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Editor’s Note

My introduction asserts the perpetual freshness of “Prufrock” and the less
unified efforts of The Waste Land, an American self-elegy masking as a
mythological romance.

Hugh Kenner opens the volume with a discussion of Eliot’s wrangling
with the personal ghosts of history, after which Cleo McNelly Kearns exam-
ines the religious and doctrinal influences in Four Quartets.

John Paul Riquelme turns to the same work in an exploration of Eliot’s
disjunctive style, followed by A.D. Moody’s query: Was Eliot an American
poet after all?

Anthony L. Johnson broaches the similarities and differences in “Geron-
tion”and “The Journey of the Magi,”and Lee Oser listens for Prufrock’s puri-
tan underpinnings.

Denis Donoghue looks at Eliotic origins giving rise to Prufrock’s spiri-
tual panic, while Ronald Bush examines the poet in the context of modernism
and the aesthetic energies of the 1890s.

Joseph Jonghyun Jeon traces the tension between privacy and revelation
in “The Hollow Men,” after which John H. Timmerman addresses the pres-
ence of the Aristotelian in 7he Waste Land.

vii



HAROLD BLOOM

Introduction

One can fight a long war against T.S. Eliot’s criticism and still confess a
lifelong fascination with his best poems: 7he Waste Land and a group that
certainly includes “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” “La Figlia Che
Piange,” “The Hollow Men,” and “The Journey of the Magi.” Probably one
could add “Gerontion” and “Little Gidding” to any short list of Eliot’s most
lasting poetry, but the five poems initially listed can be called his essential
achievement in verse.

'The perpetual freshness of “Prufrock” is a surprise each time I return
to the poem. Actually, reading “Prufrock” (preferably out loud to oneself) is
never quite the experience I expect it to be. Christopher Ricks charmingly
demonstrates the incongruity of “Love Song” and the outrageous name ]J.
Alfred Prufrock, and yet this dramatic monologue remains something of
a defeated erotic reverie. In his very useful Inventions of the March Hare
(1996), Ricks gives us a richly annotated version of Eliot’s poems of 1909-17
and includes an unpublished passage of the “Love Song.” The missing mid-
dle, “Prufrock’s Pervigilium,” plays in its title on the Latin poem Pervi-
gilium Veneris (fourth century cE), the “Eve of Venus,” which had a great
vogue in the era of the splendid critic Walter Pater. Eliot had nothing
good to say of Pater, probably because his own sensibility was essentially
Paterian, but Prufrock seems to have read Pater’s historical novel, Marius
the Epicurean. Pater, the prophet of the Aesthetic movement in England,
exalted perception and sensation and deprecated dogmatic belief of any
sort. Marius the Epicurean has a memorable scene in which the author-
ship of the Pervigilium is ascribed to Marius’s dying friend, Flavian. Ricks
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shrewdly notes Pater’s hint that Flavian’s illness is venereal, and something
otherwise obscure in Prufrock’s dramatic monologue is illuminated when
we intuit that J. Alfred’s erotic timidity is allied to his obsessive fear of
venereal infection.

'The “Love Song” is a perpetual “dying fall,” its “hundred indecisions” a
series of erotic evasions. Brooding on the arms of women, which have for him
an overwhelming sexual power, Prufrock will never bring any of his incipient
relationships to the moment of crisis. His poem continues to pulsate with a
barely repressed energy and may be the most remarkable instance in the lan-
guage of a deferred eroticism transfiguring itself into a sublime eloquence.

2

Even as a boy, I fell in love with “La Figlia Che Piange,” which remains one
of Eliot’s incantory triumphs and the poem he chose to conclude the vol-
ume Prufrock and Other Observations (1917). Eliot’s weeping girl is far more
intense than the alluring women of the “Love Song,” but the chanter of “La
Figlia” is very like Prufrock: another obsessed evader of the sexual experi-
ence. Nearly 60 years of reciting the lyric to myself have only enhanced its
aura for me; few poems in the language so evoke erotic longing, the sense of
an unrealized relationship.

And yet the voice of this lyric is in one respect not Prufrockian; its
imaginative sympathy adheres to the weeping girl and hardly at all to her
departing lover. Something very like a Paterian privileged moment, or secu-
larized epiphany, is being celebrated, even as the voice retreats into detach-
ment, the autumn weather of the soul. The Paterian flesh of radiance against
a darkening background is the sunlight woven in the girl’s hair. Eliot, notori-
ously unsympathetic to John Milton’s poetry, vies with Milton as the poet in
English most celebratory of the erotic glory of a woman’s hair.

Despite himself, Eliot always remained a High Romantic lyric poet,
with profound affinities to Shelley (whom he professed to dislike) and Ten-
nyson (to whom he condescended). Any vision of romantic love poetry would

be impoverished if it excluded “La Figlia Che Piange.”

3
“The Hollow Men” (1925) is the culmination of early (and major) Eliot, a
grim and permanent achievement, indeed a parodic masterpiece. Though
the chant is overtly Dantesque, I hear in it Shakespeare’s Brutus of Julius
Caesar, a drama replete with “hollow” Roman patriots, who protest their
endless sincerity, only to be subtly exposed by the playwright. Brutus, no
Hamlet, but dominated by a Macbeth-like proleptic imagination, kills him-
self, still blind to his own hollowness. Eliot, who perhaps unconsciously was
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more affected by Julius Caesar than his beloved Coriolanus, parodies saints
as well as “patriots.” The power of “The Hollow Men” is its universality.
Though some critics interpret the poem as a portrait of a world without
belief, waiting for the return of Christian revelation, scarecrows hardly seem
candidates for any redemption. Eliot himself was moving toward conversion
(two years later, in 1927), but nothing in “The Hollow Men” intimates that
such movement is possible.

Eliot’s poetry of belief—in “Ash Wednesday,” “The Rock,” and Four
Quartets—seems to me considerably less persuasive than his visions of the
waste land. “The Journey of the Magi” is Eliot’s most effective “religious”
poem because its speaker dramatizes the poignance of exile, always Eliot’s
true mode. The Magus speaks for Eliot the poet and not for Eliot the Anglo-
Catholic. Like Tennyson, whom Eliot had praised for the quality of his doubt,
the Magus stands between two worlds, never to be at home in either. At his
best, the poet Eliot remained dispersed.

4

The Waste Land, though something less than a unified poem, is Eliot’s
masterwork, by common agreement. Where few agree is on the ques-
tion as to just what The Waste Land is doing as a poetic performance.
Is it a lament for Western cultural decline, for a Europe in retreat from
Christianity? Or is it a very American elegy for the self, in direct descent
from Walt Whitman’s magnificent “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard
Bloom’d.” Clearly the second, I would insist, though mine remains a
minority view.

Eliot’s own “Notes” to The Waste Land are frequently outrageous, never
more so than when they explicate the song of the hermit thrush by remarking,
“Its ‘water-dripping song’is justly celebrated.” Why, yes, particularly when the
hermit thrush sings its song of death in Whitman’s “Lilacs” elegy. Ostensibly
mourning the martyred Lincoln, “Lilacs” more pervasively both celebrates
and laments the Whitmanian poetic self. Eliot’s poethood, and not Western
civilization, is the elegiac center of 7he Waste Land. Personal breakdown is
the poem’s true subject, shrewdly masked as the decline and fall of Christian
culture in post-World War I Europe.

Such a judgment, on my part, hardly renders 7he Waste Land a less
interesting or aesthetically eminent poem (or series of poems, or fragments).
Hardly an escape from either emotion or from personality, Zhe Waste Land,
90 years after its publication, seems a monument to the emotional despair of
a highly individual romantic personality, one in full continuity with Shelley,
Tennyson, and Whitman, who are far closer to the poem than are Eliot’s
chosen precursors: Dante, Baudelaire, and Jules Laforgue.
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Northrop Frye followed Eliot himself in reading 7he Waste Land as a
poem of Christian redemption. I think that Eleanor Cook is more accu-
rate in her subtle emphasis on the poem as a representation of exile and of
private grief. No one is saved in 7he Waste Land, any more than Lincoln or
Whitman is saved in “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom'd.” Both
grand elegies for the self are American songs of death, including the death-
in-life of poetic crisis.

The Waste Land is an American self-elegy masking as a mythological
romance, a romantic crisis poem pretending to be an exercise in Christian
irony. Mask and pretence, like the invention of more congenial fathers and
ancestors, are customary poetic tropes and certainly not to be censured. They
are part of any poet’s magic, or personal superstition, and they help to get
authentic poems written. 7he Waste Land, rather than Four Quartets or the
verse dramas, is Eliot’s major achievement, a grand gathering of great frag-
ments and indisputably the most influential poem written in English in our
century. I read it, on evidence internal and external, as being essentially a
revision of Whitman’s final great achievement, “When Lilacs Last in the
Dooryard Bloomd,” ostensibly an elegy for Lincoln but more truly the poet’s
lament for his own poethood. Elegy rather than brief epic or quest romance,
The Waste Land thus enters the domain of mourning and melancholia, rather
than that of civilization and its discontents.

Many of the links between Eliot’s and Whitman’s elegies for the
poetic self have been noted by a series of exegetes starting with S. Mus-
grove and continuing with John Hollander and myself and younger critics,
including Gregory S. Jay and Cleo McNelly Kearns. Rather than repeat
Cleo Kearns, I intend to speculate here on the place of The Waste Land
in romantic tradition, particularly in regard to its inescapable precursor,
Whitman.

In his essay, “The Pensées of Pascal” (1931), Eliot remarked upon Pascal’s
adversarial relation to his true precursor, Montaigne:

One cannot destroy Pascal, certainly; but of all authors Montaigne
is one of the least destructible. You could as well dissipate a fog
by flinging hand-grenades into it. For Montaigne is a fog, a gas, a
fluid, insidious element. He does not reason, he insinuates, charms,
and influences.

Walt Whitman, too, is “a fluid, insidious element,” a poet who “insinuates,
charms, and influences.” And he is the darkest of poets, despite his brazen
self-advertisements and his passionate hopes for his nation. Song of Myself,
for all its joyous epiphanies, chants also of the waste places:



Introduction 5

Of the turbid pool that lies in the autumn forest,

Of the moon that descends the steeps of the soughing twilight,
Toss, sparkles of day and dusk—toss on the black stems that
decay in the muck,

Toss to the moaning gibberish of the dry limbs.

No deep reader of Whitman could forget the vision of total self-rejection
that is the short poem “A Hand-Mirror”™

Hold it up sternly—see this it sends back, (who is it? is it you?)
Outside fair costume, within ashes and filth,

No more a flashing eye, no more a sonorous voice or springy step,
Now some slave’s eye, voice, hands, step,

A drunkard’s breath, unwholesome eater’s face, venerealee’s flesh,
Lungs rotting away piecemeal, stomach sour and cankerous,
Joints rheumatic, bowels clogged with abomination,

Blood circulating dark and poisonous streams,

Words babble, hearing and touch callous,

No brain, no heart left, no magnetism of sex;

Such from one look in this looking-glass ere you go hence,
Such a result so soon—and from such a beginning!

Rather than multiply images of despair in Whitman, I turn to the most rug-
ged of his self-accusations, in the astonishing “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry™

It is not upon you alone the dark patches fall,

'The dark threw its patches down upon me also,

'The best I had done seemd to me blank and suspicious,

My great thoughts as I supposed them, were they not in reality
meagre?

Nor is it you alone who know what it is to be evil,

I am he who knew what it was to be evil,

I too knotted the old knot of contrariety,

Blabbd, blush'd, resented, lied, stole, grudg’d,

Had guile, anger, lust, hot wishes I dared not speak,

Was wayward, vain, greedy, shallow, sly, cowardly, malignant,
'The wolf, the snake, the hog, not wanting in me,

'The cheating look, the frivolous word, the adulterous wish, not
wanting,

Refusals, hates, postponements, meanness, laziness, none of these
wanting,
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Was one with the rest, the days and haps of the rest,

Wias calld by my nighest name by clear loud voices of young men
as they saw me approaching or passing,

Felt their arms on my neck as I stood, or the negligent leaning of
their flesh against me as I sat,

Saw many I loved in the street or ferry-boat or public assembly,
yet never told them a word,

Lived the same life with the rest, the same old laughing, gnawing,
sleeping,

Playd the part that still looks back on the actor or actress,

'The same old role, the role that is what we make it, as great as we
like,

Or as small as we like, or both great and small.

'The barely concealed allusions to Milton’s Satan and to King Lear
strengthen Whitman’s catalog of vices and evasions, preparing the poet
and his readers for the darker intensities of the great Sea-Drift elegies and
“Lilacs,” poems that are echoed everywhere in Eliot’s verse but particularly
in “The Death of Saint Narcissus,” 7he Waste Land, and “The Dry Salvages.”
Many critics have charted these allusions, but I would turn consideration of
Eliot’s agon with Whitman to the question: Why Whitman? It is poetically
unwise to go down to the waterline or go to the headland with Walt Whit-
man, for then the struggle takes place in an arena where the poet who found
his identifying trope in the sea drift cannot lose.

An answer must be that the belated poet does not choose his trial by
landscape or seascape. It is chosen for him by his precursor. Browning’s
quester in “Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came” is as overdetermined
by Shelley as Eliot is overdetermined by Whitman in 7he Waste Land,
which is indeed Eliot’s version of “Childe Roland,” as it is Eliot’s version
of Percivale’s quest in Tennyson’s “The Holy Grail,” a poem haunted by
Keats in the image of Galahad. “Lilacs” is everywhere in The Waste Land: in
the very lilacs bred out of the dead land, in the song of the hermit thrush
in the pine trees, and most remarkably in the transumption of Whitman
walking down to where the hermit thrush sings, accompanied by two com-
panions walking beside him, the thought of death and the knowledge of
death:

Then with the knowledge of death as walking one side of me,
And the thought of death close-walking the other side of me,
And I in the middle as with companions, and as holding the
hands of companions,
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I fled forth to the hiding receiving night that talks not,

Down to the shores of the water, the path by the swamp in the
dimness,

To the solemn shadowy cedars and ghostly pines so still.

'The “crape-veild women”singing their dirges through the night for Lin-
coln are hardly to be distinguished from Eliot’s “murmur of maternal lamen-
tation,” and Whitman’s “tolling tolling bells’ perpetual clang” goes on tolling
reminiscent bells in Zhe Waste Land as it does in “The Dry Salvages.” Yet all
this is only a first-level working of the influence process, of interest mostly as
a return of the repressed. Deeper, almost beyond analytical modes as yet avail-
able to criticism, is Eliot’s troubled introjection of his nation’s greatest and
inescapable elegiac poet. “Lilacs” has little to do with the death of Lincoln
but everything to do with Whitman’s ultimate poetic crisis, beyond which his
strongest poetry will cease. Z7he Waste Land has little to do with neo-Christian
polemics concerning the decline of Western culture and everything to do
with a poetic crisis that Eliot could not quite surmount, in my judgment,
since I do not believe that time will confirm the estimate that most contem-
porary critics have made of Four Quartets.

