets.
One might almost think the critics had
held a caucus and emerged with their sep-
arate opinions clearly coordinated. This
again is due to the force of Eliot’s poetic
personality. He simply drives you to make
up your mind about him, or about his
subject matter: as Wordsworth, Shelley,
Browning, Yeats did; if you begin to read
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you cannot escape the consequences of
reading him. An objective poetry for the
most part, in manner, it is really a most
intimate poetry in that it makes you feel the
importance of knowing and feeling inti-
mately.

[Summary of the following reviews,
included in this volume or listed in the
checklist: Anonymous, Time (June
1943); Horace Gregory, New York
Times Book Review (16 May 1943);
James Johnson Sweeney, Southern
Review (Spring 1941); G. W. Stonier,
New Statesman (14 September 1940);
Delmore Schwartz, Nation (24 July
1943); Edwin Muir, New Statesman
(20 February 1943); Babette Deutsch,
New York Herald Tribune Books (18
July 1943); F. O. Matthiessen, Kenyon
Review (Spring 1943); Raymond
Holden, Saturday Review of
Literature (24 July 1943); Philip
Wheelwright, Chimera (Autumn
1942)].

These reviews are unlike anything else
I have read. They all recognize a book
of great distinction. None quite commu-
nicates that distinction, conceding that no
review can do it justice. They all take
refuge, if that is the proper way to put
it, in explaining the sources of the poems,
the references, allusions, unquoted quota-
tions; and here is an amazing display of
scholarship, especially in Sweeney, Wheel-
wright, and Matthiessen. It makes one
take an especial delight in criticism. Eliot
has called the act of poetry (and we must
include the reaction of criticism) a catalyst;
and here is its demonstration. Southern-
ers, New Englanders, English, New York-
ers are all saying practically the same thing
in their reviews. One of the two unusual
opinions apparent is Miss Deutsch’s idea
(1) that Eliot ought to write for the
majority and (2) that the majority does

not believe in the Church. The other is
Mr. Schwartz’s scolding Mr. Eliot for his
expression of his religion.

Otherwise there is faith in Eliot and
unanimity of opinion. I had expected more
animosity, since Time and Miss Deutsch
point out that he is not naturally a sympa-
thetic or popular poet. And yet he has held
his readers’ attention—it does not matter
how many—and his work has produced
the best and completest criticism of our
time, because it is the best and completest
poetry.

E. J. Storman, S. J.
“Time and Mr. Eliot.”
Meanjin 3 (Winter 1944),
103–10.

Over the last seven years Mr. T. S. Eliot
has been working on a sequence of poems
published separately as “Burnt Norton,”
“East Coker,” “The Dry Salvages,” and
“Little Gidding.” These have been recently
brought together for the first time in an
American edition under the title Four
Quartets. Thus assembled they make a
long meditation, interspersed with lyrics,
on the conquest of time and the meaning
of history. This is the most considerable
thing Eliot has done, and is destined to be
of importance in the history of contempo-
rary verse. A much larger claim, however,
might be made for it. Our literature is not
particularly rich in philosophic poetry of
a high order, but here at last is something
that can live, as a work of art, in the com-
pany of Dante and Lucretius.

It is one of the advantages of Mr.
Eliot’s work that he has chosen a sub-
ject of peculiar significance for modern
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times. The meaning of the time process
has been occupying European thought to
an unprecedented degree in this century,
as may be conveniently seen, for instance,
from Mr. Wyndham Lewis’s polemical
Time and Western Man. Mr. Eliot has the
distinction of suggesting at various points
the thought of such diverse thinkers and
general writers as Whitehead, Bergson,
Christopher Dawson, Berdyaev, Spengler,
and, behind them, of a mixed company
which includes Kierkegaard and Hegel, St.
Augustine and Heraclitus. A number of
these would, of course, prove inimical to
his central position, but he has the virtue
of being able to draw on those whom he
does not follow for a method of approach
or an interesting mental perspective. Thus
unexpected windows open out from time
to time within the poem, not merely on
the subject-matter, but on the history of
human thought about it.

The general scheme of Four Quartets
is suggested by two Greek fragments from
Heraclitus which preface “Burnt Norton.”
One reminds us of the Heraclitean world
of flux with its cyclic interchange between
the elements of earth, water, air, and fire,
between the four seasons, and between
life and death. Alternation between these
opposites can be considered a “way up”
and a “way down,” but, since the pro-
cess is cyclic, these are only two aspects
of the same movement. The other frag-
ment concerns the remarkable Heraclitean
doctrine of the logos or Word. There is
a directive principle behind the cosmic
flux, and of this human intelligence, and,
at a further remove, language, are par-
ticipations. Symbolism based on this doc-
trine obviously lends itself to a Christian
interpretation. What Mr. Eliot has in fact
done is to take the Heraclitean formulas
and penetrate them with Christian mean-
ing without quite obliterating their origi-
nal import. It is possible now to make out
the chief structural principles. The poem

is in a double sense a “harmony of oppo-
sites.” Not merely are oppositions in the
world of flux and time reconciled, but
the cosmic cycles of change and succes-
sion are harmonized with the permanence
of eternity, repetitions within the world
process with the forward movement and
ultimate consummation of history. Each
of the four poems deals with the Hera-
clitean alternations, with an emphasis on
one particular element and one particu-
lar season. In each there is a question
either of the conquest of time through con-
tact with eternity in a “timeless moment,”
or of impregnating time with significance
by a prolongation and diffusion of this
experience. The synthesis of eternity and
time is treated as a consequence of the
Incarnation of the Word, and the final-
ism of history is taken in function of the
extension and fulfillment of that unique
event.

Such a scheme involves a dialectical
movement of thought and feeling which
finds issue in a form analogous to that
of music, where contrasts can be harmo-
nized and resolved. The musical technique,
already suggested by the title, can be seen
most obviously in the sudden variations
of movement and the complicated inter-
weaving of themes. Each poem is built up
of five parts or movements, with state-
ment, counter-statement, and resolution
chasing one another throughout. A medi-
tative movement, usually executed in long,
loose-fibred lines of vers libre, is succeeded
by a lyric, which in its turn is followed
within the same movement by a further
meditation. The third and fifth movements
are again meditative (the lines at the end
of the fifth being tautened into a shorter
measure), while in between them is a short
fourth movement consisting entirely of a
lyric. The first lyrics deals with some aspect
of the Heraclitean rotation of elements,
season, etc., viewed either as a resolv-
ing harmony, or, more usually, as strife
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and disintegration. The second treats some
form of suffering or self-abnegation.

“Burnt Norton” takes its title, so
English reviewers tell us, from a manor
house in Gloucestershire, where Mr. Eliot
was staying for a time. There is a kind
of oscillation between this manor, with
its rose-garden, its yew-trees, sunflower,
and clematis, and the “gloomy hills of
London,” region of newspapers and dim
trains. The time is autumn, and the Hera-
clitean element most in prominence is air
(“the cold wind that blows before and
after time”). The problem of the whole
sequence, the “redemption of time,” is
stated here in such a form as to seem insol-
uble. In point in fact, however, the initial
statement is only a thesis which is to be met
with an antithesis, and these are assumed
into a synthesis in “East Coker,” and, more
triumphantly, in “Little Gidding.”

The ancient Greek doctrine of the
“return of all things,” based on a theory of
the circular movement of time, would seem
to make freedom impossible, and, with it,
a significant pattern in history. The cos-
mic cycles hold on their inexorable way,
bringing change which is only repetition.
The present and future are contained in the
past, the past is repeated in the future. The
present is the momentary term of a deter-
ministic process, and could not have been
otherwise: “What might have been and
what has been / Point to one end, which is
always present.” Here supervenes the first
experience of what Mr. Eliot, possibly bor-
rowing a formula from Kierkegaard, calls
the “timeless moment.” This seems to be
(for Mr. Eliot, though not for the Dane) an
imaginative and partly intellectual insight
which reproduces on a lower plane some
of the conditions of mystical intuition.
A sudden hint of eternity is obtained,
and the time process seems momentarily
suspended.

[. . .]

In “Burnt Norton” the experience is given
by way of an excursion from actuality into
a world of the “might-have-been” (sym-
bolized by the rose-garden), where child-
hood is linked with a past that was never
realized. Insight comes in the midst of
the daydream, but the moment may not
last, for “human kind cannot bear very
much reality,” and the movement ends
with a reassertion of the “one end, which
is always present.” A shift, however, has
occurred within the meaning of the word
“end,” which now indicates primarily the
goal or destiny of man, so that the verbal
repetition of the initial thesis constitutes in
part a real antithesis. Through a moment
in time, time itself has been transcended,
and the deterministic cosmic forces have
been conquered.

A meditation on this experience, in
which the contact between eternity and
time is represented by “the still point of
the turning world,” leads to a considera-
tion of the ascetic via negativa. Only by
the “noughting” of soul and sense can
one hope to approach the reality obscurely
indicated in moments of insight. By con-
trast we have a picture of the time-victims
(“men and bits of paper”) in the London
Tube:

Only a flicker
Over the strained time-ridden faces
Distracted from distraction by

distraction
Filled with fancies and empty of

meaning

A beautiful “Burnt Norton” lyric on the
theme of renunciation leads to an analy-
sis of language as an instrument for the
formulation of inarticulate experience and
this in turn seems to provoke a repetition
of the “timeless moment”:

Sudden in a shaft of sunlight
Even while the dust moves
There rises the hidden laughter
Of children in the foliage [. . .].
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The redemption of time has only begun.
Escape through the timeless moment is not
a final solution. The virtue of that moment
must be diffused through the time pro-
cess, since man must sooner or later return
to the changing world. The emphasis in
“East Coker” falls on the “exploration”
or forward movement in which man is
once more caught in the flux, but is already
transforming it by contact with eternity:

We must be still and still moving
Into another intensity
For a further union, a deeper

communion
Through the dark cold and the empty

desolation.

East Coker is the name of the village
in Somersetshire whence Mr. Eliot’s ances-
tors sailed to the New World [. . .]. The
poem is of the summer and the return of
things to earth. Heraclitus had observed
that in a circle beginning and end are the
same. This gives rise to two complemen-
tary propositions with which Mr. Eliot
makes play: “In my beginning is my end,”
“In my end is my beginning.” The applica-
tion is, as usual, both to human and subhu-
man forms of existence. Not merely “bone
of man and beast, cornstalk and leaf,” but
the stone and timber of houses go back
to earth. In their beginning is their end.
“On a summer midnight,” the peasants of
the past are resurrected in the fields by the
village, and dance again round the fire.
The rhythm of their dancing is one with
the rhythm of the seasons and constella-
tions, of life and death, and so, involved
in the cyclic turning, these ghosts go back
to earth: “Feet rising and falling. / Eating
and drinking. Dung and death.”

[. . .]

Halfway through the poem the dark-
ness of death is used to suggest the Dark
Night of the Soul of the Spanish mystic St.
John of the Cross, and, since this night is

the way to spiritual light, the other aspect
of the time process comes into play: “In my
end is my beginning.” Here we are to think
of the doomed Mary Queen of Scots (it
may be remembered that the well-known
device on her handkerchief read: “En ma
fin est mon commencement”), and of such
dicta as “He that will lose his life shall
save it.” The solidarity between individ-
ual suffering and the redemptive Passion
of Christ is then brought out in a curi-
ous and felicitous lyric in which stanzas of
four-beat measure are ravelled up by final
alexandrines. By the end of the poem the
various levels of meaning contained within
“In my end is my beginning” have been
worked out, and hope has arisen out of
many kinds of death.

With “The Dry Salvages” we move to
the New England coast of America, the
home of Mr. Eliot’s youth. We are told in
a note that the title derives from a “small
group of islands” (perhaps once called
“Les Trois Sauvages”) “off the N. E. coast
of Cape Anne, Massachusetts.” Here, we
have to do with winter and the conquering
sea. We are back in the world of flux and
time with a vengeance. But the bell which
tosses on the sea near the islands, “rung
by unhurried ground swell,” does more
than measure time; it sounds an annuncia-
tion, which, while being a warning, a her-
ald of pain, is finally also an angelus, and
we are reminded of the Virgin’s shrine on
the promontory. Annunciation and Incar-
nation, acceptance of the ravages wrought
by cosmic change and consequent trans-
formation of time, become indissolubly
linked. (At this point, it may be remarked,
Mr. Eliot touches on the central thought
of Gerard Manley Hopkins’ “Wreck of the
Deutschland.”) With release effected in the
soul, we can resign ourselves to the opera-
tion of the cosmic cycles on the body:

We, content at the last
If our temporal reversion nourish
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(Not too far from the yew-tree)
The life of significant soil.

“Little Gidding” is likely to become the
most popular portion of Mr. Eliot’s work,
as the thought content is not as difficult
as elsewhere, and the poetic quality can be
very readily experienced. Here, for the first
time, the poet of Infernos and Purgatorios
(The Waste Land, “The Hollow Men”;
“Ash-Wednesday,” The Family Reunion)
attempts a Paradiso. The torturing history
of time turns out after all to be a Divina
Commedia, a story with a happy ending.
The triumph of fire in the periodic general
conflagration of the Heraclitean scheme is
assumed into the final consummation of
history by love through the fulfillment of
the Incarnation. But this is to anticipate.
The time is the depth of winter, but it is
a winter that suggests the spring. Snow in
the hedgerows seems like hawthorn blos-
som, and the “brief sun flames the ice,
on ponds and ditches.” It is “midwinter
spring,” however, chiefly in virtue of the
heart’s heat, and, at the same time, since
the bloom is “neither budding nor fad-
ing,” “not in the scheme of generation,” it
is an augury of a summer beyond sense. It
is characteristic of Mr. Eliot that he refuses
to round off his scheme by giving us spring
pure and simple: any Paradiso he has to
offer us will be no easy apocalypse, but “a
tremor of bliss, a wink of heaven” out of
the midst of travail.

Little Gidding, it may be remembered,
was the home of a community established
by Nicholas Ferrar in the seventeenth cen-
tury. The poet Crashaw, among the bet-
ter known, lived there for a while. It is
a place in which the sense of the past is
strong: memories of “a broken king” “at
nightfall” (Charles I, who once came rid-
ing into Little Gidding), and, by associa-
tion, of “one who died blind and quiet”
(presumably Milton), and of the various
factions of the seventeenth century, are in

the air. One of the chief constitutive ele-
ments in this, as in the preceding three
poems, is an awareness of the organic con-
tinuity of history, of “the past gnawing
into the present.” Mr. Eliot, in fact, has his
own version of that excellent saying “nem-
inem vere vivere diem praesentem nisi
dierum praeteritorum memorem.” Mem-
ory is used to view individual experience,
whether of happiness or pain, as of a piece
with the past experience of the race: the
perspective widens as we look back, so
that we come to transcend the limitations
of self-interest and live in the general pat-
tern of history. Our lifetime is [. . .] “not
the lifetime of one man only / But of old
stones that cannot be deciphered” (“East
Coker”).

History, however, is not only of the
past, but very emphatically of the present:
it is wartime, and “History is now and
England.” We move from Little Gidding
to London, the London of the air-raids. A
“dark dove with the flickering tongue” (a
fighter-plane, which, while spitting death
like a serpent, is, in a mysterious secondary
sense, also an instrument of peace), has
“passed below the horizon of his hom-
ing,” and the shrapnel still falls. In the
darkness before the dawn the poet falls in
with a “familiar compound ghost” (cf. The
“affable familiar ghost” of Shakespeare,
Sonnet 86), who, when addressed in the
language of Dante’s Inferno, is resolved
into Dante himself. A consummate section
of terza rima (with masculine and femi-
nine endings as the connecting principle
instead of rhyme) gives the message of
the master of language, a message which
is in substance that of the conclusion of
Purgatorio XXVI (where rehabilitation is
effected by willing endurance of the “refin-
ing fire”). Then, with dawn breaking in
the bomb-shattered street, the visitation
ceases—“He left me, with a kind of vale-
diction, / And faded on the blowing of the
horn.”
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The last part of “Little Gidding” is
dominated by Dame Julian of Norwich,
the mystic of an optimism snatched from
the fire of pain. Looking over the course
of her own suffering, and over the tangle
of human history, Julian was able to say:
“Love was his meaning.” [. . .]

It is the medieval, too, who supplies the
refrain, “And all shall be well,” with which
Mr. Eliot finally brings together the chief
themes of his poem in a piece of remark-
able symbolism:

And all shall be well and
All manner of thing shall be well
When the tongues of flame are

in-folded
Into the crowned knot of fire
And the fire and the rose are one.

This is the consummation of history, for
the individual, the race, the material uni-
verse. Time and change find their issue in
redemption.

So much for a general account of Four
Quartets. The work has, I believe, been
sometimes misinterpreted as it appeared
in its separate parts, and so there is some
point in calling attention to the main move-
ment of its thought. But it is important pri-
marily as a poem, and I am aware that I
have hardly begun to speak about that.

∗Reginald Snell.
“T. S. Eliot and the
English Poetic Tradition.”
New English Weekly 26
(14 December 1944),
77–78.

The four poems (three of them, as faith-
ful readers of the New English Weekly

will be proud to recall, first printed in
the pages of this journal) which together
constitute one of the most important
poetic achievements of our time, have
now appeared in a single volume, where
they may be—as they always deserved
to be—considered as a literary unity. A
note speaks of “improvements of phrase
and construction,” but the only signifi-
cant alteration from the pamphlet form
of the poems, apart from the substitution
of “and” for “or” in one place, and a
semicolon for a full stop in another, is
the appearance of the word “appeasing”
instead of “reconciling,” in connection
with “forgotten wars”—a risky change,
considering the emotional overtones to
which the newer word now gives rise.
The title is a good one: this is the cham-
ber music of poetry, the wholly mature
work of a most distinguished craftsman,
and the poetic diction is as civilized, as
grave and pure as good late Haydn. Each
poem consists of five “movements,” the
fourth being much shorter than the others,
and lyrical in form; themes are stated and
restated, in the manner of music, inside
each separate quartet, and certain phrases
are common to them all. Their total
length roughly doubles that of The Waste
Land.

It would be tempting to let the critic in
Eliot review the poems himself; the thing
could be done, easily enough, from that
admirable essay of his, “Tradition and
the Individual Talent,” which appeared in
1917. For these poems represent precisely
the achievement of that true traditionalism
which he there describes. Such prose quo-
tations as follow in this article are all taken
from that essay. What a remarkable, and
what an exciting, development has taken
place in Eliot’s writing between those early
poems of urbane disgust (diffident, pri-
vate, mannered and in the best sense deca-
dent, they were the final statement of the
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kind of poetry that had preceded them,
and were of course immensely competent
technically) and these latest poems which
are bone and flesh of the English tradition!
In one sense, no doubt, nobody but Eliot
could have written them, but in another,
it does not mater much who did write
them—they are part of the whole body
of English poetry. Prufrock and Poems
(1920) were first-rate minor poetry, and
intensely individual; The Waste Land
and “The Hollow Men” were already
major poetry, but still individual; “Ash-
Wednesday” and the Ariel poems were
recognizably the poetry of the later Eliot,
whose work has reached universality and,
in losing individuality, has found it (the
same law obtains in artistic creation as
in spiritual life). As he himself wrote, if
we appreciate a poet without a prejudice
in favor of individuality, in the sense of
divergence from the main stream of tra-
dition, “we shall often find that not only
the best, but the most individual parts of
his work may be those in which the dead
poets, his ancestors, assert their immor-
tality most vigorously.” Much of the sig-
nificance of the early poems is esoteric—
that array of notes to The Waste Land (an
average of one to every eight lines of the
poem) was most of it necessary; but the
Four Quartets, though parts of them are at
least as conventionally “difficult,” are in
no need of notes. If a reader does not
catch every literary allusion as such (and
few readers are likely to), it is no great
matter. He will certainly enjoy the poetry
more if he is familiar with some, at any
rate, of the books that the poet has loved
and made part of himself (though few peo-
ple would probably care to challenge him
over Elizabethan dramatists, seventeenth-
century divines, Seneca’s plays, the Upan-
ishads and a good many other things), but
he will not necessarily understand it any
better. The echoes from other writers are

here truly organic, and the poems are not
personal reflections garnished with choice
morsels from other men’s books—they are
a cut from the joint of English poetry,
and Eliot has wielded the knife. He has
become wholly and effortlessly aware “of
the mind of Europe—the mind of his own
country—a mind which [a writer] learns
in time to be much more important than
his own private mind.” Of all living poets,
he has the strongest historical sense, which
is “nearly indispensable to anyone who
would continue to be a poet beyond his
twenty-fifth year.” Some of his early work
has been reproached, and justly, for its too
heavy load of erudition; it may be true that
“a poet ought to know as much as will
not encroach upon his necessary receptiv-
ity and necessary laziness,” but one can-
not quite forgive those early explanatory
notes—a poem should no more need them
than a string quartet does. The notes were
necessary before, but are no longer. The
gazetteer will tell anyone who is interested
that East Coker is a village of 1360 acres
in Somerset, with a population of 798,
and that Burnt Norton is not to be found
on a map (he will probably conclude that
the poet has named it after the Harvard
critic who shares his name); but neither
this knowledge, nor a familiarity with
Nicholas Ferrar’s community at Little Gid-
ding (acr. 724, pop. 39—and you really do
“turn behind the pig-sty” when you make
the pilgrimage to that remote and lovely
spot, “to kneel where prayer has been
valid”) nor its connection with Charles I,
is necessary for purely literary apprecia-
tion of the poems. If such facts as these,
and many others, are known, they merely
add extra and extra-literary enjoyment.

The handling of the symbolism
throughout the Quartets is superb. Eliot
has reached the stage when he can
quote freely from other writings of his
own as well as other people’s (“human
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kind cannot bear very much reality”
had already been said by his Becket);
the corridor (“Gerontion”), the rose
garden (“Ash-Wednesday”), the shaft
of sunlight (Murder in the Cathedral),
the heard laughter of children (“New
Hampshire”)—all these were used again
in that fine and underrated play The
Family Reunion, and all of them occur
more than once in these latest poems.
To them are now added the figure of the
dance, and the pattern (already important
in Murder in the Cathedral). The various
meters and stanza forms throughout the
poem are, with the possible exception of
the second section of “The Dry Salvages,”
handled in a masterly way. There remains
that special characteristic of Eliot’s verse,
his continual protestations of inarticulate-
ness. “Prufrock” exclaimed nearly thirty
years ago “It is impossible to say just what
I mean,” and the poet has been repeating
the same thing, on and off, ever since—he
says it, very beautifully and with a skillful
variety of phrasing that carries its own
denial, several times in these Quartets.
It is becoming increasingly less true; the
conversation that was once, indeed, “so
nicely restricted to What Precisely and If
and Perhaps and But” has lately assumed
a lovely lucidity. And it is difficult to
see how his almost Trollopian use of the
propria persona is artistically justified, or
what place there is for such phrases as
“I have said before” and “You say I am
repeating something I have said before. I
shall say again” in the work of one who
believes (how rightly!) that “the progress
of an artist is a continual self sacrifice, a
continual extinction of personality,” and
has himself triumphantly achieved the
classical manner of writing that “is not a
turning loose of emotion, but an escape
from personality.”

It never does to ignore the quotations at
the head of his poems; the two fragments

from Heraclitus printed at the beginning
of this book, pre-Christian words with
their profoundly Christian significance,
form a fitting introduction to these four
magnificent poems—to “Burnt Norton”
with its faultless opening and conclud-
ing sections about Time, and its resolute
pursuit of the via negationis to reach the
“still point of the turning world” (the Gre-
cian urn has here become a Chinese jar);
to “East Coker” with its brilliant use
of a typographical device to gain a par-
ticular poetical effect, its strong and
thoroughly characteristic chthonic sense,
and the lovely section about humility
and the need for “waiting on” God; to
“The Dry Salvages” with its admirable
opening passage about the River (a new
note in Eliot’s verse is heard here) and
the further preoccupation with “the unat-
tended moment” that alone brings per-
fect reconciliation; and to “Little Gid-
ding,” certainly the finest poem of the four,
with its Dantesque second section, its fur-
ther handling of the themes of renunci-
ation and the intersections of Time and
Timeless, above all perhaps the moving
refrain from the thirteenth Shewing of
Julian of Norwich, in which Our Lord
tells her that “synne is behovabil, but al
shal be wel and al shal be wel and al
manner of thyng shal be wele.” These
nine-hundred-odd lines ask for constant
re-reading, not so much because of their
“difficulties” (which are not really con-
siderable) as because of the astonishing
richness of their poetic content, and for
a proper appreciation of their technical
achievements. They are a true part of
the English poetic tradition. They pro-
vide, also, the theme of a mediation, in
which the intellectual and emotional ele-
ments are admirably balanced and mutu-
ally fortified, upon the mystery of the
Incarnation.
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NOTES TOWARDS THE DEFINITION OF CULTURE
1948, 1949





∗George Orwell.
“Culture and Classes.”
Observer, 28 November
1948, p. 4.

In Notes Towards the Definition of
Culture, Mr. T. S. Eliot argues that a truly
civilized society needs a class system as
part of its basis. He is, of course, only
speaking negatively. He does not claim
that there is any method by which a high
civilization can be created. He maintains
merely that such a civilization is not likely
to flourish in the absence of certain condi-
tions, of which class distinctions are one.

This opens up a gloomy prospect, for
on the one hand it is almost certain that
class distinctions of the old kind are mori-
bund, and on the other hand Mr. Eliot has
at the least a strong prima facie case.

The essence of his argument is that the
highest levels of culture have been gained
only by small groups of people—either
social groups or regional groups—who
have been able to perfect their traditions
over long periods of time. The most impor-
tant of all cultural influences is the family,
and family loyalty is strongest when the
majority of people take it for granted to
go through life at the social level at which
they were born. Moreover, not having any
precedents to go upon, we do not know
what a classless society would be like. We
know only that, since functions would still
have to be diversified, classes would have
to be replaced by “élites,” a term Mr.
Eliot borrows with evident distaste from
the late Karl Mannheim. The élites will
plan, organize and administer: whether
they can become the guardians and trans-
mitters of culture, as certain social classes
have been in the past, Mr. Eliot doubts,
perhaps justifiably.

As always, Mr. Eliot insists that tradi-
tion does not mean worship of the past;
on the contrary, a tradition is alive only
while it is growing. A class can preserve
a culture because it is itself an organic
and changing thing. But here, curiously
enough, Mr. Eliot misses what might have
been the strongest argument in his case.
This is, that a classless society directed
by élites may ossify very rapidly, simply
because its rulers are able to choose their
successors, and will always tend to choose
people resembling themselves.

[. . .]

Mr. Eliot [. . .] argue[s] that even the
antagonism between classes can have fruit-
ful results for society as a whole. This
again is probably true. Yet one continues
to have, throughout his book, the feeling
that there is something wrong, and that
he himself is aware of it. The fact that
class privilege, like slavery, has somehow
ceased to be defensible. It conflicts with
certain moral assumptions which Mr. Eliot
appears to share, although intellectually he
may be in disagreement with them.

All through the book his attitude is
noticeably defensive. When class distinc-
tions were vigorously believed in, it was
not thought necessary to reconcile them
either with social justice or with efficiency.
The superiority of the ruling classes was
held to be self-evident, and in any case
the existing order was what God had
ordained. The mute inglorious Milton was
a sad case, but not remediable on this side
of the grave.

This, however, is by no means what Mr.
Eliot is saying. He would like, he says, to
see in existence both classes and élites. It
should be normal for the average human
being to go through life at his pre-destined
social level, but on the other hand, the
right man must be able to find his way into
the right job. In saying this he seems almost
to give away his whole case. For if class
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distinctions are desirable in themselves,
then wastage of talent, or inefficiency in
high places, are comparatively unimpor-
tant. The social misfit, instead of being
directed upwards or downwards, should
learn to be contented in his own station.

Mr. Eliot does not say this: indeed,
very few people in our time would say it.
It would seem morally offensive. Proba-
bly, therefore, Mr. Eliot does not believe
in class distinctions as our grandfathers
believed in them. His approval of them is
only negative. That is to say, he cannot see
how any civilization worth having can sur-
vive in a society where the differences aris-
ing from social background or geographi-
cal origin have been ironed out.

It is difficult to make any positive
answer to this. To all appearances the old
social distinctions are everywhere disap-
pearing, because their economic basis is
being destroyed. Possibly new classes are
appearing, or possibly we are within sight
of a genuinely classless society, which Mr.
Eliot assumes would be a cultureless soci-
ety. He may be right, but at some points his
pessimism seems to be exaggerated. “We
can assert with some confidence,” he says,
“that our own period is one of decline;
that the standards of culture are lower
than they were fifty years ago; and that the
evidence of this decline is visible in every
department of human activity.”