'The decisive moment or negative epiphany of Whitman’s elegy cen-
ters on his giving up of the tally, the sprig of lilac that is the synecdoche
for his image of poetic voice, which he yields up to death and to the her-
mit thrush’s song of death. Eliot’s parallel surrender in “What the Thun-
der Said” is to ask “what have we given?” where the implicit answer is “a
moment’s surrender,” a negative moment in which the image of poetic voice
is achieved only as one of Whitman’s “retrievements out of the night.” In
his essay on Pascal, Eliot says of Montaigne, a little resentfully but with
tull accuracy, that “he succeeded in giving expression to the skepticism of
every human being,” presumably including Pascal, Shakespeare, and even
T.S. Eliot. What did Whitman succeed in expressing with equal universal-
ity? Division between “myself” and “the real me” is surely the answer. Walt
Whitman, one of the roughs, an American, is hardly identical with “the
Me myself” who:

Looks with its sidecurved head curious what will come next,
Both in and out of the game, and watching and wondering at it.

Thomas Stearns Eliot, looking with side-curved head, both in and out of
the game, has little in common with Walt Whitman, one of the roughs,
an American, yet almost can be identified with that American “Me
myself.”
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The line of descent from Shelley and Keats through Browning and Ten-
nyson to Pound and Eliot would be direct were it not for the intervention of
the genius of the shores of America, the poet of Leaves of Grass. Whitman
enforces on Pound and Eliot the American difference, which he had inherited
from Emerson, the fountain of our eloquence and of our pragmatism. Most
reductively defined, the American poetic difference ensues from a sense of
acute isolation, both from an overwhelming space of natural reality and from
an oppressive temporal conviction of belatedness, of having arrived after the
event. The inevitable defense against nature is the Gnostic conviction that one
is no part of the creation, that one’s freedom is invested in the primal abyss.
Against belatedness, defense involves an immersion in allusiveness, hardly for
its own sake, but in order to reverse the priority of the cultural, pre-American
past. American poets from Whitman and Dickinson onward are more like
Milton than Milton is, and so necessarily they are more profoundly Miltonic
than even Keats or Tennyson was compelled to be.

What has wasted the land of Eliot’s elegiac poem is neither the malady
of the Fisher King nor the decline of Christianity, and Eliot’s own psychosex-
ual sorrows are not very relevant either. The precursors’ strength is the illness
of The Waste Land, Eliot, after all, can promise to show us “fear in a handful
of dust” only because the monologist of Tennyson’s Maud already has cried
out: “Dead, long dead, / Long dead! / And my heart is a handful of dust.”
Even more poignantly, Eliot is able to sum up all of Whitman’s extraordinary
“As I Ebbd with the Ocean of Life” in the single line: “These fragments I
have shored against my ruins,” where the fragments are not only the verse
paragraphs that constitute the text of 7he Waste Land but crucially are also
Whitman’s floating sea-drift:

Me and mine, loose windrows, little corpses,

Froth, snowy white, and bubbles,

(See, from my dead lips the ooze exuding at last,

See, the prismatic colors glistening and rolling,)

Tufts of straw, sands, fragments,

Buoy’d hither from many moods, one contradicting another.
From the storm, the long calm, the darkness, the swell,

Musing, pondering, a breath, a briny tear, a dab of liquid or soil,
Up just as much out of fathomless workings fermented and thrown,
A limp blossom or two, torn, just as much over waves floating,
drifted at random,

Just as much for us that sobbing dirge of Nature,

Just as much whence we come that blare of the cloud—trumpets,
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We, capricious, brought hither we know not whence, spread out
before you,

You up there walking or sitting,

Whoever you are, we too lie in drifts at your feet.

“Tufts of straw, sands, fragments” are literally “shored” against Whit-
man’s ruins, as he wends “the shores I know,” the shores of America to which,
Whitman said, Emerson had led all of us, Eliot included. Emerson’s essays,
Eliot pugnaciously remarked, “are already an encumbrance,” and so they
were, and are, and evermore must be for an American writer, but inescapable
encumbrances are also stimuli, as Pascal learned in regard to the overwhelm-
ing Montaigne.






HUGH KENNER

Eliot and the Voices of History

Eliot preferred to be anonymous; it’s said that on being recognized on a
London bus he’d crisply get off at the next stop. One time, though, it was
a cab-driver who recognized him, and he chose not to make a scene. The
dialogue, by his account, went as follows:

“You're T. S. Eliot, aren’t you?”

“‘Ah.”

“Just last week, do you know who was sitting where you're sit-
ting now? Bertrand Russell!”

“Ah”

“So I said, “Well, Lord Russell, what’s it all about?” And do you

know, he couldn’t tell me!”

That was too good not to be recounted again and again; Eliot’s widow
says it was one of his favorite stories. For its theme is how self-assumed
Omniscience got confronted by a man with a simple wish for one clarifying
sentence . .. which Omniscience was powerless to formulate. It’s like having
the Voice from the Burning Bush struck dumb.

Had Russell possessed the wit he might have responded in the Voice
of the Eliotic Thunder: Da Datta Dayadhvam Damyata, which is more or

From 7 §. Eliot: Man and Poet, Volume 1, edited and introduced by Laura Cowan, pp. 71-81.
© 1990 by the National Poetry Foundation.
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less What It’s All About, and would be especially persuasive from the back
of a cab (CPP 49). Perhaps he did think of it but feared being asked to
translate, which would have consumed an evening while the meter ran. (I
mean the meter of the taxi.) Eliot’s impish mind would not have missed the
analogy between the taxi-driver and the Quester of 7he Waste Land, who in
Jessie Weston’s rescension of the myth finds relics in a ruined chapel and
wants to know what they are: whereupon the heavens open and rain falls.
'The heavens have been shut up in wait for someone—anyone—with merely
the desire to know.

It had been part of Eliot’s implication, perhaps, that by 1921 England no
longer contained that desire. For its literati read the Times Literary Supplement
and could not be stumped. If you wrote, “Those are pearls that were his eyes,”
they murmured smartly, “ZTempest!” If you wrote, “The Army of unalterable
law,” they responded, “Meredith: ‘Lucifer in Starlight”; then they hissed “pla-
giarist!” (Yes, that did get said, when Eliot built Meredith’s line into a minor
poem, “Cousin Nancy.”) And if you put Zhe Waste Land before them they knew
on what prior wealth this “poem” was drawing, and could be relied on to find
its “parodies” “cheap,” its “imitations” “inferior.” (F. L. Lucas, the bookman’s
bookman, said so, in "22. And Jack Squire, a bookman who stood for Tradi-
tional Values, added that a grunt would have served about as well. [118].)

And if youd asked, “What’s it all about?” meaning not Zhe Waste Land
but our circumambient “it,” they'd have invoked Rural Certainties, Tradi-
tional Values, even Iambic Pentameter. (Bertrand Russell, to his credit, hadn’t
resorted to that.)

But such “cultivation” reduces Literature, our communal memory, to the
status of Trivial Pursuit. It’s noteworthy how it’s now the theme of a relentless
weekly contest in the 7'LS, where people who can Spot the Author gain Book
Coupons. But the Thunder’s words to the Quester would earn no coupons.
Far from filling a quizmaster’s “Aha!” slots, they ravel down from prehistory
through history to our present consciousness, and never are they neat, no,
simply omnipresent. Their syllables come literally from prehistory and are all
but impenetrable.

Eliot had drawn on the great discovery we identify now with Sir Wil-
liam Jones, a man Dr. Johnson had known. It was not true, thought Sir Wil-
liam Jones, that etymologies lie inert in a tidy field, Greek deriving from
Hebrew, Latin from Greek, English from all of the above. No, what we now
call the Indo-European tongues descend from a lost speech to which our
best clue is the Sanskrit of India. In 1882, the year James Joyce was born,
Walter Skeat, one pioneer in the tradition of Jones, published the final vol-
ume of his Etymological Dictionary, with a list of 461 Aryan (Sanskrit) roots.
Skeat’s book was just a short generation old when Eliot, a graduate student,
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undertook Sanskrit at Harvard, knowing that beyond Sanskrit stretched the
unknowable, “that vanished mind of which our mind is a continuation.” By
another decade he was making his Thunder speak Sanskrit.

So the Da root is from prehistory, and utters the bestowing impulse.
'Then one compound, Datta says “Give,” and other words specify what is to be
given: Dayadhvam, “Give Sympathy,” Damyata, “Give Guidance.” In a world
now infinitely more bureaucratized, English has borrowed “data” from dead
Latin to signify items given, just scraps like the fact that Shakespeare wrote
The Tempest. We consign them to a computer program we call a Data Base
Manager, and perish amid their proliferation.

And that’s not all; we can further persuade ourselves that Dayadhvam and
Damyata command an encompassing force that leaves “Give Sympathy” and
“Give Guidance” sounding pedantic. That may well be an illusion derived from
our ignorance of Sanskrit; Eliot once alluded to the pleasure he took, in his
student days, from repeating to himself passages of Dante he did not yet know
how to construe or translate. Still, those English phrases are but ways to analyze,
and they use unproducible abstractions, “sympathy,” “guidance,” such glibness as
Bertrand Russell under pressure from the taxicab driver had failed to conjure up.
Nor are the “Sympathize” and “Control” of Eliot’s own note much better: words,
words, words. What 7he Waste Land strives to isolate is the starkly inarticulable:
what can’t be explained if you don't know it already: so to speak, F. H. Bradley’s
Immediate Experience, no longer Immediate once we try to think “about” it.

For such is the way our deepest certainties are, according to Eliot, who
by Jeftrey Perl’s showing was in a strict sense a Radical Skeptic. For Know-
ing, the opposite of Skepticism, is the art of isolating what is knowable. Your
Practical Cat you can perhaps make shift to isolate (though does anyone
know a cat?). But try to isolate some object of profounder knowledge, and lo,
it disappears. That hints at flower-child, countercultural lore, an unsettling
thought if your degree is from the old Harvard.

(It follows, by the way, that Eliot’s verse can’t be explained; the best the
explainer can offer is such hinting as may help reposition a reader’s mind. It’s
odd indeed that Eliot of all poets became the New Criticism’s patron saint;
less odd, then, that John Crowe Ransom didn't greatly care for his work, or
that Yvor Winters liked it very much less.)

So Eliot talks of a poet’s usable knowledge being in his bones; “the his-
torical 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” (SE 4). Hav-
ing something “in your bones” and having a complex “feeling,” those appear
to be synonymous; two pages later Eliot is distinguishing it (or them) from
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“erudition,” which he also calls “pedantry” (SE 6). Another time he said, “At
the moment one writes, one is what one is, and the damage of a lifetime,
and of having been born into an unsettled society, cannot be repaired at the
moment of composition.” No use, at that moment, resolving to be “classical”;
no use signing up for an extension course.

So we've a moral obligation not to be ignorant, but what we’ve learned
in partially freeing ourselves from ignorance we cannot really say. Pound, with
his gift for being less mysterious, once said that real knowledge begins when
one has “forgotten which book.” Repeatedly, in “Iradition and the Individual
Talent,” Eliot brushes aside “Blue-book” knowledge: the kind that helps you
on examinations, and later with those 7LS competitions. Not that he'd have
willingly been without such knowledge, else he'd not have been able to write
the Notes to 7he Waste Land, those few enigmatic pages which, as he once
remarked, were to achieve “greater popularity than the poem itself.” But the
knowledge that had fed the poem itself was of a different, unformulable order.

Some of the notes do offer Blue-book facts, as when they tell us in
what older book this or that detail of 7he Waste Land may also be found. As
information goes, that is information, or perhaps data-base management. But
the connection of “The Chair she sat in, like a burnished throne” with Anzony
and Cleopatra,11,ii, 190, is a perfectly pointless tit-bit to ofter any reader who
doesn’t already know it (CPP 39). Such notes tell us what we don't need if we
know it already but can’t use if we don’t, and insofar as the notes are part of
the poem their poetic force lies in their enactment of futility. Everyone who
has tried to “teach” The Waste Land knows that.

And if it seems elementary, it’s to Eliot’s credit that he has made it seem
so. That issue at least he forced into a corner, that sharp distinction between
what you have in your bones (having perhaps even “forgotten which book”)
and what you're just now snacking up, or just now regurgitating (“Ah, yes, 4ns-
ony and Cleopatra; Enobarbus’ speech”). He had come to England from what
he once called “a large flat country which nobody wants to visit;” in that, he
said, America resembled Turgenev’s Russia. Eliot coined the phrase apropos
of Henry James; we may remember how when James in 1904 revisited the flat

land of his birth, he rode the ferry to New Jersey and watched shore houses

waiting, a little bewilderingly, for their justification, waiting for the
next clause in the sequence, waiting in short for life, for time, for
interest, for character, for identity itself to come to them, quite as
large spread tables or superfluous shops might wait for guests and
customers. . .. (8)

—waiting, in short, to be haunted by the voices of history.
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But that phrase has a romantic ring, not an Eliotic. Henry James can
talk as though all that America has lacked is time. For buildings and furni-
ture to marinate in time is what makes them of interest, and here time has
been in insufficient supply. Moreover, Americans—especially New York-
ers—tend to pull down an edifice well before time has begun to soak into
its pores. James does seem susceptible to the romance of old houses that
have stayed in place for centuries. It’s an endearing susceptibility. By now,
were he alive, he might judge the time just ripening for a coy sidle toward
the Flatiron Building.

Eliot, though: when he writes of “old stones that cannot be deciphered”
one detects little romance (CPP 128). The journey to a sacred place leads
“behind the pig-sty to the dull facade / And the tombstone” (CPP 139). If
history, as he says, may be freedom, it may also be servitude, unless we realize
the truth that

We cannot revive old factions
We cannot restore old policies
Or follow an antique drum. (CPP 143)

That’s pretty plain speaking, in an idiom close to that of a Zimes leader.
Though when Eliot’s verse speaks plainly there are generally reservations
close to the surface. Plain speech is apt to be a practical compromise. And
his way of speaking profoundly, on one occasion, was to quote the Thunder
which can barely be understood. “Intolerable,” indeed, was the “wrestle /
With words and meanings,” its issue, at best, ways of putting it, “not very
satisfactory” (CPP 125).

A genre to which he was drawn in the 1930s was that defined by Thomas
Gray, the genre of the “Elegy in a Country Churchyard.” Fully nine Eliot
poems take their titles from a place, and voice meditations which the place
helps to compose; they are the five short “Landscapes”and the four ambitious
“Quartets.” One thing curious about all nine poems is the absence of other
people, other voices. The virtual Babel of 7he Waste Land has been superseded
by circumambient silence in which the poet hears only his own low voice;
and when, exceptionally, Little Gidding does assign a long speaking part to
another voice, it is the voice of an ambiguously identified ghost.

Of the “Landscapes,” three are American—“New Hampshire,” “Vir-
ginia,” “Cape Ann"—and two from Great Britain—“Usk” and “Rannoch, by
Glencoe.” “Virginia” moves like an incantation:

Red river, red river,
Slow flow heat is silence
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No will is still as a river

Still. Will heat move

Only through the mocking-bird
Heard once? Still hills

Wait. Gates wait. Purple trees,
White trees, wait, wait,

Delay, decay. Living, living,
Never moving. Ever moving
Iron thoughts came with me
And go with me:

Red river, river, river. (CPP 94)

It’s notable how this small poem closes in on itself; of its fifty-eight words
fully eight occur twice, two thrice, one (“wait”) four times, one (“river”)
six times. It hears its own words, and it hears a mocking bird, once; all
else simply waits. Apart from “me” and “iron thoughts,” which I brought
here and will take away again, the only hint of human presence is the one
word, “gates.” We might expect an American poet to hear, in the Virginia
of Washington and Jefferson, quickening voices out of American history:
the more striking, then, is this sheer depopulated silence, amid which the
colors of the flag can be barely collected from a red river, white and purple
trees. It was in Virginia, in 1933, that Eliot spoke to a lecture audience of
Landscape: “a passive creature,” he said, which “lends itself to an author’s
mood.” That was also where he called the American Civil War “a disaster
from which the country has never recovered, and perhaps never will.” He
remarked, too, on human over-readiness to assume that ill effects are oblit-
erated by time. Virginia, the poem hopes we’ll remember, was not only the
forging place of the Union but the heart of the Secession. They canceled:
hence a vacancy of “wait, wait / Delay, decay.”

Then in “Rannoch by Glencoe,” a place he visited shortly after returning
from Virginia, Eliot found what Elisabeth Schneider finely calls “the dark
side of unity of culture, the moment of time none can redeem, a Waste Land
contracted into the single scene of a present indelibly but invisibly marked by
the past” (163). Rannoch was the site of the massacre that terminated Jaco-

bite hopes; that foreclosed, so to speak, the English Civil War:

Here the crow starves, here the patient stag
Breeds for the rifle. Between the soft moor

And the soft sky, scarcely room

To leap or soar. Substance crumbles, in the thin air
Moon cold or moon hot. The road winds in
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Listlessness of ancient war

Languor of broken steel,

Clamour of confused wrong, apt

In silence. Memory is strong

Beyond the bone. Pride snapped,
Shadow of pride is long, in the long pass
No concurrence of bone. (CPP 94-95)

Stags breed but to be shot; the very scavengers starve. Truly, “[i]f all time
is eternally present / All time is unredeemable” (CPP 117), and history is
the nightmare Stephen Dedalus called it, a nightmare from which we can
foresee no awakening.

The broken steel, the clamour of confused wrong, are constituents of
knowledge we must bring to Glencoe; a visitor deprived of that knowledge
would see only the soft moor, the soft sky. (It can be tenuous knowledge, by
the way; the Encyclopedia Britannica’s entry on Glencoe gives the location of
the district and its dimensions and reports a monument to a Gaelic school-
teacher, but omits all mention of the only compelling reason to go there.)

'The Quartets, of course, bear the names of places, moreover, places we
are unlikely to have heard of save as students of T. S. Eliot. In that, they
resemble the Churchyard at Stoke Poges, where Gray chose to locate medita-
tions Westminster Abbey couldn’t have prompted. Burnt Norton: a manor in
the Cotswolds, at one time “burnt”; unlike Rannoch or Canterbury or Saint
Paul’s, it has escaped being claimed by “history,” which is not to say that it
doesn’t possess a history. Not only have I never visited it, I have known only
two people who had, of whom one was Eliot himself. He was there in 1934
and found empty gardens, an alley bordered by trees, a drained lily-pool. He
saw, the poem tells us, the pool mysteriously filled “with water out of sun-
light” (CPP 118). “Then a cloud passed, and the pool was empty”: nothing as
dramatic as thunder giving tongue, just a trick of the light, but it seemed to
take away hidden presences. One theme of the poem is the presence of those
presences—

dignified, invisible,
Moving without pressure, over the dead leaves,
In the autumn heat, through the vibrant air, . . .

Meanwhile the very roses “[h]ad the look of flowers that are looked at,” a
tricky line that can collapse into tautology, since if flowers have a “look” they
are being “looked at,” but a line that somehow conveys the possibility of other
lookers-on than ourselves. The unknown dead? Partly. Partly too, denizens of
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“what might have been,” in the infinity of worlds we never entered, through
that door “we did not open,” because we elected to open whatever door led
us to our Now. One door Eliot had opened was the one that led to residence
in England. So among the “dignified, invisible” presences will have been an
Eliot who might have stayed in America, might even have joined the faculty
at Harvard. He'd have sparred with that phantom in 1932, when he gave the
Norton Lecture at Harvard and even stayed in Eliot House. That American
visit did unleash much poetry. He published Burnt Norton in 1935.

For Eliot, Burnt Norton was a chance encounter. East Coker, though,
was part of his personal history: the place from which his American ances-
tor departed for America, leaving behind the stay-at-home Eliots to whom
Sir Thomas Elyot belonged, whose “Boke Named the Governour” the poem
quotes. (That Boke, as Eliot would not have failed to notice, got reprinted in
Everyman’s Library, a series to which he himself had gained admission not
as his time’s most influential poet but as introducer of the Pensées of Pascal.)
And the Dry Salvages—Les Trois Sauvages “oft the N.E. Coast of Cape Ann,
Massachusetts”—(here Eliot did for once supply a note) sport a “beacon” (as

he specifies) by which he'd sailed in his youth, long ago when

'The boat responded
Gaily, to the hand expert with sail and oar. ... (CPP 49)

Last, Little Gidding, back in England, is a place of pilgrimage for British
and Anglican Eliot; also a place where Charles I sought refuge amid the
wreckage of his fortunes. Though it comes closest of the four to involvement
in formal History, it’s by no means a tourist trap, with obvious associations
such as Eliot wanted above all to avoid.

So,as he'd done in “Virginia”and “Rannoch,” he can import his own asso-
ciations, for delicate entangling with an obduracy of place. By contrast, Henry
James, yearning for those Jersey houses to offer a producible past, can seem
not just romantic but nearly blatant. Yet Eliot, being aware of being James’
countryman, conjured in his fourth quartet that most Jamesian of apparitions,
a ghost. Of Jamesian ghosts, the most famous is perhaps one that Eliot alludes
to in The Family Reunion, the specter that haunts the Jolly Corner back in New
York, to personify the crippled thing New York has come to, the impaired
being New York would have made of the protagonist had he stayed there. Its
impairment is theatrical: missing fingers, a covered face. Having spelled this
out, we recognize that in Burnt Norton we've already encountered a theme
from “The Jolly Corner”: the footfalls of “What might have been,” echoing
through passages, towards doors. And as long ago as the “Gerontion” of 1919
Eliot had likened history to a Jamesian haunted house, with
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many cunning passages, contrived corridors
And issues, [where it] deceives with whispering ambitions,

Guides us by vanities. (CPP 22)

So now, after the “American” quartet—the one that wrestles with Mark
Twain on his own ground, the shores of the great River—it is time for Eliot
in England, fire-watching in an “English” war he’d not have known had he
stayed in Harvard, to encounter, after deaths by air, earth, water and fire,
the ghost his longest poem has been aching to produce: the “other” voice
for so long so conspicuously silent. It has, as in “The Jolly Corner,” a down-
turned face, and proves to be “some dead master,”

Whom I had known, forgotten, half recalled
Both one and many; in the brown baked features
The eyes of a familiar compound ghost

Both intimate and unidentifiable. (CPP 140)

Horace Gregory once told me something Eliot had confided to him, that the
“dead master” was principally Yeats, another ghost-specialist who had “left
his body on a distant shore” (the French Riviera) early in 1939. But—Eliot
had added to Gregory—it was “also myself™

So I assumed a double part, and cried:

And heard another’s voice cry: ‘What! are you here?
Although we were not. I was still the same,

Knowing myself, yet being someone other—

And he a face still forming. (CPP 141)

Another ghost in this compound is the ghost of Dante, whose specialty
was confronting the dead, and whose measure haunts a passage which, as we
know by Eliot’s own word, embodies a prosodist’s contradiction in terms,
unrhymed ferza rima: phantom rhymes, in short. Like Hamlet’s father, the
ghost has come from a place of fire, and the fire-bombing of the place he’s
come to makes the two worlds, he remarks, “much like each other.” And he
goes on to paraphrase the most general lesson of human experience, of his-
tory: the gifts life reserves for the old age of whoever lives to grow old.

First, 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. (CPP 142)
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That harks back to Tantalus, to the grapes Apelles painted, and to Tenny-
son’s Percivale, questing for the Grail, who drank from a clear brook and ate
goodly apples, whereupon “all these things at once / Fell into dust”™ a detail
Eliot had recalled in Ash Wednesday, where his protagonist

cannot drink
There, where trees flower, and springs flow, for there is

nothing again. (CPP 60)

So we've known already hints of these disappointments, but in old age we
may expect to know them continually. And the ghost presses on:

Second, the conscious impotence of rage
At human folly, and the laceration
Of laughter at what ceases to amuse. (CPP 142)

—where “laceration” remembers the epitaph Swift wrote for himself.

And last, the rending pain of re-enactment
Of all that you have done, and been; the shame
Of motives late revealed, and the awareness

Of things ill done and done to others” harm,
Which once you took for exercise of virtue.
Then fools” approval stings, and honour stains.

From wrong to wrong the exasperated spirit
Proceeds, unless restored by that refining fire
Where you must move in measure like a dancer.

That remembers Dante, and the Yeats of the play Eliot so admired, Purga-
tory, and the far younger Yeats whose vision of the afterworld was an eternity
of being “busied by a dance.” It all remembers fairy tales too, where injunc-
tions and admonitions come in threes.

Once again it is James whose vision seems trivial by comparison: merely
a complaint that its post—Civil-War obsession with bankable gold has kept
his native land from cultural maturity. James, who Eliot greatly admired, had
brought from the large flat country a subtlety, an authority, against which
Eliot habitually measured his own. “Ghost psychology of New England old
maid,” Wyndham Lewis once wrote of James, and there’s justice in that, as
there is in Lewis’ companion phrase: “Stately maze of imperturbable analo-
gies.” And here we're up against James’ great limitation, that in his subtle
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explorations of the social and the psychological he had, it seems, save as a
nasty smell, no intimation of the spiritual.

“History” Eliot’s ghost subsumes into human experience: nothing spe-
cifically Greek nor English nor American: no Spenglerian Rise and Fall but
a destiny we all share. The man who was born a century ago in St. Louis
was at various times many things—schoolmaster, banker, publisher, essay-
ist, editor, London Clubman, vicarious archdeacon—and might have been
many more—I've suggested Harvard Professor. Easily, he might have been
locked into a ready fate: the American Unitarian, primly broadminded. He
evaded that; evaded, too, dogmatic adhesions; developed a mind like the one
he ascribes to James, “so fine no idea could violate it” (In Memory of Henry
James” 856-57). An “Idea” was what the cabby had hoped for from Bertrand
Russell, that incarnate belfry aswarm with symbolic logic and dry slogans.
What Eliot gave the cabby was his proximity; what the cabby gave Eliot
resembles what the ghost in Liz#/e Gidding gave him: on a street in London,
inexhaustible testimony.
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CLEO MCNELLY KEARNS

Doctrine and Wisdom in Four Quartets

No modern poet is so anthologized in collections of devotional and reli-
gious verse as T. S. Eliot, and no poet would have been more ambivalent
about this mode of reception. This response is not one Eliot actively solicited
for his work, nor one to which his poetry is always as conveniently suited
as it may appear. The ambiguity ancient and well-preserved monuments
represent, at once occasions of living worship and testaments to a desire to
fetishize as past what we cannot quite assent to as present, often attends as
well a devotional use of Eliot’s work. Hence his poems function uneasily, if
at all, as a kind of modern day simulacrum of the kind of traditional reli-
gious and inspirational art to which they are so often compared.

Eliot was, I would argue, fully aware of this slight disjuncture between
his poetry and that of other, less secular, cultures and times. Rather than waste
energy in deploring it, however, he made of it part of the substance of his
reflections. He thus contributed far more than a mere lesson in nostalgia to
the religious sensibility of his time. The poems of his Christian period are
in this respect at once devotional and modern not only in the literary, but in
the religious senses of the term. While clearly designed to evoke more than
a merely aesthetic response, they are at the same time fully reflective of that
essential relativizing and reformulating of Christian tradition which stemmed,
at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth, from

From 7. §. Eliot: Man and Poet, Volume 1, edited and introduced by Laura Cowan, pp.
205-18. © 1990 by the National Poetry Foundation.
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a greater knowledge of other faiths, from Biblical criticism, and from the rise
of science. (The term modern in this context refers, of course, specifically, to
the efforts in and around the Roman Catholic church to open its teaching to
the insights of the new Biblical scholarship. Baron von Hugel, whose thought
so attracted and repelled Yeats, was perhaps its best-known Roman Catholic
exponent, one of the few moderates to survive the repressive reaction. Eliot
himself sometimes made use of the term in this sense. See for instance his
syllabus for a course of lectures given to adult students in London reprinted
in A. D. Moody’s 7. S. Eliot, Poet [124].)

Some such modern stance was widely felt, in Eliot’s day, to be the nec-
essary consequence, both for Roman Catholics and for Protestants, of three
major factors: the rediscovery of other, notably Eastern, religious and spiritual
traditions; the entirely new view of Christian history and of Biblical truth
required by the development of the Higher Criticism in Germany, with its
emphasis on the role of changing interpretation in constituting the Chris-
tian community; and the need to formulate a non-defensive and intellectually
respectable response to the growing prestige of science. Eliot’s interest in all
of these fields of inquiry is evident from his graduate school papers and from
the numerous reviews he wrote for the International Journal of Ethics and
other learned periodicals in his early years, reviews which touched often on
the issues raised for religious faith by science, psychology, anthropology and
sociology, as well as by philosophy and comparative religion.