This seems true when one thinks of
Hollywood films or the atomic bomb,
but less true if one thinks of the clothes
and architecture of 1898, or what life
was like at that date for an unemployed
laborer in the East End of London. In
any case, as Mr. Eliot himself admits at
the start, we cannot reverse the present
trend by conscious action. Cultures are
not manufactured, they grow of their
own accord. Is it too much to hope that
the classless society will secrete a culture
of its own? And before writing off our
own age as irrevocably damned, is it not

worth remembering that Matthew Arnold
and Swift and Shakespeare—to carry the
story back only three centuries—were all
equally certain that they lived in a period
of decline?

∗C. H. Sisson.
“What Is Culture?”
New English Weekly 34
(2 December 1948),
91–92.

[. . .]

The Notes Towards the Definition of
Culture, the appearance of which is the
occasion of the present notice, is, in
a sense, a synthesis of various interests
which have been exhibited in Mr. Eliot’s
earlier writings in prose. Characteristi-
cally, he tells us, in the first lines of his
introduction, of some purposes he had not
in mind in writing the book. He did not,
he tells us, intend to outline a social or
political philosophy, nor to make the book
merely a vehicle for his observations on a
number of topics. His aim was “to help
to define a word, the word culture.” In
short, he is concerned to make the thing
look as little like a synthesis, and as much
like an analysis, as possible. In the course
of the book he does the things he disclaims
the intention of doing, and several other
things as well. But the words of the Intro-
duction serve to warn us that Mr. Eliot
is here airing only such of his views on
social and political philosophy as are rel-
evant to the definition of culture, and no
one, therefore, should suppose after read-
ing this book that he has more than par-
tial indications of Mr. Eliot’s views on
these matters. The book goes beyond its
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nominal subject matter only in the sense
that it is impossible to talk sociology with-
out talking several other things at the same
time.

In the first chapter [. . .], Mr. Eliot
endeavors “to distinguish and relate,” the
uses of the word which differ according to
whether one has in mind “the development
of an individual, of a group or class, or of
a whole society.” “It is part of my thesis,”
he says, “that the culture of the individual
is dependent upon the culture of a group or
class, and that the culture of the group or
class is dependent upon the culture of the
whole society to which that group or that
class belongs. Therefore it is the culture of
the society that is fundamental.” Mr. Eliot
then goes on to “try to expose the essential
relation of culture to religion,” and here he
comes to a point which is original in more
senses than one, and somewhat abstruse.
He wishes to “make clear the limitation of
the word relation as an expression of this
‘relation.’” Mr. Eliot conceives “culture
and religion as being, when each term
is taken in the right context, different
aspects of the same thing.” Therefore nei-
ther can culture be preserved or devel-
oped in the absence of the religion, nor
religion preserved and maintained with-
out reckoning with culture. But, if there
is question here of the unity of religion
and culture, there is no question of their
identity. Hence “aesthetic sensibility must
be extended into spiritual perception, and
spiritual perception must be extended into
aesthetic sensibility and disciplined taste.”
It is true that Mr. Eliot speaks as if reli-
gious standards and aesthetic standards
were ideally identical; or, to report him
more accurately, as if to judge by either of
these standards “should come in the end
to the same thing,” but he is careful to
add that that “end” is one “at which no
individual can arrive.” The whole of the
passage from which this is taken must be
studied in Mr. Eliot’s [. . .] own words and

not merely in summary, comment or even
quotation. It is, I think, the central point of
the book, and, incidentally, it is the point at
which Mr. Eliot’s prose exhibits the max-
imum of suppleness, passion and refine-
ment. In these pages Mr. Eliot seems to be
struggling to express the perception which
is the basis of all his subsequent ratioci-
nation, and the writing shows at moments
almost an excess of its own essential qual-
ity, just as a paragraph of Sir Thomas
Browne may seem, even when the intensity
of the writing is at its greatest, pleasurably
over-burdened with its own very different
self.

After explaining his theory of religion
and culture Mr. Eliot goes on to discuss
three of the conditions for culture. “The
first of these,” he says,

is organic (not merely planned but
growing) structure, such as will foster
the hereditary transmission of culture
within a culture: and this requires the
persistence of social classes. The second
is the necessity that a culture should be
analysable, geographically, into local
cultures: this raises the problem of
“regionalism.” The third is the balance
of unity and diversity in religion—that
is, universality of doctrine with a par-
ticularity of cult and devotion.

The first two are conditions that were evi-
dently likely to strike a man whose polit-
ical philosophy was of the kind to which
Mr. Eliot’s was supposed to belong, but
it would be unfortunate if readers who do
not share the views that they imagine to be
his were thereby distracted from a careful
study of the relevance of the persistence of
social classes and regional differentiation
to the persistence of culture. [. . .]

It is the later chapters of this book, I
think, and particularly the notes on edu-
cation, which are likely to receive most
immediate attention from the public at
large. There would be no great harm in
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this, if the people were thereafter and
thereby coaxed into a consideration of the
more fundamental matters with which the
book starts. That may not always happen,
however, for Mr. Eliot’s remarks on educa-
tion are not only of great intrinsic interest
but of great emotive force. There are sev-
eral wholesome but unpopular truths in
this final chapter, and it is unfortunate that
Mr. Eliot’s presentation of them has in it an
element which is bound to alienate certain
readers more than the truths themselves
would do. Mr. Eliot’s long residence in this
country has not, one might guess, enabled
him to see the country’s social structures
otherwise than as an outsider. The result is,
one suspects, that he has an unduly simpli-
fied notion of what constitutes the govern-
ing classes, and perhaps attributes undue
weight and value to the upper and upper
middle classes. [. . .] In a note to the Idea
of a Christian Society which is of special
interest to the reader of the present book,
Mr. Eliot says: “Britain will presumably
continue to be governed by the same mer-
cantile and financial class which, with a
continual change of personnel, has been
increasingly important from the fifteenth
century.” That was hardly perspicacious,
even for 1939, and a man of much less
remarkable gifts, born and brought up in
this country, would have avoided such a
presumption. A similar defect of social per-
ception marks some of the comments on
education in this chapter. It is difficult, in
the context of present society in England,
to attach much meaning to being “edu-
cated above the level of those whose social
habits and tastes one has inherited,” at any
rate in the cases where the education has
had any appreciable effect on the subject.
And it is a pity that, in discussing the case
against equality of opportunity in educa-
tion, Mr. Eliot has, as it were, looked at
the problem from the top side only and
spoken of the educated being unpleasant,
or merely too numerous, and not con-

cerned himself with the lot of the under-
dog, who would be deprived of his natu-
ral protagonist in the person of the man of
lively wits who remains in the subordinate
classes. One wonders, too, what Mr. Eliot
considers constitute advantages of birth in
present-day England. The idea is not a sim-
ple one at any time; one might always ask
whether a high degree of literacy in several
consecutive generations may not deprive
the heir of those generations of more than
it gives him.

Without any major questions of prin-
ciple being settled, or even more widely
agreed upon, much that is done in this
country might be better done if certain
assumptions were less lightly made. One
might recommend this book to politicians,
but for the fact that politicians are rarely
of an age or temper to be persuaded to
abandon their assumptions. To Mr. Eliot’s
ordinary public, recommendation of any
of his books is superfluous, but one may
say that this one has a special interest for
those who follow the elusive line of this
paper. It is, by the way, inscribed to Philip
Mairet.

∗E. M. Forster.
“The Three T. S. Eliots.”
Listener 41 (20 January
1949), 111.

There is T. S. Eliot who is a poet, and there
are also two Mr. Eliots who write criti-
cism. The poet does not enter into the vol-
ume under review; his great achievement
lies elsewhere, and it has been awarded the
highest possible honors, both in this coun-
try and abroad.

The critic—or rather critics—do enter.
They dominate the scene, and although
they never contradict one another there is
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a difference between them which must be
noted. They differ according to the audi-
ences they address. Most of the book is
addressed to sophisticated and highly edu-
cated people, and it is, on the whole, not
satisfactory. At the end of it, three broad-
casts are printed; these were intended for
popular audiences and they are, on the
whole, a success. It would seem that when
Mr. Eliot is wishing to instruct, his prose
remains lucid, considerate, and assured;
his excellent handbook on Dante is an
example of this. When on the other hand
he is writing for people who may answer
him back, he becomes wary and loads his
sentences with qualifications and precau-
tions which make them heavy going. The
very title of the book is ominous. It is not
about culture nor about a definition of cul-
ture, nor does it even offer notes on a def-
inition. It offers “notes towards the defi-
nition.” By its caution and astuteness the
title forestalls many possible objections.
But what cumbersome English!

The broadcasts were intended for
a German-speaking audience, and were
translated into German for that purpose.
In the first of them, Mr. Eliot speaks of the
unity of European culture, and ascribes
the richness of English to our continen-
tal connection. In the second, he describes
the break-up of European culture dur-
ing the last twenty years, and refers to
the Criterion, the admirable review which
he once edited. The third broadcast is
the least satisfactory, because he advances
in it towards a definition of culture,
and then retires without making it clear
where he has been. Culture is connected
with the family if we interpret the fam-
ily rightly. It is also connected—in cer-
tain circumstances—with much else. It
is assuredly connected with Christianity.
Here we reach firmer ground. We feel—
and he would wish us to feel—that his reli-
gious faith is more important to him than
anything else, and that art and literature

are only valid in their relation to it. The
relation may be negative: “only a Chris-
tian culture could have produced Voltaire
and Nietzsche.” But as far as Europe is
concerned, the relation must exist. Where
there is not Christianity there is noth-
ing. And it has to be Christianity of an
approved type: Mr. Eliot grows increas-
ingly theological. Smartly over the knuck-
les does he rap a certain book called The
Churches Survey Their Task. They sur-
veyed it wrongly. The rap occurs in the
main body of the work. Here we may
pursue, in greater detail and with supe-
rior caution, the ideas exposed in the
broadcasts. There is much that is sub-
tle and profound, much that is provoca-
tive, and we are bound to admit at the
end that culture is even more important
than we guessed. Unfortunately she has
not become more accessible. Through the
criss-cross of reservations and postulates
we can scarcely catch sight of her, or see
where she is going.

The book is prefaced by a quotation
from Lord Acton: “I think our studies
ought to be all but purposeless.” The quo-
tation does not seem appropriate in view
of Mr. Eliot’s purposeful interest in polem-
ical Christianity. Acton, too, was a deeply
religious man. But he was also a convinced
liberal, and Mr. Eliot, for all his many-
sidedness, cannot be described as that.

∗Christopher Dawson.
“Mr. T. S. Eliot on the
Meaning of Culture.”
Month 1, n.s. (March
1949), 151–57.

It is eighty years ago since Matthew
Arnold first took up the cudgels in defense
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of culture against the Philistines as repre-
sented by John Bright and Frederic Har-
rison and the Daily Telegraph. At that
date the very word was unfamiliar, and
when John Bright described it as a “smat-
tering of two dead languages” he was
probably expressing the views of the aver-
age Englishman. Today the situation has
entirely changed. The word is not only
accepted; it has been adopted by the plan-
ners and the politicians, and has become
part of the international language or jar-
gon of propaganda and ideological contro-
versy. Consequently when Mr. Eliot comes
forward in defense of culture, his first task
is to rescue the word from the bad com-
pany into which it has fallen, to define its
proper limits and to restore its intellectual
respectability and integrity. [. . .]

Mr. Eliot is no longer using the word
in Matthew Arnold’s sense. For while the
latter was concerned only to maintain and
extend its traditional classical sense as
the harmonious development of human
nature by the cultivation of the mind, the
former has adopted the modern sociologi-
cal concept of culture as a way of life com-
mon to a particular people and based on
a social tradition which is embodied in its
institutions, its literature and its art.

[. . .]

The value of Mr. Eliot’s approach may
be seen by the way in which it directs our
attention to those great primary elements
of culture—family, region and religion—
which tend to be ignored equally by the
socialist advocates of a planned society, on
the one hand, and by the surviving cham-
pions of the liberal ideal of free individual
culture on the other.

He does not, however, deal as fully with
the social function of the family as we
might have expected, since his chapter on
the organic structure of culture is almost
entirely concerned with the question of
classes and elites. Unfortunately contem-

porary opinion on this subject has been
so deeply affected by the economic indi-
vidualism of the nineteenth century and
by the Marxian ideology of class war that
it is now almost impossible to restore the
sociological concept of class as Mr. Eliot
sees it and as it existed in the past. For
even the nineteenth-century terminology
of “upper,” “middle” and “lower” was
already economic rather than sociological
in character.

[. . .]

Mr. Eliot is concerned above all with
the problem of social tradition—i.e. the
maintenance and transmission of the stan-
dards of culture. This, he argues, is the
function of the class, rather than the
elite, for “it is the function of the class
as a whole to preserve and communi-
cate standards of manners—which are a
vital element in group culture.” At this
point Mr. Eliot comes into sharp collision
with the dominant ideologies not only of
Marxian socialism but of his own demo-
cratic world. For the equalitarian tradi-
tions of the American and the French
Revolutions have always been profoundly
hostile to the idea of an organic class
structure; and though American society
has traveled a long way from the agrar-
ian democracy of the early nineteenth cen-
tury, it has always accepted the atomic
conception of society which Mr. Eliot con-
demns; so that the millionaires, at any
rate in theory, represent an economic elite
with no uniform social background rather
than a governing class or an economic
aristocracy. [. . .]

Nevertheless the problem is a serious
one which at least deserves serious dis-
cussion. We are too apt to believe that
everything would go well with the world if
only we could enforce common standards
by universal economic planning and some
form of political world organization, and
we ignore the tremendous dangers which
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threaten man’s spiritual freedom under
the impersonal tyranny of a mechanized
order in which the individual is consid-
ered merely as one among the hundred mil-
lion or five hundred million units which
compose the modern promiscuous mass
society. [. . .]

Religion, not social differentiation, is
the real safeguard of spiritual freedom,
since it alone brings man into relation with
a higher order of reality than the world
of politics or even of culture and estab-
lishes the human soul on eternal founda-
tions. This, however, does not mean that
religion is alien from or indifferent to cul-
ture. No one could put the case for the
unity of religion and culture more strongly
than Mr. Eliot does. In fact he argues that
if a culture is the way of life of a whole peo-
ple, then a Christian people, which seeks to
be wholly Christian and Christian all the
time, must inevitably aspire to the identi-
fication of religion and culture. In other
words, a culture is the incarnation of a
religion: they are not two different things
which may be related to one another, but
different aspects of the same thing: one
common life, viewed at different levels or
in reference to different ends.

If this view is carried to its logical con-
clusion, it leads us into considerable dif-
ficulties, as Mr. Eliot himself admits. “To
reflect that from one point of view religion
is culture,” he writes,

and from another point of view cul-
ture is religion, can be very disturbing.
To ask whether the people have not a
religion already, in which Derby Day
and the dog track play their parts, is
embarrassing; so is the suggestion that
part of the religion of the higher eccle-
siastic is gaiters and the Athenaeum. It
is inconvenient for Christians to find
that as Christians they do not believe
enough, and that on the other hand
they, with everyone else, believe in too

many things: yet this is a consequence
of reflecting, that bishops are a part
of English culture, and that horses and
dogs are a part of English religion.

Yet, in spite of these paradoxical con-
sequences Mr. Eliot remains convinced
that religion and culture are insepara-
ble and that the traditional conception of
a relation between religion and culture
as two distinct realities is fundamentally
erroneous and unacceptable. Yet I believe
that the idea of such a relation is insepa-
rable from the traditional Christian con-
ception of religion and that the paradoxes
that are inherent in his view are gratuitous
difficulties which are due to ignoring the
necessary transcendence of the religious
factor.

[. . .]

Certainly religion is the great creative
force in culture and almost every historic
culture has been inspired and informed
by some great religion. Nevertheless Reli-
gion and Culture remain essentially dis-
tinct from one another in idea, and the
more religious a religion is the more does it
tend to assert its “otherness” and its tran-
scendence of the limits of culture. This ulti-
mate dualism is most strongly marked in
Christianity which has always placed its
center of gravity outside the present world,
so that the Christian way of life is seen as
that of a stranger and an exile who looks
home towards the eternal city in which
alone his true citizenship is to be found.
[. . .]

[T]his introduction of a higher spiri-
tual principle into man’s life—this denial
of the self-sufficiency and self-centeredness
of human life is no more opposed to
the development of culture than it is to
the freedom of the personality. On the
contrary, the widening of man’s spiritual
horizon, which results from the Christian
view of the world, also widens the field
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of culture, just as the personality of the
individual is deepened and exalted by the
consciousness of his spiritual destiny.

No one understands this better than
Mr. Eliot, who has done so much to restore
to our generation a consciousness of the
high tradition of Christian culture. Indeed,
his own poetic achievement is a most strik-
ing example of the way in which the
Christian view of reality has enriched and
deepened the inner life of our own contem-
porary culture. And what is here achieved
in the unique personal form of poetic cre-
ation may be realized also at every level
of the social process in the common life of
the people as a whole. Everywhere man’s
way of life is capable of being guided and
informed by the spirit of religious faith.
But, however completely a culture may
seem to be dominated by religion, there
remains a fundamental dualism between
the order of culture which is part of the
order of nature and the principle of faith
which transcends the natural order and
finds its center outside the world of man.

[. . .]

W. H. Auden.
“Port and Nuts with the
Eliots.”
New Yorker 25 (23 April
1949), 92–97.

Like most important writers, Mr. T. S.
Eliot is not a single figure but a house-
hold. This household has, I think, at least
three permanent residents. First, there is
the archdeacon, who believes in and prac-
tices order, discipline, and good manners,
social and intellectual, with a thoroughly
Anglican distaste for evangelical excess:

his conversation, so nicely
Restricted to What Precisely
And If and Perhaps and But.

And no wonder, for the poor gentleman is
condemned to be domiciled with a figure
of a very different stamp, a violent and pas-
sionate old peasant grandmother, who has
witnessed murder, rape, pogroms, famine,
flood, fire, everything; who has looked into
the abyss and, unless restrained, would
scream the house down:

Reflected in my golden eye
The dullard knows that he is mad.
Tell me if I am not glad!

Last, as if this state of affairs were not dif-
ficult enough, there is a young boy who
likes to play slightly malicious practical
jokes. The too earnest guest, who has come
to interview the Reverend, is startled and
bewildered by finding an apple-pie bed or
being handed an explosive cigar.

From its rather formidable title, it is
evident that Mr. Eliot’s latest essay, Notes
Towards the Definition of Culture, is offi-
cially from the pen of the archdeacon, who
is diffident about his powers but deter-
mined to do his social duty even under very
unpropitious circumstances [. . .].

With a proper caution and a school-
master’s conscientiousness, the archdea-
con begins by defining the various senses
in which the word “culture” is used: to
mean (1) the conscious self-cultivation of
the individual, his attempt to raise himself
out of the average mass to the level of the
élite; (2) the ways of believing, thinking,
and feeling of the particular group within
society to which an individual belongs;
and (3) the still less conscious way of life
of society as a whole.

There are always two cultural prob-
lems: cultural innovation, i.e., how to
change a culture for the better, however
“good” may be defined; and cultural trans-
mission, i.e., how to transmit what is

506



valuable in a culture from one genera-
tion to the next. It is to the second prob-
lem that Mr. Eliot addresses himself—and
rightly, most people, I think, will agree,
for in the unstatic and unstable societies
of our age, transmission, or cultural mem-
ory, is the major problem. Starting from
the premise that no culture has appeared
or evolved except together with a religion,
whichever may be the agent that produces
the other, he states and develops the the-
sis that the transmission of any culture
depends on three conditions: (1) the per-
sistence of social classes; (2) the diversity
of local or regional cultures within a larger
cultural unit; (3) the diversity of religious
cult and devotion within a large universal-
ity of religious doctrine. The premise is,
I think, undeniable, even by the most vio-
lent atheist, for the word “religion” simply
means that which is binding, the beliefs or
habits of conduct that the conscience of an
individual or a society tells him he should
affirm, even at the cost of his life (and
nobody has a personal identity without
such). . . . Nor will anyone quarrel, I think,
with Mr. Eliot’s contention that in a civi-
lized society religion and culture, though
interdependent—“bishops are a part of
English culture, and horses and dogs are
a part of English religion”—are not and
should not be identical; e.g., it is only in
a barbarous society that to drive on the
right or to eat boiled cabbage or to listen
to the music of Elgar would be regarded
not as matters of habit or convenience or
taste but as matters of ultimate signifi-
cance. This, however, involves the conclu-
sion that the religion of a civilized society
is distinguished by the existence of dogma
as separate from mythology and cult.

[. . .]

However, it is not Mr. Eliot’s views on
religion that are going to get him into
hot water with a great many people
but his approval of hereditary classes

and his doubts about universal educa-
tion, for here the archdeacon is from time
to time replaced by the boyish practical
joker, whose favorite sport is teasing the
Whigs, particularly if they happen to be
Americans.

[. . .]

The value of Mr. Eliot’s book is not the
conclusions he reaches, most of which are
debatable, but the questions he raises. For
instance, how has culture been transmit-
ted in the past? If the methods of the past
are no longer possible, how can it be trans-
mitted now? Mr. Eliot is only partly right,
I think, in asserting that in the past the role
of transmission was played by a class or by
classes. For many centuries, it was trans-
mitted by the Church; i.e., by an institu-
tion with a hereditary status whose mem-
bers could be drawn from any social class.
In England, it was only during the last
two centuries or so that the responsibil-
ity for culture passed to social classes, first
to the landed aristocracy, and then, when
they became stockholders without respon-
sibility, to the professional classes—the
clergy, the doctors, the lawyers, etc. And
even then it was certain institutions—the
greater universities, the cathedral closes—
that were really responsible. [. . .]

The American problem has been
unique. Jefferson and Hamilton read no
different from Europeans; then, between
1830 and 1870, say, there emerged a cul-
ture that was definitely non-European, but
also entirely Anglo-Saxon; after that, in a
sense, America had to begin all over again.
It was perhaps unfortunate that, with the
exception of the Germans of ’48 and the
Jews who came to escape persecution,
the stimulus to immigration from Europe
during the nineteenth century was so sim-
ply poverty, for this meant that of, for
instance, the Irish and Italians who came,
few were conscious bearers of their native
culture and few had many memories they
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wished to preserve. This, and the absence
of any one dominant church, has placed
almost the whole cultural burden on the
school, which has had to struggle along as
best it could, with all too little help from
even the family. It is a very encouraging
sign that social groups within American
society—the labor unions, for instance—
are beginning to go into education instead
of leaving it all to the state. [. . .]

Further, the more the total task of
education can be shared among different
groups, the smaller the educational unit
can be. It is almost impossible for educa-
tion organized on a mass scale not to imi-
tate the methods that work so well in the
mass production of goods.

The greatest blessing that could
descend on higher education in this coun-
try would be not the erection of more class
barriers but the removal of one; namely,
the distinction drawn between those who
have attended college and those who
have not. As long as employers demand
a degree for jobs to which a degree is
irrelevant, the colleges will be swamped by
students who have no disinterested love
of knowledge, and teachers, particularly
in the humanities, aware of the students’
economic need to pass examinations, will
lower their standards to let them.

So one could go on chatting and wran-
gling with the archdeacon all evening. [. . .]

The talk has been stimulating, the port
excellent. Do go on. I am not questioning
the usefulness . . .

[. . .]

The conversation trails off into silence.
Whig? Tory? All flesh is grass. Culture?
The grass withereth. One realizes that one
is no longer reading lucid prose or follow-
ing an argument; one has ceased trying
to understand or explain anything; one is
listening to the song of the third Eliot, a
voice in Ramah, weeping, that will not be
comforted.

R. P. Blackmur.
“T. S. Eliot on Culture.”
Nation 168 (23 April
1949), 475–76.

The American reviews which I have seen of
T. S. Eliot’s Notes Towards the Definition
of Culture have conspicuously and I think
outrageously misunderstood both Eliot’s
intentions and the context of thought and
feeling in which he wrote, I cannot set
these reviewers right—I am not sure I can
be right about Eliot myself—but it should
be at least possible to make out that Eliot
is not a snob in his feelings and that his
thought is genuine: it touches the actual
world while reminding us of the oldest
form of the ideal world.

As to his feelings, what matters is
that always, when the time comes, Eliot
is great-spirited. His magnanimity is
the rhythm—something deeper and more
moving than what he says—that makes
him memorable. What other Christian of
our time would so often require, not con-
formity or conversion, but the active help
of the atheist and the agnostic? Who else
so practices his belief in “dining with the
Opposition”? Who else, with such evident
warrant of sincerity, insists that to liqui-
date the enemy is a crime against culture
as well as against religion? He might share
Santayana’s argument that the Gospel rea-
son for loving one’s enemy is that God
loves him; but he puts it well enough for
himself: “Fortunate is the man who, at
the right moment, meets the right friend;
fortunate also the man who at the right
moment meets the right enemy. . . . One
needs the enemy . . . The universality of
irritation is the best assurance of peace.”

As for his thought—and the feeling is
there with the thought—what matters is
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that in these essays on culture he is making
a great plea for the individual, not for the
superior individual or for the inferior indi-
vidual in a superior position, but for the
human individual himself, whatever his
talent or position may be. That is the very
strong personal theme of the book: the
search for the recovery of individual life
from mass or collective life, and for the
renewal of private life. He makes his effort
along lines which are meant to reduce the
scope and raise the value of public life. No
doubt he runs counter to his time, believ-
ing his time to be a backwash or eddy in
the main stream; and beyond a doubt also
he is trying to persuade us to a task difficult
at any time.

To Eliot the individual is the hardest
thing to be, and it takes permanent and
continuous effort. He knows a man may
be an individual only among other men.
No one could be individual in a wholly
strange society, or in a society that was
wholly a crowd. Nor, again, could indi-
viduals survive in a society governed by
a rigid order, or by an order asserted and
developed by any single part of the mind.
The individual requires rather conversa-
tion with his own kind and with other
kinds; he requires, in his own society, to
be developed out of what came before him
and to develop, if he can, what will come
after him. Otherwise there will be nothing
individual in him, only what can be atom-
ized, so that he could never enjoy, whether
in great affairs or in personal intimacy,
either a silly joke or a contented silence,
which are right rules for both.

It is such individuals and such a soci-
ety (society: the fellowship of individu-
als) that Eliot wants; he wants the culture
which will make them possible; and for
that culture he is willing to pay the cost—
the cost that is everything, the cost that has
always been paid except when substitutes
or bankruptcy made the event. The cost
Eliot is willing to pay for culture is that

of a prestige society—a society capable of
creating prestige for its values, where the
greater the prestige, the greater the man-
ifestation of value, both at the upper and
the lower levels of society, and where the
classes with the greatest prestige (not the
greatest power) have the function of car-
rying on what as individuals they may not
possess, the possibility of the highest form
of these values.

Is not prestige, the possession of pres-
ence by attribution, the public proof and
the inner assurance of the private, indi-
vidual life? Prestige is the saturated atmo-
sphere between personalities which is felt
as consideration. The moving quality in
a private or a public relationship is pres-
tige. We force upon each man his func-
tion, but there is with each function the
gift of the prestige of the function. Think
of family, the love affair, the law, parlia-
ment, the church. Think, above all, when
reading Eliot, of the church and of the
religion under the church. What is reli-
gion but the cultivation of the force which
is the source of all prestige? We prac-
tice forms, each time praying they may be
filled; certainly we do not always know
with what. It is the same whether in
“church” or in “society,” in religion or in
culture.

Here is the important part of Eliot’s
position. For him it depends only on your
point of view whether you say religion
develops out of culture or culture develops
out of religion. He will not identify religion
with culture, and he will distinguish when
he must between culture and religion; and
he knows that there is more at work in a
mind than either culture or religion. There
is terror for us all in the form his recog-
nition takes. We are not unified, he says,
we are not pure, our behavior has some-
thing to do with our belief, and we live
also on the level where these cannot be
distinguished. It is very disconcerting, he
says, to play on this reflection. “It gives an
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importance to our most trivial pursuits, to
the occupation of our every minute, which
we cannot contemplate long without hor-
ror or nightmare.”

What Eliot ventures to say himself—
and it is a very real venture, the venture of
what all his later poetry is up to—is that
culture is the incarnation of the religion
of a people; incarnation, bodying forth;
the attempt of the ultimate real to become
actual. Something of this sort is what, from
a secular point view, Roger Sessions meant
by saying that music makes great gestures
of the spirit. Perhaps, in Eliot’s context,
culture has to do with the relation between
the spiritual and material organization in
a society, as felt and carried by individu-
als. Perhaps, for him, it is religion alone
which communicates the forces that keep
life going in the individual; something very
different from either identification or rela-
tion, something very like incarnation. It is
a poet’s thought, not an educator’s, but it
is thought.