Eliot judged a good deal of the liberal response to these challenges a mere
attenuation of Christian truth, a method, as he said of Royce’s efforts in this
direction, of the last resuscitation of the dead. He was, however, by no means
oblivious to or dismissive of modern tendencies in religion, and later his posi-
tion in church politics and dogmatic disputes did not always place him on the
conservative end of the spectrum. Contra Yeats, he did, of course, regard belief
in such doctrines as the incarnation as touchstones of Christian faith, but he
also wrestled again and again with the precise terms on which these doctrines
could be affirmed in an intellectually responsible way. Similarly with a num-
ber of the issues which confronted and changed church life and even church
policy in his times, he tried to be responsive both to the Catholic tradition and
to the new forms of knowledge which required the shattering and refounding
of that tradition from a more sophisticated point of view. Eliot’s middle and
later work reflects throughout this wrestle with words and meanings, as well as
a tension between doctrinal formulations which demand assent or denial and
those more diffuse and subtle, but by no means less powerful, appeals which
require a transformation of emotion and will. Throughout, he attempted to
hold skepticism not in abeyance but in solution, until it could be dissolved and
recrystallized, again and again, into belief.
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To some extent, this modern approach to religious certainty cohabits,
not always smoothly, with Eliot’s own devotional temperament and his deep
assimilation of the inspirational and spiritual writing of other cultures and
of the past. We can see him brooding over the resulting problems and con-
tradictions in a small preface he wrote for an anthology of devotional writ-
ing by Tagore’s son-in-law, N. Gangulee. Here Eliot wished to establish a
certain hierarchy in ways of reading, whereby a devotional, as opposed to
philosophical and aesthetic, response to a text is distinctly a higher enterprise,
one in which differences of religious tradition and even discursive belief are
transcended; though it is only in relation to these that the transcendence has
meaning. Nevertheless, he did not want simply to ignore questions of doc-
trinal difference at the discursive level or pretend that these might simply be
reduced to some lowest common denominator or perennial philosophy. Nor
did he wish to ignore all the complex motivations for reading that psychology
and to some extent sociology and history had taught him were implicated in
the reception of any text. His summary of these problems has an Eliotic sua-
vity and grace that conceal as well as reveal the profundity and wisdom of his
own consideration of these issues. In devotional reading, he says:

We have to abandon some of our usual motives for reading. We
must surrender the love of Power—whether over others, or over
ourselves, or over the material world. We must abandon even the
love of Knowledge ... what these writers aim at, in their various
idioms, in whatever language or in terms of whatever religion, is the
Love of God. They gave their lives to this, and their destination is
not one which we can reach any quicker than they did or without
the same tireless activity and tireless passivity. (Gangulee x)

And yet, Eliot concludes, we must not, on the other hand, assume that
doctrinal distinctions do not matter, for it was “only in relation to his own
religion that the insights of any of these [devotional writers] had significance
to him” at all (13).

We must note that the austerity and totality of response Eliot calls for
in this preface reside in the activity of reading, rather than in any position
affirmed within the text itself, and thus cannot be completely identified with
the discursive content of the work considered independently of that response.
Eliot thus establishes the force and validity of a way of reading which is
open at once to the learned and the unlearned, and which depends on the
attention and involvement of the whole self in the act of reading, not simply
on the intellectual assent of the reasoning or logical part of the mind. This
devotional attention does not finesse but surpasses the issues of doctrine and
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belief, making use of them as ladders, not as goals. It also insists on unmask-
ing, through introspection and self-mastery, that will to power that lurks
under the guise of the will to truth (and to doctrinal correctness) and even
under the more apparently innocent aspect of the will to beauty.

Eliot’s remarks on the question of the Christian relation to other faiths,
particularly Eastern ones, spell out a kind of program for Four Quartets:

Some readers, attracted by the occult, think only Asiatic literature
has religious understanding. Others distrust mysticism and stay
narrowly Christian. For both it is salutary to learn that the Truth
is not occult, and that it is not wholly confined on the one hand
to their own religious tradition, or on the other hand to an alien
culture and religion which they regard with superstitious awe.

(Gangulee 11)

The Dry Salvages may be read as a concerted effort to instill this salutary
lesson by means of a poetic juxtaposition of Christian devotion as classically
understood and the devotion of the Bhagavad Gita.

There is, however, a certain problem when this celebration of devo-
tional reading is brought into relation with a modern sensibility, whether
we think of the modern as an aesthetic or a religious category. In the first
place, as Eliot clearly points out, the ultimate proof of a devotional text
lies in its reading not its writing. This reception is, however, in the final
analysis outside the writer’s control. Issues of craft and technique in the text
itself, issues so foregrounded in the modern tradition, will then have only a
proximate relevance. Secondly, if the hallmark of devotion is simplicity and
totality of response, the hallmark of modernity is complexity and qualifica-
tion, and the two do not always easily coincide. How affirm a deep, non-
discursive truth requiring the full attention and assent of the whole reading
self and at the same time insist that the reader bear in mind the relativism
of its presentation, the presence around it of other, sometime opposing,
traditions and points of view, the dangers of a will to power underlying its
will to truth, the crucial dimension of historicity which conditions it, the
ever-present possibility of unconscious psychological motivations which
may subvert and even pervert its intended meaning, and the dependence of
the whole effort on a highly sophisticated and continually changing tradi-
tion of interpretation? The two can only be brought together by a supreme
effort, one which may well end less in a full yet multi-dimensional reading
than in a kind of double-think or squint.

While there is perhaps no ultimate solution to this problem, at least
part of the responsibility for the overcoming of which rests with the reader
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alone, it is still arguable that certain texts are better designed to evoke
the kind of response that Eliot wanted for his work than others. As he
matured, Eliot came to see the advantages in this respect of what he called
wisdom, a term which implies both a stance toward experience and a way
of writing. As a rhetorical mode, wisdom discourse has certain character-
istics Eliot found appealing. First, it depends heavily not on discursive or
doctrinal formulation, but on proverb or aphorism for its effect, thus mak-
ing use of popular expressions, oral formulae, and communal tradition, and
by-passing, often usefully, certain issues of dogma and rational belief. Sec-
ondly, it is often anonymous or pseudonymous, sometimes by attribution
to some speaker with a ritual function, a Solomon, or a David, sometimes
by association with a persona, Sophia, or the Shekinah, for example. Wis-
dom writing is thus “impersonal” in Eliot’s sense, being divorced as much
as possible from the accidents of particular characters or a particular ethos
or political/social situation.

Finally, the wisdom tradition allows for wide, even, from a logical point
of view, mutually exclusive stances toward experience and belief, ranging
from the deepest and most logo centric affirmations—of, for instance, a tran-
scendental Signifier, a God present in and above the entire universe and in
language itself—to some of the most radical deconstructive gestures—as for
instance the repeated insistence that notions such as God and direct linguistic
revelation are worse, in their feebleness, than the silence in which skepticism
and mystery are one. Hence, in the wisdom tradition of the Bible, such lines
as “the fool has said in his heart, ‘there is no God” may be less contradicted
than thrown into deeper relief by other, darker sayings such as “vanity of
vanities, all is vanity saith the Preacher.” In general, wisdom writing finds no
need to reconcile, at least in discursive terms, such apparently divergent posi-
tions, allowing context, sensibility, and intuition to invoke them in ways that
subvert, without ever entirely canceling, one another. To this end it tries to
maintain a certain rhetoric of universality, which is not the same as a peren-
nial philosophy or a reduction to a set of common propositions, though it is
often weakly misread in that way.

'The rhetoric and stance of the wisdom tradition often helped Eliot rec-
oncile the conflicting demands of modernity and devotion. Of the advantages
of this tradition for poetry he was himself entirely aware. In his late essay on
Goethe, an essay he almost decided to call “A Discourse in Praise of Wis-
dom,” Eliot explains that wisdom writing, for him, means writing that bases
its appeal on something “deeper than ... logical propositions” and so does
not always require assent or denial at the propositional level to be effective.
“Of revealed religions, and of philosophical systems, we must believe that one
is right and the others wrong,” he maintains, “but wisdom is /logos xunos, the
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same for all men everywhere” (OPP 264). It is at once simple, profound, and
open in the ecumenical sense that the modern movement was to develop as it
sought to come to grips with the respect and reverence due to other faiths.

In terms of Eliot’s own work, the reference to /ogos xunos, common or
open wisdom, takes us to Heraclitus and one of the epigraphs to Burnt Norton.
'This epigraph may be translated loosely—though Eliot does not translate it at
all—as “wisdom is actually common property, but people treat it as if it were a
special preserve.” When it comes to the expression of this quality of wisdom,
Eliot goes on in his Goethe essay, all language is inadequate but probably the
language of poetry is least so. He concludes this essay, which itself makes a
good gloss on several passages in Four Quartets, with an extended quotation
from Ecclesiastes which pairs the Greek pre-Socratic philosopher with the
Hebrew sage, and captures very well the self-evident, open, universalist sim-
plicity of this poetic mode:

Wisdom shall praise herself,

And shall glory in the midst of her people.

In the congregation of the Most High shall she open her mouth,
And triumph before His power. (OPP 257)

These and similar models of wisdom and a wisdom mode of discourse
informed, I think, much of Eliot’s later verse, Four Quartets in particular,
and helped him to write a relativized, self-conscious and complex kind of
religious poetry, open to the existence of other faiths and experiences and
“modern” in the sense I have tried to specify, and yet a poetry susceptible
as well to devotional reading, and capable of evoking and supporting great
simplicity as well as great complexity of response.

Eliot’s use of the wisdom tradition to by-pass deliberately questions of
dogmatic truth and doctrinal assent in Four Quartets, even when he himself
had arrived at a provisional set of religious beliefs, is much in line not only
with the modern movement in religion, but with the philosophical position
he had worked out in Knowledge and Experience, his dissertation on F. H.
Bradley for Harvard, many years before. In this work, skepticism and belief
are not opposed to one another but represented as difterent points along a
continuum of response, any absolute claims of either being subverted 4 priori
by its dependence on the other. The question of belief in this case is not so
much posed for a yes or no as relativized from the beginning. Such a mobile
view of discursive truth is, needless to say, by no means a disadvantage when
it comes to the writing of poetry. Indeed it allows and encourages that dialec-
tic of “surrender and recovery,” identification and detachment, Eliot himself
understood the appropriation of poetic texts to entail. Hence “poetry” may be
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both distinguished from and inhabited by “belief’ in very complex ways, with
neither entirely privileged over the other.

'This wisdom tradition, however, was not without its dangers for a poet
like Eliot. To take only one facet of the problem, “simple wisdom” can very
easily look more like platitude than insight, more like sentiment than feel-
ing, more like the ridiculous than the sublime. A quarter turn from its lofty
perspectives and one gets hot air rather than inspiration, Polonius rather than
the Preacher, Goethe as didact rather than Goethe as sage. We need think
only of Whitman at his worst to be reminded of the pitfalls here. Secondly,
there is the danger of sentimentality, compromise and appeasement, what
Eliot called the “false wisdom” of old age. Here the sharpness of the agonies of
youth, the moment in the hyacinth garden or at the top of the stair, are not so
much transcended as repressed, and desire is pacified rather than transformed
by genuine purgation. Finally, there is the danger of conflation of opposing
doctrines and positions, of what Eliot called the “luxury of confounding” as
opposed to the “task of combining” different doctrines and points of view (rev.
Wolf 426).

In Four Quartets Eliot seeks to avoid these pitfalls by insisting that the
cost of wisdom is “not less than everything” (CPP 145). “Everything” here
must, I think, be seen to include much doctrinal and pious certainty often
associated with these poems. “That old-time religion’is simply not celebrated
here, not even in the service of “a further union, a deeper communion” (CPP
129). Among the certainties which, for Eliot, must be sacrificed are a naive
and uncritical belief in the immortality of what we like to think of as the indi-
vidual self or soul, an unqualified affirmation of Christian belief as superior to
other beliefs in all respects, and an easy expectation that all pain and suffering
will be taken care of either by a simple passage of time or by some system of
rewards and punishments after death. These are excess baggage that Eliot’s
brief but intense sojourn in the mazes of Buddhism and later intense practice
of Christian meditation further persuaded him must be jettisoned. That his
call to a more rigorous faith has been so often misread and misunderstood is
only one of the multiple ironies that have always attended the reception of
his work.

We can see this more rigorous formulation of the tradition, a formulation
at once modern and yet infused with the immediacy of an active devotional
practice, at work throughout Four Quartets. These four linked poems, while
accessible on the surface, are by no means as genial and instantly affirmative
of traditional Christian truths and pieties as they might at first appear. If they
do offer pious consolations, those consolations are of a peculiarly radical sort,
and the cure may be worse than the disease. Consider, for instance, East Coker,
the second of the quartets. This is the one first prompted, as A. D. Moody
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has pointed out, by the shock to Eliot’s sometimes complacent neutralism
in politics occasioned by the advance of the Second World War, and in par-
ticular by Chamberlain’s placation of Hitler at Munich. Here Eliot writes of
the first step toward wisdom, which is to be able to recognize its counterfeits.
“What was to be the value,” he asks, “of the long looked forward to, / Long
hoped for calm, the autumnal serenity / And the wisdom of age? Had they
deceived us / Or deceived themselves, the quiet-voiced elders, / Bequeathing
us merely a receipt for deceit? / The serenity only a deliberate hebetude, / The
wisdom only the knowledge of dead secrets / Useless in the darkness into
which they peered / Or from which they turned their eyes” (CPP 125). A few
lines later there follows one of those aphorisms with which Eliot tried repeat-
edly to capture the tone and function of the wisdom tradition, aphorisms so
finely turned that they seem cited from long tradition already present in the
language rather than composed: “We are only undeceived / Of that which,
deceiving, could no longer harm.”

'This section of East Coker ends by insisting that the only real wisdom is
the wisdom of humility, but the movement of the poem is off and away from
this somewhat dead center, which is rather weak at this point, as if Eliot were
telling, not showing, preaching, not evoking. Whatever may be premature
about the wisdom of East Coker, however, is amply destabilized and thrown
into question in the great third quartet, 7he Dry Salvages. Here begins a long
engaged confrontation with all that makes wisdom seem at times so weak:
the savagery of experience, including the experience of holiness, its roots in
pain, and the multiple ironies of suffering generated by its extension over
time. The problem of this quartet is to peer into that darkness from which the
old men of Munich turned their eyes, but to do so without either bitterness
or rhetoric or excess.