Being a poet’s thought, it is dramatic.
The degree and kind of incarnation, will
vary from region to region, group to
group, individual to individual, without
impairments of what is being incarnated.
Loyalties will vary, politics contrast, unity
is far off. So there must be neither excess
of unity nor excess of division; uniformity
is death, and orthodoxy must develop out
of conflict with fresh heresies. There must
be both the constant struggle between the
centrifugal and the centripetal for the sake
of balance, and an unremitting effort to be
individuals in whom alone the balance can
be reached.

This is a friendly account of Eliot’s
attempt to define culture as the incarna-
tion of the religion of a people. His defini-
tion seems to me to touch life and also to
renew life: it is, in the poetic sense, a par-
tial act of incarnation; and it seems to me
that it is altogether under this head that

we ought to accept, to quarrel with, or
to discount Eliot’s particular deductions
about education and politics and elites:
that there ought not to be too much of
any of these, and that the intellect does not
know enough about any of them to decide
how much is enough.

As for myself, I discount more than I
quarrel, and quarrel more than I accept,
as one ought to in any conversation
concerned with developing orthodoxy,
whether Christian or otherwise human. I
am not a politician and have no wish to
nose out ideas, as Eliot says, only when
they have begun to stink. But I rather think
I should like to agree when Eliot says, early
in the book: “To judge a work of art by
artistic or by religious standards, to judge
a religion by religious or artistic standards
should come in the end to the same thing:
though it is an end at which no individual
can arrive.” I agree, because this is at heart
the direction in which Eliot works.

∗Hermann Peschmann.
Adelphi 25
(July–September 1949),
331–32.

[. . .]

Mr. Eliot is conservative in the exact
sense in which all his prose writing from
“Tradition and the Individual Talent”
(1917) to The Idea of a Christian Society
(1939) is conservative: and all valuable
writing about culture must be of this
nature. For, as Mr. Eliot insists, “culture”
is a residual and accumulative thing, partly
built, but, in the main, unconsciously
growing out of the beliefs, traditions,
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occupation and achievements of a particu-
lar people, in a given locality, over a period
of time: “You cannot put on a new cul-
ture ready made. You must wait for the
grass to grow to feed the sheep to give
the wool out of which your new coat will
be made.”

Culture is the way of life of a whole
people interacting for their common ben-
efit. An endeavor to impose uniformity of
culture—and we do not need to look only
at the Totalitarian countries for this, but a
little nearer home—can only be a leveling
down where, as Browning says in a rather
different context, “A common greyness sil-
vers everything.”

“We need variety in unity,” Mr. Eliot
reminds us, “not the unity of organization,
but the unity of nature.” And this is where,
and why, he is hierarchic. He sees three lev-
els of culture: that of the individual; that of
the group (the smallest group is the fam-
ily) or class of which the individual is a
member; that of the society of which the
group or class is a component. It is culture
in its widest [sense] with which he is ulti-
mately concerned—the culture of a soci-
ety; but his thesis is that that can flourish
only if it does so at different levels in differ-
ent strata, in groups and individuals, and
with some accentuation of regional char-
acteristics. And ultimately the culture of a
society is to be related to, but never to be
identified with, the religion of that society,
“the culture being, essentially, the incar-
nation of the religion of a people.” Many
pages of thought go to the exposition of
these distinctions, and to the meaning of
“related.”

After a brief introductory survey, Mr.
Eliot deals with the three senses of
culture—in individual, group, and society;
defends the necessary stratification of soci-
ety and expounds his doctrine of an elite—
a word not tainted here with the implica-
tions of snobbery it too often has. He then

passes on to consider sub-cultures (again
not a term of derogation) of region, sect,
and cult. There follow notes on politics
and on education in which he shows how
the greater (the culture of the society) must
comprehend the least (politics or educa-
tion) and not vice versa as is widely the
case today. In the course of this he subjects
our conceptions of education to a search-
ing analysis. The book concludes with the
English text of three wise and luminous
broadcast talks to Germany, [. . .] “The
Unity of European Culture.”

The whole work is written with a rare
humility implicit in the very tentativeness
of its title, and recurrent throughout its
pages. [. . .] [H]is conviction of the right-
ness of his beliefs is tempered with cour-
teous consideration for those of others;
not arrogance, but humble certitude is the
keynote of his approach to his subject, the
magnitude of which he never for a moment
underestimates. [. . .]

Richard M. Weaver.
“Culture and
Reconstruction.”
Sewanee Review 57
(Autumn 1949), 714–18.

It is a historical truth that institutions do
not produce their great apologias until
they are on the point of passing away. In
the days of their vigor, their value and
perdurance are assumed; and it is only
when that value is challenged and their
existence becomes a matter of question
that we are stirred to prepare a logical
defense of them. This unhappy recollec-
tion is prompted by the appearance of
T. S. Eliot’s Notes towards the Definition
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of Culture. Mr. Eliot’s view is somber, and
he is not unaware that he may be defining
a thing which, for our time, is moribund.
“We can assert with some confidence that
our own period is one of decline; that
the standards of culture are lower than
they were fifty years ago; and that the evi-
dences of this decline are visible in every
department of human activity.” It there-
fore seems to him not unreasonable to
anticipate “a period, of some duration, of
which it is possible to say that it will have
no culture.”

Perhaps the surest sign that modern cul-
ture is in a critical state is the number of
things which are today mistaken for cul-
ture; and I imagine that Mr. Eliot’s work
will have value chiefly as a corrective of
popular misconceptions. The list of these
is worth noting.

First of all, culture does not consist of a
set of manners and attitudes which are the
property of those at the top of the social
and economic structure. On the contrary,
any healthy culture is to be found diffused
throughout the entire structure, and the
author feels that in the end we are driven
to locate it “in the pattern of society as a
whole.” Culture requires the persistence of
classes, but it is not a class possession. It
is equally wrong to suppose that the mod-
ern hypostatization Education is synony-
mous with culture. It appears rather that
in spreading that abstraction we are lower-
ing our standards and giving up the study
of those things through which real culture
is transmitted. Education of the modern
kind is a defensive response to a disinte-
grating society; we have no evidence that
it can improve culture, though we have evi-
dence that it can “adulterate and degrade
it.” [. . .]

Thus far the definition proceeds
through a series of eliminations, and we
expect next a look at the positive nature
of culture itself. Here naturally the author

moves with caution. I believe that his best
thought appears in what I should term
the principle of counterpoise. It explains
the proportion of space he has given to
a defense of regionalism and of religious
diversity, and allows us to see the grounds
on which he embraces the unpopular
principle of the class society.

The principle of counterpoise is prob-
ably best seen in relation to the latter.
[. . .] [A] class structure is necessary,
along with other patterns, because cul-
tures need forces that offset each other.
“One needs the enemy.” A nation whose
enthusiasms and antagonisms are counter-
poised at home is less likely to go looking
abroad for a fight, and culture demands
periods of real peace. It is precisely when
these internal differences are made to dis-
appear in favor of an enforced solidarity
that the world begins to scent an aggressor.
In this sense culture and Kultur are seen to
be opposed conceptions. “A nation which
has gradations of class seems to me, other
things being equal, likely to be more tol-
erant and pacific than one which is not so
organized.” The same principle applies to
differences of religious sect and cult. The
opponent, or the counterweight, helps one
to define himself. A “world” culture, or
a national culture, is richer for tolerating
local cultures, if indeed it does not find
its very existence in the relations between
these.

Mr. Eliot has so many valuable things
to say about the services of regional-
ism to a culture that one wishes he had
drawn examples from the United States,
where regionalists have had an uphill bat-
tle against nationalizing and centralizing
tendencies, and where the right to region-
alism may well be decided for the whole
world, considering the prestige of the
American leviathan. He points out quite
properly that the champions of local tra-
ditions are often most fiercely opposed by
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others among their own people. Some-
times this occurs because the defenders
make out an absurd case; but it occurs
more often, I should say, because the com-
patriots have found that they can do prof-
itable business with the national or general
culture which is swallowing the region. In
any event, one of Mr. Eliot’s most illumi-
nating remarks is that to have a culture
a people needs not merely enough to eat,
but also “a proper and particular cuisine.”
In our own country, it should have been
recognized, corn bread or blueberry pie is
more indicative of culture than is a multi-
million-dollar art gallery which is the cre-
ation of some philanthropist.

This is virtually the extent of the defini-
tion. [. . .] [H]e stops with calling it “that
which makes life worth living” and “the
unconscious background of all our plan-
ning.” [. . .]

The book as a whole seems directed
at the bureaucratic delusion that every-
thing is an administrative problem. If cul-
ture begins to flag, there must be a revision
of administrative procedure, or the inven-
tion of new administrative machinery, to
“save” it. Certainly it is no small achieve-
ment to expose the dilemmas which lie in
wait for those who would reform culture
by applying political catchwords.

The steps toward a definition of cul-
ture then are a series of corrections to
keep an age which has confused virtu-
ally everything else from confusing culture
with something material or mechanical.
We realize that in the realm of contempo-
rary politics words like “peace,” “justice,”
and “democracy” are sometimes made to
do duty for their logical opposites. The
same thing could happen to “culture,”
and, within limits, has already begun to
happen. If Mr. Eliot succeeds in saving the
word from such perversion, he will have
performed another important work of res-
cue and clarification.
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∗Desmond Shaw-Taylor.
“The Edinburgh
Festival—I.”
New Statesman 38
(3 September 1949), 243.

[. . .]

The Cocktail Party, unlike Mr. Eliot’s
two earlier plays, is on the surface a speci-
men of contemporary dramatic style, as it
is understood in Shaftesbury Avenue. The
curtain rises on the usual stylish flat, with a
white telephone, a Marie Laurencin, and a
group of rather exasperated people deter-
mined to make the party go. The host, we
begin to perceive, is also anxious to make
the party go—in another sense; but when
at last they depart, he persuades one of
them to stay, a stranger to whom he can
blurt out the embarrassing truth which he
has tried to conceal from the rest: his wife
has left him, and the guests we have seen
are merely those who couldn’t be reached
and put off. A first-rate situation, and what
follows is better still. The hitherto obscure
and taciturn guest comes to life with a
bang, takes command of the situation, and
pours out a stream of sardonic and para-
doxical home-truths to the egotistical hus-
band; finally, [. . .] he bursts into song. The
spirit of early Shaw hovers deliciously in
the air; the wit sparkles and we begin to
feel pleasantly sure that everything will be
turned inside out and upside down in the
second act.

So it is. The obscure guest is revealed
as the eminent Sir Henry Harcourt-Reilly,
of Harley Street; the two most tiresome
of the guests turn out to be his assistants,
almost his spies. The party-givers (the hus-
band who is incapable of loving, and the
wife who can never inspire love) are shown

the truth about themselves, and persuaded
to make the best of it. Making the best
of it, says Sir Henry (and here for the
first time we detect the accents of the lay
preacher), making the best of a bad job
is what we all have to do—all except the
very few who are potential saints. One of
these also comes to his consulting room: a
girl who has just seen the bottom fall out
of her ideal of romantic love. It is she who
chooses the via crucis which leads from Sir
Henry’s mysterious “sanatorium” to lit-
eral crucifixion, accompanied by revolting
details, at the hands of fanatical natives.
When the news reaches another cocktail
party, two years after the first, everyone
shudders, except Sir Henry, who smiles his
inscrutable smile. It was an issue which he
had more or less foreseen.

No less inscrutable must be the author’s
smile. He has written a dazzling light com-
edy which is also a tract for the times;
and the audience, who lap up the surface
cream, don’t know what to make of the
depths, while suspecting that they must be
more interesting than milk. Will the author
help them? Only, a very, very little. When
Sir Henry, accustomed to pronounce a
priest-like benediction on his departing
patients, remarks, “I do not understand
what I myself am saying,” a slight ripple of
mirth went round the audience. Pressed by
one of the characters for an explanation of
his philosophy, he quotes Shelley:

Ere Babylon was dust,
The Magus Zoroaster, my dead child,
Met his own image walking in the

garden,
That apparition, sole of men, he saw.

In short, know yourself; choose; come to
terms with your insignificance, or—if you
happen to be one of the saintly few—face
the full consequences of your choice.

If the moral, as I attempt to put
it, sounds rather thin and milky, it is
doubtless my fault—one which deeper
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acquaintance with this fascinating play
might mend. But there is something about
it which chills me: perhaps the lack of
delight in the rich variety of human nature.
Mr. Eliot’s characters are admirably amus-
ing puppets, he manipulates them as cun-
ningly as the magician in Petrouchka, but,
like the host of his own party, he seems
incapable of love: of warmth towards the
particular, as opposed to a diffused benev-
olence. The muddy adorable substance of
life as it is lived seems curiously far from
this fragile community, and I find some-
thing faintly repellent in the quiet smiles
and antiseptic wisdom of Sir Henry and
his two pals. Considered as moral teach-
ers and “guardians” (a key-word of the
play), they suggest a group of infinitely
superior Buchmanite leaders, out of the
Upper Sixth instead of the usual Lower
Fourth; but considered simply and solely
as theatrical figures they are superb, just
as the whole play is a superbly contrived
conversation piece—lively, often cynical,
sometimes profound. The verse is per-
ceptible only as a gentle rhythmic pulse,
and the language is almost that of life
except for the substitution of “was not”
for “wasn’t,” etc., which gives a pleasant
stiffening to the dialogue. [. . .]

∗Robert Speaight.
“The Cocktail Party.”
Tablet 194 (3 September
1949), 154–55.

The Cocktail Party, presented last week
at the Edinburgh Festival, is the most
advanced and original point yet reached
in Mr. Eliot’s dramatic writing. Yet of his
three plays this one will surely prove the

most accessible to the ordinary playgoer.
Murder in the Cathedral presupposed a
certain familiarity with Christian dogma
and liturgy, and a readiness to accept a
poetry which never concealed its metrical
diversity. In The Family Reunion the Greek
Eumenides were made the messengers of
grace; and although The Family Reunion
marked a long step forward in theatrical
technique, and although Mr. Eliot had dis-
covered a verse form suitable for a contem-
porary subject and setting, the play moved
a little stiffly and its climax of conversion
was not dramatically realized. It was the
actor rather than the dramatist, who had
to sharpen the play to its point in the great
dialogue between Agatha and Harry. But
in The Cocktail Party there is little imped-
iment for anyone who is not tone-deaf
to the supernatural. It is a profound and
subtle play, with multiple layers of mean-
ing and an intricate symbolism. But the
poetry, more loquative than the poetry of
The Family Reunion, is precise and lucid;
and the design is clear.

In the play’s center are four peo-
ple whose lives have become entangled.
Edward, a middle-aging barrister, whose
wife, Lavinia, has just left him, and who
has for some time been in love with
Celia; Peter, his friend, who is also in love
with Celia; Celia, who loves Edward; and
Lavinia, who loves Peter but knows her-
self to be unloved by him. It is a familiar
mixture, but it is not the mixture as before.
Around this central group are two friends,
Julia, a gray-haired, good-natured society
chatterbox, with Alex, a bright young man
about town, and a third figure, unidenti-
fied at first, whom they have introduced
to the Cocktail Party which opens the
play. This is a well-known psychiatrist, Sir
Henry Harcourt-Reilly, and his purpose is
to set these frustrated lives in order. In the
first act the pattern of personal relation-
ships unfolds itself. In the second, Lavinia
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returns to a husband who surprisingly
wants to take her back, although he has
not yet learned to love her; and Celia says
good-bye to a lover whom she had thought
to marry but has now mysteriously out-
grown. In the third act the scene shifts
to Sir Henry’s consulting-room. The psy-
chiatrist, whom both Edward and Lavinia
have been persuaded to see, neither of
them knowing that he is their unidentified
friend of the Cocktail Party, confronts hus-
band and wife with each other and sends
them back, not to the ecstasies and illu-
sions of romantic love, but to what is still
“in a world of lunacy, violence, stupidity,
greed . . . a good life.” From now on they
will be

. . . contented with the morning that
separates

And with the evening that brings
together

For the casual talk before the fire
Two people who know they do not

understand each other,
Breeding children whom they do not

understand
And who will never understand them.

The scene that follows is the finest pas-
sage in the play. Celia comes in and we
presently realize that here is a soul capa-
ble of subsisting on the glaciers of the spir-
itual life. Though she does not yet know it
herself, she is a contemplative. This devel-
opment has been subtly prepared for us,
in her previous scene with Edward. At a
loss to explain her own reaction at his
desire to have Lavinia back—she is humil-
iated but surprised at her capacity to sur-
vive humiliation—she is aware of a state of
mind for which Edward was not mainly
responsible. “It no longer seems worth
while to speak to anyone.”

Now, confronted with the surgery of
a consulting-room which is also a con-
fessional, she can articulate her sense of

sin. This is not a remorse for anything she
has done, not a conventional conscious-
ness of immorality, it is a sense, rather, “of
emptiness, of failure / Towards someone,
or something, outside myself; / And I feel I
must . . . atone.” She is coming, also, to a
new understanding of love—“a vibration
of delight / Without desire, for desire is
fulfilled / In the delight of loving.” And so
Sir Henry sends her to the Special Sanato-
rium, which is reserved for those who, by
suffering greatly themselves, can teach oth-
ers that without suffering there is neither
salvation nor significance. Celia is on the
threshold of the intolerable discovery—
that only sanctity makes sense. Supported
by the “faith that issues from despair,” she
does not even know where she is going.

The destination cannot be described;
You will know very little until you get

there;
You will journey blind. But the way

leads towards possession
Of what you have sought for in the

wrong place.

For Celia, who is preeminently a lover,
there can be no turning back. “I couldn’t
give anyone the kind of love—/ I wish I
could!—which belongs to that life.” Her
nuptials are to be elsewhere; and as she
goes, Sir Henry with Alex and Julia, who
have contrived all these consultations and
listened to them from the next room, pour
out three glasses of sherry, and, breaking
for the first time into formal verse, implore
protection on her journey.

In the fourth act Edward and Lavinia
are giving another a cocktail party. Among
the guests are Sir Henry and Julia; Alex,
returned from Africa, where he had been
sitting on a Royal Commission; and Peter,
arrived from Hollywood, where he has
made good as a script writer, and eager
to claim Celia as the film actress which
he believes her to be. Then Alex explains
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that he cannot have Celia—because Celia
is dead. She had joined a nursing order
of nuns and been crucified by natives in
a village which Alex had visited. He had
seen her body decomposed and devoured
by ants. This revelation, so dreadful and
so uplifting, is achieved with extraordi-
nary skill. The rattling of glasses and ban-
ter of conversation is suddenly arrested—
and we are not embarrassed. Here, as else-
where, Mr. Eliot is helped by his actors;
no one puts a foot or an inflection wrong.
The play ends with Sir Henry explaining
why Celia’s death had been a happy one,
and with him, Julia and Alex, going off to
another party.

The play is a masterpiece of theatrical
contrivance. In the first act the trivial inter-
ventions of Julia and Alex, which seem
an interruption of serious emotional busi-
ness, prepare us for their critical interven-
tion later. (Perhaps the Guardian Angels,
whom they so amusingly symbolize, are
more familiar than we guess.) The drama-
tist focuses his light, first upon Edward,
who is our old friend J. Alfred Prufrock,
and then upon Celia, who is already liv-
ing the experience of the Four Quartets.
Thus the play resumes, in its unstressed
fashion, the long journey that Mr. Eliot has
traveled. The loneliness of Gerontion is in
Edward’s definition of his dilemma:

Hell is oneself,
Hell is alone, the other figures in it
Merely projections. There is nothing

to escape from
And nothing to escape to. One is

always alone.

This is the other side of the Sartrian image
which was dramatized in Huis Clos. The
Lenten reminders of Ash-Wednesday are
in Sir Henry’s parting words to the recon-
ciled couple: “Go in peace. And work out
your salvation with diligence.” Just as the
realism and humility of the Quartets are

in his subsequent observation: “The best
of a bad job is all any of us make of it—/
Except of course, the saints.”

The gesture with which Mr. Alec Guin-
ness took out his watch on these last words
was perhaps the most imaginative moment
in a magnificent performance. Sir Henry
might so easily have become an ethical
bore, sugaring his pills with whimsy. But
with Mr. Guinness we are worlds away
from ethics; this is the confessional and
the choice is between the loss of personal-
ity and the love of God. Miss Irene Worth
suggested, in a moving and vibrant study,
the whole of Celia’s capacity for sacred and
profane love; Miss Ursula Jeans, with no
sacrifice of natural charm, made Lavinia
naturally unlovable, but yet made us real-
ize, in the last act, how grace was doing its
work; Mr. Robert Flemyng, young in years
for Edward, gave us the authentic sag of
middle age and a twinge of the Existential-
ist agony; and Miss Cathleen Nesbitt con-
ducted Julia with both judgment and wit
along the realistic and symbolic levels.
This superb ensemble of English acting
was so well directed by Mr. Martin
Browne that you didn’t notice it. But then
Mr. Browne has been Mr. Eliot’s theatrical
éminence grise since the days of Murder in
the Cathedral—and earlier. Author, actors
and audience should be grateful that he has
assisted into life a play which is among the
rare masterpieces of the modern stage.

∗Donald Bain.
“The Cocktail Party.”
Nine 2 (January 1950),
16–22.

“A plot of contemporary people, such as
the men and women we know, in the usual
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clothes that they wear today, in the same
perplexities, conflicts, and misunderstand-
ings that we and our acquaintances get
involved in, and uttering no lines that are
not relevant to the situation, the mood,
and the dramatic action.” This extract
from Mr. Eliot’s Presidential Address to
the Poet’s Guild, published contempora-
neously with the Edinburgh production,
explains the intention of The Cocktail
Party.

[. . .]

The Cocktail Party is a play on two
planes. And the first is that of artificial
social comedy. As it were Prufrock on
Pinero, with two sets of lovers and a circle
to be squared; or at least so it seems for
the first half of the play. But on the other
plane The Cocktail Party is a justification
of the ways of God to man in the high sym-
bolic vein: the “Guardians” control our
destiny, hell lies about us in our infancy,
and God is not mocked. But if the inten-
tion is spiritual the framework is social.

The curtain goes up on a party. The
sort of cocktail party where people
know each other well enough not to
be polite, and yet are too egotistical to
be aware of each other as anything more
than conversational buffers. The chara-
cters have stilted, oddly associative
names—Mr. Chamberlayne, Miss Cople-
stone, Mrs. Shuttlethwaite, Peter Quilpe.
Edward Chamberlayne is giving the party
and not apparently making it a success.
Later we learn that his wife, Lavinia, has
just left him, forgetting to warn him about
the party. As he is the sort of man who
still believes that the final humiliation is to
appear ridiculous, he pretends that noth-
ing untoward has happened. He attempts
to entertain two inquisitive friends of the
family, his mistress, his wife’s lover, and
an elderly gentleman whom nobody seems
to know. Mr. Eliot we feel is loose in the

Waugh country and practicing Cowardice
with mellifluous glee.

The guests chatter on: “Lady Klootz
was very lovely, once upon a time / Before
she lost her teeth, and before she had three
husbands . . .” and Mr. Eliot indulges his
fascination with names. [. . .] This apti-
tude has for some time been suppressed
but now it reemerges and the phalanx is
augmented. Delia Verinder and her third
brother—“They had to find an island for
him / Where there were no bats . . .”
[. . .] but more interesting than all of these
is that imposing relative of the late Mr.
Bunbury, Lavinia’s aunt, who suffers from
a mysterious illness in the depths of Essex
and is the cause of numerous confusing
telegrams.

It seems necessary to draw attention
to these characteristics because the Edin-
burgh commentators tended to overlook
the genuine humor of the play. Certainly
at the eight festival performances the high-
pitched intellectual giggle was frequently
drowned by the full-throated roar one
expects at a performance of Harvey. The
hints dropped by Aunt Ivy and the Hon.
Arthur Piper have come to fruition.

But the comedy is never allowed to
become overloaded, and as soon as the
party breaks up the main theme emerges.
The Unidentified Guest remains behind
and Edward Chamberlayne indulges in
“the luxury / Of an intimate disclosure
to a stranger” and then finds to his dis-
comfort

. . . that to approach the stranger
Is to invite the unexpected, release a

new force,
Or let the genie out of the bottle.
It is to start a train of events
Beyond your control . . .

His guest describes the position of the man
whose wife has left him—
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Finding your life becoming cosier and
cosier

Without the consistent critic, the
patient misunderstander

Arranging life a little better than you
like it,

Preferring not quite the same friends
as yourself,

Or making your friends like her better
than you;

and then proceeds to persuade him that
when the clock stops thus in the dark,
“You’re suddenly reduced to the status of
an object.” [. . .] Eventually Edward grudg-
ingly admits that he wants his wife back,
because “I must find out who she is, to find
out who I am.”

It is a short scene, and the informa-
tion, in the second act, that the Unidenti-
fied Guest is not a visitor from an astral
plane, but Sir Henry Harcourt-Reilly, a
Harley Street psychiatrist, amplifies it in
retrospect. But Eliot only uses psychiatry
as the simplest method of putting spiritual
cross-examination on the modern stage.
He has not attempted to write a play about
psychoanalysis.

“All cases are unique and very simi-
lar to others,” is only one aspect of Sir
Henry’s attitude to his patients. When he
leaves Edward in the first act after drinking
a considerable amount of gin and water he
breaks into song: “Toory-ooly toory-iley, /
What’s the matter with One-Eyed Riley.”
When he dismisses his patients from his
consulting room his final injunction to
them is “Go in peace. And work out your
salvation with diligence.” And finally it
appears that he is one of the three supe-
rior beings known as “Guardians.” These
three, Sir Henry, Julia Shuttlethwaite, and
Alexander MacColgie Gibbs, the ubiqui-
tous civil servant, combine the normal and
the vaguely supernatural in the manner of
the characters of Charles Williams. And

it is through the activities of these three,
rather than through the benefits of psycho-
analysis, that the solution of each personal
problem is reached.

As the play continues the intention
becomes clearer; on one side the benev-
olent Guardians, sufficiently human and
yet mysterious; on the other the four
distracted mortals overburdened by the
world and their own conscience. And by
the end of the play each in his own
way has worked out his salvation. Peter
Quilpe, the young man who loved Celia
and was Lavinia’s lover, finds it by getting
a job for which he was fitted and mak-
ing a success of it. Celia Coplestone, who
loved Edward, finds it by being “directed”
to Kinkanja, where “It would seem that
she must have been crucified / Very near
an anthill. [. . .]” In fact her salvation
is to become a saint. And Edward and
Lavinia having been “stripped naked to
their souls” and discovered “A man who
finds himself incapable of loving / And a
woman who finds that no man can love
her,” achieve their salvation together by a
deeper understanding and sympathy.

But while each is led to the moment of
choice by the Guardians, the choice itself
is left to the individual. Mr. Eliot does
not concern himself with “the insuperably,
innocently dull,” but the others, he insists,
must choose, if they are to avoid

. . .The final desolation
Of solitude in the phantasmal world
Of imagination, shuffling memories

and desires.

And the second act describes the moment
of choice in the most sustained writing of
the play. For Edward and Lavinia it means
a return to “The stale food mouldering in
the larder / The stale thoughts moulder-
ing in their minds,” a recognition that they
“must make the best of a bad job.” For
them the solution would seem to be in the
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words of “East Coker.” “The only wisdom
we can hope to acquire / Is the wisdom of
humility: humility is endless.” [. . .] Mr.
Eliot spares neither of the participants in
the state of marriage before he allows them
to make their choice. [. . .] But in the long
duologue that follows between the psychi-
atrist who is, at another level, a Guardian,
and the girl who is soon on the human level
to become a saint, he gives a less bitter ver-
sion of the married state.

[. . .]

The solution for Edward and Lavinia
is to accept humility. “Don’t strangle each
other with knotted memories,” Sir Henry
tells them. For Celia it is more difficult;
she must accept her vocation for a life of
service leading to death. [. . .] The long
scene with Sir Henry where she makes her
choice, is the most remarkable and moving
statement of the modern spiritual dilemma
in the whole play.

The Cocktail Party may be altered
before it comes to London. Already it has
been cut and reshaped in rehearsal in a way
in which the earlier plays were not. The
combination between author and actor
has been sympathetic on both sides. But as
it stands the play is a significant advance
for the English stage. The verse is emi-
nently suited for the actor, and avoids the
obscurity of some of The Family Reunion
[. . .]. There is none of the absorption
of character in antiphonal chorus that
mark the climaxes of the earlier days.
Only once at the end of the second act
the Guardians join in a form of incanta-
tion reminiscent of the ceremony of the
birthday cake at the end of The Family
Reunion. And in the absence of chorus
the characters gain in solidity. The women
no longer discuss Michelangelo but them-
selves. Lavinia and Celia, the wife and the
mistress, have a validity as women which
was only achieved in The Family Reunion

by Lady Monchensey and possibly by that
restless shivering painted shadow, Harry’s
dead wife. Agatha, the austere High Priest-
ess, is followed by Julia, the social busy-
body. Peter Quilpe is a completely normal
young man, gauche and ebullient in the
right proportions. And Edward, the cen-
tral figure of the play, is not dedicated
to atonement from the beginning in the
manner of Harry Monchensey. There are
no Eumenides for him, aware though he
is of “the python. The octopus.” Edward
is pompous, sensual, miserable; in fact
supremely ordinary. The torment for him
is not in an overcrowded desert, jostled by
ghosts, but in his own “indomitable spirit
of mediocrity.” [. . .]

Only in its physical atmosphere does
The Cocktail Party fall below The Family
Reunion. The sense of the seasons that are
part of Wishwood, “the ache in the moving
root,” are lacking in the Chamberlaynes’
flat. This is in part due to the cosmopolitan
background [. . .]. But Mr. Eliot’s evoca-
tions of the mood of London have been so
successful in the past that it is surprising
that he now makes no attempt to paint in
the weather in the streets.

The Cocktail Party is important not
only as part of the Eliot canon, but as a
significant advance in poetic drama. When
Auden and his followers tried to break
away from the main tradition with plays
such as The Dog Beneath the Skin and
Out of the Picture, it seemed that they
were to be the forerunners of a new school.
[. . .] But looking back across the distance
of the war their plays seem as clumsy as
Armageddon. They confused the expres-
sion with the reality and fatally sacrificed
character for situation. The Group The-
atre of the thirties has remained barren—a
modern School of Night. But in The Cock-
tail Party Mr. Eliot elaborates the lesson of
The Family Reunion. He shows that it is
possible to write a play in verse within the

523



framework of the modern stage without
sacrificing the validity of either poetry or
drama.

[. . .]

Brooks Atkinson.
“T. S. Eliot’s Party.”
New York Times, 29
January 1950, sec. 2, p. 1.

Since T. S. Eliot has written The Cock-
tail Party with great moral earnestness
it deserves thoughtful consideration by
everyone devoted to the art of theatre.
Even those who dislike it or are puzzled by
it cannot remain impervious to its underly-
ing strength. It is a contribution to the art
of the stage by a man of talent and aspi-
ration. For Mr. Eliot is very earnest about
two fundamental things: Poetic style in the
modern drama and the sickness of the soul
in contemporary life. He has to be judged
both as a literary craftsman and a moral
prophet.

For a number of years he has been inter-
ested in restoring poetic drama to the mod-
ern stage. Being a modest man, he believes
that the burden of proof is as much on the
poet as on the audience; and he believes
that modern poets must prove that poetic
drama can deal with contemporary sub-
jects which are usually expressed in prose.
Several months ago, he made a speech
before the Poets’ Theatre Guild in London
that might serve as a preface to The Cock-
tail Party.

In the purely narrative portions of the
drama “the verse should be unnotice-
able; the audience should not be conscious
of the difference from prose,” he said.
“Here the purpose of the verse should be to
operate upon the auditor unconsciously so

that he shall think and feel in the rhythms
imposed by the poet without being aware
of what these rhythms are doing. All the
time these rhythms should be preparing
the audience for the moments of intensity
when the emotion of the character in the
play may be supposed to lift him from his
ordinary discourse until the audience feels
not that the actors are speaking verse, but
that the characters of the play have been
lifted up into poetry.”

To judge by other statements in this
speech, Mr. Eliot regards The Cocktail
Party as something of an experiment in
technique and esthetics. If I may offer
myself as a guinea pig in the experiment,
the effect of the writing in The Cocktail
Party is precisely as Mr. Eliot had planned
it. At the opening performance I was not
aware that the play was written in verse
until the climactic passages which begin
early in the second act and reach their
peak in the last scene. Most of the dialogue
sounds like prose—uncommonly precise
prose but prose nevertheless. But, as a mat-
ter of fact, almost every line of dialogue
is written in the form of verse, including
the first remarks by Alex at the cocktail
party.

If a play to be offered as a contribu-
tion to the poetic drama I am not sure
that Mr. Eliot’s modest and reticent style
is sufficiently exhilarating for the purpose.
His verse has subtleties of nuance that are
lacking in most prose. But it is less effec-
tive theatre speech than Sean O’Casey’s
lyric prose which gives us the underhum
of poetry. And even in the moments of
intensity Mr. Eliot’s verse seems to me to
be aridly poetic—intellectualized, attenu-
ated, narrow in range, thin in emotion.

As dramatic poetry, it is less vivid than
the work of Robinson Jeffers who writes in
fiery imagery that stimulates the mind and
awakens the emotions. It seems to me that
Mr. Eliot’s verse in this play derives from a
sanctimonious attitude toward life rather
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than from the superior spiritual vitality of
a poet.

Mr. Eliot is a moral philosopher. The
Cocktail Party is a morality play. Although
the characters might have come out of a
Noel Coward comedy and although Mr.
Eliot has a wry sense of humor about their
foibles in the first act, he is really con-
cerned with their souls. He is not so much
speculating about as prescribing their des-
tinies. His principal characters are Edward
and Lavinia Chamberlayne, a fashionable
husband and wife who loathe each other;
Celia Coplestone, who is Lavinia’s friend
and Edward’s mistress, and Sir Henry
Harcourt-Reilly, a fashionable psychiatrist
who is literally a man of science but serves
as a religious oracle. He doubtless repre-
sents Mr. Eliot’s point of view.

The three pivotal characters are spiritu-
ally ill; they describe their sickness as var-
ious forms of a nervous breakdown. The
Chamberlaynes and Celia go separately to
Sir Henry for treatment and advice. Up to
this point The Cocktail Party is a conven-
tional and entertainingly sardonic drawing
room drama. But it begins to have mystic
overtones as soon as it enters Sir Henry’s
Harley Street consultation room. Through
the medium of Sir Henry’s diagnoses, Mr.
Eliot starts arranging the destinies of the
principal characters.

Since Edward and Lavinia are ordinary
worldly people he finds a worldly solution
to their problems. He removes their illu-
sions about themselves and each other, and
they are able to live a pleasant worldly life
together. That is a good life, in Sir Henry’s
opinion.

But there is also a higher life that
requires “the kind of faith that issues from
despair”—the life of selfless dedication.
Acting as spiritual counselor, Sir Henry
rather mysteriously offers that way of life
to Celia, who takes it. She joins a religious
order, goes to a plague-ridden heathen
island to nurse the natives and is crucified

in a native rebellion. At a second meet-
ing of the characters two years later, the
Chamberlaynes and their friends hear the
news of her crucifixion. They are horri-
fied by it, but Sir Henry persuades them to
regard it as a triumphant destiny.

Although the externals of the play
remain realistic in terms of a drawing
room and fashionable people, The Cock-
tail Party has thus become a play of
religious salvation. The psychiatrist has
become a priest and Celia a pilgrim. Some
of the minor characters have acquired the
functions of angels and archangels. Since
the background of the play has not altered,
Mr. Eliot’s change of emphasis is a little
puzzling, and a theatregoer has to ask a
few rude questions.

By what authority does Sir Henry, the
bland and omniscient psychiatrist, arrange
the destinies of other people with so much
assurance? By what right does he recom-
mend the low road to the Chamberlaynes
but the high road to Celia, who up to this
point, appears to be made of the same stuff
as the Chamberlaynes. If the frame of refer-
ence is still a London drawing room, why
is Celia’s crucifixion at the hands of the
savages a triumphant destiny rather than
a harrowing disaster? Who decides these
things?

Although the word “God” never
appears in the play, God is obviously
uppermost in Mr. Eliot’s mind, and Mr.
Eliot makes these godlike decisions for his
characters. But, speaking for myself, I am
unable to accept Mr. Eliot on these terms—
perhaps merely because his poetry is not
exalting enough to make the transition
from worldly things to things that are sub-
lime.

Whatever its merits may eventually
turn out to be, The Cocktail Party is a
remarkably provocative play—a fascinat-
ing experiment in the suitability of poetic
drama to modern themes and in the reli-
gious interpretation of modern life. But
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to me, it is insufficiently poetic. It needs
more eloquence, passion and imaginative
courage. Mr. Eliot is writing about things
that cannot be adequately expressed in the
earthbound, cerebral style he has deliber-
ately chosen for his experiment.

[. . .]

Howard Barnes.
“Eliot Brings Poetry to the
Stage.”
New York Herald
Tribune, 29 January 1950,
sec. 5, p. 1.

The problem of restoring poetic drama to
its rightful place in the theater has con-
cerned one of the greatest writers of our
time. T. S. Eliot has met it squarely and
eloquently in his new verse play, The Cock-
tail Party. Employing a variety of metrical
forms which frequently have the sound of
prosaic chit-chat, he has composed a stern
and illuminating commentary on mod-
ern life which challenges the perception
and imagination of the beholder at every
point.

The Cocktail Party is a far cry from
Murder in the Cathedral. That earlier play
by the Nobel Prize winner took refuge in
the past; it made much of a chorus and
the conventional accouterments associated
with the Elizabethan and Jacobean peri-
ods of vaulting, cadenced theater. Eliot
has set himself a new goal in his play
at Henry Miller’s theater. By his own
admission he now believes that the poet–
playwright’s chief function is to examine
the present day and curb his verse to the
dictates of theatrical communication. It is

encouraging to find that he has succeeded
so brilliantly in his task.

There is a want in The Cocktail Party,
unfortunately, for all the wisdom and
humor that have been lavished on most
of the scenes. The examination of a sick
society and the reaffirmation of faith in
a contemporary world gathers so much
emotional momentum that it becomes
unresolved in a dull and mystical climax.

His thesis is as simple as it is symbolic.
The work centers very clearly on a cock-
tail party in London, where an eccentric
lawyer is forced into patent lies about the
fact that his wife is not present. (She has
left him that morning, forgetting to cancel
the party.) There is an uninvited guest,
who tarries after the others, and who con-
founds the stuffy barrister by seeming to
have a special insight into his life. The
stranger later turns out to be a psychia-
trist, but to Eliot, of course, he is also a
high priest.

Eliot makes much of this man’s reso-
lution of a broken marriage and the tan-
gential tragedies which are concerned with
it. The scene in the psychiatrist’s office,
when the healer of souls confronts hus-
band and wife with their particular inade-
quacies and adulteries, has imponderable
overtones. After listening to the husband’s
diagnosis of his own illness, the doctor tells
him, “I learn a good deal by merely observ-
ing you, / . . . / And taking note of what
you do not say.”

There is no way for a reviewer to
communicate the poetic grandeur of this
drama which signalizes the season. Eliot
has been repetitious in his prosody, but he
has rarely failed to make a passage of his
dialogue electric. In the final scene there
is a letdown from genuine emotion, as the
somber tale is told of the crucifixion of the
husband’s former mistress next to an ant
hill while serving the heathen in a nursing
order in an outpost of the British Empire
known as Kinkanja. This immolation, one
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suspects, is the author’s essential thesis,
but it throws his play into considerable
confusion.

For faith and drama are at odds in
The Cocktail Party. During most of two
lengthy acts, the work would have one
believe that a hapless marriage in a sick
society was all-important. The psychia-
trist, or priest, restores some sort of equi-
librium to the relationship of husband and
wife, but there is a grave lack of catharsis
in the ministrations. What is welcome, rich
and effective in this production is the beau-
tifully modulated metrical designs which
Eliot has conceived for what he believes
may be a renaissance of poetic drama.

[. . .]

William Carlos Williams.
“‘It’s About Your Life
and Mine, Darling.’”
New York Post, 12 March
1950, p. 18.

The Cocktail Party is a very thrilling play,
which in the reading moved me deeply. The
lines begin with capitals so that you see at
once that it is all intended as verse. Those
who hear the play and have not read it will
not know that. I think definitely though
that they will feel it to be verse—without
knowing and without offense. To me this
would be a very considerable achievement
on the part of Mr. Eliot.

Verse by its arrangement of [words]
attempts to do something above the lit-
eral meaning [. . .]. It attempts to erect
a structure of meaning that raises the lit-
eral meaning to moral heights, a moral
that goes back to the state itself—if we
knew.

I don’t think that Mr. Eliot’s lines quite
do that. It is a bare sort of verse, verse
cut down to pure numbers, to pure count-
ing on a very elementary basis. I must say
though that I don’t know what other kind
of verse could have been used to the pur-
pose. It fits the very simple story, the very
plain everyday sort of story that Mr. Eliot
has chosen for his effects; a quadrangular
affair of husband and wife with their com-
plementary partners in illicit love.

The whole parade of events, very quiet
events, that make up the play is illumined
by revelations of the character of a girl
named Celia as she goes calmly to her
destruction—which casts a sunset glow
over all the final scenes. I think this is, on or
off the stage, Mr. Eliot’s most moving char-
acter. As the tremendous emotional climax
approaches you might expect the verse to
quicken and gain an increased closeness of
emotional texture. It doesn’t.

As a matter of fact this reticence
enhances the tragic effect. The poet has
kept a close rein on the texture of the verse
quite as ordinary speech would have it.
This is in the English character and in char-
acter too with the later Eliot. He has come
down to his audience with humility and, I
believe, success.

The cocktail party, on the stage, with
which the play begins and ends, not the
same cocktail party but a cocktail party
B.C. and A.D., you might say, is, darling,
your life and mine. And there are two ways
out—and it was very kind of Mr. Eliot
to have provided them—the way of the
Chamberlaynes and Celia’s way. Without
Celia and her heroism (a strange new note
in Mr. Eliot’s poems), the day-to-day solu-
tion by homely honesty could not have
emerged quite as brilliantly as it did. But
it was kind, I repeat, for Mr. Eliot to offer
the poor married ones an escape also.

The final toast is to Lavinia’s Aunt,
invented by Edward, the husband, for his
own convenience—the imagination, the
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lie, the poem itself that occasionally serves
to waken us from a sleep troubled by vio-
lent dreams.

I shall say no more, I do not want to
spoil the fun.

Joseph Wood Krutch.
“T. S. Eliot on Broadway.”
New York Herald Tribune
Book Review, 19 March
1950, p. 7.

The reputation of T. S. Eliot is impos-
ing enough to make the critic—let alone a
mere reviewer—just a little self-conscious.
In the case of the present play, moreover,
there is an additional difficulty, for the
danger of taking parts of it too seriously is
as great as the danger of not taking them
seriously enough.

[. . .]

Details aside, there is, however, little
doubt about what Mr. Eliot is saying, and
saying with great seriousness. [. . .] The
moral seems to be something like this:
unhappiness, discontent, the sense of being
lost in one’s world may be cured in either
one of two ways. One may learn either to
accept the world or to reject it. For most
people only the first is possible; for a few
only the second.

Some of Eliot’s admirers may be some-
what surprised at how tolerant he seems
to be of the worldly. “Neither way,” says
the psychoanalyst, “is better / Both ways
are necessary.” But then he goes on. “It is
also necessary /To make a choice between
them,” and that is the crux. The real fail-
ures, the really guilty, perhaps, are those
who believe themselves too good for the
world and yet will not renounce it; those

who believe that there is some middle way;
that what the world requires is not good
enough for them even though they them-
selves are not good enough for anything
else. The rewards (or penalties) of either
way are predictable. Choose the one and
you run at least the risk of martyrdom.
Choose the other and the most you can
expect is to give good cocktail parties.
[. . .]

Concerning this general meaning there
can be, I think, little dispute. Most will also
agree that the play is fascinating to read as
well as to see on the stage. It is written in
verse so easy most of the time that it is only
barely above the level of prose. [. . .] Much
of the dialogue turns around the subject of
“personality” or the “persona” in the the-
ological sense of the term and there are two
scenes which are especially fine: the one in
which Celia is led to realize that she is by
nature a saint and the very funny, satiri-
cal one in which Alex, apparently a sort
of trouble shooter for the Foreign Office,
describes what are generally called “con-
ditions” in the remote colony of Kinkanja
where the pagan natives consider the mon-
keys sacred, where the Christian natives
eat them, and where the foreign agitators
convince the heathen that the slaughter of
the animals has put a curse on them. Alex
has “drawn up an interim report” which
will be published in a year or two. “Mean-
while the monkeys multiply.”

Dispute, or at least discussion, seems to
center around the question of the mean-
ing of certain “symbols,” even around
the question of whether they are symbols
at all. [. . .] Are the psychoanalyst and
his two secret colleagues, Alex and Julia,
the apparently idle old lady, Guardian
Angels or are they the Holy Trinity—Julia
representing the Holy Ghost because her
tendency to turn up everywhere is the
earthly equivalent of omnipresence, and
Alex being the symbol of Jesus because his
insistence that he can knock out a meal
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no matter how little there is in the kitchen
is actually a reference to the miracle of
the loaves and fishes? Julia remarks that
her spectacles have only one lens and the
psychoanalyst not only wears a monocle
but sings a comic song in which he refers
to himself as “one-eyed Riley.” Does this
have something to do with the three-fold
vision, and if so, where is the representa-
tive of the third eye?

Meanwhile the play is on Broadway the
big hit which the author must have had
the outside hope that it would be. Some
of the spectators are there no doubt to
pay tribute to the most imposing of con-
temporary literary reputations; some, no
doubt, simply out of the curiosity which is
finally aroused by even an esoteric reputa-
tion which has lasted as long as Eliot’s. But
the majority are probably merely enjoy-
ing a play which can be enjoyed in a rel-
atively simple fashion. Mr. Eliot has said
that he regarded it as only a beginning
from which a genuinely popular poetic
drama might take its rise after it had
first met the popular audience on its own
ground. Certainly The Cocktail Party is
wonderfully promising from that point
of view. It introduces a genuinely new
note into writing for the contemporary
theater.

Stephen Spender.
“After The Cocktail
Party.”
New York Times Book
Review, 19 March 1950,
pp. 7, 20.

As I looked for my glasses, the place where
I had left them suddenly flashed across my

mind, to the accompaniment of the words
“In that moment of illumination / When
you suddenly remember where you left
your spectacles.” Which shows how Eliot’s
Cocktail Party rhythms and his imagina-
tive striking of metaphysical matches get
under your skin.

In 1926 and 1927 there appeared in
The Criterion two fragments of Sweeney
Agonistes, to my mind the most excit-
ing of Eliot’s experiments in poetic drama
until The Cocktail Party. Those fragments
were written in a meter macabre yet gay,
above all, oddly catchy, which The Cock-
tail Party recalls [. . .].

It is a sophisticated, jazzy style, with
a rather sinister undertow tugging at its
three stresses which stand out in each line
like posts in a swirling muddy stream. It
can beat on the mind barbarically like a
tom-tom to suggest the lights and shad-
ows of intelligence and passion behind
a social gathering. Within this rhythm,
lightened with macabrely amusing anec-
dotes and with some extremely funny
lines, Eliot insidiously leads you on until
he has laid bare the soul of Celia in pur-
suit of her own death by crucifixion, and
layer after layer of the unhappy marriage
of Edward and Lavinia Chamberlayne, to
a center which is understanding of one
another and mutual considerateness, if not
love.

So in going back to Sweeney Ago-
nistes he has taken a great step forward
and solved several of the problems raised
by the intervening plays. These tended to
be monologues against the background
of a chorus, and the plots were weak
because the purpose of the chief charac-
ter in Murder in the Cathedral and The
Family Reunion was to impose a moral on
the audience. In his new play, Eliot has bro-
ken down the monologue, and created out
of a skillful arrangement of fragmentary
sketches, a picture, all in flickering light
and shade, of a group of people.
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Among other things, The Cocktail
Party is a first-rate comedy of manners.
Here it owes at least as much to the
American as to the English scene. In fact, in
reading it I found myself repeatedly think-
ing that the party was not in London but
New York. There are signs here of Eliot’s
returning to his American roots.

Most important of all, Eliot at least
approaches a solution to the main objec-
tion to poetic drama for the past hun-
dred years: that poetry, while able to create
memorable human symbols, cannot con-
vincingly depict subtle psychological char-
acter. Now the one great invention of the
modern theatre is the portrayal of “real”-
seeming persons on the stage. We have
become so used to this that without it a
play seems archaic. Too often the poetic
drama has been poetic at the expense of
providing precisely the complex character-
ization which we are most interested to see
on the stage.

By using very little imagery, by his
language which is so idiomatic that one
accepts his rhythm as that of ordinary
speech with an insistent beat pulsing
though it (which explains why the lines
about finding my spectacles came into
my mind), Eliot really does portray real-
seeming characters. He cuts down his
poetic effects to the minimum, and then
finally rewards us with most beautiful
poetry. This arises out of the intensity of
the dramatic situation, and is as natural as
the “flat” passages: he writes poetry when
poetry is the most natural way of saying
things (and there are such moments).

[. . .]

Where does The Cocktail Party leave
Eliot as a dramatist? The theme is a reca-
pitulation of his preoccupations of the past
twenty-four years, from the nihilism of
Sweeney Agonistes to the faith of Four
Quartets. Personal faith has been discov-
ered, social faith seems irrelevant. Celia

goes into society on her mission, socially
absurd, which saves herself. His charac-
ters are alone with themselves, alone when
with one another, alone with God. Yet
after all, man is a social being, and the
wonderful truth of Eliot’s vision is a curi-
ously one-sided truth. Eliot last took a
good look at society in The Waste Land.
Perhaps [. . .] one day he will dramatize a
call into the world less quixotic than that
of Celia.

∗“Entertainment and
Reality.”
Times Literary
Supplement, no. 2513
(31 March 1950), 198.

If it were no more than an academic exper-
iment in verse drama, The Cocktail Party,
simply by virtue of its technical accom-
plishment, would demand attention alike
from Mr. Eliot’s fellow experimentalists
and from all who are convinced that the
present theatrical forms badly need to be
refreshed with a new kind of energy. But
the comedy, to judge from its reception at
the Edinburgh Festival and in New York,
succeeds on the stage; and to win just this
kind of success is the main object of the
experiment.

It seeks to show in practice how well
founded is the theory that verse can deal
with the dramatic material that is of most
immediate interest to the ordinary playgo-
ing public. The appeal is not to a small
circle of initiates, but to the main body
of theatrical pleasure-seekers who hold
very reasonably that the primary business
of dramatic entertainments is to enter-
tain. It has yet to be known what the
verdict of London will be, but potential
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patrons—many of whom will scarcely
trouble to read the text—may be assured
that the author has in this instance shown
as much respect for what Shaftesbury
Avenue is supposed to want as for his own
sense of reality.

The characters are the men and women
of drawing-room comedy. To that conven-
tion belong all the perplexities, conflicts
and misunderstandings in which they are
involved. The cocktail party chatter, light,
easy, amusing, is gaily decorated with the
sprightly extravagances that make in the
theatre an effect of wit. The action moves
from first to last with smoothness and
speed, and at least two of the three acts
have a continuing tension. It is true that
the reality to which the characters ulti-
mately conform is the author’s own and
may not win anything like general accep-
tance, may indeed excite the active hostil-
ity of those who have a more affectionate
regard for the vagaries of human charac-
ter than Mr. Eliot permits himself. But then
the validity of Mr. Eliot’s spiritual convic-
tion is always open to debate. To debate it
in connection with The Cocktail Party is
to cloud a question of more moment to the
theatre: does the comedy issue its idiosyn-
cratic challenge in good dramatic terms?

It is relevant to the dramatic values of
the piece to point out that by the end
of the second act the main crises have
been virtually resolved. The third act is no
more than an epilogue describing how the
persons involved in the crises have fared.
When the husband and wife—he a man
who finds himself incapable of loving, she
a woman who finds that no man can love
her—have been brought to accept their
limitations, they have made their dramatic
choice. They have faced the reality of their
own littleness and, abandoning their fixed
attitudes, have agreed to regard the com-
mon sense of isolation not as a reason
for loathing each other but as the bond
which holds them together. Their decision

to make the best of a bad job is dramatic;
what in practice they make of it is not of
much dramatic importance. So it is with
the heroine, a cocktail-drinking girl who
has the courage to face her own truth.
The scene in which she bares her spiri-
tual misgivings and strivings in the Harley
Street consulting room is superbly charged
with energy. Tension is controlled by verse
which makes its transitions between the
prosaic and the poetic with unfaltering cer-
tainty and the utmost smoothness. It is
perhaps the finest scene in modern poetic
drama. Celia Coplestone chooses the hard,
the terrifying way to fulfillment, and hav-
ing made the choice, she becomes a char-
acter fulfilled. The third act reports that
she has died a martyr in the most horrible
way imaginable, but the fact adds noth-
ing, dramatically speaking, to our knowl-
edge of her as a woman capable of making
the hard choice. Mr. Eliot uses the third
act to moralize the crises which have been
resolved and also to deepen the shadows
of a world behind the world which have
flickered disturbingly through the comedy.
The Chamberlaynes are shown in process
of working out salvation according to their
limited means, and Celia’s death is repre-
sented by the doctor who has helped her
to make the choice which led to it as the
happiest of deaths, that of a saint. “She
did not suffer as ordinary people suffer?”
asks Edward Chamberlayne, clutching at
easy comfort. “She suffered all that we suf-
fer in fear and pain and loathing,” replies
Sir Henry Harcourt-Reilly. “She paid the
highest price in suffering. That is part
of the design.” By these means Mr. Eliot
keeps interest alive through the third act,
but the play would be structurally stronger
if more were made of Peter Quilpe, a
young film producer who stands spiritu-
ally midway between the mediocrities and
the saints. He finds his own path to salva-
tion, but it is a dimly, even perfunctorily
lighted path, and the chiaroscuro of the
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act could certainly afford him a few more
lamps.

Mr. Eliot has incurred easy smiles by
saying that the verse he uses in this play
need not be recognized as verse. Stage per-
formance has made his meaning clear. The
purpose of the verse is not to paint scenery
in the Elizabethan way, nor to make verbal
patterns, nor to create emotions in excess
of the matter under discussion, but to give
the dialogue the finest possible precision
and intensity. It avoids specifically poetic
language, but it is, even during the prosaic
passages of the dialogue, preparing the ear
of the auditor for scenes which have by
imperceptible transitions reached a pitch
of intensity needing the compression of
verse to sustain them. The auditor need not
notice the versification. He is meant only
to be aware of the higher charge of energy
which has entered the scene by means of
the versification.

[. . .]

William Barrett.
“Dry Land, Dry Martini.”
Partisan Review 17
(April 1950), 354–59.

Among the many questions raised by T. S.
Eliot’s The Cocktail Party, the first and
most immediate would seem to be how
far we can separate, even provisionally, the
play and its success from the author and
his fame. The audience did not appear to
wish such separation, for one sensed in its
enthusiasm a certain self-congratulation
that it was able to enjoy what it felt it
ought to enjoy, and had feared, coming to
the theater, it might not be able to enjoy.
The critics simply made this response artic-
ulate: some were enthusiastic by the stan-

dards of Broadway; nearly all were pleased
with themselves that they were not bored
by what they had been told in advance
was a play in verse; some seemed to veil
their real dissatisfaction with the play for
fear of self-exposure in attacking so great
a name. I labor these points at the start
because I have found, in talking with peo-
ple who have seen the play, a very curi-
ous ambiguity in its reception: on the one
hand, the play seems to have been car-
ried to a critical and commercial success by
the author’s name, but on the other hand
seems to be finally approved of by the stan-
dards of Broadway, which are hardly those
of Eliot. For my own part, I am unable
to separate the play from its author; the
standards that Eliot’s other work invokes
and often satisfies, and measuring by such
standards I find The Cocktail Party a dis-
appointing work: thin and unconvincing
as drama and weak as poetry—perhaps
the weakest poetry that Eliot has yet
written.

The play, and very largely because of
its success, does throw a new light upon
Eliot’s old problem, his lifelong obses-
sion with the possibility of restoring the
poetic drama to the modern stage. Mur-
der in the Cathedral was produced here
by the WPA,1 The Family Reunion, so far
as I know, only by little theater groups,
while The Cocktail Party is now a Broad-
way hit! Eliot would seem then to have
solved his problem, at least for practi-
cal purposes; but the question is whether
he has not succeeded by so sugar-coating
his pill that very little of poetic substance
remains: whether, in short, he has so com-
promised with the formal convention of
verse in accordance with which poetic
drama ought to be written that the audi-
ence is never shocked from its habitual
habits of listening and can receive this play
as merely another version of the drawing-
room comedy. “Isn’t it wonderful!” a
friend said to me as we left the theater,
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“It’s poetry but you would never know it.”
I am simple-minded enough to think that
this must be a very ambiguous compliment
for the author, even though he seems to
have calculated some such effect, accord-
ing to his own explanation of the theory
behind the play. He argues that the audi-
ence should be unaware of the fact that it is
hearing poetry, except in rare moments of
intensity when the character seems “lifted
into poetry.” [. . .] This [. . .] strategy
sounds good, but does The Cocktail Party
really lift its actors at any point to that
level of intense or moving speech where
the poetry is no longer hidden but open?
[. . .] In his earlier fragment Sweeney Ago-
nistes Eliot had not sought to transmute
the formal convention of verse into some-
thing hardly distinguishable from prose,
but had in fact insisted upon the conven-
tion that makes this work, fragmentary as
it is, his greatest achievement as a dramatic
poet. A whole play in the style of Sweeney
would have been a much more consid-
erable step toward the revival of poetic
drama, but I doubt that such a play would
ever reach Broadway, for it would demand
an audience ready to accept a formal and
stylized theater; and years ago Eliot him-
self in his “Dialogue on Dramatic Poetry”
announced through one of the interlocu-
tors that the search for a poetic drama
valid for our time must be carried forward
by small experimental theaters. But the
question of the audience aside, what we
would like to recall is Eliot’s own repeated
emphasis in his earlier critical writings that
poetic drama to be valid must insist upon
its convention, the form and stylization
implicit in verse, and that the error of
William Archer and the realistic theater
was to believe that only the convention
of prose was valid. The Cocktail Party
seems to parallel a tendency apparent in
recent years in the production of Shake-
speare, where the passages of blank verse
are made to sound more “natural”—i.e.,

acceptable to the audience—by being spo-
ken as if they were prose, or at most some
vaguely rhythmic free verse.