'The techniques Eliot begins to develop here include again the aphorism,
the use of a deceptively conversational, ruminative and apparently relaxed
style for extremely frightening, catastrophic and subversive insights, the sud-
den shift from a voice of speculation, as if you were listening to some old
friend muse, somewhat disjointedly, over a glass of brandy at the club, to
a voice of absolute authority in which the sum of the starkest truths of the
poem are delivered. Hence you have “It seems, as one becomes older ...”
(CPP 132)—ah, yes, now we know exactly what to expect, the vapid reminis-
cences of a sweet old man. What, though, do we get? Well, some of this, to be
sure, but as the passage unwinds, we “come to discover” that “the moments of
agony . .. are likewise permanent / With such permanence as time has” (CPP
133). Furthermore, since true wisdom is often corrosive as well as salutary,
we are then reminded that we “appreciate this better” in the “agony of oth-
ers” than in our own. This is surely not the wisdom of hebetude or senility or
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even conventional Christian piety; indeed it rises at times to a dry realism, a
sharpness, which is redeemed from misanthropy only by accuracy of insight.
One finds this kind of writing elsewhere only in the French tradition, in La
Rochefoucauld or Montaigne. Or think about this one: “You cannot face it
steadily, but this thing is sure, / That time is no healer: the patient is no lon-
ger there” (CPP 134). Easy notions of cheap redemption and ready personal
immortality, the false wisdom of the ‘long view’ and the ‘long run,” do not
easily survive this quartet. They are part of that cost of “not less than every-
thing” to which the last lines of Little Gidding refer, and for which they are an
important preparation (CPP 145).

Little Gidding itself opens with a rather brilliant zour de force in Eliot’s
old metaphysical style. It sounds a bit like the opening of 7he Waste Land, a
poem no one has accused of being too sunny. “Midwinter spring is its own
season” answers neatly to “April is the cruelest month” (CPP 138, 37). Here
we are back again at the beginning, where desire and death are reborn at one
and the same moment, leading, it might seem, to the same sterile repetitions,
the same hell of necessity without end. We almost expect to meet Tiresias
again, that great waste land figure of partial wisdom at its most bleak and
most impotent, unable either to break the deadlock of the past or to imagine a
different future. In a way, in fact, we do meet Tiresias here again, or something
like him, for this poem, like 7he Waste Land, like the first of Pound’s cantos,
begins with an invocation of the spirits of the dead as found in the Odyssey
and in Virgil, an invocation out of which Tiresias’ is, traditionally, the first
voice that rises. It is possible to read the following three stanzas of part 2,
the lyrics of death by air, earth, and fire, as placed, as it were, in the mouth of
Tiresias, the great steady observer of inevitable human futility from Eliot’s
earlier work.

To continue in this vein, it is perfectly possible, as well, to add to the long
list of compound features of the uncanny ghost or figure the speaker encoun-
ters in part 2 those of Tiresias, especially in his capacity as harbinger of what
awaits us after death. The message isn't particularly pleasant. “Let me dis-
close,” the ghostly double proposes, “the gifts reserved for age / To set a crown
upon your lifetime’s effort. / First, the cold friction of expiring sense / With-
out enchantment, offering no promise / But bitter tastelessness of shadow
fruit .../ Second, the conscious impotence of rage / At human folly, and the
laceration / Of laughter at what ceases to amuse” (CPP 141, 142). And as if
this were not enough, “last, the rending pain of reenactment / Of all that you
have done and been; the shame / Of motives late revealed, and the awareness
/ Of things ill done and done to others’ harm / Which once you took for
exercise of virtue.” Surely this is an echo of that walk “among the lowest of the
dead” that showed an earlier version of Tiresias those automatons of empty
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sex and failed humanity, the “typist home at teatime” and the “young man
carbuncular,” who are also, as 7he Waste Land makes ineluctably clear, earlier
versions of ourselves (CPP 44). Then indeed, to cut back to Little Gidding
again, one might say with Eliot, that “fools’ approval stings, and honor stains”
(CPP 142). Humility here is less a rather pompous and pedantic virtue, as it
can seem in East Coker, than a rigorous exercise in confrontation with the self,
one in which no dark stone is left unturned.

If this is wisdom, some may prefer folly, or prefer at least Zhe Waste
Land’s passionate drive, right to the breaking point of the mind, to be free
of this endless circle of self-interested, self-reflexive and self-deluded moti-
vations. Here, however, given his commitment to what he calls /ogos xunos,
open wisdom, Eliot cannot turn directly either to Sanskrit or Latin, Italian
or Provengal, to find words which will convey both the simplicity of the solu-
tion to this problem and its absolute freshness and surprise. Nor can he rely
automatically, in the way that many of even his best critics presume he does,
on a simple last minute ‘save’ by tradition or history. If he is to draw on the
resources of his culture, he must do so in a way that has authority and origi-
nality, as well as congruence with the past, and that changes the direction of
his culture even as it summons up its strength. Otherwise, he will simply be
rehearsing dead wisdom instead of rediscovering the wisdom of the dead.

His solution at the thematic level is to draw into the poem not the energy
of his culture’s great victories, but the profundity of its major losses. We do
indeed hear the voice of that great sister of wisdom Julian of Norwich, but are
reminded that her “all shall be well” emerged from a context of “incandescent
terror” generated by extreme mental and physical pain. The reference to a
“king at nightfall” (CPP 143) is likewise no exercise in partisanship or nostal-
gia for a time when one could be “classicist in letters, Anglican in religion and
monarchist in politics” without sounding ridiculous, but a reminder of fail-
ure counter-balancing the equal and opposite failure of that king’s political
enemy, the poet who dies “blind and quiet” a few lines later. Likewise, there
is no easy recourse to a notion of one’s work or one’s political struggle living
after one by way of consolation. Action as well as contemplation here reach
their end, where every gesture of transcendence is “a step to the block, to the
fire, down the sea’s throat / Or to an illegible stone” (CPP 144).

So what we have here, then, at the height of the war, precisely, in fact, as
the battle of El Alemein is turning the tide in favor of the Allies and preserv-
ing the world for nuclear holocaust, is not a hymn to the glories of Western
religion and culture but an epitaph for their end, at least as exclusive and
self-evident goods. True wisdom lies, for Eliot, not in a false reaffirmation of
traditional religious values but in a recognition of the essential conditioning
of even the best of their representations by time and relativity. Paradoxically,
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however, only tradition can reveal its own ephemera; only history its own
emptiness. As Gertrude Stein put it, “all that history teaches is—history
teaches.” Perhaps one’s life had to have exactly the curve of Eliot’s, coming of
age when Western culture was first tearing itself to shreds and then coming
to middle age as it did so again, to yield precisely this kind of bitter wisdom.
“Vanity of vanities, all is vanity,’ saith the preacher.”

'The wisdom tradition, however, though based on just such paradoxes as
these, ultimately requires celebration and simplicity, and comes to fruition
only in these modes. But “[a]fter such knowledge, what forgiveness?” How
was Eliot to find, to reaffirm, to induct into his poem these qualities of sim-
plicity and joy? The answer, I would argue, lay in a renunciation not only of
personal identity as conceived and cherished by the ego, but of the weight of
a certain poetic and cultural capital as well. At the end of Four Quartets both
tradition and the individual talent are sent to the block, down the sea’s throat,
to an illegible stone, are sent, that is, toward the vanishing point on the hori-
zon of culture where many peoples, religions, value-systems are, in defiance of
the wars that divide them, made one.

This renunciation, this vanishing point, cannot, however, for Eliot, be
allowed to collapse into poetic or intellectual abdication, or into denial of that
difference against which alone it has significance. There must be simplicity,
but not oversimplification, ease but not laxity, repose but not a false peace.
Eliot’s solution to this problem in the last stanza of Little Gidding is a lesson
in mastery of craft; it involves a highly studied combination of great levelness
and decorum of diction, extreme syntactic and grammatical complexity, and
a use of imagery as remarkable for its economy as for its power. The diction
itself is telling, fulfilling the mandate announced earlier in the poem for a dis-
course where “every word is at home, / Taking its place to support the others, /
'The word neither diffident nor ostentatious” (CPP 144). The syntax, however,
departs from this decorum, beginning with a phrase floating in white space:

With the drawing of this Love and the voice of this Calling
(CPP 145)

after which we almost hear a Poundian “so that™ Then comes a straightfor-
ward sentence, or so it seems, but one which takes off again into an unfixed
relative clause, “When the last of earth left to discover,” and having in the
end, if examined carefully, no established main subject or verb. These syn-
tactic indeterminacies are suddenly interrupted by “quick now, here, now
always” before flowing on again to their end in the final sentence. Even this
sentence, however, takes its syntactical core and deep structure from a devo-
tional text of the past, Julian of Norwich’s “All shall be well and all manner
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of thing small be well,” a core which Eliot carefully surrounds by his own
conditional and qualifying clauses.

In that final sentence, the images which close the poem, the fire and the
rose, are common to many traditions, occult and exoteric alike, from Bud-
dhism’s Fire Sermon to the gnostic traditions of the Rosicrucians or the Per-
sian and later the Sufi celebrations of the traditional Middle Eastern flower
of mystic love. There is, however, a sense here of these associations dropping
away, along with a number of the doctrinal distinctions which cluster around
them, so that the close becomes less a set of allusions than Aéyog Tuvég, open
wisdom. This wisdom is accessible indeed, but with an accessibility “costing
notless than everything” (CPP 145). Part of that cost is the certainty of Chris-
tian pieties often taken for granted as part of the poem but actually asserted
there, if at all, only as intensely modern, highly relativized and provisional
truths. Having paid that price, moreover, the poem does not rest on its laurels,
but asks for more: the sacrifice and purgation not only of idiosyncrasy and
personality in Eliot’s old sense, but also of pseudo-devotional sentimentality
and unearned consolation as well. The “tireless passivity and tireless activity”
required to give this poem the kind of reading it deserves are, then, not to be
exhausted in one sitting, or even across a lifetime’s renewed consideration, nor
are they confined, as we are coming to learn, to one culture alone.
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JOHN PAUL RIQUELME

“Little Gidding” 3: Indifference and the
Process of Reading Four Quartets

That Eliot’s styles in Four Quartets are directed toward evoking something
outside language, outside the bounds of ordinary consciousness, and alien to
the self is implied in one way by some of the contrasts that, as in the second
epigraph, turn out to be the same and, as in the first epigraph, turn out to
be different from something else that can hardly be conceived or expressed.
Through the simultaneous conjunction and disjunction that is the epigraphs’
enigma inscribed in the poem’s styles and structures, the reader can under-
take an unusual, diverse mode of reading whose results are fundamentally
unpredictable. One instance of the poem’s structure of contrast and differ-
entiation that can lead to a complex reading process occurs at the beginning
of “Little Gidding” 3. The passage follows immediately on the departure of
the “familiar compound ghost” at the end of the previous section:

"There are three conditions which often look alike

Yet difter completely, flourish in the same hedgerow:

Attachment to self and to things and to persons,
detachment

From self and from things and from persons; and, growing
between them, indifference

Which resembles the others as death resembles life,

From Harmony of Dissonances: T. S. Eliot, Romanticism, and Imagination, pp. 220-33. © 1991
by the Johns Hopkins University Press.
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Being between two lives—unflowering, between

The live and the dead nettle.
(CPP 142; LG 3.150-56)

Stylistically, the passage is an odd mixture of apparently straightforward,
logically declarative statements and figurative language that, when exam-
ined closely, transforms the determinate character of the distinctions being
made.

As with many other passages in Four Quartets, the complexities of this
one will not support the brief, confident glosses that critics sometimes pro-
vide. One critic, for instance, claims that “the point of this movement and the
two following ones is that the flower of attachment and the flower of detach-
ment (like rose and lotos) grow together and work in the poet’s memory ‘for
liberation—not less of love but expanding / Of love beyond desire” (Hay
186). As nettles, attachment and detachment may flower, but to call them
flowers is to disregard the less attractive qualities of nettles. Since one is a live
nettle and the other a dead one, even the attribution of flowering to both is
unsupported.!® The passage does mention growing, but not the growing and
working together of flowers. Growing is attributed instead to indifference,
which this critic goes on to associate with “Tennyson’s lotos” of “forgetfulness”
(Hay 187) as an unattractive contrast to the supposedly more positive flow-
ers of attachment and detachment. The statement about “liberation,” which
is quoted as if it required no explanation, also poses some complexities in its
context that need to be addressed.

It is unwarranted to portray indifference as simply negative and unde-
sirable by contrast with attachment and detachment as simply positive and
desirable. To do so is to overlook the transforming character of Eliot’s poetry
and to import into the poem perspectives that it calls up in order to alter.
Whatever the words mean in other contexts, in Eliot’s poem they take on
new meaning by being embedded in various small and large structures that
modify what they can suggest. Rather than something to be scorned, indiffer-
ence is linked with death, and death plays a role in Four Quartets that cannot
justifiably be disdained. In “Little Gidding” 1, the scene lies outside life, since
“There is no earth smell / Or smell of living thing.” In that part as well the
importance of things dead is stressed, since “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” (CPP 139; LG
11.51-53). In “Little Gidding” 2, when the dead speak, forgetting is recom-
mended: “These things have served their purpose: let them be” (CPP 141; LG
2.113). Indifference may well be a name for part of the writing process, which
these preceding sections evoke, a process in which something dead is put into
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words in a passage “Between two worlds become much like each other” (CPP
141; LG 2.122). When that passage occurs, indifference transforms mere
attachment and detachment into something they could not otherwise be, for
“We are born with the dead,” who “return, and bring us with them” (CPP
144; LG 5.230-31) in poems that, as epitaphs, announce death. Indifference
could be another “unfamiliar Name” for “Love,” which, according to “Little
Gidding” 3 wove the shirt of Nessus. That shirt bears a relation to the wearer’s
flesh that cannot be termed either attachment or detachment. The possibility
of understanding indifference in this afirming way depends on taking a close
look at the details of “Little Gidding” 3.

Attachment and detachment are semantically opposite, but the compar-
ison with nettles in a hedgerow, suggesting former human habitation, aligns
them, since they resemble “life,” whereas the “indifference” “growing between
them” resembles “death.” The figurative contrast between organic and inor-
ganic emphasizes the distinction between indifference and its two compan-
ions, yet the assertion of difference is itself called into question by the notion
of indifference, understood as a state in which distinctions would disappear.
And the character of the difference comes into question when attachment
and detachment are themselves distinguished as live and dead.