The present play demands compari-
son with Sweeney Agonistes on other
grounds, for both deal, though in different
ways, with the sheer overwhelming fact of
human banality: in Sweeney the crudity of
the lower orders, here the tedious chatter
of the middle classes. The opening scenes
attempt in fact to rework the same device
of repetition that had been so successfully
banal in the earlier work, but they do not
do so well here because they lack the for-
mal definiteness, the bare strident saxo-
phone note, of Sweeney. [. . .] To this gen-
eral cocktail atmosphere Eliot adds some
typically modern ingredients: the strained
marriage of the Chamberlaynes, the sepa-
rate affairs of husband and wife (mélange
adultère de tous), the running away of
the wife, and then the entrance of the
modern tinker of broken marriages, the
psychiatrist. (All these carefully calculated
elements show a cunning intelligence at
work, and it is not generally deficient of
literary intelligence, but of creative vital-
ity, that we complain of this play.) Against
the background of these banal furnishings
Eliot wishes, of course, to develop his own
Christian themes, but right there the dif-
ficulties of incongruity begin [. . .]. Eliot
has set a formidable problem: How to
make the possibility of the saint meaning-
ful against the backdrop of cocktail chat-
ter? The saint appears here in the person
of a young woman Celia Coplestone, who,
when her affair with Edward Chamber-
layne breaks off, becomes a missionary
and is finally crucified by the natives of a
remote island. [. . .]

In a certain sense all these difficul-
ties of incongruity are concentrated in
the character of Harcourt-Reilly, who
as pyschiatrist and priest seems to be
somehow functioning simultaneously on
both the natural and supernatural levels.
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As a psychiatrist he performs the quite
unbelievable feat of bringing the estranged
Chamberlaynes together by explaining
that they are perfectly suited to each other
since the wife is unlovable and the hus-
band is incapable of loving. Chamber-
layne, when he hears this, is on the edge
of a nervous breakdown, and it strikes
me that the only possible effect of these
words would be to drive him off the deep
end. I was surprised that some of the crit-
ics found the thought of the play difficult
and obscure, when it is in fact simple and
obvious: we must, Eliot is saying, either
make the best of a bad job—bear with res-
ignation the limitations and frustrations of
daily life—or follow the path of the saints;
there are no other alternatives. [. . .] One
can have a pretty vivid sense of the horrors
of marriage, as well as of the final isola-
tion in which we are all imprisoned, but
still one gags at these lines as representing
the ultimate possibilities for human love.
[. . .] The question is not so much that
of understanding but of opening oneself
in love to another person; human kind, as
Eliot puts it, may not be able to bear very
much reality, but even the Chamberlaynes
of this world are capable of more than he
allows them. Here we must remember that
Eliot, the last great product of the Puritan
mind, has never shown in his poetry any
real belief in the possibility of human love.
The moment of love is presented always as
the moment of withdrawal and renuncia-
tion, the awful daring of a moment’s sur-
render, one of “the things that other peo-
ple have desired”; and consequently the
beauty of the world is never present in the
fullness of joy, but always with that painful
clutch at the heart as at something taken
away, lost, uncapturable. No doubt, resig-
nation is necessary to get through life at all,
and Freud himself stated that the aim of
analytic therapy was to enable the neurotic
to bear the sufferings inevitable in human
life; but this is only half the picture, for the

work of the analyst may also be to liber-
ate the patient for the positive joys that life
can hold, even perhaps for the possibility
of love, and if the neurotic were told that
he is to be resigned only for resignation’s
sake, it is very unlikely that he would have
the strength to go on.

I was surprised to read that one critic
found in the play the gaiety that Stendhal
recommends for all art, for it seems to me
that at bottom the world of The Cocktail
Party is the same empty world of Prufrock,
except that 37 years ago Eliot did not dis-
guise his contempt for this emptiness. So I
feel at the heart of this play some immense
tricherie, or at least self-deception, for I
can’t believe that Eliot takes the Cham-
berlaynes as seriously as he pretends to.
Here again, comparison with Sweeney
Agonistes becomes instructive, for in this
earlier fragment Eliot fully released all his
hatred of human life and really enjoyed
himself in the raucous company of Doris,
Sweeney, Klipstein, and Krumpacker—in
comparison with whose vulgar vitality the
characters at the cocktail party are genteel
skeletons. As a writer Eliot has never really
given us God’s plenty: the qualities of his
genius are not robustness and richness, but
precision, terseness, and intensity; and the
shadow which haunts these qualities is a
certain tendency to thinness and brittle-
ness that here in The Cocktail Party has
at last caught up with him.

The public reception of this play points
toward the larger problem (that we can
only mention briefly here) arising from
Eliot’s present position in the world of let-
ters: the embarrassing and delicate situa-
tion of the master at the height of his fame
and influence at the very moment when
his creative powers and energy appear to
be at their lowest ebb. Many years ago
now, it seems, we were undergraduates,
and Eliot’s name was a secret and holy
conspiracy among us against our teach-
ers of English literature and the tastes they
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taught. Since then we have seen his influ-
ence spread abroad, and his figure become
entrenched in the academy itself; this influ-
ence has been immensely valuable, and
it is hard to imagine what we might be
without it; but every influence is exclu-
sive in some directions, and so we have
seen this one too become in time stiff and
rigid, and finally lend itself to academi-
cism. It would be, of course, unfair to
blame a man for all the things done in
his name, but the character of this influ-
ence, the doors of experience it closes,
must be pointed out, for we have, if we
are to go on living, to make way always
for a new future. Perhaps every new liter-
ary generation has to begin by killing its
father.

Note

1. Works Projects Administration (WPA): a
former agency of the U.S. government, cre-
ated in 1935 by executive order of President
Franklin D. Roosevelt to provide work for
the unemployed. Among other things, it
sponsored many arts and theatre projects.

∗Bonamy Dobrée.
“Books and Writers.”
Spectator 184, no. 6356
(21 April 1950), 541.

Mr. Eliot is, from all appearance, one of
that class of poets who work from the
“meaning” or intuition to the symbol,
what he has called “the objective correl-
ative,” rather than from the spectacle of
life to an “imitation” so shaped that some
meaning will emerge from it, some atti-
tude be induced. It is for this reason, one
supposes, that his chief technical difficulty
would seem to be the fusing together of

the various planes of reality, which must
co-exist to some degree in any play, and
which with him is a major problem, as it
must be with any playwright whose work
is at the same time original and highly
complex. The problem did not trouble the
Elizabethans, who, living in a pre-scientific
age, were prepared to accept the simulta-
neous presentation of various planes (as,
say, in The Tempest): but it did trou-
ble Ibsen, as it does M. Sartre. To some
extent the re-handling of an old myth is a
solution, as so many French playwrights
including M. Anouilh have found, and as
Mr. Eliot did when he flirted with one
in The Family Reunion: but here, in his
new play, though his Furies have become
Eumenides, or Guardians, they are not
ghostly characters, but, at the same time as
Guardians, men and women living in the
world. Strange vessels of the spirit indeed,
to whom we shall return.

His other technical problems Mr. Eliot
seems finally to have resolved. He never
had much difficulty over dramatic move-
ment; the sense of it is in his blood: it
shaped The Waste Land and gave form
to Four Quartets: but to translate this
into stage terms was none the less an
operation needing experience, and Mr.
Eliot stumbled a little in Murder in the
Cathedral; but afterwards there was no
hitch. His medium of speech was not
so easily attained: too heavily rhythmed
in Sweeney, uncertain and wavering in
The Rock, it was nearly right in The
Family Reunion, though there it occasion-
ally swung off into a lyrical movement
which in the setting was a little disturbing,
though by itself, in the study, enchanting.
Now, we feel secure, Mr. Eliot has achieved
his mastery: he has worked out a form of
speech suitable for an actor to say, and
actor-proof, cadenced enough to enable
the stresses to tell, flexible enough to be
either portentous or light; and while it is
a universal medium it yet carries his own
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individual rhythms. A third problem, still
not quite solved, perhaps, is how to get the
important universalizing statements made
by the characters. The chorus simply will
not do today, as others together with Mr.
Eliot have discovered: it was cunningly dis-
guised in The Family Reunion: but here,
though perhaps vestigial traces remain in
the libation scene at the end of the sec-
ond act, the effect is more that of ritual
utterance among the Guardians than of a
chorus. Indeed the Guardians throughout
carry the sententiae; but in so far as they
are ordinary people living in the everyday
humdrum world, they do not draw undue
attention to the fact that they are doing so.
Here and there, however, they seem a little
self-conscious about it.

A comedy? What you think of that
label will depend upon your idea of com-
edy. In so far as comedy is concerned
with man’s relation to man, the goings-
on of the Chamberlayne–Quilpe group are
certainly comic, indeed at moments bril-
liant comedy with all the classical implica-
tions of the word: but in so far as tragedy
deals with man’s relation to God, then the
other group, and certainly Celia Cople-
stone, belong to the world of tragedy. [. . .]
All, of course, depends on the attitude the
play finally induces in you, in which par-
ticular world you feel involved, and what
you think the play is really about.

And it is here, perhaps, that Mr. Eliot
has not quite conquered his medium:
though he himself, it would seem, can
now move with perfect freedom within the
form, it is not quite clear in what direc-
tion he is expecting us to move. There
are, perhaps, too many meanings, and we
may come away regarding the play either
as a comedy within a thin outer shell of
tragedy, or as a tragedy within a thick cas-
ing of comedy. And the trouble, I think, is
that there are moments when we do not
know what plane of reality we are sup-
posed to be on: we sometimes feel that

we are being offered two or three planes
at one time in one person, especially at
the transitions. [. . .] There are, we may
say, four planes. First, the amoral one
of Sweeney: the conversation of the first
few moments might come directly from
Sweeney Agonistes; then, when the yet
undiscovered Reilly after some witty cyn-
icisms says “But let me tell you, that to
approach the stranger / Is to invite the
unexpected, release a new force . . .” we
are on the plane of Agatha in The Family
Reunion, the moral one. Later, when first
Peter and then Celia speak of the nature
of reality, we are on a metaphysical plane;
finally, with the Guardians in session as
Guardians, on a transcendental one. And
the main “meaning” of the play seems to
be dual—moral and transcendental.

Yet the statement in either case is that
every individual must find that place in
life which suits him: it is the old concep-
tion of degree in the chain of being, com-
bined with a Stoic acceptance. [. . .] Each
and every person is offered a choice and
must make one, though it is not very illu-
minating to be told that “the right choice is
the choice you cannot but make,” though
indeed a sense of destiny runs faintly
through the play. Celia, predestined as we
are later told, made a choice based on “the
kind of faith that issues from despair.” [. . .]
[T]here are so many fascinating themes in
The Cocktail Party, the play is so rich,
so amazingly complex, that each person
will gain from it what he can, or put in
it what he must: for, as Mr. Eliot himself
has said, in a poem of any complexity the
poet himself is not aware of all the possible
meanings.

[. . .] The play is a disturbing expe-
rience, and certainly nobody will lay the
book down—and it is to be suspected
that nobody will come away from seeing
the play—without feeling that somewhere
some barb has pierced beneath the skin. If
he does not feel that, he had better begin
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looking into himself: or perhaps, on reflec-
tion, he had better not.

Frederick Morgan.
“Notes on the Theatre.”
Hudson Review 3
(Summer 1950), 289–93.

[. . .]

Any effort to redeem the contempo-
rary theater from its degraded naturalism
is to be welcomed, and Eliot’s is perhaps
the most important now being made in
our language. The problem of giving the
drama a supernatural dimension, like that
of adapting to it a suitable poetic diction, is
today a very difficult one. The playwright
may assume a world, removed in time or
place from our own, in which the super-
natural is taken as actually present, inter-
fusing the natural world, an inseparable
part of the donnée. [. . .]

Eliot’s new strategy, [. . .] the reverse
of that of Murder in the Cathedral, [. . .]
centers the action on characters represen-
tative of the modern, secular world. The
key to the method is to be found in the
well-known sentences from his introduc-
tion to Pascal’s Pensées:

The Christian thinker [. . .] proceeds
by rejection and elimination. He finds
the world to be so and so; he finds
its character inexplicable by any non-
religious theory; among religions he
finds Christianity, and Catholic Chris-
tianity, to account most satisfactorily
for the world and especially for the
moral world within; and thus [. . .] he
finds himself inexorably committed to
the dogma of the Incarnation.

The method of The Cocktail Party, like
that of Murder in the Cathedral, is
the method of demonstration, but it is
a demonstration that uses our modern
world as a starting-point, and proceeds
from it, by means of reason and self-
knowledge, into faith. It is also the method
of parable, by means of which stock char-
acters take on significance in terms of a
new dimension of reference. [. . .] It is
deeply concerned with the possibility of
mystical experience within the contempo-
rary context; but it is the possibility that is
dramatized, not the experience itself. The
realm of transcendent experience remains
off-stage; it is assumed, referred to more or
less indirectly; what goes on on the stage
points to it. The possibility is explored
in no vague fashion, but with an almost
mechanical precision; and the conventions
of the parlor-drama are the machinery
which the playwright has seen fit to use.
And here he has shown considerable dra-
matic tact: in the persons of the Guardians,
for example, who are fixed as figures in the
parlor-drama before their full significance
is more than hinted at, and in the verse
itself, which is established from the start as
“right” for the play and is capable of what-
ever degree of tension may be required.
[. . .] What we have, through most of
the play, is entire economy and preci-
sion, profundity of analysis, and almost
incredible “rightness” and brilliance of
expression. If the method also imposes
certain limitations—dryness, intellectual-
ity, restriction of possibilities in the nat-
ural world—yet, given Eliot’s talents and
the present condition of the theater, the
method was necessary if the play was to
be written at all.

Taken on its own terms, The Cocktail
Party is a fine play and a very consid-
erable artistic success. The exposition in
the first act is masterful; the consulting-
room scene, in which the Chamberlaynes
and Celia make their fateful decisions, is
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probably one of the high spots of the mod-
ern theater. The last scene, on the other
hand, is the least successful, and seems to
have proved a stumbling-block to many. It
is centered on the account given by Alex,
the civil servant, of Celia’s martyrdom at
the hands of the natives of “Kinkanja,”
and on the effect of this announcement
on the other characters. Alex performs the
function of messenger, describing at length
the off-stage apotheosis of the hero. There
is some limp writing (the only limp writ-
ing of the play) toward the beginning of
the scene, when Alex, prior to his rev-
elation, is giving a preliminary descrip-
tion of Kinkanja, and also in the conver-
sation attending Peter Quilpe’s return. It
is as if the playwright, after the unravel-
ment of the consulting-room scene, had
not quite known, “two years later,” how
to take hold. Matters improve in the lat-
ter half of the scene, and the verse regains
its vitality; but, on the whole, it is doubt-
ful whether this last scene comes off dra-
matically at all, and whether The Cock-
tail Party must not be added to the long
list of very good plays with unsuccessful
endings. By comparison to the immediacy
with which the initial situation is presented
and worked out, the entire business of
Kinkanja and of Celia’s martyrdom seems
remote and unreal. It is not that we dis-
believe that such a thing could have hap-
pened, but that, in dramatic terms, it has
not happened. Consequently, the attempts
made by the other characters to grasp the
full significance of the event seem exces-
sively contrived and mechanical. The last
scene would seem to represent a departure
from drama into an on-the-whole distin-
guished, but undramatic sort of summa-
tion, and as such to be a comparative fail-
ure. And it seems likely that this failure is
due to the playwright’s having attempted
something very difficult and very impor-
tant that lay beyond the scope of his
method.

It is interesting that in the interview
with World Review reported by William
Arrowsmith, Eliot should refer to the
necessity for turning away from the The-
ater of Ideas to the Theater of Character.
For it seems to me that Eliot has emerged as
a very distinguished dramatist whose work
displays the typical excellences and suffers
the typical limitations of a theater of ideas.
Be that as it may, he is almost the only per-
son writing in English for the theater in
whose work we can find life, significance,
and hope for the future; in The Cocktail
Party he has at last written a play that as a
theater piece is entirely performable, and
that will probably make a permanent addi-
tion to dramatic literature.

[. . .]

Hilton Kramer.
“T. S. Eliot in New York
(Notes on the End of
Something).”
Western Review 14
(Summer 1950), 303–05.

When we find the proper face of T. S. Eliot
on the cover of Time and read therein that
he is receiving an income of $1600 a week
from the success of The Cocktail Party
on Broadway, surely we must feel a sense
of change, we must feel that the end of
something has occurred even if we cannot
immediately determine what it is. And this
success of Eliot’s combines itself with cer-
tain other recent events to mark, somehow,
a boundary.

Is it true, as William Carlos Williams
wrote in his review of The Cocktail Party
[New York Post, 12 March, reprinted in
this volume pp. 527–28], that Eliot has
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here come down to his audience? If so
it would be one more symptom to note.
And if Dr. Williams is right in this point,
it is significant indeed since in most other
ways The Cocktail Party does not repre-
sent an Eliot changed from him we knew.
Only the New York drama critics were
surprised to find the play first-rate com-
edy; anyone who knew Eliot’s work pre-
vious to the play would have been pre-
pared by his earlier display of satiric and
sardonic wit. What has always been an
integral part of Eliot’s art—an accuracy of
social observation combined with a satiric
vision of the modern world—is in this play
concentrated into a genre. And the the-
matic dialectic which provides the conflict
of this drama continues the dialectic which
has always prevailed in various emphases
throughout Eliot’s writing. The dialectic
consists of seeing, on the one hand, the
experience of the modern world as deso-
late and modern society itself as resting on
values which are precarious and improper;
and on the other hand, of seeing this des-
olate present in contrast to heroic values
of the past, values symbolized and dra-
matized by the heroic figures of classical
literatures and religions, values now rep-
resented in their isolation by “an occupa-
tion for the saint.” It would be difficult
to discover any important work by Eliot
which does not draw upon some area of
this dialectic.

The Cocktail Party represents a kind
of consolidation of these themes into an
artistic statement more direct than we are
used to finding in Eliot’s art, and in this
sense Dr. Williams is doubtless correct in
observing that Eliot has here come down
to his audience. The inadequate social
world is dramatized, as it must be on a
stage, by a small company of persons, now
involved in rather uninspired love affairs
and unsuccessful marriage and now, as
always, utterly alone. (Eliot’s method in
The Waste Land for avoiding the general

statement and concentrating on the spe-
cific scene has wonderfully prepared him
for this play.) In one of the small company
the heroic note is sounded, Celia Cople-
stone giving herself over triumphantly to
the “occupation for the saint.” Thus, Celia
continues the voice which utters the saintly
last lines of “What the Thunder Said” and
which reaches fuller expression in “Ash-
Wednesday,” the Quartets and the other
more recent writings.

The voice of Eliot which is most
familiar to us, however, and perhaps the
one which we best understand is rep-
resented by the partners in a loveless
marriage, Edward and Lavinia Chamber-
layne, and by Peter Quilpe, a writer gone
Hollywood—these take their places in
the company of Prufrock, the Lady, Mr.
Apollinax and the bourgeois characters of
“Gerontion” and The Waste Land. The
images of contemporary London, which
in the earlier poetry dramatized a mod-
ern Inferno, are amplified in The Cocktail
Party with the Chamberlaynes caught in
the eternal whirlwind of their inability to
love and be loved and with Peter Quilpe
finally succeeding in a vocation which con-
sists of reproducing in Hollywood what is
already in decay in England.

Sir Henry Harcourt-Reilly, whom the
duped New York drama critics all inter-
preted as a literal psychoanalyst (psy-
choanalysis is treated chiefly in parody),
functions as the agent through whom the
characters achieve freedom; that is, he is
the agent of choice, and freedom functions
only as the freedom to accept and to fulfill
the consequences of choice. Thus, Celia’s
choice is tragic in its implications and in
its moral earnestness, and she is somewhat
of a tragic heroine in accepting and fulfill-
ing the consequences of a deeply signifi-
cant choice.

The major symbol of the consequence
of choice, however, is the cocktail party
which represents the Chamberlaynes’
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(and, in a sense, the audience’s) decision to
return to the somewhat tiresome modern
world—after all, we are told, the best of a
bad job is all any of us can do, except the
saints. Thus, the dialectic is drawn again
in the consequences of choice: the cocktail
party and the crucifixion.

[. . .]
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∗Henry Hewes.
“T. S. Eliot—Confidential
Playwright.”
Saturday Review 36
(29 August 1953), 26–28.

T. S. Eliot, whose unquestioned merit as
a poet, playwright, and essayist has been
officially recognized by Her Majesty with
an O.M. (Order of Merit), is this week
unveiling his fourth full-length play in
eighteen years. Titled The Confidential
Clerk, it opens at the Edinburgh Festival,
moves on to Newcastle, and finally arrives
in London in mid-September. A fortnight
before embarking for Caledonia the dis-
tinguished writer granted me an hour-and-
a-half interview—an extremely thoughtful
dispensation, for in addition to the normal
stress that every playwright must face in
the crucial rehearsal period Mr. Eliot was
continuing to punch the clock three days
a week at the publishing offices of Faber
and Faber, Ltd.

“Now let’s see,” he began, shoving his
hands deep in his pockets and bowing his
head a bit, “I mustn’t say too much about
this play, as I want the audience to make up
its own mind. If I say I intended such-and-
such, then people will feel they have to find
just that in it. But, really, if a play is any
good it ought to have a great deal in it that
its author doesn’t completely understand.”

Although The Confidential Clerk’s
director, Martin Browne, has publicly
announced that the play is “a modern
comedy lighter in tone than any of his pre-
vious plays,” the playwright even refuses
to define it as either comedy or tragedy.
“Since no one is murdered or dies violently
in The Confidential Clerk, I am letting the
audience call it what they like. It can be
regarded as either.”

On this subject Mr. Eliot, who regards
himself as neither a pessimist nor an opti-
mist, maintains that his Murder in the
Cathedral (1935) is a comedy; The Fam-
ily Reunion (1939) neither, due to his own
error in construction which came about
when he concluded with the tragic death
of one character but indicated at the same
time an indefinite progress of the hero;
and The Cocktail Party (1949) a comedy,
because the heroine, Celia, dies heroically
in the service of something. “There is no
feeling of waste in Celia, and you must
always [feel] waste in a tragedy. A real
tragic character is capable of a successful
life in the best sense, but misses it when
fortune smacks him in the face.”

While the playwright refuses to label
his new play, he does say that it is the same
general type as The Cocktail Party, but
with two improvements. “In The Cocktail
Party only four of the seven characters are
characters in the true sense. The psychia-
trist and his two assistants are outside the
action of the play. They interfere, but there
is no character development in these three.
They just perform a job. I think that the
audience may have been mystified by this.
So, in The Confidential Clerk all seven in
the cast are characters in their own right
with none being outside the action.”

The second change is an even more
important one. Readers may remember
that many of the critics complained that
the last act of The Cocktail Party was not
a true last act but an epilogue. “It was a
necessary epilogue, but these critics were
right in the sense that the dramatic action
was all over,” admits the bespectacled poet
ungrudgingly. “In my new play I’ve tried
to keep things happening right up to the
end.”

In addition, there is no drinking and no
psychiatry in The Confidential Clerk. “To
tell you the truth I think the psychiatry had
a lot to with the success of The Cocktail
Party. It made it very fashionable.”
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The plot of the new play—and Mr. Eliot
is a bit reluctant to reveal too much of
it—begins with a rich English financier, Sir
Claude Mulhammer, who, in choosing a
new clerk to succeed his old confidential
clerk who is retiring, selects a young man
whom he believes to be his own illegiti-
mate son. Sir Claude’s wife, who does not
know this chapter of her husband’s past,
had before her own marriage a child of
her own and she comes to the conclusion
that the new clerk is her missing illegit-
imate son. The situation is further com-
plicated by the introduction of a young
woman who turns out to be Sir Claude’s
illegitimate daughter.

Although these plot outlines suggest
that the play was inspired by Euripides’s
Ion, Mr. Eliot won’t commit himself defi-
nitely on the point. All he will say is: “The
ideas for all this came to me out of a classi-
cal story, just as The Cocktail Party started
out with my wondering about Alcestis. I
was interested in what happened at the
point Euripides leaves off. What was it
going to be like when the wife is brought
back from the dead? After all, it isn’t the
same as losing her on a shopping expedi-
tion. Then I added Reilly to get Heracles
in the triangle. And after that the other
characters developed. Celia, at first, was
brought in just to throw light on the rela-
tionship between the man and his wife, but
later became much more important.”

[. . .]

Mr. Eliot is not disclosing the source
of The Confidential Clerk for a good rea-
son. “Why I don’t let this very small cat
out of the bag,” he says, “is that if you
say that such-and-such a parallel exists
it will lead people up the garden path.”
What the poet means is that playwriting
should not be like watchmaking, where
you follow a carefully worked out pro-
cedure of fitting pieces together. “What-
ever the source,” he goes on, “the author

should let the play grow inside him. In that
way he puts some not completely under-
stood parts of himself into the play.” This
theory also applies to character-drawing
and leads to Mr. Eliot’s assertion that “to
make a character alive there ought to be
more in him than can be contained in the
author’s analysis of him.”

Attempting to make The Confidential
Clerk alive, Mr. Eliot avoided starting with
an ethical problem and giving it a setting.
Rather he began with a serious situation,
namely that of a young clerk who finds
that being claimed by two different sets of
parents is more embarrassing than being
claimed by none. With this the author felt
he could explore the fundamental truth
of parent–child relationships. “I was more
concerned with getting the reactions of
the people to each other right than I was
with the deductions to be drawn from
these reactions,” he says with a degree
of earnestness that belies any criticism of
over-intellectualism that might be lodged
against him.

If the poet does have a private temp-
tation that he indulges, it is in the mat-
ter of selecting names for his characters.
He is a great admirer of Conan Doyle, Sir
Walter Scott, and Dickens for their skill
in this respect, and very disappointed in
Henry James for his often coming up with
surprisingly poor cognomens. “I name my
characters right after I have written the
first description of them. I try to let a
name come to mind that will fit the char-
acter without being able to give a reason
for it. But it’s damn hard to invent names
that don’t exist. In The Cocktail Party I
thought I had an original name in MacCol-
gie Gibbs, but one of these people who are
always analyzing my work discovered that
Gibbs is an English toothpaste and Col-
gate an American one. In The Confiden-
tial Clerk I thought up an original name
for one of the characters, a man whom I
called Kaghan. A year later I picked up a
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newspaper to find that Mr. Kaghan is one
of those unfortunate officials being investi-
gated by Mr. Cohn and Mr. Schine.” Inci-
dentally, Mr. Eliot as a former American
citizen feels no sense of disgrace about the
Cohn–Schine affair. “It would be silly to
identify a few low-comic figures with a
whole nation,” he states.

As for the verse technique in The Confi-
dential Clerk, it is approximately the same
as The Cocktail Party. That is an attempt
to find a rhythm close to contemporary
speech with the stresses where we would
naturally put them. To do this the poet
uses a varying length of line with a vary-
ing number of syllables and a series of
irregular stresses. This doesn’t affect the
rhythm any more than it does in music
where the composer can vary the number
and length of notes within any one bar.
Mr. Eliot’s unrhymed lines are character-
ized by a caesura and three stresses, one
stress on one side of a caesura and two on
the other. “Auden says I have four stresses
and he may be right. All I know is that
when a line sounds wrong to me, which is
the only time I think about the meter, I go
back and use the three-stress test.” At this
point Mr. Eliot took a brief caesura to fill
and light what appeared to be a well-used
corncob pipe.

“This kind of verse is damned difficult
for the actor,” he continued, “because he
has to study each line by itself. He cannot
speak the verse as if it were prose, and he
must not let the rhythm lead him to speak-
ing it monotonously.” Fortunately, the
producer, Henry Sherek, has signed a cast
that includes such experienced perform-
ers as Denholm Elliott, Alan Webb, Isabel
Jeans, Margaret Leighton, Paul Rogers,
Alison Leggatt, and Peter Jones, and the
playwright seemed quite happy about the
way rehearsals were progressing.

He is also happy about resuming his
collaboration with Martin Browne, who
as a director has stimulated much of the

rewriting that has been done on the script.
“You know, when I write a play now I
write a first draft with the main object of
merely completing it. Then I find that I
have to do most of my rewriting on my first
act. You can’t really know what the begin-
ning should be like until you get to the end.
If your third act is good you have a stand-
point from which to review the rest of the
play. But a good first act sometimes makes
it more difficult to write a good second
and third act. I found that out with The
Family Reunion. It’s the same with criti-
cism, I think. When I first started writing
reviews Desmond MacCarthy told me that
when he finally finished a review he usually
went back and found he didn’t need the
first paragraph. I’ve found that to be gen-
erally true too. The first paragraph is just
for the purpose of getting yourself warmed
up.”

Another weakness that Mr. Eliot finds
in his first drafts is a tendency to write too
many dialogues and to make too many
scenes. “Originally the first act of The
Confidential Clerk was in three scenes, and
Martin Browne asked me to cut it down.
So I sacrificed some amusing but superflu-
ous passages and removed a lot of inessen-
tial background and material in an effort
to concentrate the play a little more—the
way Ibsen used to do as well. With great
labor I put it all in two scenes, but neither
of us was satisfied with the result. I had
arrived at that moment of despair when I
thought I just couldn’t do anything more to
it. But of course you can always do more,
and I eventually was able to get Act I into
its present single scene.”

However, the rewriting did not stop the
final draft. “When you hear the actors start
speaking your lines things come to light
that you hadn’t realized. Something that
is self-evident to the author may not be
to other people. Sometimes you find that
one phase of a scene is too long or too
short in relation to the whole and you have
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to cut down in one place and expand in
another. So far in The Confidential Clerk
most of the changes have been mechanical
ones such as changing the means whereby
one character becomes aware of another
who is approaching.”

While Mr. Eliot has no false modesty
and obviously believes he is a pretty good
poet, it should be evident from the above
that he has the good human judgment to
enter the theatre with the humility that
can come only from knowing what it is to
master a craft. As he says, “The poet has
a hell of lot to learn in the theatre. You
can’t get along with good verse and bad
theatrical technique.” Since The Cocktail
Party brought him a reported $150,000 in
royalties, we can possibly assume that his
theatrical technique is fast approaching a
state of adequacy.

∗T. C. Worsley.
“The Confidential Clerk.”
New Statesman 46
(5 September 1953), 256.

With The Confidential Clerk, Mr. Eliot has
done it again. By this I do not mean that
he has merely repeated the success of The
Cocktail Party; he is not the kind of writer
to repeat his successes. Each work is for
him (and consequently for us) an explo-
ration, and initially, if I understand what
he has written about his own methods, an
exploration in technique. The Confiden-
tial Clerk explores new territory and uses
methods in some ways quite different from
anything that has gone before, and yet it
is able to rivet the attention of ordinary
theatre audiences who could not—and
should not—be expected to be interested
in questions of technique. An audience

judges by results, and though this play is, I
believe, very imperfect, Mr. Eliot has now
reached a stage where the authority with
which he puts his questions imposes itself
absolutely.

From the very opening of the play we
feel we are on sure ground. Yet it is a very
odd sort of sure ground, this of Mr. Eliot’s.
It is by no means the conventional sure
ground of problems posed and solutions
neatly found for them. On the contrary,
we are never quite sure what the problems
really are; and as for the solutions, they
none of them seem to fit us at all. Why
then we should be content to follow so
fumbling and faltering a guide is a mys-
tery. But so it is. His authority is such that
he compels us along.

Our exploration is of Sir Claude Mul-
hammer’s curiously assorted household.
Sir Claude himself has inherited a financial
business from his father; he runs it suc-
cessfully enough but is at heart an artist
manqué. Then there is his wife, Lady Eliz-
abeth, a scatterbrained woman interested
in fake religions. There is an ambigu-
ous young woman whom the faithful old
confidential clerk pronounces “flighty”;
and she is engaged to a successful young
protégé of Sir Claude’s, B. Kaghan. Finally
there is yet another protégé, Mr. Colby
Simpkins, a young musician manqué who
is in training as confidential clerk in Egger-
son’s place. The clue to the plot is not with
the rather Gilbertian revelations of pater-
nal and maternal mix-ups. It is not a ques-
tion of who we are, but of what we choose
to be. We must, it is suggested, follow
in our father’s footsteps. Young Colby, of
doubtful origins, failed organist but with
a talent for finance, can choose one of sev-
eral fathers who offer themselves to guide
his footsteps. Which shall he choose to be
saved? The theme is decorated with sev-
eral variations ranging from the poignant
to the farcical. For all of them are, or have
been, faced with related choices, and they
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are only reminded that once they have cho-
sen “we all of us have to adapt ourselves
to the wish that is granted.”

What is new in the play is that for the
first time Mr. Eliot approaches, in his own
devious way, the question of human rela-
tionships. We are not yet dealing with peo-
ple in the Ibsenite or the novelist’s sense,
and the fact that the characters are not
people in this sense makes for a certain
confusion. But the human interest is there,
and it gives us a first act which fairly
bristles with the possibilities of develop-
ment. It gives us too, to start the second, a
scene of great tenderness, a love scene—or
rather a scene which beautifully embodies
the reaching out towards a first shy con-
tact between two young people. Techni-
cally, too, Mr. Eliot has succeeded with his
last act which, even if emotionally it may
leave us baffled, is, with its family confer-
ence and its deus ex machina, dramatically
effective and flowers out of what has gone
before.

Yet, amusing, fascinating, oddly dis-
turbing as The Confidential Clerk is, I
cannot help feeling that in approach-
ing the question of human relationships
Mr. Eliot set himself more problems than
he had anticipated. His present compro-
mise is uneasy. If his characters are to
have relationships which interest us, they
must become less spiritual types and more
people—at least so long as Mr. Eliot, for
his own reasons, insists on suppressing the
verse. Nor can the people be in any impor-
tant relation with each other so long as
the action is on the level of the absurd.
It is all very well to try to reassure us
by founding the plot on classical myth.
That doesn’t put right the confusion of
modes. The comic exaggerations of the
plot don’t fit the terms of contemporary
life—or at least they are not made to fit
with these particular people and their par-
ticular problems. Quite a different form
of make-believe is needed for each set. We

can perfectly accept a changeling found in
a hand-bag, if we are introduced to it in
the fantasy of comedy. But we would be
hard put to it to take seriously the spiri-
tual problems of such a changeling, or feel
solemn over the announcement that it was
to read for Holy Orders.

[. . .]

Mr. Eliot has now carried his princi-
ples about the kind of verse appropriate to
modern verse drama to their logical con-
clusion. The controlling beat, which could
still be faintly heard in The Cocktail Party,
is no longer audible at all. It is the abroga-
tion of this control that is, I think, largely
responsible for the confusion. Surely he
has now reached the point he was aim-
ing at, when “he can dare to make more
liberal use of poetry.”

Philip Mairet.
“The Confidential Clerk.”
New Republic 129 (21
September 1953), 17–18.

If T. S. Eliot’s new play, The Confiden-
tial Clerk, can be placed in a category, it
is an essay in the higher melodrama. Can
it be that a poet, tired of being told that
his drama lacked theatrical construction,
determined at last to show what he could
do? True, this piece is in the same tragi-
comic vein as the last. But in The Cocktail
Party the theme was the subjective effects
of secret love affairs upon individuals. The
present play deals with the offspring of
such liaisons, and with the delayed effects
upon their parents. It points a social, not a
transcendent, moral. The plot hinges upon
no less than three cases of bastardy that
have occurred in the same family about
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a quarter of a century before the curtain
rises. Anyone, a critic may retort, could
make a plot out of such a packet of mys-
terious origins. Perhaps; though not one
as ingenious as Eliot has contrived, nor
fraught with as much meaning. The draw-
back of having to deal with such a wildly
improbable complication as he has presup-
posed lies not so much in its artificiality
as in keeping his comedy of manners too
near the verge of melodrama. Three acts
of continuous “discovery scenes” of long
lost parents and children is a stiff dose.
The deserved celebrity of the previous play
may cast an invidious shadow over this
one. But comparisons are odious; this is
rich entertainment, and a tract for the
times.

Sir Claude Mulhammer is a success-
ful financier, the son of a financial genius,
but is childless by a wife who is a lady
in her own right. Both have sons by for-
mer lovers, and Sir Claude is scheming to
induce his wife to adopt his son, of whose
existence he has not told her. She knows,
however, about his illegitimate daughter
by another mistress of much less cher-
ished memory; and he knows that his Lady
Elizabeth had a son, of whom she had
lost track in infancy, ever since her lover
died in Africa. Sir Claude’s confidential
clerk, who is retiring, is to be replaced
by the illegitimate son, Colby, as an ini-
tiation into his father’s household and
profession. The hope is that Lady Eliz-
abeth will acquire a maternal interest in
this highly presentable and well-educated
young man. She does so with a vengeance.
A veiled remark of Colby’s about his
foster-mother’s name and address leads
her to believe, too precipitately, that he is
her son; and she and her husband are con-
tending for the parenthood of the boy until
the final dénouement.

The play exploits all the possibilities
of this situation, which is further com-
plicated by the presence of Lucasta, the

illicit daughter. Sir Claude hopes to see her
married to a young financial colleague, the
bumptious Kaghan, who had good foster-
parents and is not in the least sensitive
about his foundling origin. An intimate
understanding begins to develop between
Colby and Lucasta, cut short by a violent
misunderstanding as soon as she confides
in him the secret of her birth. There is no
lack of plot and counterplot; if anything
rather too much; there is wit enough, too,
and very genial comedy in the character of
the old confidential clerk. But the sustain-
ing interest is in the psychology of the filial
and parental relationships. No doubt the
author is concerned to show, to a genera-
tion visibly in danger of emotional disin-
tegration, how essential and fundamental
are the bonds between parent and child;
but he does this without resort to any
of the more obviously evil consequences.
None of the illegitimates develop badly;
there is no delinquency on their part, nor
hatred on the part of the parents. On the
contrary, the parents suffer from frustrated
desire for the children they once disowned;
and suffer most of all when they discover
that all their efforts for the good of their
secret progeny have failed to repair the
broken bond. This cannot be a one-way
relation, as Colby points out to his father.
As Ibsen said of another relationship, you
may patch a fiddle but you can’t mend a
bell.

What about the poetry? No one will
recognize it as verse until he sees it in print.
There, I suspect, he may have the experi-
ence of finding it easier to read than prose.
It is a logical continuation on the way
Eliot’s verse has been going since he took to
play-writing. In The Cocktail Party there
were still some few purple patches which
everyone knew were poetry; in this piece
there are none. All the same, this is a mas-
ter’s use of the everyday vernacular. When
the characters explain what is in the depths
of their minds—which they have to do
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rather often—the subtlety comes over with
consummate clarity.

[. . .]

∗Russell Kirk.
“Two Plays of
Resignation.”
Month 10 (October 1953),
223–25.

At the Edinburgh Festival, two new
plays suffused with a religious spirit were
performed—although neither of them was
exhortatory: Mr. T. S. Eliot’s The Con-
fidential Clerk and Mr. George Scott-
Moncrieff’s Fotheringhay. In form, The
Confidential Clerk is a comedy; Fothering-
hay, a history. Neither play aspires to the
state of tragedy; yet both are written in sor-
row, and both produce, in different ways,
a catharsis.

The sinister suggestions latent in Mr.
Eliot’s title are not realized: for the con-
fidential clerk is simply a man of busi-
ness, and all the characters are people
ordinary enough, with the partial excep-
tion of Colby, the new clerk. Their ordi-
nariness, indeed, is the cause of their
unhappiness, and provides the play with
its principal theme: the prison of Self.
Sir Claude Mulhammer the financier, and
his flighty wife Lady Elizabeth, and his
protégés Lucasta Angel and Colby, and B.
Kaghan the rising young broker, do not
understand one another, or themselves, or
even from whence they came. The younger
people know that they were born out of
wedlock, but apprehend little enough else
about their world. Sir Claude, in the first
act, declares that his principle of action
is always to assume that he understands

nothing about any man he meets, but that
the other man sees into him thoroughly;
yet even this premise betrays Mulhammer
in the end, until he cries, with his eyes shut,
“Is Colby coming back?”—knowing now
that even the presumed existence of his
own son had been an illusion for twenty-
five years.

These people, the wrack of broken fam-
ilies, specimens of a generation without
certitudes or continuity with the past are
involved in the very oldest of dramatic
plots—mistaken identity, the missing son,
and the comedy of errors. Mr. Eliot revives
these devices ingeniously, doubtless with
some pleasure in his anachronisms; and,
perhaps consciously, he has written whole
speeches that could have been the work
of Wilde, and others that could have been
Shaw’s, and others Ibsen’s. Lady Elizabeth,
with her “mind study,” her Swiss clin-
ics, and her intuitions, would have done
credit to Wilde; the bond between Lucasta
and Colby, broken by Colby’s discovery
that they may be brother and sister, has
a Shavian touch; while through all three
acts, somberly, the echo of The Wild Duck
whispers that the truth we seek about our-
selves may be our undoing. When all is
over, Colby and Lucasta and Kaghan, at
least, do know who they are, and in some
degree realize their end in life, but they
accept the discovery of their true nature
with resignation, rather than relief; and
upon them all, though most heavily upon
Sir Claude Mulhammer, descends a con-
sciousness of the vanity of human wishes.

Everyone in the play (except, perhaps,
old Eggerson, the retiring clerk, with his
wife and garden and simple virtues) is
haunted by a terrifying loneliness and a
regret for talents frustrated. Even accom-
plishment in the arts (Mulhammer would
have liked to be an accomplished potter,
and Colby a great organist and composer)
generally is baffled by the spirit of our age,
Mr. Eliot seems to suggest. These people
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are what Burke called the flies of a sum-
mer, unable to link with dead generations
or those yet unborn, without memories
or high hope. They are seeking for con-
tinuity, status, faith; and, beyond all these
(though only Colby, perhaps, knows this)
some assurance that their lives matter, and
that the barriers which separate every man
from his fellows are transcended by a Real-
ity more than human.

In structure, The Confidential Clerk is
close to The Importance of Being Earnest,
even to the revelations in the last act by
the old nurse (or rather, here, Mrs. Guz-
zard, the foster-mother); and it is possible
to laugh at certain lines and certain char-
acters. Yet the man who sees The Con-
fidential Clerk laughs only like Democri-
tus, at the pathos of all earthly things,
for in its essence this play is sad, pro-
foundly sad, as sad as The Waste Land.
In the second act, especially, occur lines
of great tenderness and pathos, as when
Lucasta comes to believe that she under-
stands Colby and herself, and is on the
brink of self-realization—and this is over-
whelmed, in the next instant, by disillu-
sion, or rather illusion of a different sort.
Throughout the play, Mr. Eliot treats these
people with a noble mercy and sympathy;
they become lovable, indeed, all of them.
From Sir Claude to Mrs. Guzzard, they
are men and women of kindly natures,
honest inclination, and generous hearts.
But, being human, they are heir to all the
imperfections of the spirit and the flesh;
thus they cannot escape the rootlessness
of their time, nor the sense of talents run
to waste, nor the prison of Self. They
do not know themselves or the nature of
being.

Lucasta thinks that Colby is different
from all the rest of them, for he can with-
draw from their midst into his garden
of the imagination, a sanctuary from the
material world of desolation; but Colby
himself knows better: his garden of the

mind is as lonely as the real world without.
If Colby had conviction of an abiding real-
ity that transcends the wasteland—why,
then, indeed, he never would be solitary in
his realm of imagination, for “God would
walk in my garden.” Lacking this faith,
however, the man is left melancholy and
unnerved, deprived of love, and scarcely
caring who his parents may be. We see
him, near the end of the third act, grop-
ing toward a churchly vocation; yet only
Eggerson, the practical old clerk, has come
close to understanding Colby. Lucasta,
turning back to Kaghan for some sense
of affection and belonging, thinks that
Colby needs no human company, being
secure in the citadel of self-knowledge; she
does not know how like a citadel is to a
prison.

Although successful as a dramatic pro-
duction, The Confidential Clerk will be
remembered more for its occasional lines
of melancholy beauty and its penetration
into the recesses of Self than as a neat and
close-knit play; nor is it, I am inclined to
believe, likely to be considered one of Mr.
Eliot’s principal works. Yet I am not sure
of this last: this is a play which touches
most movingly upon the sources of long-
ing and the need for enduring love, and so
bears the mark of a man of genius.

[. . .]

∗Richard Findlater.
“The Camouflaged
Drama.”
Twentieth Century
(October 1953), 311–16.

Mr. T. S. Eliot’s new play The Confiden-
tial Clerk—first staged at the Edinburgh
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Festival this August, four years after the
production of The Cocktail Party—seems
likely to be even more successful at the
box-office than its predecessor, and its
prosperity may be fostered by the play-
goer’s sense of Mr. Eliot’s condescension in
being so persistently straightforward. No
libations here, or all-knowing Strangers;
no sermons on salvation, and propaganda
for the saints; [. . .] indeed, The Con-
fidential Clerk was hailed in Edinburgh
[. . .] with relief, surprise and delight as an
unmistakable farce. The names of Robert-
son Hare and Lady Bracknell have been
freely invoked by critics, and comparisons
have been made with Wilde and Labiche,
rather than with the Ion of Euripides, to
which the author has acknowledged his
debt. Where The Cocktail Party made its
home in the shell of a modern comedy of
manners, The Confidential Clerk masquer-
ades as a kind of Aldwych farce; the for-
malized plot is resolutely thick, where that
of The Cocktail Party was precariously
thin; the characters have theatrical sub-
stance, and the situations are sprung with
deliberate precision and mounting absur-
dity; the note of portentous piety, hitherto
inseparable from Mr. Eliot’s plays, is virtu-
ally inaudible; and the verse is even more
dexterously presented as eloquently col-
loquial prose. In the theatre it is notably
well acted, and provides very good enter-
tainment. But we expect more of Eng-
land’s leading dramatist: has he more to
give?

Like The Cocktail Party, the new play
is written on different levels of attention,
and it seeks what Eliot once described,
in an essay on Marston, as “a kind of
doubleness in the action, as if it took
place on two planes at once.” There is,
indeed, “an under-pattern, less manifest
than the theatrical one” (I quote from
the same essay), and beneath the com-
edy about the parentage of bastards lies
a drama about the fatherhood of God. So,

at least, it seemed to one observer of the
play in Edinburgh; although this underly-
ing meaning may well be one of which—as
Eliot said of Marston—the author was not
fully aware. Eliot indeed has, as it were,
exalted this unconsciousness as a princi-
ple of dramaturgy, and in his public state-
ments he has emphasized, with studied
detachment, that his plays are larger than
his own intentions. He said of The Cock-
tail Party, in 1949:

Whatever the play’s message is, it is
as much a matter of what message the
audience finds in it as what message I
put in it, and if there is nothing more
in the play than what I was aware of
meaning, then it must be a pretty thin
piece of work;

and he made a similar disclaimer of
responsibility for the contents of The Con-
fidential Clerk. One of the results is the
temptation, in the theatre, to multiply the
ambiguities of the plot. The conscious-
ness that all around them lie immensities
of experience—surely Mr. Eliot is mean-
ing more than that!—gives a crossword
puzzle fever to intellectual playgoers, who
snap up clues with hungry solemnity all
through this crypto-farce. Such a guessing
game seems to be one inevitable effect of
his methods. Mr. Eliot, in fact, has plenty
to give besides entertainment; but it is
debatable whether he has chosen the right
disguise.

[. . .]

It is notable that the density of the farcical
plot emphasizes still more clearly Eliot’s
concern with the pattern in human lives,
the mysterious operations of destiny which
bring the soul to a moment of choice,
“Greek tragedy is the tragedy of neces-
sity,” W. H. Auden has written, “Chris-
tian tragedy is the tragedy of possibility.”
The Confidential Clerk which, like all of
Eliot’s plays, is a religious drama, is a
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tragi-comedy of choice: all of his charac-
ters choose their destiny in the moment
of crisis. The most significant choice,
perhaps, is that of Colby (in whom we may
find echoes of Celia in The Cocktail Party):
Mrs. Guzzard, who appears in the last
act as an alarming fairy godmother, asks
Colby whose son he would wish to be—
Sir Claude’s, or the son of a “dead, obscure
man.” Colby rejects Sir Claude, and thus
chooses his own inheritance: he must, like
Lord Monchensey and Celia Coplestone,
work out his own salvation.

[. . .]

The Confidential Clerk is also con-
cerned, like The Cocktail Party, with voca-
tion and salvation, but these themes are
implied or disguised in the action.

[. . .]

The plot involves, too, a discussion
of make-believe and reality, in the lives
of Sir Claude and Lady Elizabeth; of art
as a substitute for religion (Sir Claude’s
ceramics in a private room); of the accep-
tance of the human condition and the
incomprehensibility of other people (Sir
Claude’s own empirical philosophy, which
is turned against himself); the drama of
human responsibility; and, of course, the
questions of paternity, heredity and father-
hood in God—for what, ultimately, do
all these topsy-turvy relationships—whose
reality is questioned with a Pirandellian
confusion—matter, besides the fact that,
as Lady Elizabeth reminds us, “we are
nearer to God than anyone”? “There can
be no relation of father and son / Unless
it works both ways,” Colby announces.
Here, as elsewhere in The Confidential
Clerk, the author releases—consciously or
unconsciously—vast and disturbing sug-
gestions, beyond the literal statement of
the text.

There are densities of meaning, then,
in Mr. Eliot’s new play which entitle
it to some consideration not only as a
money-making farce, but as a religious
drama. [. . .] But it is already obvious, I
think, that The Confidential Clerk may be
ranked as another brilliant failure, another
experimental stage in Mr. Eliot’s progress
towards the creation of a great contempo-
rary play. For although the play is designed
with laborious cunning as an intricate the-
atrical machine, which works on two lev-
els at once, the author ultimately fails to
resolve the action on both its planes; and
once again he fails to achieve the emo-
tional unification of the play’s meaning,
the direct illumination of experience with
the intensity of high drama. Eliot’s elabo-
rate mystification, justified here by the pre-
text of the farce, is designed to energize
and universalize the play’s action inside
the naturalist convention, but it does not
work in the theatre with the necessary
light and heat of effective poetic drama.
Writing of Massinger, Mr. Eliot said thirty
years ago: “The poetic drama must have
an emotional unity, let the emotion be
whatever you like. It must have a domi-
nant tone; and if this be strong enough,
the most heterogeneous emotions may be
made to reinforce it.” What The Confiden-
tial Clerk lacks in the last resort is pre-
cisely this “emotional unity”—achieved
for example, in Murder in the Cathe-
dral, within a very different dramatic
convention.

Yet it goes without saying, I think,
that Mr. Eliot’s failure is of considerably
greater importance to the future of the
English drama than the easier successes of
other, luckier dramatists who can touch
the audiences’ hearts without destroying
their preconceived ideas. Slowly and delib-
erately, he has created a new kind of the-
atrical language which, as he shows in
The Confidential Clerk, has a flexible,
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anonymous and lightly hypnotic power;
and in the search for a dramatic conven-
tion to express the complexity of con-
temporary experience he has moved away
from the trappings of the Chorus, rhetor-
ical and lyrical interpolations, and the
direct intervention of the author, leaving
behind him a trail of abandoned poetic
properties. He has found, and held, an
audience in the “commercial” theatre, and
by disguising his subjects as carefully as he
disguises his verse, he has tried to solve the
problems of the lack of moral, aesthetic
and social conventions that can be shared
by a contemporary audience. Beginning
in revolt against the naturalism of the
proscenium stage, he has returned to work
inside its limitations, seeking to give them
depth and intensity, fashioning his Tro-
jan Horses under the sponsorship of Mr.
Henry Sherek. In this process The Confi-
dential Clerk marks a further state, and at
the same time illustrates the dangers of his
method.

“It seems to me,” Mr. Eliot said in
1949, with the magisterial diffidence of
a reluctant oracle, “that we should turn
away from the Theatre of Ideas to the
Theatre of Character. The essential poetic
play should be made with human beings
rather than with ideas.” Moreover, he has
made it clear that “the essential poetic
play” should sound as if it were written
in prose: “a present-day audience, which
realizes that it is listening to a play in
verse, cannot be expected to have the
right attitude to what I am trying to do.”
To adjust the attitudes of such an audi-
ence, therefore, the essential poetic play
must be accommodated inside the picture-
frame stage, the naturalist prose drama,
and the unholy trade of modern show busi-
ness. “If the poetic drama is to recon-
quer its place, it must, in my opinion,
enter into overt competition with prose
drama,” Mr. Eliot has said, and it is with

this competitive spirit, for one, that he was
imbued in writing The Cocktail Party and
The Confidential Clerk. In such a contest,
he has decided, the best chance of success
is to impersonate one’s opponent, and his
two post-war plays may thus be regarded
as ingenious experiments in theatrical
camouflage, in which a religious drama
is presented to the secular groundlings
of today under an increasingly heavy
disguise.

Yet the failure of The Confidential
Clerk, it seems to me, illustrates the dan-
gers of this disguise, most of all the danger
that it may be only too successful. Has the
camouflage proved too much for the poetic
competitor? Is Mr. Eliot’s victory a Pyrrhic
one?

I have before my eyes [he says] a kind
of mirage of the perfection of the verse
drama, which would be a design of
human action and of words, such as
to present at once the two aspects of
dramatic and of musical order . . .
To go as far in this direction as it
is possible to go, without losing con-
tact with the ordinary everyday world
with which drama must come to terms,
seems to me the proper aim of dramatic
poetry.

With this mirage before him, is he con-
tent to leave a large part of his audience
unaware that they have watched anything
but a melodramatic farce? How far can he
afford to go on compromising with “the
ordinary everyday world?” I am reminded
of Sir Claude’s declaration in The Confi-
dential Clerk: “if you haven’t the strength
to impose your own terms / Upon Life, you
must accept the terms it offers you.” It is
time for Mr. Eliot to impose his own terms
upon the theatre he has conquered from
within.
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Burke Wilkinson.
“A Most Serious Comedy
by Eliot.”
New York Times, 7
February 1954, sec. 2,
pp. 1, 3.

T. S. Eliot’s The Confidential Clerk has just
completed its two-week tour here. Capital-
ites came in droves, and remained to give
the two rounds of polite applause which
is the equivalent of an ovation in this cau-
tious city. On the eve of Broadway—with
a New Haven opening and a Boston inter-
lude safely behind him—Elliott Martin
Browne, the director, was in the mood to
discuss the special problems and fascina-
tions of staging this most serious of come-
dies. You might call Mr. Browne Mr. Eliot’s
nuncio, for his credentials as spokesman
for the pontiff of modern poets are impres-
sive.

Their close association goes back to
1930. He has directed all the five plays
that Eliot has written, beginning with The
Rock (1934), a religious pageant play “in a
structure borrowed from a C. B. Cochran
revue.” [. . .]

One Man’s Opinion

Did Mr. Browne care to make a compari-
son between the new play and The Cock-
tail Party?

“It is better,” was the prompt reply.
“Better because the things he sets out to
say are all said in the lives of the characters,
characters involved in dramatic action.
There are no onlookers—no Alex or Julia
or Reilly. Even Eggerson, the clerk himself,
is involved by his final-curtain acquisition
of Colby as his spiritual son.”

Henzie Raeburn, Browne’s lively
actress wife, had something to add: “The
audience is involved, too, caught up,
dynamically implicated. Whether pro or
con they seem to feel an extraordinary
necessity to explain.”

[. . .]

Could Mr. Browne give any clue as
to Mr. Eliot’s feeling about the essence
of his play, beneath the smooth veneer
of comedy? Mr. Browne became deeply
earnest, more than ever emissary of a
higher authority. The best way to be seri-
ous today, he thought, is through the
medium of a comedy.

The Message

The Wildean, two-dimensional plot serves
notice early of its own absurdity, but in
this “high-comedy” style the audience can
still become aware of each character as a
human being. It also gives a certain lee-
way over and above the two-dimensional
reality of the characters, and it is in this
area that Eliot is able to embed his deeper
message of man’s adjustment to his lot—
resignation almost—and his closeness to
God in the discovery of that lot.

“When I first talked to Eliot,” Browne
remarked, pursuing this theme, “he said to
me ‘Eggerson is the only developed Chris-
tian in the play.’ I think, to Eliot, Egger-
son is the catalyst. He is the man who cul-
tivates his own garden, who is at peace
with himself and his God. Everything else
becomes soluble in his warmth. And Colby
becomes his son in spirit in the end.”