Taking the complex relations among the words seriously can lead to
setting aside their everyday meanings, which pertain to personalities. The
passage encourages that setting aside by suggesting that the very difference
between attachment and detachment, on the one hand, and indifference, on
the other, is that indifference does not involve the self. Indifference would
not be the self’s orientation toward a situation but rather the disappear-
ance of the self that is capable of orientations. In this context “indifference”
seems to be outside the sphere of personal motivation and desire with all
the dynamism and concern for self they imply, whereas “detachment” and
“attachment” are both still within that sphere of “life” despite their apparent
differences. “Detachment” could suggest a kind of clinical attitude that care-
tully calculates or stages its every movement. Even though this “detachment”
is “From self,” “indifference” goes beyond it into an arena so far removed from
ordinary affairs and considerations as to be comparable to death. It occurs in
the context of, or “between,” the others, which are “two lives,” but these two
lives are also nettles, the one “live,” the other “dead,” though both are nettles
nevertheless.

'The relations are discernible later in the verse paragraph in the assertion
that

... love of a country
Begins as attachment to our own field of action
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And comes to find that action of little importance
Though never indifferent.
(CPP142; LG 3.159-62)

The presence of the adjective “indifferent” complicates matters, since it car-
ries another, more usual meaning than the state of indifference mentioned
earlier in the section. The detachment that eventually finds the action of
little importance is no more indifferent—in the sense of unconcerned—than
is the original attachment. The condition of indifference would be quite
another state, in which “The faces and places” “vanish,” along “with the self
which, as it could, loved them” (CPP 142; LG 3.163-64).

Indifference provides an illustration of the manner in which Four Quar-
tets works to evoke meanings that are counterintuitive. The poem enables a
rethinking of the meanings of words that we assume in advance we under-
stand. The possibility for that rethinking involves a questioning of the prin-
ciple of noncontradiction, which occurs because of peculiar alignments,
contrasts, figurations, and grammatical relations. In this case, the principle
is subverted when both attachment and detachment are set in contrast to an
indifference that emerges as itself a detachment from self that goes beyond
detachment because the self actually vanishes. The vanishing point, as in per-
spectival painting, has a status like zero, which is identical with nothing else
but also not with itself, since it is a form of nothing.!® The odd condition of
vanishing, zero, and indifference, which is not approachable through language
that is not contradictory, resembles the condition of boredom as Martin Hei-
degger describes it in “What is Metaphysics” In his brief discussion of that
state, Heidegger points to “a fundamental experience” that occurs indepen-
dently of “the objections of the intellect” (Writings 101), that is, out of step
with “the commonly cited ground rule of all thinking, the proposition that
contradiction is to be avoided” (99). According to Heidegger, “profound bore-
dom. ... removes all things and men and oneself along with it into a remark-
able indifference” (101). This state of indifference as a de-differentiation that
undermines the basis for logical discriminations is an emptying out that is
indistinguishable from a filling up. Like boredom in Heidegger’s intransitive
sense, indifference occurs independently of particular objects of conscious-
ness, which would be important only to a self. Outside the rational, logical
intellect, it pertains to an experience not of knowledge but of an ignorance
that puts conventional wisdom, common sense, scientific knowledge, and the
normal meanings of words in abeyance. To evoke such an experience, Eliot
uses contradictory perspectives resembling those of the epigraphs.

In one of many instances of mutual framing in Four Quartets, the epi-
graphs provide a pattern for arranging the contrasts and connections of
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“Little Gidding” 3, which suggest in turn a way to read the epigraphs. In
the epigraphs and the passage, opposites are identical, but the identity may
be largely a matter of a difference from something whose character is not
entirely specifiable. The live and the dead nettle are one and the same as ways
of living, both being nettles, but indifference is as different from them as
death is from life or the one is from the understanding of the many. Indiffer-
ence resembles the nettles because, like them, it flourishes though perhaps for
different reasons that make it “unflowering.” The resemblance retrospectively
interprets and extends the first epigraph by suggesting that the logos would
be hard to identify if encountered among the many, despite its extraordinary
character.

Indifference occupies the space “between,” which in some of Eliot’s ear-
lier poems, such as “The Hollow Men,” seems to be an uncanny space describ-
able only in fragments of obscure language and by means of sharp contrasts.
When Eliot presents this space in “Little Gidding” 3 as difterent from con-
ventionally formulated determinate oppositions, such as the ostensible con-
trast between attachment and detachment, he implies that something exists
that does not conform to our normal ways of thinking. It does not because it
exists outside the law of noncontradiction. Although it is not contradiction
or dissonance per se, both are symptoms of its existence. In this regard, the
enigmatic condition of “indifference” resembles “beatitude” as Eliot discusses
it in relation to Dante. This is not to say that “indifference”is to be understood
precisely as “beatitude,” whatever that may be, but each resists being under-
stood within the frame of our usual categories. Eliot’s discussion in “Dante”
of “beatitude,” including his comments on the closing cantos of the Purga-
torio (SE 224-26), are, however, relevant for interpreting the opening lines
of “Little Gidding” 3, both the ones already quoted and those that immedi-
ately follow them. The evocation of memory and the transforming of love in
“Little Gidding” 3 recall Eliot’s presentation of the combined resurgence and
renunciation of feeling at the Purgatorio’s end. And the “indifference of ...
inequality, in blessedness, of the blessed” (SE 226) is an important element in
the perplexing character of beatitude.

Like beatitude in “Dante,” indifference in Four Quartets encourages
a rethinking of accepted categories in the attempt to find a place for the
anomaly. Eliot’s use of a religious vocabulary occasionally in Four Quartets,
words such as God, Incarnation, Word, and Annunciation, can have a simi-
larly disturbing effect. Even a word such as “humility” (EC 2.98), which need
not be taken in a religious sense, will tend to aggravate our culturally induced
allergy to any language or behavior that does not reinforce the concept of an
aggressive, competitive self. Like “indifference” when its odd implications are
recognized, these words can generate resistance because they do not conform
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to modern skeptical, logical ways of thinking. In his use of them, Eliot chal-
lenges the conventional response even if doing so causes irritation and impa-
tience among readers whose education has made skepticism about such words
and their implications seem a natural, inevitable reaction.

'The fragments and contrasts of Four Quartets give the space “between’
a less terrifying shape than do their counterparts in “The Hollow Men,” even
though it remains the space of something like death by contrast with life.
'This is so largely because the passages evoking this peculiar condition are less
opaque than those of the earlier poem, though, as in the one dealing with
indifference, the implications can be labyrinthine and difficult to formulate.
Even when formulated, they still require elucidation. The passage concerning
“indifference” actually seems fairly straightforward rather than fragmented
and uncanny, though the details are joined in contradictory and confusing
ways that, once exposed, undermine the apparent simplicity. Unlike “The
Hollow Men,” however, Four Quartets offers readers more opportunities for
putting the poem’s language to work in pursuit of explanations. Those oppor-
tunities tend to temper the obscurities’ potentially grating effects. Two aspects
of the language combine to make Eliot’s style and the reading process in
Four Quartets more dynamic and self-transforming than is the case in his
earlier poetry. We have seen both already in the encounter with the “famil-
iar compound ghost.” One is the apparent, but deceptive stylistic simplic-
ity of conversational sounding language that includes complex, self-reflexive,
even self-reversing formulations. The other is the style’s allusive tendency,
which sends us to other poems or to other parts of this poem for possible
elucidation.

In its appearance of being readily understandable, the style achieves
what Eliot calls near the end of “Little Gidding” “A condition of complete
simplicity / (Costing not less than everything)” (LG 5.253-54). This would
be a complete simplicity that is also its own opposite, a total complexity and
perplexity, for it is the sign of everything having been paid out or given up. It
is the sign of death and indifference rather than either attachment or detach-
ment. The simplicity is complete rather than “partial” in the sense of biased
in any personal way, because it is the simplicity and completion that comes
with dissolution, with having achieved what Eliot refers to at the end of “East
Coker” as a “temporal reversion” contributing to the “life of significant soil.”
It would be the opposite of the completely partial condition that Yeats men-
tions admiringly in the third section of “Under Ben Bulben.” Yeats’s complete
partiality occurs within the context of action and life, whereas Eliot’s “indif-
ference” seems closer to the attitude that Yeats recommends in the epitaph at
the end of “Under Ben Bulben™:

>
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Cast a cold eye

On life, on death.

Horseman, pass by!
(Yeats 328)

Although Eliot’s “indifference” may not be exactly the attitude invoked
here, it is at least related to the response that Yeats requests to his own epitaph
as verse, a response lying outside personal feelings as well as outside calcu-
lated thought. Indifterence of this sort allows, even requires, a turning away
from the past, especially the personal past, without regrets. The possibility for
an elegiac attitude and elegiac poetry is resolutely rejected. Toward the end of
“Little Gidding” 3, for instance, we learn explicitly that there is no chance of
a return to the past:

We cannot revive old factions
We cannot restore old policies
Or follow an antique drum.
These men, and those who opposed them
And those whom they opposed
Accept the constitution of silence
And are folded in a single party.
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.

(CPP 143; LG 3.185-95)

All forms of action, including writing, are resolved eventually into a single
condition, that of being past, whose constitution, both authorizing docu-
ment and makeup, is a form of silence.

Writing has been evoked along with political action a few lines before
this passage in the allusion to Milton, “one who died blind and quiet” (L.
179). The silent document would be, among other things, the literary text
separated from the author’s living voice or shorn of the illusion of personal
speech, but the constitution of silence would also be the death of the body, its
reaching silence. Like the word “constitution,” “party” has a political meaning,
but it can mean an individual as well. The conjoining of these two meanings
reflects back on the meditation about writing presented in the previous sec-
tion during the encounter with the ghost. All dead authors, whatever their
factional commitments in life, are of one party in death. By becoming a party
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to the constitution of silence, which is death but also writing independent of
voice, each one is folded, like the “familiar compound ghost,” into a single,
composite figure that is also a group, or party, as in that word’s political sense.
In the republic whose constitution is silence, all are equal, since the fortunate
and the defeated are one. The possessors are also the dispossessed. We inherit
what they owned, or “had,”but this they were forced to, “had to,”leave us. The
ambiguous phrasing here recalls the end of the preceding section, when the
ghost seems forced to leave upon “the blowing of the horn” and we hear that
he left the living poet “with a kind of valediction.” These words describe both
how he left, signalling farewell, and what he left the poet, a kind of poem, in
this case a valediction that, like Yeats’s epitaph, forbids mourning. The poetry,
or “symbol,” that the past has to leave us is “perfected in death” when it is
revealed to be what it always was, something historical. Once poetry reaches
that status, it is purified of the motives for action that tied it to self, factions,
and the desire to be among “the fortunate” in a particular, limited historical
situation.

Eliot takes a related stance in the concluding section of “Little Gidding”
when he claims that

Every phrase and every sentence is an end and a beginning,
Every poem an epitaph. And any action
Is a step to the block, to the fire, down the sea’s throat
Or to an illegible stone: and that is where we start.
(CPP 144, LG 5.224-27)

Every poem is an epitaph by indicating the equivalent of the author’s death,
a condition of “indifference” in which the poem was produced or that it has
reached in becoming language. It is the “end” for the author in at least two
ways, both literally as the completion of a preceding composing process and
figuratively as evidence that the process resembled death. It is the author’s
“beginning,” as well, because every attempt to write is inadequate and yields
to the next one; there is never an end to writing but instead always the
Sisyphean necessity of starting over after the last defeat.

'The poem as the author’s end is also the reader’s beginning, for the work
of reading takes up and continues where writing left off, especially when the
text opens up many perspectives. Reading and writing can even be one insofar
as both involve indifference rather than either attachment to the conven-
tions of ordinary life or a willed detachment from them. Both processes can
include an experience of distance from those conventions that has not been
willed. It is unwilled because it relies centrally on memory, not as personal-
ized recollection, but as the experience of something unknown mentioned
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in “Burnt Norton” 1. This kind of memory does not involve desire in the
personal sense and is not limited to a conception of time that emphasizes
the actions of a self defined in material and social terms. It would be the sort
of memory mentioned in “Little Gidding” 3 immediately after the sentence
about the nettles:

This is the use of memory:
For liberation—not less of love but expanding
Of love beyond desire, and so liberation
From the future as well as the past.
(CPP 142; LG 3.156-59)

This passage, like many others in Four Quartets, poses interpretative
problems, including grammatical ones.!” How, for instance, do the words
after the dash relate to what precedes the dash? The combination of the
dash with “not” suggests that a distinction is being introduced to avoid
misunderstanding. Negations or partial negations are used in this way else-
where in the poem, in “Burnt Norton” 5, for instance: “Not the stillness of
the violin, ...,/ Not that only” (CPP 121; BN 5.144-45). And in “East
Coker”5: “—but there is no competition” (CPP 128; EC 5.185). The clarifi-
cation in this case seems to be linked to the word “liberation.” We find out
what the liberation is from, not just from the past but from the future. It is
not entirely clear, however, what the phrase “not less of love but expanding
/ Of love beyond desire” might mean. Had Eliot written “only from”instead
of “less of,” the statement, while still elliptical, would make sense: the use
of memory is for liberation, not only from love but to something also called
love that would be different from desire. Read in this way, the lines help
clarify the preceding statements about attachment, detachment, and indif-
terence. Memory would enable the shift from love, or attachment, not to
detachment but to another sort of love, which is not desire; that love would
presumably also be “indifference.”

But by writing “less of,” Eliot suggests a possible parallel between “of
love” and “of memory.” Had he written “only of” instead of “less of,” the par-
allelism would be stronger: the use not only of love but of memory, which
involves an expanding of love beyond desire, is for liberation; in the case of
memory, but perhaps not of love, the liberation is not just from the past but
from the future. Yet another possibility would be to read the words after the
dash as a description of what this particular liberation involves: the use of
memory is to achieve a liberation that is not a loss but a gain in love, and
therefore is a freeing from the future as well as the past. The fact that the
lines suggest all three of these readings without providing a basis for limit-



44 John Paul Riquelme

ing the meaning to any one of them indicates the character of the poem’s
style, which discourages anything but slow reading and rereading. The ele-
ments that compose the statement are clear enough. Memory can be used to
achieve liberation; love can be expanded beyond desire; in some way because
of that expansion, the liberation is from the future as well as the past. But
the coordinating of those elements, which can be variously configured, is left
to the reader.

'The syntactic difficulty in the lines dealing with memory creates a per-
manent grammatical dissonance, one that will not disappear entirely, short
of a rewriting of the passage. Combined with the conceptual dissonance of
the assertion that memory can be used to achieve freedom from past and
future, the grammatical disruption contributes to producing an effect that is
one version of the “harmony of dissonances.” It makes that contribution by
inviting the reader to pause in order to consider carefully the implications of
the lines. One possible result of the reader’s doing so is the undertaking of
shifting movements among scattered segments of the poem in an attempt to
understand the lines. The difficulties help prevent the misunderstanding that
a conventional, easily graspable meaning is being expressed. The statement
that precedes the dash is, for example, subject to misunderstanding, since it
can be readily understood independently of the poem. There are various ways
in which memory might be used to achieve freedom in contexts that are not
important in Four Quartets, for instance as a source of fantasies providing
compensation for a self dissatisfied with present realities. Without the insis-
tent difficulties, such a coherent, conventional reading of the statement might
be sufficiently satisfying and distracting to prevent the assertion about the
tuture at the end of the lines from being recognized.

Eliot claims in 7he Use of Poetry that meaning can be used in poetry to
distract the reader in the way a burglar uses meat to distract a dog while the
poem does its work in another way. In this passage, however, he tries to pre-
vent a readily apprehended meaning from drawing attention away from the
lines’ implications. The grammatical and conceptual aspects work together to
minimize the distraction. First, the grammatical dissonance makes it hard to
overlook the conceptual dissonance in what is being asserted of memory. In
the process of working on the grammatical problem, the reader will likely take
a close look at the entire statement, which contains some surprises besides
its grammatical ellipses. Secondly, the assertion at the end concerns not just
memory’s relation to the past, as we might expect, but its relation to the
future. A statement about memory and the future is harder to pass over than
one solely about memory and the past. The claim that memory frees us from
the past is puzzling enough, but when it is linked to a claim about freeing us
from the future the statement has a potentially more arresting eftect.
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In a different kind of poem the reader might have no place to go with
the dissonances except on to the next lines. Arrest might be the primary effect
produced, and the dissonances might remain simply that: points of disruption
and discrepancy to be noted in passing but not worked with and possibly trans-
formed. The reader of Four Quartets,however, has options other than accepting
or ignoring the difficulties, both grammatical and conceptual: to take them as
invitations to try comprehending the lines by reconsidering the attitudes the
passage counters. The attempts to comprehend and reconsider involve the pro-
visional construction of new conceptual connections from the elements that
become clear and remain unclear after the passage’s disruptions are taken into
account. Using those elements, a reader motivated by the difficulties can move
in various directions to reconfigure this passage and its elements with others
in the poem. The reader has the opportunity to engage in a continuing process
of construction, disruption, and deferral. Instead of presenting the reader with
a textual situation in which confusion can be replaced with knowledge, the
poem sets the reader into a motion that tends to perpetuate itself.

As in many other passages in Four Quartets, in “Little Gidding” 3 the
interpretative difficulties encourage the reader to search for clarification else-
where by relating the lines to various contexts: what precedes and follows;
other third sections; other passages in which the same or similar elements
appear; other texts, including in this case, “Dante.” The process of deferral
resembles the one Rudolf Arnheim mentions regarding perceptual responses
to two-dimensional drawings that create optical illusions: “It is one of the
functions of the third dimension to come to the rescue when things get
uncomfortable in the second” (Arnheim 239). But each of the many direc-
tions of movement we can take in response to the interpretative discomfort
generated by the poem has its own difhiculties. It is not entirely clear, for
instance, that memory and indifference are related, though the juxtaposing
of the lines referring to them makes the connection possible. The linkage
enables a reading of “Little Gidding” 3 as evoking something different from
the self and indifferent to it. Memory would not be personal recollection
that, by providing links to the past, supports the self’s sense of continuity
with the future, a sense of continuity that Eliot implies is a bondage. Rather
than being a personalized tie to the past and to the desires of the self that are
directed toward the future, memory as indifferent would disrupt the appar-
ently continuous sequence of personal desires and a personal history. It could
be the kind of experience that Eliot mentions in his description of “the audi-
tory imagination.” But, in light of “Little Gidding” 2, it could also involve the
various effects of the cultural as well as the bodily past that persist and recur
in consciousness even though their origin and their relation to either personal
desire or individual actions is obscure.
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'The passage following the lines about the use of memory also provides a
context for interpretation. They include the statement quoted earlier concern-
ing the vanishing of “The faces and places, with the self which, as it could,
loved them / To become renewed, transfigured, in another pattern” (LG
3.163-65). These lines suggest that the poem itself is the product of memory’s
use, a kind of linguistic embodiment of memory in the nonanthropomorphic
sense in which the word memory is being employed in “Little Gidding” 3.
“Faces and places”are, for instance, central to the poem considered as a text, as
are “pattern” and figurations of all sorts, including what is “transfigured” and
“disfigured” (CPP 142; LG 2.147 and 3.165). The process of writing as just
represented in “Little Gidding” 2 involves faces, the faces of vanished writ-
ers that have been transformed and combined into a ghostly, “unidentifiable”
“face still forming” that contributes to a doubling to be understood as the
production of new figures.

“Places” are, among other things, the locations named in the titles of
each of the poem’s four named sections, locations that are absent but that
have been renewed by being turned into zgpoi and /oci through figuration.
The complicated pattern of the poem, in which the figurations are arranged
in networks of /oci, opens the process of figuration and renewal to the reader
who is willing to engage in the movements made possible by the pattern.
Those movements, which involve the work of memory, are of the same use as
memory. That is, by engaging in the movements of reading, through reconfig-
uring the poem’s elements, the reader actualizes, as the writer has also done,
the use of memory in obtaining freedom from the self, if only temporarily.
In the case of this passage, the difficulty of understanding a word, such as
memory, used in a peculiar way can encourage a shift from semantic inter-
pretation to consideration of the reading process. In this poem that process
becomes one primary referent not just for the words form and pattern but also
for memory.

As a linguistically incarnated form of a nonpersonal memory, a poem is
the author’s epitaph inviting the indifferent, cold response that Yeats requests
rather than the response of pausing to read the words as the writer’s personal
utterance coming from beyond the grave. Eliot’s writing cannot persuasively
be interpreted in relation to such an authorizing source. Four Quartets is in
this regard a lengthy, culminating instance in Eliot’s nondramatic verse of the
defacement, the denial of prosopopoeia, that begins in such early poems as
“Rhapsody on a Windy Night.” For Eliot a poem encourages a cold response
because the beginning and the end of writing are the same. The producing
of poetry as your own epitaph “Is a step to ... an illegible stone: and that is
where we start.” No voice at all, the poem as epitaph is silent, like “the tattered
arras woven with a silent motto” mentioned in “East Coker” 1 (CPP 123; EC
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1.13). From the start it is illegible, difficult to read, a kind of cacography that,
like Eliot’s poetry and Heraclitus’s fragments, needs to be deciphered. Like
all human action, its fate is eventually to become literally indecipherable, to
decay to something more ruined and more silent than a tattered arras. In
that condition, it stands in need of reconstruction and interpretation but not
necessarily in terms that are either personal or rational. Eliot’s supplementing
statement, “and that is where we start,” suggests in context that death and the
illegible language of death and of the past make up the ultimately determin-
ing framework for all human enterprise. The setting for any human action is
the unknowable experience outside of life and outside of language that we
are reminded of by the past’s alterity and illegibility and by other experiences
of darkness and descent. The phrase points as well to the literal point “where
we start” in Four Quartets, for Heraclitus’s fragments are part of the past’s
illegibility that challenges us to decipher it and that has contributed in hardly
knowable ways to making us what we are and this poem what it is.

NoTESs

15. Drawing on the correspondence between Eliot and John Hayward during
the composition of Four Quartets, Helen Gardner explains that Hayward suggested
a modification of the phrasing concerning the nettles. Eliot rejected the suggestion,
saying that he was referring to two varieties of nettle, the “White Archangel” or
“dead” nettle and the “stinging” or live nettle. Gardner further points out that Eliot
was mistaken about the “White Archangel” and that the phrasing he finally chose
still gives the impression of live nettles and dead ones rather than two varieties.
Rather than take Eliot’s oddly expressed intention in his prepublication materials as
a substitute for the printed version, as some critics have done (e.g., Moody 254), 1
interpret the passage in the way that Gardner suggests a reader would.

16. Brian Rotman discusses the resemblance between the vanishing point and
zero in Signifying Nothing (cited as Rotman).

17. John Porter Houston is one of the few critics to emphasize what he calls
the “syntactic peculiarities” (Houston 147) of Four Quartets, which he discusses in
relation to Eliot’s combining of “antithesis, identification, paradox, dialectic, and
enumeration” (154).






A.D. MOODY

1. 8. Eliot: The American Strain

Eliot was an American, and a poet. But was he an American poet? In
his origins and his upbringing he could hardly have been more American.
His mother was descended from one of the original members of the Bay
Colony, and his father was descended from an Eliot who settled there in
1667. His grandfather had been one of the founding fathers of St. Louis,
and was especially noticed by Ralph Waldo Emerson when he visited the
city in 1852: “Thhis town interests me & I see kind adventurous people; Mr.
Eliot, the Unitarian minister, is the Saint of the West, & has a sumptuous
church, & crowds to hear his really good sermons. But,” he added, in a
comment to which time has lent its ironies, “I believe no thinking or even
reading man is here in the 95000 souls. An abstractionist cannot live near
the Mississippi River & the Iron Mountain.”! We know that at least one
“abstractionist” was born in St. Louis, on 26 September 1888, and did much
of his growing up there. And then his northeastern roots carried him back
to the Massachusetts coast, where the family spent their summers, and to
Harvard University, with which they had strong connections. Given all this,
how could Eliot not be an American poet?

Yet William Carlos Williams, with his commitment to creating a poetry
from the local conditions of American life and from the speech of Ameri-
cans, was quite sure Eliot was not with American poetry, but against it. In
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“Prufrock” and in The Waste Land, he saw Eliot finding his inspiration in
literature, and in foreign literature at that.

In 1987 Richard Poirier renewed Williams’s attack on Eliot in his
“Emersonian Reflections.” The gist of his argument was that Eliot’s tradi-
tion was not in the American tradition. In his view—and it is an old charge
which Poirier hardly bothered to prove—Eliot had an excessive reverence for
the literature of the past and supposed it to be “a storehouse of values and
wisdom ... even more so when imagined as an alternative to some present
day chaos.” Poirier recommended Emerson as an exemplary American, cit-
ing his belief that “we are here not to read but to ‘become’ Dante,” that is, to
rediscover within ourselves the origins of such works as the Vita Nuova and
the Divine Comedy, and to not let them be “obscured within the encrustations
of acquired culture.”

Poirier’s invocation of Emerson helpfully shifts the ground beyond the
too simple implication that the authentic American poet must write about
American life to the issue of originality versus derivativeness whatever the
material. But I think both charges can be rebutted. I will argue that Eliot’s
American experience is the most vital strain in his poetry. And I will argue
that his use of the literature of the past was original in exactly the way Emer-
son demanded. Moreover, these two things work together and constitute in
their combination the peculiarly American character of his poetry.

My concern, then, is Eliot’s American experience and his American way
of handling it. It has to be said at once that his American experience is not the
most obvious component of his poetry. There is “The Dry Salvages,” of course.
But otherwise only a few minor poems are conspicuously American. There are
the early satirical vignettes—“The Boston Evening Transcript,” “Aunt Helen,”
and “Cousin Nancy”—and the relatively late landscapes—“New Hampshire,”
“Cape Ann,” and “Virginia.” Eliot’s only other Americana are the caricatures
in “Mr. Apollinax,” “Lune de Miel,” “Burbank with a Baedeker,” and possibly
the Sweeney poems. With the sole exception of “The Dry Salvages,” these are
not the poems for which he is remembered. But even in the celebrated early
poems, written when he was closest to his American origins, it is possible to
find little or no trace of an American accent or of American life. It was long
assumed, at least by English and other foreign readers, that “The Love Song of
J. Alfred Prufrock” and “Portrait of a Lady” were set in London, not St. Louis
or Boston. After all, when Prufrock listens for the mermaids’singing, he could
well be on Arnold’s Dover Beach, where the tide of Romantic faith is forever
ebbing. And the yellow fog, which rubs its back upon the windowpanes, could
well be taken for a London peasouper as seen by Dickens and Lewis Carroll.

But Eliot’s St. Louis had its own fogs which were yellowed by its own
factories. By his own account, his “urban imagery was that of St. Louis,”
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though with descriptions of Paris and London superimposed. He spent his
first sixteen years in St. Louis, “in a house at 2635 Locust street, since demol-
ished.”® Because his grandmother lived nearby, in a house built by his grand-
father, his family preferred to live on in a “neighborhood which had become
shabby to a degree approaching slumminess. . . . And in my childhood, before
the days of motor cars, people who lived in town stayed in town. So it was,
that for nine months of the year my scenery was almost exclusively urban, and
a good deal of it seedily, drably urban at that.”* Given that hint we can find
definite indications of an American locale in the early urban poems.

The third section of “Preludes” is a particularly interesting case, since
Eliot wrote it in Paris in 1911 and took much of its imagery from Charles-
Louis Philippe’s Bubu de Montparnasse, a novel which for Eliot “stood for
Paris as some of Dickens’s novels stand for London.” Still, Eliot’s evocation
of the morning vision when “the light crept up between the shutters” could
just as well be an American scene, an Edward Hopper perhaps:

You curled the papers from your hair,
Or clasped the yellow soles of feet
In the palms of both soiled hands.

When all four “Preludes” are considered together, they reveal quite specific
American traces. Lot, as in “newspapers from vacant lots” (I), is one Ameri-
can usage, and block, as in “skies / That fade behind a city block” (IV), is
another. Shades, in “One thinks of all the hands / That are raising dingy
shades / In a thousand furnished rooms” (II), is used in the American way.
In England, those shades would be called &/inds (shades would be lamp-
shades). But Eliot’s blinds are on the outside: “T'he showers beat / On bro-
ken blinds and chimney-pots” (I). I have it from Cleanth Brooks that &/inds
is the Southern usage for what others call shutters. Such Americanisms
disappear after Eliot’s first collection, apart from a few deliberate effects.
Dooryard occurs unselfconsciously in “Prufrock™ “After the sunsets and
the dooryards and the sprinkled streets.” When it appears again, in “The
Dry Salvages” (“the rank ailanthus of the April dooryard”), it is consciously
associated with America and with Whitman.