Mr. Browne’s method of directing
Eliot’s intricate blend of surface nonsense,
with its deeply serious interludes was, first
of all, to get the cast in a circle and to read
aloud over and over for three or four days
“to get the Eliot verse rhythms into their
subconscious, to lift them out of realism
into the special climate of poetry.” Then,
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by stage business of the most explicit kind,
the aura of realism could be supplied to the
poetry. This, it seems, is mainly a matter of
what Mr. Browne calls “modulations”—
transitions, changes of pace. He cited, as
an example, Lady Elizabeth’s long, musing
speech ending with “we are nearer to God
than anyone” and her sudden swift ques-
tion to Colby at its end, “Where did you
live as a child?”

[. . .]

Would Mr. Browne care to comment on
Mr. Eliot at rehearsal?

Steady Improvement

“He has become more and more facile
with the years. When we did The Family
Reunion in 1939 he was still not familiar
enough with the medium to adjust. Even
now he will not improvise. The pattern of
his plays is too complex for that, a geo-
metric, almost Celtic using and re-using
of patterns. But if he is convinced that a
point has not been properly made, he will
go away and bring something back in a
day or two. He worked with us a lot in
the rehearsals of The Confidential Clerk
and during the two weeks of the Edin-
burgh Festival where we opened. But now
the actual text is, of course, set and he
would be wary of change. At rehearsal he
is very quiet, although he can be passion-
ate enough in private. He will never say,
‘you can’t alter’ or ‘I won’t.’ He is a crafts-
man who wants to perfect his craft, and
the most discreet of authors of course as
well.”

Mrs. Browne, who had remained out
of the conversation much of the time,
remarked vehemently, “He has good man-
ners in the bone.”

In Washington the reaction to the play
has been mixed. Scholars say the Trinitar-
ian meaning is obvious enough: Act I is
the Father, Act II, the Son, and Act III,

the Holy Ghost. But a noted correspon-
dent remarked that “it is far worse than
The Cocktail Party. In that one he was
only fooling the public. In this, he’s fooling
himself.”

Is Colby a latter-day Christ? Sir Claude
a slightly disillusioned Divinity? Lucasta a
Mary Magdalene?

These are questions that New York will
contemplate and deliberate. For one pre-
diction can be made with assurance: Mr.
Eliot’s latest adventure in play-making will
not be greeted with indifference.

∗Helen Gardner.
New Statesman 47
(20 March 1954), 373–74.

Mr. Eliot’s first attempt to write a popu-
lar comedy was naturally an experiment,
retaining certain elements from his ear-
lier work. The Cocktail Party was a blend
of two traditions: the tradition of the
comedy of manners, whose subject is the
love-game, and the tradition of romantic
comedy, in which the fortunes of the char-
acters are manipulated by more or less
supernatural powers. The whole concep-
tion of the Guardians—comic Eumenides,
at first regarded as nuisances, at the end
recognized as “kindly ones”—looked back
to The Family Reunion. It was as if those
awkward shapes, whose intrusion into
the drawing-room Mr. Eliot has himself
mocked, and Agatha, the stern monitress,
had insisted on being present, although in
comic disguise. In subject, too, The Fam-
ily Reunion and The Cocktail Party are
closely related. The Cocktail Party is the
story of a marriage that breaks down and
then comes right, as The Family Reunion
is the story of marriage with a tragic issue.
[. . .]
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With The Confidential Clerk a break
has been made. The “Eumenides” and the
martyr have been left behind. The goddess
in the machine, Mrs. Guzzard, holds the
role of Pallas Athene; but she is not that
wise virgin, nor any other. She is firmly
rooted in her suburb, Teddington [. . .],
the widow of Herbert Guzzard, an organ-
ist. She is mother, yet not mother, of Colby
Simpkins, not in any mystical or symbol-
ical sense, but because, though she was
his mother after the flesh, she preferred
to be his aunt. Mr. Eggerson, the “wise
one” of this play, does not burst out with
cryptic little runes, pour libations to the
gods of the hearth in his hot milk, or circle
around a birthday cake—and he is merci-
fully unaware that he is wise. The lonely
figure is still here, the person who is “dif-
ferent.” But the desert to which Colby
retreats is a comfortable one. [. . .]

The rather uneasy blend of the comedy
of manners with a kind of divine comedy
has given way to another kind of com-
edy, something nearer to the comedy of
humors. Sir Claude, with his dreams of
himself as a potter, and his talk about being
“obedient to the facts,” when it is clear
that he has the utmost difficulty in recog-
nizing a fact at all, much more in obey-
ing it; Lady Elizabeth, with her belief in
her unconventionality and her search into
any fashionable form of wisdom; Lucasta,
with her “tough blonde” act; B. Kaghan,
with his “commonness”—these are [. . .]
characters [from a comedy of humors],
jolted by twists and turns of the improb-
able plot into acknowledgment of their
true natures. The Confidential Clerk has
a unity which Mr. Eliot has not achieved
before in a play. No single one of the
characters has a monopoly of wisdom or
virtue, and no character exists simply to
be despised [. . .]. Each in his or her own
way has glimpses of the truth and each
is capable of suffering, because capable of
love. The plot has an obvious source in the

Ion of Euripides, a fountain-head of Greek
romance, and of the comedy of Menander
and his Roman imitators, and Mr. Eliot
has followed good precedent in his adap-
tation. As Shakespeare doubled the twins
of his source in The Comedy of Errors
to make the fun faster, so, for the one
foundling of the Ion, Mr. Eliot has pro-
vided three. The element of fantasy, neces-
sary if comedy is to rise above being a mere
transcript of daily life and reach towards
general truth, is not, as in The Cocktail
Party, imposed on a particular story by the
addition of extraneous characters. It is the
plot itself.

The Confidential Clerk differs from Mr.
Eliot’s earlier plays in having a weak and
untheatrical beginning, but a strong third
act and a splendid final curtain. Always
before he excelled in exposition and failed
in his dénouement. Here, in the last act,
with revelation piled on revelation, is a real
theatrical climax. The slow exposition is
the price that has been paid for the com-
plications of the plot and the classically
restricted cast. It is a serious blemish in a
play which aims at being theatrical. But,
apart from this defect, the play seems to
me, both on the stage and in reading, an
advance dramatically on its predecessor.

The subject of The Cocktail Party was
freedom and destiny, our narrow area of
choice. The subject of The Confidential
Clerk is related; but the plot turns less
upon choice than upon the acceptance of
choices made long ago and not necessar-
ily made by ourselves. The “Know thy-
self” of The Cocktail Party is seen here to
involve knowing other people. Mrs. Guz-
zard chose to be her son’s aunt, not his
mother. Lady Elizabeth chose not to be a
mother, except in wish. Sir Claude chose
to be a patron rather than a father: to be
in “a kind of fiduciary relationship” to his
daughter, and to keep a son in cold stor-
age, as it were, until he was ready for him.
Colby, the central figure, is the object of
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other people’s choices and wishes. Person-
able, intelligent, well-behaved, he is the
ideal son, ready-made, off the peg. At the
beginning he is trying to adapt himself to
what he believes to be the facts. At the
close, asked what he wishes, he declares
that he wants what he has had: to have
no father and no mother in this life. The
only true father he can have is a father
who died before he was born, who did
not refuse him the knowledge of a father’s
love, because he was not there to give it.
His music is not to be like Sir Claude’s love
of his pots. He is not content for it to be
a hobby. The knowledge of who his father
was confirms him in his knowledge that
his music is something in his very being, a
key to his nature. His mother must “rest in
peace”; he has never known a mother and
cannot in any true sense know one now.
Colby’s “difference” is something that has
been imposed upon him, which he has
made and will make a source of strength.

[. . .]

In The Cocktail Party the divine broke
into the pattern of human lives in the form
of the heroic, and the heroic is, as Von
Hügel said, the most easily recognizable
manifestation of the supernatural. It is not
difficult to respond with admiration to the
mystic’s search for union and the martyr’s
absolute rejection of what this life has to
offer. But to be asked to find a test of the
values by which we live in Mr. Eggerson,
pottering about in his garden in Joshua
Park, performing commissions for Mrs.
E. at the draper’s, and finding everyone
has a heart of gold, is another matter. Mr.
Eggerson never opens his mouth without a
cliché. The “monuments of unageing intel-
lect” are, one imagines, quite meaningless
to him. His reading is the evening paper,
and I don’t like to think what pictures
adorn his lounge or what tasteful vases
stand upon its what-nots.

For a poet to place such a charac-
ter at the spiritual center of his play is
the strongest possible indication that “the
poetry does not matter.” What the author
has to say here is said in the whole design
of his plot, in the behavior of all the char-
acters to each other. The play stands or
falls by our acceptance of the characters
and not by any particular scenes or pas-
sages of deep significance or high poetic
beauty. This is not to say that the play is
not finely written, and that those charac-
ters who properly can do so do not express
themselves with an exquisite precision. But
whatever message the play holds is dif-
fused over the whole.

As I see the play, judgment of Mr. Eliot’s
achievement must depend on our judg-
ment of his characterization, on whether
we believe in his characters and whether
we care about them. The queer family
party we are left with at the end, Sir
Claude, Lady Elizabeth, Lucasta and B.
Kaghan, both convince the imagination, I
think, and touch the heart. The difficulty
lies in Colby and Mr. Eggerson. For Colby
has very little character and Mr. Eggerson
perhaps too much. [. . .] I can think of
only one English writer who has succeeded
beyond question in presenting the kind of
goodness which Eggerson is intended to
embody, Jane Austen in Miss Bates. But the
novel can do things which the stage can-
not do, and vice versa. The theatre exag-
gerates, and in the glare of the footlights
Eggerson may come out as too little a per-
son and too much a character part. In these
two roles Mr. Eliot has asked a great deal
of his actors.

All the same, the gulf that in Mr.
Eliot’s earlier plays separated the heroes
from their fellows does not yawn in
The Confidential Clerk. In The Family
Reunion Harry and Agatha hardly seemed
to belong to the same species as the uncles
and aunts of the chorus. Even in The
Cocktail Party, where different ways of
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salvation were shown, the death of Celia
and the domestic felicity of Edward and
Lavinia were too far apart for either to
seem true; each infected the other with
a kind of unreality. The obscurely faith-
ful Eggerson is a better touchstone in the
world of comedy than the romantically
conceived Celia, presenting, quite uncon-
sciously, a stronger challenge to our con-
ception of the good life.
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“Love and Mr. Eliot.”
Time 72 (8 September
1958), 43–44.

On opening night at the Edinburgh Fes-
tival last week, the author (who will be
70 this month) sat in the audience holding
hands with his 31-year-old wife, his for-
mer secretary whom he married a year and
a half ago. That scene offered a clue to the
proceedings onstage. More than any of his
previous plays or most of his poems, T. S.
Eliot’s The Elder Statesman extols love.
Compared to The Cocktail Party and The
Confidential Clerk—intellectual avocados
spiky with Greek myth and Christian
mysticism—Eliot’s latest seems as simple
as the peach that Prufrock was once afraid
to eat.

The play’s theme: dishonesty toward
oneself is the worst policy. The play’s
hero: Lord Claverton, an aged, retired
Cabinet minister who idly fingers the
empty pages of his once-crowded engage-
ment book. Two unwelcome visitors from
the past destroy the sand castle of his
memories—precarious memories of what
was essentially bogus success. Visitor
No. 1 is a moneyed spiv from Central
America who shared in a disreputable
episode of Claverton’s youth. Visitor No.
2 is Maisie Moutjoy (now respectably
renamed Mrs. Carghill), a onetime chorus
girl whom the young Claverton seduced;
in true Victorian melodramatic fashion.
Claverton’s father had squelched her
breach-of-promise suit with cash. Now she
accuses her former lover of having posed
as a man of the world during their affair,
just as he has since posed as an elder states-
man: “You’ll still be playing a part in your
obituary, whoever writes it.”

Trying to salvage the one good thing
left to him—his daughter Monica’s love—

Claverton tells her the truth about himself
and finds that “if a man has one person . . . /
To whom he is willing to confess every-
thing—/ [. . .] / Then he loves that person,
and his love will save him.” As a serene
Claverton goes off to die under a beech
tree—faintly echoing Sophocles’ Oedipus
at Colonus—he wears his fate like a royal
robe: “I feel at peace now. / It is the peace
that ensues upon contrition / When contri-
tion ensues upon knowledge of the truth.”

In the past Eliot seems to have agreed
with Sartre that hell is other people; now
he introduces the novel idea (for him)
that heaven may be other people too.
For this beaming Mr. Eliot, British crit-
ics had mostly middle-drawer adjectives—
“entertaining,” “touching,” “his most
human”—while the London Observer’s
Kenneth Tynan crashed through with
“banal.” U.S. audiences may have a
chance to judge for themselves before
long. The play is scheduled to move to
London later this month, but at week’s
end Producer Henry Sherek was mulling
“most flattering offers” to transport The
Elder Statesman direct from Edinburgh to
Broadway.

∗Henry Hewes.
“T. S. Eliot at Seventy”
and “Eliot on Eliot: ‘I Feel
Younger than I did at 60.’”
Saturday Review 41 (13
September 1958), 30–32.

To those who think of T. S. Eliot as clever,
cynical, despairing, and enigmatic, his
newest play—The Elder Statesman—will
seem disappointingly simple and much too
full of the milk of human kindness. And to
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any sophisticated playgoer the “official”
opening of it at the Edinburgh Festival may
have seemed a static and conventional pro-
duction.

Indeed, the most conventional and
dated scene comes right at the beginning
when we are treated to a love proposal
to a young lady named Monica by her
very correct suitor, Charles. But just at the
moment when we look at our program to
see if perhaps we have wandered into the
wrong play, there comes a line which sug-
gests that something more than romance is
intended. Monica says, “We must keep our
private world private to ourselves, learn
the path of transition out into the public
world and back again to ours.” This line
relates the love duet to Monica’s father,
the just-retired Lord Claverton, who has
lost this path of transition. Furthermore,
because he is fatally ill he is being forced
to retire from the public world. He faces
this enforced idleness cheerfully “With no
desire to act, yet a loathing of inaction, /
A fear of the vacuum, and no desire to fill
it.”

Lord Claverton is deeply troubled as,
accompanied by his daughter, he enters a
convalescent home called Badgley Court.
Softly in a Hamlet-like soliloquy he asks,

What is this self inside us, this silent
observer,

Severe and speechless critic, who can
terrorise us

And urge us on to futile activity,
And in the end, judge us still more

severely
For the errors into which his own

reproaches drove us?

And now these errors, embodied as
people, return to haunt him. The first is an
unsavory companion of his college days
who remembers the night he ran over
a man on the road and did not stop.
The companion has changed his name to

Gomez and gone off to prosper through
shady dealings in Central America. But he
too faces a lonely old age and needs to
renew his acquaintance with Lord Claver-
ton, because Lord Claverton is the only
one who knows all the unpleasant facts
about him, and yet cannot judge him
because Gomez also knows about him.
Next there is a rich widow, who turns
out to be the former showgirl, Maisie
Mountjoy. Maisie once had a brief affair
with Lord Claverton, but was bought off
by his father. She too wants to rehash
the details of this incomplete first love.
Finally, Lord Claverton’s ne’er-do-well son
Michael appears. He has lost his job and
wants his father to stake him to a part-
nership abroad, something in “import and
export / With an opportunity of profits
both ways.” He wants to be something
on his own account, not a prolongation
of his father’s existence. After furiously
upbraiding Michael, the ludicrousness of
Lord Claverton’s position is made appar-
ent as he says:

What I want to escape from
Is myself, is the past. But what a

coward I am,
To talk of escaping! And what a

hypocrite!
A few minutes ago I was pleading with

Michael
Not to try to escape from his own past

failures:
I said I knew from experience. Do I

understand the meaning
Of the lesson I would teach? Come,

I’ll start to learn again.
Michael and I shall go to school

together
[ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
And suffer the same humiliations
At the hands of the same master.

In Act III Lord Claverton does learn.
He states: “If a man has one person, just
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one in his life, / To whom he is willing
to confess everything—/ [. . .] / Then he
loves that person, and his love will save
him.”

Thus he is able to confess to his daugh-
ter. “It’s impossible to be quite honest with
your child / [. . .] / To one’s child one can’t
reveal oneself / While she is a child. And by
the time she’s grown / You’ve woven such
a web of fiction about you!”

The tragedy of non-communication
between parent and child manifests itself
in Michael going off to Central America
with the corrupt Gomez, and Eliot is
realistic enough to allow this to hap-
pen. However, Claverton receives his son’s
unwelcome decision with surprising and
new-found compassion. He tells Michael:

I shall never repudiate you
Though you repudiate me. I see now

clearly
The many many mistakes I have made
My whole life through . . .
I see that your mother and I, in our

failure
To understand each other, both

misunderstood you.

In this magnanimous spirit Lord
Claverton goes off to die in tranquility
under a beech tree. He has, ironically,
found peace at Badgley Court.

The play is Greek in its inspiration.
Lord Claverton and Monica loosely par-
allel Oedipus and Antigone in Sopho-
cles’ Oedipus at Colonus. Past states are
announced and analyzed. And the lessons
are summed up for the audience.

[. . .]

Eliot on Eliot: An Interview

edinburgh
Despite the fact that his seventieth birth-
day is only days away, T. S. Eliot

seems heartier, more unworried, and more
unafraid of the world than he did when
interviewed by this writer five years ago.1

This phenomenon he attributes to his
recent marriage (his second) to his former
secretary.

“Love reciprocated is always rejuvenat-
ing,” he says, leaning forward in his arm-
chair. “Before my marriage I was getting
older. Now I feel younger at seventy than I
did at sixty. Any man if he is alone becomes
more aware of being lonely as he ages. An
experience like mine makes all the more
difference because of its contrast with the
past.”

Mr. Eliot confesses that when he was
young he thought of fifty as the age at
which a writer goes downhill, and fully
expected to be completely finished by sev-
enty. However, he claims not to be con-
scious of any diminution of his mental fac-
ulties and is, in fact, planning to write one
more verse play, and some literary or social
criticism in prose.

“I’m curious,” he adds, “to see if I
shan’t also want to write a few more
poems in a rather different style. I feel
I reached the end of something with the
Four Quartets, and that anything new
will have to be expressed in a different
idiom.”

This experience of reaching an end and
making a new beginning has happened
several times in his career as a poet. It
happened after “The Hollow Men,” which
he no longer likes very much because it
represents a period of extreme depression
about his future work. It happened again
after “Ash-Wednesday,” when it took the
commissioning of The Rock to get him
restarted.

Mr. Eliot tends to enjoy his more recent
work because it is closer to the man he
now is. He believes that the one work with
which he is most satisfied is the last of the
Four Quartets. However, he experiences
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less dissatisfaction on rereading his earlier
poems than his prose work.

“The poems permanently represent the
best that I could do when I wrote them.
But I judge my prose as if I’d written it
yesterday and now disagreed with some of
what it said.”

When asked whether he would still
write his famous prophecy, (“This is the
way the world ends / Not with a bang but a
whimper”), Mr. Eliot admits he would not.
One reason is that while the association
of the H-bomb is irrelevant to it, it would
today come to everyone’s mind. Another is
that he is not sure the world will end with
either. People whose houses were bombed
have told him they don’t remember hear-
ing anything.

The original meaning, he explains,
“was a subjective dissatisfaction with the
pettiness of life. When one is young, the
expression of that mood is simply an effu-
sion of one’s individual situation.”

While this might seem to link him
with today’s angry young men, he prefers
not to think so. Mr. Eliot feels that, like
Rudyard Kipling, who spent his early years
in another country, he has a special feel-
ing for England. On the other hand, he
believes that his poetry belongs more in
the American current than it does in the
British.

As for his plays, the poet who likes to
be liberated from both the past and the
future rates them in the inverse order in
which he wrote them. When asked if he
now reads himself in the title role of The
Elder Statesman, he has this to say: “There
are three ingredients in all one’s charac-
ters: (1) observation of other people, (2)
pure invention, and (3) something of one-
self which includes what Yeats calls the
anti-self. But I find that the character is
most effective when one is least conscious
of putting oneself into it.”

While the word God is never men-
tioned in The Elder Statesman, the leading

character finds confession to those he loves
the road to salvation and peaceful death,
and thus echoes Mr. Eliot’s personal atti-
tude about death and eternity, which is
the ordinary Catholic one. He does not
believe we can really grasp the concept of
the timeless, although he himself has had
intuitive flashes which he’s hinted at in the
Quartets. He feels these will only be com-
municable to those who have had similar
flashes.

“Death is not oblivion,” he says. “Peo-
ple who believe that are not afraid of
death, they are only afraid of dying.”
Mr. Eliot cannot understand people feel-
ing religious hope without feeling also a
religious fear of what their fate may be.

“For the Christian,” he explains, “there
is that perpetual living in paradox. You
must lose your life in order to save it.
One has to be otherworldly and yet deeply
responsible for the affairs of this world.
One must preserve a capacity for enjoying
the things of this world such as love and
affection.”

Also implied in The Elder Statesman
is the pressure on any famous man to be
what other people think him to be, to
become the servant of the myth that sur-
rounds him. Mr. Eliot knows this influ-
ence well through the kind of cult a great
many of his admirers make about him. His
formula for avoiding it is constant strug-
gle against it, plus a sense of humor with
which to see one’s own absurdity.

“At seventy I laugh at myself more than
I did when I was young,” he says, “and
conversely I am less and less worried about
making a fool of myself.”

Notes

1. Saturday Review 36 (29 August 1953),
26–28. This interview, part of a review of
The Confidential Clerk, is included in this
volume, pp. 547–50.
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∗Helen Gardner.
“The ‘Aged Eagle’ Spreads
His Wings. A 70th
Birthday Talk with
T. S. Eliot.”
Sunday Times, 21
September 1958, p. 8.

When the Literary Editor of The Sunday
Times told me that Mr. Eliot had con-
sented to be interviewed on the occasion
of his seventieth birthday and asked me
whether I was willing to be the interviewer,
I imagined it would be a rather formal ses-
sion. I saw myself sitting with a pad on my
knees, and Mr. Eliot, perhaps at his desk in
his room at Faber’s, giving possibly rather
cryptic answers to my prepared questions.

But instead Mr. and Mrs. Eliot invited
me to lunch, and after a long and happy
conversation on travel—Mrs. Eliot has
just paid her first visit to the United
States—on poets, poetry and the theatre,
questions which I had long wanted to
ask him arose naturally over coffee and
brandy, and he talked freely about his own
work with the simplicity and seriousness
of someone who cares more for the things
which he has tried to do than for his own
success.

Although T. S. Eliot is the most famous
of living poets and the greatest living man
of letters, he is still essentially the poet who
has never been content to repeat himself,
who has always “fared forward,” trying to
find the right way to say the thing which
he wants to say now.

‘Bursts of Poetry’

I asked him whether, looking back on his
life, he was conscious of any sharp division

in his poetry between his early and his
late style, and, if so, where it came. He said
that he thought people had exaggerated the
difference between the poetry which he
wrote before he became a Christian and the
poetry he wrote after. He himself felt that
his poetry had come in bursts, as it were.
He always had the feeling after a period of
poetic activity that he had come to the end
and would never write anything more, and
then “something started him off again.”

After he had written the early poems,
ending with “Prufrock,” he came to
Europe, became interested in philosophy
and did not feel any urge to write poetry.
Then he began to write little poems in
French for amusement, and “that,” he said
“got me going again and led to poems like
‘The Hippopotamus.’” Pound’s encour-
agement and the reading he was doing in
the minor Elizabethan dramatists led to
“Gerontion” and The Waste Land. “They
go together,” he said, and came out of a
blend of personal feeling, experience and
new reading.

A Late Developer

“I think,” he added in parentheses, “I was
very slow in maturing and took a long
time to grow up.” I asked him how this
fitted with his describing himself as “an
aged eagle” in “Ash-Wednesday,” and he
laughed and said, “Well, isn’t that the kind
of exaggeration which goes with immatu-
rity, seeing oneself as older than one is?”

As for poets who had influenced him,
Dante was there from the beginning. He
first read Dante in 1911. Some poets who
one admired one couldn’t learn from: they
were too idiosyncratic and could only be
parodied. Hopkins was an instance, as
far as he was concerned. One learned, he
thought, from those who had done the
kind of thing one wanted to do oneself
and from the “great masters of the com-
mon style,” perfectionists like Dryden.
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Although one was writing a very differ-
ent kind of poetry, one could feel “Dryden
would not have let that line pass.” He
thought that of all his poems “Little Gid-
ding” was the most satisfying in this way.
It best stood the test of intellectual analy-
sis. It said precisely what it meant.

Test of Reason

We had a pleasant short excursus then on
famous lines which did not mean what
they appeared to say, and he said he had
often thought of making a little collection
of well-known lines which do not “stand
the test of reason.”

He thought he had learned more from
writers of the second rank than from
the masters: more from the minor Eliz-
abethans than from Shakespeare, and
more from Laforgue than from Baudelaire.
“One appreciates the greatest writers too
late to be influenced by them,” he said. “To
be mature enough to appreciate Racine is
to be too old to be influenced.” As for
Shakespeare—“Oh, it takes a lifetime to
grow up to Shakespeare.”

Asked whether he would agree that
Four Quartets was his greatest poem,
he said that he thought that he would,
although it was in a way a byproduct
of his interest in the theatre and of cir-
cumstances. “Burnt Norton” began from
“bits leftover from Murder in the Cathe-
dral” which he thought too good to waste.
They “got mixed up” with the beginning
of Alice in Wonderland and a visit to the
garden of an empty house on a holiday in
the Cotswolds.

Then he wrote The Family Reunion and
was “depressed by its defects of structure”;
but the war made it impossible to write
another play and so he thought of writing
a second poem, in the mood and style of
“Burnt Norton” on another place. It was
while he was writing “East Coker” that he
realized that there should be four poems.

I asked him whether he thought he
would write any more poems, or whether
he thought of himself as wholly absorbed
by plays. He said he thought he very well
might, but that he did not at the moment
see what they would be like. They would
have to be new poems in a new idiom.
For a short space we allowed ourselves to
be depressed by the thought of the later
Browning and the later Swinburne.

One Social Class

As a writer for the stage, he envied drama-
tists of an earlier age who knew what was
expected of them by the public. A modern
dramatist could not rely on a public edu-
cated in a dramatic convention. He had
been blamed for writing about people of
one social class; but he could only write
about the kind of people he had met, and
he owned that his experience was limited:
“I have never met a murderer.” I asked him
how important the Greek myths behind
his plays were and he said, “Oh, they are
something to start from. Greek drama is
full of situations, and I need a situation
to begin from; but once the play has got
going, the ‘source’ is not very important.”

In The Family Reunion, he was con-
cerned with the possibility of translating
myth on to the modern stage; but not in
The Cocktail Party. What interested him
in the Alcestis was the question, “What
would be the relation of the wife who
returned from the dead to her husband?”
The play began with the trio, husband,
wife and savior (Heracles). Celia was an
addition; the married couple were in the
center. As for The Confidential Clerk,
what had stirred him in the Ion was “the
poetry of the natural celibate, the temple
servant, the boy Ion” but “I am afraid,”
he added, “I didn’t manage to make that
clear. The love-scene between Colby and
Lucasta was not meant to be a real love-
scene, but a scene of illusion on both sides.
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The other man was the right man for her
and Colby was a natural solitary.” I said
that I thought the notion of celibacy being
“natural” to some was not a very conge-
nial idea today, and he laughed and said,
“Oh dear, no. It is taken for granted that a
celibate is either a pervert or thwarted.”

The New Play

He thought that the critics who had called
The Elder Statesman his most human play
were probably right, but added, speaking
of the two earlier comedies, that the rather
Pauline conception of marriage attributed
to him had not been what he intended. He
had meant to suggest different ways for
different people rather than to represent
marriage as a “second-best.”

He was willing to talk very much about
young poets. “I am, after all, a publisher,”
he said. But he thought that the young poet
today had more chance of a sympathetic
hearing than he and his contemporaries
had had, and was less likely to be called
“a literary Bolshevik.” On the other hand
the financial situation was worse. The cost
of publication was so much greater and
the public which bought poetry had not
expanded to meet the rise in the cost of
production.

He owned to pride, as well he might,
in his record as a publisher of poetry,
and said of the Faber poets of the thir-
ties that he thought, although he disagreed
with their politics, that they were the best
poets of their generation. He also felt
proud of his editorship of The Criterion,
particularly because it had made contacts
between writers in this country and writers
in France, Germany and Italy.

Gratitude

It was getting late by now and I thought
it would be an abuse of hospitality to go
on any longer and engage Mr. Eliot in dis-

cussion of his work as critic of literature
and critic of society. He has made for him-
self a unique position in English life and
thought; but he is primarily a great poet,
and it was his poetry which I wanted to
talk to him about.

I felt as I talked with him and his
wife in their home what I am sure thou-
sands of people all over the world will
be feeling on Friday, his seventieth birth-
day: gratitude, reverence and affection.
Throughout a long life, in a period of intel-
lectual and moral confusion, Mr. Eliot has
striven to know himself and his world and
to set down “the thing as it was.” He has
wrestled with words and with meanings,
and we are the beneficiaries of his strug-
gle. Countless people, of whom I am one,
have learned from him some first steps in
the difficult art of sincerity. That one has
often disagreed with him, is unimportant.
What matters is the continuous effort to
be truthful and for this we give him our
thanks and revere him. Our good wishes
to him on his birthday are given a peculiar
warmth and sweetness by the fact that it
is not only to him, but to him and his
wife, that we wish all happiness.

∗∗Derek Stanford.
“Mr. Eliot’s New Play.”
Contemporary Review
194 (October 1958),
199–201.

[Reprinted and expanded in
Queen’s Quarterly 65 (Winter
1959), 682–89]

We are told that Sophocles sat down to
write Oedipus at Colonus at the age of 80.
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Mr. T. S. Eliot, who was 70 this September,
has based his play on the Greek theme,
and we could wish him endowed with
the gift of productiveness for at least
ten more years. A new serenity, a new
peace, and a powerful declaration of the
spirit of love inform this septuagenarian
work. Yeats, as he himself said, “withered
into truth,” while Eliot, who appeared to
believe that severity solely was the path to
perfection, seems at length to have real-
ized the momentous meaning inherent in
the phrase “Ripeness is all.” For years
now, in this author’s writing, we have
seen the losing fight which Eros has put
up against a narrowly conceived Agape.
“Love,” one felt Mr. Eliot was saying, “is
either illusion or renunciation,” and the
grim marriage-lore of The Cocktail Party
(How to treat your wife though you can-
not endure her) was hardly a concession to
the world which gives and takes in terms
of the flesh. The Elder Statesman revises
this conflict. Of course, renunciation is still
in the picture; but Eros and Agape are
brought into balance, and this equilibrium
is a lovely thing. One might call this drama
a hint on holy dying, adding the postscript
that it is also a counsel on loving and a
praise of right living. Those who are old
must seek to depart in peace: those who
are young to enter peace through love—
it would be in some such formula as this
that the “message” of the play might be
summarized.

[. . .]

Here is a play, like The Tempest, which
closes with a kind of autumnal promise.
Claverton, his daughter, and her lover have
succeeded in plucking the fruits of self-
knowledge. With the golden apple in their
hand, each can go their appointed way: the
older man serenely into the dark, the lovers
happily into life together. As to the theatri-
cal success of the piece one may admit to

certain reservations. Dramatic critics who
do not share Mr. Eliot’s religious point-
of-view often fault his drama for what is
really an ideological difference of opin-
ion. [. . .] None the less, as staged at
Edinburgh, The Elder Statesman clearly
had imperfections. With Claverton under
medical sentence of death Mr. Eliot has
scored a success. Monica, his daughter, is
a tender live creature, quiveringly alert to
love. Gomez and Mrs. Carghill (the ghosts
from Claverton’s past) remain, however,
good ideas for characters rather than con-
vincingly realized persons. Claverton’s son
is stereotyped, not a distinct individual;
while Charles Hemington, Monica’s lover,
is a sorry cardboard cut-out, a pin-stripe
young prig.

[. . .]

At a press conference, Mr. Eliot stated
that he thought a writer’s religious view of
life should color his work without being
evident in so many explicit statements.
This, maybe, is another way of saying that
if The Elder Statesman is a didactic work,
what it teaches is not specific doctrine.
The Christian over-tones in this drama are
fewer than in any of the previous plays.
(Nor is there much reason for believing
that Claverton, after his contrition and
confession, dies in a profession of the
Faith. It is true that he speaks metaphor-
ically of himself and his son “side by
side, at little desks” and suffering “the
same humiliations / At the hands of the
same master.” But the “master” here may
be “experience” in a general way rather
than “Divine Providence.” In Act One
Claverton talks of his remaining years and
death to come as a “vacuum”—an agnos-
tic manner of describing his position, and
intellectually—though not emotionally—
there is no exact reversal of this.) But if
the over-tones are absent, the Christian
under-tones are in abundance. Caritas, in

574



all its vast plenitude of meaning—this is
what the drama luminously expresses. To
some of us it has seemed that Eliot’s genius
needed humanizing along the path of sym-
pathy, mercy, and forgiveness. To be both
deeply humane and religious is, for cer-
tain minds, an herculean task. In The Elder
Statesman many may feel that this difficult
symbiosis has been achieved. The other-
worldly aspect of our make-up rejoices
over Claverton’s hard-won “happy death”
while the portion of our nature turned out-
wards to Creation delights in the relation-
ship of the young lovers. This late touching
vision of youthful love in an aging author
is an endearing thing. The world of “the
hollow men,” terminating with a whim-
per, now regenerates itself with a kiss.

∗J. G. Weightman.
“After Edinburgh.”
Twentieth Century 164
(October 1958), 342–44.

Although T. S. Eliot’s new verse play, The
Elder Statesman, is not explicitly Chris-
tian, the flavor is much the same as that of
The Cocktail Party and The Confidential
Clerk. The first two acts make very good
theatre and contain some slivers of bleak
poetry; the third strikes me as an almost
complete failure, contrived and moraliz-
ing. If anything, this play is more clearly
a pièce à thèse than the other two, the
lesson being that if you want to live and
die happy, you ought to be honest with
yourself. Lord Claverton, the elder states-
man, has lived a lie all his life. During his
wild youth at Oxford, he ran over an old
man but did not stop, not wishing it to
be known that there were two women in

the car with him. After leaving Oxford,
he got himself involved in a breach of
promise action with a musical comedy
actress whom, in a sense, he genuinely
loved. The memory of these two early mis-
deeds has festered within him and pre-
vented him from being anything more than
a near-success. His peerage symbolizes his
acceptance of outward show instead of
inner truth. His conventionally suitable
wife has long been dead. He is at logger-
heads with his son, who has hated growing
up in his shadow. He is now ill and living
in retirement with his daughter, an intel-
ligent girl who cherishes him. It is at this
point that two ghosts from his past come
to plague him: a friend of his student days,
a scholarship-boy whom he corrupted and
who witnessed the motor-car incident,
and the ex-actress, now a wealthy widow.
Under their taunts he comes to realize
his mistakes, and finds peace before death.

Mr. Eliot has always been good at
expressing negative emotion. This play
conveys an immense fatigue with life, tem-
pered in some degree by an apparently
new discovery, embodied in the daughter
and her fiancé, of the experience of shared
love. At first, it looks as if this contrast
is going to give a unique interest to the
work. But as the action unfolds, the play,
instead of thickening, seems to become
thinner and, as often happens with pièces-
à-thèse, the implied attitude turns out to be
rather at variance with the explicit moral.
Lord Claverton, [. . .] who is made up to
look exactly like the present Prime Min-
ister, achieves some progress toward spir-
itual enlightenment, but not as much as
Mr. Eliot seems to suggest. Mr. Eliot casti-
gates him, yet all the time surrounds him
with a rather unjustified aura of sympa-
thy. If I may be allowed to moralize in
reply, from the fourth row of the stalls,
I should say that it is not enough to con-
fess one’s sins and so slough off paralyzing
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guilt. The final test is to realize that other
people actually exist, in the way one exists
oneself; this, I take it, is the true mean-
ing of “love thy neighbor as thyself.” Mr.
Eliot himself said as much in The Family
Reunion: “We must try to penetrate the
other private worlds / Of make-believe and
fear. To rest in our own suffering / Is eva-
sion of suffering.” Lord Claverton should
realize that the ex-musical comedy star and
his old student friend, now a rather shady
South American millionaire, are just as
important, spiritually, as he is. They are, as
it happens, the two most interesting char-
acters and, had Shakespeare been holding
the pen, they would have run away with
the action. It is true that in the first half
of the play Mr. Eliot gives them a promis-
ing subtlety. The ex-scholarship boy has
not come back to blackmail Claverton, but
to recapture a sense of identity through
talking to the only surviving witness of
his past. The feather-brained musical com-
edy star remembers the early love-affair
as the one important experience of her
life. But in the third act, this reality is
taken away from them, and they are repre-
sented as vindictive schemers, anxious to
revenge themselves on Claverton by help-
ing his son to emigrate to South America.
The daughter and her priggish fiancé insult
them, with Mr. Eliot’s obvious approval.
Claverton, having confessed his mistakes,
is now able to dismiss these “ghosts”
from his mind and die happy. Surely, in
the very act of condemning egotistical
self-deception, Mr. Eliot is showing him-
self to be morally snobbish. To put it
crudely, he saves the phoney lord at the
expense of the uncultured types, so that
he is really repeating the misdeed from
which the whole action is supposed to have
started.

The play is quite fascinating in its
pattern of confessions and inhibitions. It
could have been written fifty years ago.

There is a bell-rope, and a butler who
brings in the tea-tray, and not a single ref-
erence to the contemporary world. When
Claverton confesses that he was once the
musical comedy star’s lover, the fiancé
takes the daughter’s arm with a look of
concern, as if she will be distressed by
this revelation. Yet there are faintly Sha-
vian bursts of outspokenness, although
Mr. Eliot has always affected to despise
Shaw. Strangest of all is Mr. Eliot’s feeling
for the vitality of the vulgar which gives life
to the first two acts and yet is so fiercely
repressed in the third.

∗Nona Balakian.
“Affirmation and Love
in Eliot.”
New Leader 42 (11 May
1959), 20–21.

“It is my experience,” T. S. Eliot remarked
in his 1940 lecture on Yeats, “that toward
middle age, a man has three choices: to
stop writing altogether, to repeat him-
self . . . or . . . to adapt himself to middle
age and find a different way of working.”
To do the last, he went on, means “experi-
encing new emotions appropriate to one’s
age . . . and in which the feelings of youth
are integrated.”

The “different way of working” for
Eliot since his own middle years has been
the theater. In the 24 years since his Mur-
der in the Cathedral, he has enriched the
meager repertory of modern poetic drama
with plays which, though similar in theme,
have shown progression and a capacity to
integrate all stages of his experience. At
the age of 70, he has written a new work
which, if remote from the Eliot of Prufrock
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and the Four Quartets [. . .], unmistakably
derives from the Eliot of the early and mid-
dle years.

“The new emotion” he has experi-
enced—love, earthly love—appropriate at
any age, is particularly right for him now,
in the light of his recent, happy marriage. It
can be no mere coincidence that this most
serene work of the elder poet is dedicated
to his wife [. . .].

Indeed, Eliot has confessed to a new
hopefulness and calm since his marriage.
To his erstwhile defeatist question, “Why
should the agèd eagle stretch its wings?”
Eliot finds it possible in The Elder States-
man to offer as positive an answer as
he has yet dared to give—and this time
in secular terms, which should pose no
difficulties for modern audiences. In the
reading, it seems the inevitable coda to
the evolving Divine Comedy of mod-
ern life which Eliot’s work as a whole
suggests.

Eliot’s plays, all written since his con-
version to Anglicanism in the late ’20s,
have depicted life as a delusive ritual of
appearances in which the essential strug-
gle is the liberation of the authentic self.
Because his religious and psychological
insights have converged, his meaning, even
in such obviously religious plays as Mur-
der in the Cathedral, has never been sim-
ply doctrinaire. By identifying the reli-
gious concepts of contrition and purgation
with psychoanalytical process involving
the social Persona and the real Self that
lies below it, he has found a new moral
approach to character.

What has distinguished his heroes in
the past has been their capacity and will-
ingness to suffer in the hope of finding
the elusive meaning of their existence.
Stripped of their masks, and vulnera-
ble before their fate, they have accepted
the ultimate consequence: renunciation of
their social being and ordinary human

relationships. To suggest their suscepti-
bility to intangible truths, Eliot has not
hesitated to use unrealistic devices such
as Tempters, ghosts and divine confessors
in disguise. Mainly through the mystical
overtones of his poetry, he has persuaded
us that these are of another order of human
beings.

The fact that The Elder Statesman is
bare of such devices is indicative that the
demand on the hero has greatly lessened.
In Lord Claverton, the central character,
the play has a considerably modified Eliot
hero: an aging public figure, condemned
by ill health to retire, Claverton has only
a brief stop to make in his “purgatory”
before he is released from the burden of
his “guilt.” In a lifetime of riding on the
high tide of success, he has never been
troubled by his conscience, and it is only
awakened on the eve of his retirement
when by accident he meets two figures
from his remote past who remind him of
moral failures in his youth. One, a former
Oxford classmate now turned into a cyni-
cal Central American businessman, draws
a likely parallel between his own fraudu-
lent life and the statesman’s; the other, an
aging musical comedy star, recalling how
he had callously jilted her, pricks his ego by
observing: “The difference between being
an elder statesman / And posing success-
fully as an elder statesman / Is practically
negligible. And you look the part.”

But Claverton does not sense his coun-
terfeit image until he is also confronted by
his son, Michael, who protests that as the
son of a famous father he has been denied
the right of realizing himself. In the midst
of advising Michael not to run away from
his past failures, Claverton has a sudden
illumination about himself, and growing
humble, asks: “Do I understand the mean-
ing / Of the lesson I would teach?” Turning
to his daughter, Monica, he adds: “Is it too
late for me?”
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Apparently it is not too late. For in the
next act, having confessed all his trans-
gressions to Monica, Claverton has the
courage and insight to acknowledge him-
self “a broken-down actor” who has never
loved anyone. Yes, he has loved Monica,
“but there’s the impediment: / It’s impos-
sible to be quite honest with your child.”
“How could I be sure that she would love
the actor / If she saw him, off the stage,
without his costume and makeup?”

[. . .]

Only in the realization of Monica’s stead-
fast love can he finally accept himself.
There is potential pathos in his lines: “If
a man has one person, just one in his life /
To whom he is willing to confess every-
thing . . . / Then he loves that person and
his love will save him.”

In this concept of love as a catalyst
in self-realization, Eliot has come a long
way from The Cocktail Party, where one
encountered at every turn the counterfeit
faces which lovers create to meet their own
needs.

Although the religious implication in
this new insight is muted, the play unmis-
takably suggests the Paradiso episode of
the poet’s Divine Comedy. For here, with-
out strife or suffering, and in the presence
of a loving, forgiving person, the penitent
finds both freedom and bliss.

It is, perhaps, in the nature of a Par-
adiso to lack drama. But what adds to the
static quality of the play is a central char-
acter who is too abstractly conceived to
be anything more than a mouthpiece for
the poet. And in the absence of his “spe-
cial language,” Eliot’s leaning toward Vic-
torian plotting is unhappily emphasized.
But as philosophy it marks a turning-
point. From the questioning which began
with “Ash-Wedneday,” Eliot has moved
on to an affirmation which is essentially
Dantesque.

∗Hugh Kenner.
“For Other Voices.”
Poetry 95 (October 1959),
36–40.

Mr. Eliot admits no actor to his intimacy.
That is one meaning of the marked change
that pervades his verse when he writes for
the stage. His poems, he has nearly told
us, he conceives in some psychic center
where the obscure phatic sensations of his
own voice take their origin. When you are
writing such poetry, “The way it sounds
when you read it to yourself is the test,”
and the sensation of reading to yourself
what you have written is permeated by the
way it feels to be speaking: larynx, lips,
and nameless intimate zones of feeling,
all affirming, urging, intertexturing their
modulations of a fluid of sound, in a pro-
longed ritual courtship of the silence which
at last closes round the utterance. “Revive
for a moment a broken Coriolanus . . .”
Not the least of the pleasures such a line
implies is the pleasure of uttering it.

Shakespeare wrote plays in the same
way; that is why he never lacks willing
actors to singe their wings in his flame. He
makes thrilling speaking; and often, diffi-
cult hearing. But Eliot’s plays reverse the
premise not only of Shakespeare’s plays
but of Eliot’s poetry: they exist not to be
spoken but to be heard. It is true that oth-
ers besides the author will experiment with
the sensations of enunciating “Gerontion”
or The Waste Land, but that is per acci-
dens. But that stage verse shall be spoken
by other people is the essential condition
of its existence. And Mr. Eliot’s way of
distinguishing and identifying his charac-
ters seems inseparable from a reluctance
to allow any of them access to the central
pleasure of enunciating Eliotic verse. “In
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a play,” he has said, “you write for other
voices, and you do not know whose voices
they will be”; a truth, but one which did
not intimidate Shakespeare, whose central
act of sympathy was always with the actor.
Eliot is careful to keep his sympathies on
this side of the footlights; he writes (at least
after Murder in the Cathedral) on behalf
of the audience, whose experience of the
play is likely to be not merely more com-
prehensive than that of anyone on stage,
but profounder.

[. . .]

At the heart of each of the postwar
plays lies a problem analogous with this
disquieting freedom enjoyed by the actors.
Some mystery to which no one possesses
the whole key condemns everyone on stage
to state with explicit candor very little at
a time. No obfuscation can be blamed
on the language they employ. It is the
clearest verse ever written, and every dis-
cernible poetic means assists to make it
clearer. Parallelisms explicate the struc-
ture of long speeches, diamond-like pre-
cisions of diction clinch shorter ones. A
metric, not of recurrences but of group-
ings, adjusts salient words to one another.
Novelty of metaphor is eschewed; sym-
bols are absent; epithets do not astonish
but inform. The language of these plays
is upper-middle-class English colloquial
speech, raised from badinage to system.
We have only to listen for five minutes to
the admirable English cast speaking The
Cocktail Party on the Decca recordings to
see how intimate is the phrasing of the
verse with that of English talk: its run
has nothing in common with the delib-
erate unemphatic phrasing of any spoken
American. It is not ‘prosaic’; its system
of communicating is unlike that of prose,
which appeals to shared meanings and
agreed areas of understanding. The verse
of The Elder Statesman, like the language
of Euclid, is coolly adequate to anything

that requires saying. Spoken prose is never
quite adequate to what it is saying: hence
its ritual of unfinished sentences, gesturing
hands, meeting eyes.

The Elder Statesman begins with badi-
nage modulating into a love scene:

monica: How did this come,
Charles? It crept so softly

On silent feet, and stood behind my
back

Quietly, a long time, a long long time
Before I felt its presence. . . .

Before long the world of the lovers offsets
the loveless world of Monica’s father, The
Elder Statesman, whose speech (we are to
listen, not doze between rhetorical thrills)
has a kind of bloodless adequacy because
he is a ghost:

Perhaps I’ve never really enjoyed living
As much as most people. At least, as

they seem to do,
Without knowing that they enjoy it.

Whereas I’ve often known
That I didn’t enjoy it.

That is the way Lord Claverton talks. It
is “poetry” by no definition but this one,
that it embodies the exact meaning that
requires embodying, at this point in this
fable.

[. . .]

This extraordinary explicitness isn’t mak-
ing a point of throwing cards on the table,
or dramatizing its own candor; it is sim-
ply a function of the language Eliot gives
characters to speak in the most matter-of-
fact way. Mrs. Carghill neither wields this
talk nor is subsumed by it; she utters it
and is detached from it. A Lear, a Cassius,
an Antony, by being preternaturally artic-
ulate becomes a function of the capacity
of the English language for expressive-
ness: an upwelling: an overflow: anything,
in fact, but an embodiment of human

579



privacy articulating what it chooses to
articulate. One cannot conceive of a silent
Othello, and Cordelia’s silences are a mode
of speech; but Lord Claverton and Mrs.
Carghill have their reticences and their
blighted areas.

The tension of The Elder Statesman, in
fact, is located in the very idea of human
privacy. It is a tension between privacies of
two sorts: the sort which withholds itself
behind a rôle and one day withers into a
ghost—

If I’ve been looking at this engagement
book, to-day,

Not over breakfast, but before tea,
It’s the empty pages that I’ve been

fingering –
The first empty pages since I entered

Parliament.

—and the blessed sort which can give itself
into communion with another person pre-
cisely because it is a privacy, a self, a serene
personal entity, this and not an interfering
determination to make its existence felt.
“I’ve been freed,” Lord Claverton sums up
a few minutes before the end of the play,

. . . from the self that pretends to be
someone;

And in becoming no one, I begin to
live.

It is worth while dying, to find out
what life is.

Then the lovers, Charles and Monica,
close the play as they opened it.

[. . .]

The play’s form is as simple as medi-
aeval music: a precarious compromise
between something as sparely intimate as
At the Hawk’s Well and the innocent pre-
tensions of a formal theatre. The actors
who can combine the authority and self-
effacement it demands are to be found,
one supposes, in some ideal world not very

different from ours but less avid of bril-
liance. The work will never attract Mr.
Elia Kazan. Mr. Eliot can be forgiven if
he doesn’t much care. He has written, per-
haps under the illusion that he was serving
a theatre that exists, the most intimate of
his works, so much so that the lyric dedi-
cation of the book to his wife is perfectly
in keeping. That drama is the most per-
sonal of forms is one way of stating this
play’s theme. As Lord Claverton was able
to enter into reality only through others,
through a daughter he had hitherto tried to
keep to himself, a son he had constrained,
and a former lover he had allowed to
be bought off, so his poet is set free
from the lyric flame by writing for other
voices, not knowing whose voices they
will be.

Bonamy Dobrée.
“The London Stage.”
Sewanee Review 67
(Winter 1959), 109–15.

What most critics of Mr. Eliot’s plays seem
to ignore is that he is writing a new kind
of drama. Whereas most plays appeal to
the passions—pity, terror, the glamor of
love—or to the intellect, or would stir
our zeal for political reform, his plays are
based on an appeal to the conscience, or
the consciousness of self. Here is this per-
son, he says in effect, guilty of this or that;
how far are you, dear spectator, in the like
case? Our response comes from a differ-
ent center. That is why some people do
not applaud his plays; nobody likes to be
made to think about his weakness, his fail-
ures, or his sins. Not that many of us have
committed crimes: but then crimes, as we
are told in this play, are in relation to the

580



law, sins in relation to the sinner. To be
sure, plays about conscience are not lack-
ing; we need only think of Hamlet, or of
Julius Caesar, or, for that matter, the Oedi-
pus plays. The Elder Statesman, indeed,
has a close relation to these last; there is
a possible accidental murder, a mortifying
sexual business, which worry Lord Claver-
ton’s conscience, and a final reconcilia-
tion as at Colonus, a kind of redemption.
Oedipus at Colonus is only a shadowy
background, “a starting-point,” to use
Eliot’s own phrase for what he owes the
classical drama; the background does not
obtrude. But in all the plays about con-
science, from Sophocles to Ibsen, we are
detached spectators. We sympathize with
the struggling character, we perhaps enter
into his difficulties, his agonies. Here,
however, we are forced to ask ourselves:
“Have I never run away from myself?
Have I never tried to blot out incidents
from my past?”

[. . .]

All of us, no doubt, in one degree or
another, try to evade the actuality that is
ourselves. “The great business of his life
(Dr. Johnson said) was to escape from him-
self,” so Boswell informs us. But what in
a play makes a commonplace theme into
a universal one is the power with which it
is driven home, how far it is thrown into
relief against the whiffling activity, or the
pompous pretensions, of everyday life. It
is through the gradual revelation of Lord
Claverton to himself that Mr. Eliot makes
the theme tell. Little by little we hear of
Claverton’s terror of being alone, and his
equal need for privacy; of his loneliness,
as he conceives it, his isolation. Isolation?
[. . .] Little by little Claverton comes to
a realization of this covering-up process,
which began with a dissatisfaction with
himself that made him always seek justi-
fication. There is general comment upon
the worst failures, that of men who have

to pretend to themselves that their failures
are successes. He forces himself to admit,
“What I want to escape from / Is myself”:
but you can’t escape from your own fail-
ures. As the play progresses, and he has
every shred of self-respect torn from him,
he seems to grow in stature because at last
he faces himself. He can even take blows
with equanimity. When Mrs. Carghill goes
over their broken love-affair, she says that
her friend (a mysterious, worldly-shrewd
Effie) has told her, “That man is hol-
low . . . / Or did she say yellow?”; he hardly
flinches. It is all part of the accusation he
is leveling at himself.

How far his failures haunt him is
revealed in the intensely dramatic scene
where his son Michael turns upon him and
rends him for trying to distort his life. The
young man wants to go abroad, to work
out his own destiny as an individual, and
not dwindle to being the son of a distin-
guished figure. Why does he want to go
abroad? his father asks him. Has he been
guilty of manslaughter? Oh no, Michael
tells him; he’s far too good a driver for that!
Has he got into a mess with a woman?
“I’m not such a fool / As to get myself
involved in a breach of promise suit.” He
accuses him of wanting to escape from
himself, from his failure in England, the
irony of the imputations escaping Michael.
[. . .]

If the first two acts are dramatic enough
in their surprises, the play in the last, mov-
ing scene becomes contemplative rather
than dramatic, unity being maintained by
the thread of comedy, not always ironic,
which Mr. Eliot skillfully weaves into the
basic sadness surrounding the man we
now know to be dying, and who comes
to know it himself, not without relief. “It
is worth while dying, to find out what
life is.” At the end he achieves tremen-
dous dignity. When he tells Monica and
Charles that he is going to confess, he asks
Charles if there is nothing in his life he
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would wish to hide, some meanness, cow-
ardice, or even occasion for ridicule? Here,
of course, he touches all of us. “We are the
hollow men / We are the stuffed men” just
as much as he is. [. . .] [H]e comes to realize
that he has never yet been able to confess
because he has passed his life without love,
even for his wife [. . .]. And does Monica
love him, the real him, or only an idol,
the part he plays, the sham he has built
up? She responds beautifully; her love for
Charles has given her understanding: and
Claverton’s love also enlarges itself. From
being selfish and possessive—though, as he
says, we must always respect love when-
ever we meet it, however selfish it may
be—it becomes generous; he gladly gives
Monica to Charles, and she comes to love
her father with a more real love now that
she sees him for what he really is. Love,
in fact, is the resolution of the whole play,
which at the end is suffused with an ethos
that is a curious dovetailing of the Chris-
tian ethos with that of the Perennial Philos-
ophy. “I am only a beginner in the practice
of loving,” the stricken man says, but “that
is something.” He professes love even for
his son, in a passage that comes perilously
near the sentimental. Yet his extraordinary
new dignity asserts itself as he withdraws
to meditate under the beech tree, a place
which has become to him a kind of holy
spot.

This has been called, and is now adver-
tised on the posters as being, “Mr. Eliot’s
most human play.” This may be because of
the delicacy with which he treats the young
lovers, but one ventures to think that it is
judged to be such because of its greater
clarity. Not that the story is plainer than
in, say, The Confidential Clerk, but that
the phrasing is absolutely sure through-
out. There is never a word wasted. It is,
no doubt, written in some form of verse
(the text is not yet to hand), though only
once or twice does it have the rhythm or

intensity of poetry; but then, verse on the
stage is no more than the most effective
form of speech for an actor to utter. The
structure of the play too is beautifully bal-
anced, dramatic structure being the way
in which the emotions are induced in the
spectator to produce a final result. There
is no dominant crisis, either in the action
or emotionally; there is a kind of inex-
orable movement from the beginning. It
might be accounted to fail dramatically as
a whole, though not in detail. Yet, after all,
one judges a play by the mood in which
one leaves the theatre. Has the katharsis
(or whatever you like to call it) appro-
priate to the kind of play been achieved?
Has it enlarged the bounds of one’s sym-
pathy with or understanding of other peo-
ple? or in this case, has it brought about
any kind of revelation of one’s self to one’s
self? Judged by such standards, The Elder
Statesman is Mr. Eliot’s best play of the
peculiar individual kind he has set himself
to fashion, enduring a popular form with
a deeper meaning.

Best, of course, within its particu-
lar context, and measured by the degree
to which the dramatist has succeeded
in doing what he set out to do, pro-
vided always that the “matter” was worth
dramatization. It has been complained,
and so far as that goes the young couple
in the play urge it upon Claverton, that to
let conscience over errors prey upon one
to the extent depicted, is morbid; errors
moreover that have produced no harm.
[. . .] Morbid? Maybe. But without con-
science no civilized community is possi-
ble; and it is the business of the dramatist
to isolate and underline certain character-
istics in human behavior. The play lacks,
perhaps, the pitying humanity of Murder
in the Cathedral; no characters emerge so
starkly and yet so subtly as Agatha and
Lady Monchensey in The Family Reunion;
and so on with the other plays. But from
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all the previous plays the spectator, I do
not say the reader, emerges with a cer-
tain puzzledom. All draw their response
from the individual conscience, in varying
degrees; but the moral problem posed does
not seem to find its solution completely in
the action of the characters, or if it does,
it is based on premises not all can accept.
There is loss and gain; but it would seem,
immediately after seeing it, that although
something has been lost from the giddier
roundabouts of the earlier plays, more has
been gained on the simpler swings of the
present one.

[. . .]
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