But there is more to words than their variant meanings. Before meaning,
there is sound; and there is the rhythm set up by a sequence of sounds. Eliot
once said, with his mind on the problem of translating from one language
to another, that it was in the rhythm of a language, in its natural speech pat-
terns, that the vital national character was expressed.® The specific national
character is not so easily detected when spelling conventions make the two
languages appear nearly identical. In fact, British and American English can
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be pronounced very differently and can have quite distinct speech patterns.
American English rhymes pozato and fomato, and hurricane rhymes not with
American, but with Cain. Such differences of accentuation are frequent, and
they give American English a distinctive rhythm. The American tendency, to
generalize, is to make more of the vowels by giving them more weight and
duration; while the English tend to clip their vowels short with more defined
consonants. As a consequence, the English of England has a more regular
measure, falling more readily into the iambic beat. When Robert Frost writes
to the measure of the English iambic pentameter, one can feel the tension
between his natural speech rhythms and the more regular English speech.
It is the vowels that are most affected, and in his recordings one can hear
him clipping his vowels to keep the meter. That is just what Eliot did 7oz do,
except in his thoroughly English Practical Cats. Even in his latest recordings,
made when he had long been resident in England, the weights and lengths of
his vowels and the rhythm of his speech are not in the English measure. His
versification was always a departure from the iambic pentameter, stretching
and contracting the conventional line into another measure altogether, called
wvers libre for want of a better name. He did this, presumably, simply by fol-
lowing his own American speech rhythms. “Portrait of a Lady,” for example,
is written for an American voice, and sounds slightly “off " rhythmically when
read by a standard English voice. A poet whose ear had been formed by Eng-
lish speech patterns would not have written in just that way. What had hap-
pened was a quiet takeover of the English verse line.

There is at least one other American quality in Eliot’s work which should
be recognized. This is his habit of skepticism, which surely has its roots in
the American tradition. The “American Doubt” is set against the “American
Dream,” as in the concluding lines of part II of “Portrait of a Lady,” where
the street piano’s “worn-out common song” and “the smell of hyacinths ...
Recalling things that other people have desired” leave the narrator musing,
“Are these ideas right or wrong?” This combination of romantic feeling with
a skeptical questioning of it is the source and driving force of much of Eliot’s
poetry. The skepticism is more a questing than a questioning. If it begins as a
questioning of his own youthful romanticism, it rapidly develops into a quest
for something beyond what any experience can offer, a quest that carries his
work from 7he Waste Land to “Little Gidding.” Perhaps there is no account-
ing for this habit of skepticism. It is simply there, deeply ingrained in Eliot’s
temperament. Eliot himself observed it in Henry Adams and called it the
“Boston Doubt.”” His own family background gave him a connection with
the “Boston Doubt,” specifically through its Unitarianism. “Are these ideas
right or wrong?” seems to catch its tone exactly. Eliot’s temperament, then, as
well as his rhythm, is more American than it first appears.
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Yet the question remains, how can 7he Waste Land, with all its “encrusta-
tions of acquired culture,” be an American poem? In the drafts there were two
long passages, one dealing with Boston nightlife, the other with the fate of the
crew of a Gloucester fishing boat, which would have connected it explicitly with
America. But their cancellation meant that the setting of the poem, along with
its great range of cultural reference, became exclusively English and European.
'The only authentically American detail left in the poem is the hermit thrush.

Critics from William Carlos Williams on have noticed all the non-
American and “undemocratic” culture in the poem, but they have not ade-
quately attended to what Eliot was doing with it. They have not noticed that
he was dealing with it in his own speech rhythms, and from his own point
of view; and that, above all, he was displaying it, subversively, as a heap of
broken images, as stony rubbish that did not answer to his need. It has too
often been said, as by Richard Poirier, that Eliot was setting up images of a
glorious past to put down the sordid present. It is rather the case that he col-
lapses the past and the present into each other in such a way as to suggest that
they are much the same. Both are looked at from the viewpoint characterized
as “Tiresias,” the viewpoint of someone who has seen it all before. There may
be a covert pun in its being a typist that he particularly regards, since for him
everything is typical. His cynical, disillusioned view of human experience and
history is of course an element in the European cultural tradition; if Eliot is
to be charged with being too attached to that tradition, it should at least be
on account of his disillusionment, and not on the false ground that he glori-
fied the past. From his point of view, there has always been a desert at the
heart of the romantic garden, and as in 7he Waste Land, passion always ends
in desolation and despair:

“What shall we do to-morrow?
“What shall we ever do?”
... we shall play a game of chess,
Pressing lidless eyes and waiting for a knock upon the door.
(1. 133-34, 137)

In its search for a way out of that predicament—the permanent and uni-
versal predicament as the layers of cultural allusion imply—the poem offers
intimations of a new life in what Eliot called the “water-dripping song.” Eliot
thought the thirty lines of “What the Thunder Said” which culminate in the
hermit thrush’s singing in the pine trees were the only good ones in The Waste
Land: “the rest is ephemeral.”® They are in fact not only the most vital lines in
the poem, but also the most specifically American contribution to it.
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I have argued elsewhere, in a paper on Eliot’s formal inventiveness given
at the Orono T. S. Eliot Centennial, that the “water-dripping song” completes
the form of the poem by breaking out of the dramatic into the lyric mode,
and that this was in effect a breaking out of a dead world represented there
by the European past.” What I would add here is that it is the recourse to the
American experience which effects the recovery. Eliot had heard the hermit
thrush in Quebec Province, as his note indicates, and he would have been
able to recognize and describe it because his mother had given him for his
fourteenth birthday Chapman’s Handbook of Birds of Eastern North America.
But then it is likely that this personal experience would have been reinforced,
possibly at a later date, by his reading of Whitman,'? the Whitman who gave
a vital function to American birdsong in “Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rock-
ing” and “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom'd.” This is the Whitman
that Eliot admired and deeply responded to:

Then with the knowledge of death as walking one side of me,

And the thought of death close-walking the other side of me,

And I in the middle as with companions, and as holding the
hands of companions,

I fled forth to the hiding receiving night that talks not,

Down to the shores of the water, the path by the swamp in the
dimness,

To the solemn shadowy cedars and ghostly pines so still.

And the singer so shy to the rest receivid me,

'The gray-brown bird I know receivid us comrades three,

And he sang the carol of death, and a verse for him I love.11

When Eliot introduced the same birdsong into 7he Waste Land (and fol-
lowed it with what must be read as a further allusion to Whitman’s poem:
“Who is that third who walks always beside you?” [1. 360]), he placed him-
self quite firmly in the American tradition.

'The importance of the “water-dripping song” for Eliot’s further devel-
opment as a poet can hardly be overstated. It is the point at which he detaches
his poetry from the desert witnessed to by the “Mind of Europe” and enters
upon the new life of Ash-Wednesday and “Marina,” a new life rooted and
founded in his New World experience. It is not that America gave Eliot the
answer to the death of the Old World. For that answer, something more had
to be added to his American experience, something which he found in Dante
and Catholicism. There is another presence besides Whitman in the “water-
dripping song,” that of Dante and of Dante’s Arnaut Daniel whose songs also
are filled with birdsong.!? One might say that the surface of The Waste Land is
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largely given by European culture. Beneath that surface there is another life,
which finds expression in the American hermit thrush. But the full realiza-
tion of that inner life will only come with the conscious explication of it.

Consider these lines from part VI of Ash-Wednesday, lines which are a
distillation of the American strain in Eliot’s poetry:

though I do not wish to wish these things
From the wide window towards the granite shore
'The white sails still fly seaward, seaward flying
Unbroken wings

And the lost heart stiffens and rejoices
In the lost lilac and the lost sea voices
And the weak spirit quickens to rebel
For the bent golden-rod and the lost sea smell
Quickens to recover
'The cry of quail and the whirling plover
And the blind eye creates
'The empty forms between the ivory gates
And smell renews the salt savour of the sandy earth

This is a time and place of tensions, as the next lines reveal. The white sails
are flying seaward—toward the granite shore. The /osz heart rejoices, in the
lost lilac and the Jost sea voices—the stress falls regularly upon “lost.” And
the heart, as it rejoices, stiffens. The blind eye creates empry forms, shades or
phantoms; and smell renews the salt savor, not of the sea, but of the sandy
earth. Thus, the images of sensual life have been patterned to insist upon
mortality. Eliot’s American experience is being shaped by a Catholic under-
standing. He is, in his own fashion, “becoming” Dante.

At the same time, the American experience remains the ground of the
Dantescan understanding. “A writer’s art,” Eliot once wrote, “must be based

on the accumulated sensations of the first twenty-one years.” 13

‘There might be the experience of a child of ten, a small boy peering
through sea-water in a rock-pool, and finding a sea-anemone
for the first time: the simple experience (not so simple, for an
exceptional child, as it looks) might lie dormant in his mind for
twenty years, and re-appear transformed in some verse-context
charged with great imaginative pressure. There is so much memory
in imagination . ..
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We find such memories surfacing in “Rhapsody on a Windy Night.” Eliot con-
sidered it his business as a poet to express and to interpret “the deeper, unnamed
teelings which form the substratum of our being, to which we rarely penetrate,”
and he relied particularly on images laid down in his childhood to bring those
mysterious feelings to consciousness. Eliot could say quite justly, therefore, that
“in its sources, its emotional springs,” his poetry “comes from America.”!®

But again there is the paradox, that the range of imagery drawn from
his American experience is very limited. There is the urban imagery, which
I have already noticed, and the Mississippi River “as it passes between St.
Louis and East St. Louis in Illinois . .. the most powerful force in Nature
in that environment.” There is what he called his “country landscape,” “that
of New England, of coastal New England, and New England from June to
October.” There, Eliot said, “I missed the long dark river, the ailanthus trees,
the flaming cardinal birds, the high limestone blufts where we searched for
tossil shell-fish; in Missouri I missed the fir trees, the bay and goldenrod, the
song-sparrows, the red granite and the blue sea of Massachusetts.”'® To com-
plete the list we should add the memories of children in an orchard, playing
and laughing in the foliage of an apple-tree, as in “New Hampshire” and Four
Quartets. And that is about all. It is really only a small handful of childhood
memories: certain birds and their songs, the children’s voices, some trees and
flowering shrubs, the Big River, the Massachusetts coast. And of course there
is nothing in the way of an adult experience of American life and manners.

But having recognized how limited the range of his American material s,
we must be all the more struck by how far he made it go and how vital it was in
his poetic development. Out of such slender resources he fashioned a first ver-
sion of his urban hell, a purgatorial sea, and a glimpse of paradise. From those
tew childhood memories, he fabricated the framework of his poetic universe.

Possibly the most purely American of Eliot’s poems is “Marina.” Its
images are closely associated with the lines from Ash-Wednesday that I looked
at earlier; in fact, “Marina” originated in the drafting of Ash-Wednesday. Sig-
nificantly, and appropriately, the poem uses its New England coastal imagery
to announce a new world and a new life, though not without an undertone

of paradox. It begins:

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

It ends wishing to resign the known life for the new life announced by the
woodthrush calling through the fog upon granite islands, though there have
been also “Whispers and small laughter between leaves.”



T. S. Eliot: The American Strain 57

The meaning of these images becomes explicit in “The Dry Salvages.”
'This quartet begins with Eliot’s big river, the only time he used the Missis-
sippi in his poetry in spite of his saying that it had had such a powerful effect
upon him. There are two remarkable features. Although Twain’s treatment of
the Mississippi in Huckleberry Finn,which Eliot deeply admired,!” is referred
to, most recognizably in “the river with its cargo of dead Negroes, cows and
chicken coops,” “the brown god” is not really Twain’s river at all. And that
is Eliot’s point. The river has been bridged, controlled, “sivilised,” as Huck
would say, and Eliot evidently wants it to be destructive of the merely human
order. The other odd thing, if this river is the Mississippi, is that it should
appear to come out on the coast of Massachusetts. This is the geography of
the imagination, in which local fact is dissolved in universal meaning.

The sea is the major image in “The Dry Salvages.” Introduced in the
closing lines of “East Coker,” it effectively dismisses the Old World and its

sense of history:

Here or there does not matter

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.

This theme is taken up in “The Dry Salvages” after the opening river passage,
and it is sustained and developed through to part IV (“Lady, whose shrine
stands on the promontory”). The two quartets in effect form one continuous
meditation, with the sea of the New World carrying us beyond the earth of
the Old World, toward the “life of significant soil.” Both the river and the
sea are made to mean death, and then that meaning is altered so that death
becomes the annunciation of another order of life. In this Eliot is shaping his
American experience into a significant pattern, at one point by adapting the
pattern of Arnaut Daniel’s sestina, but more radically by following the inner
form of Dante’s Catholic sensibility. In “The Dry Salvages,” the translation of
the secular sea of Massachusetts into that of the “Lady, whose shrine stands
on the promontory . . . Figlia del tuo figlio” (IV) is effected by the attempt to
conceive the inconceivable in these lines from the third section:

At the moment which is not of action or inaction
You can receive this: ‘on whatever sphere of being
'The mind of a man may be intent
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At the time of death'—that is the one action

(And the time of death is every moment)
Which shall fructify in the lives of others .. .

This passage is not only an annunciation of what the Incarnation might
mean in the lives of individuals, but also an attempt to have the mind actu-
ally conceive the meaning.

“The Dry Salvages” might be called Eliot’s New World Quartet, not only
because it returns to his American sources, but because it discovers a new
meaning in them, a meaning which goes back to the religious origins of New
England. It goes back with a difference, because it seeks a world that is new in
every moment. When Eliot goes on to speak of history in “Little Gidding,” it
is no more the history of America than of the Old World of “East Coker” that
he has in mind. It is the history of the spirit which would find and create a new
world, and which is defined in the tongues of fire and in other images of fire.
It is intimated also in the hidden laughter of children in the foliage, children
associated with birds and taking the place of the hermit thrush. The children’s
voices are heard in “Burnt Norton” (I) and again in the closing lines of “Little
Gidding” (“At the source of the longest river / The voice of the hidden waterfall
/ And the children in the apple-tree”) telling of a “condition of complete sim-
plicity.” That complex and mysterious condition is what Eliot has been seeking,
and it is his American imagery that promises it and leads toward it. The coda
of “Little Gidding”is deeply American, with just the significant addition of the
tongues of flame and the crowned knot of fire. The rose, though it symbolizes
several things, is at root the rose of memory, though its flowering in flame is
metaphysical. It is in the end Dantescan, but in its source, it is American.

There are many ways of being American. E pluribus unum: the Union is
made of many and diverse strains. In putting the word “strain” in the title of
this paper, I was thinking of two of its meanings in particular. The first refers
to the musical aspect, the melody, the lyric strain which is the vital principle
of Eliot’s poetry. The second is the genetic and genealogical aspect, the idea of
an inherited quality. It is his American genes that make Eliot the kind of poet
he is, and they show most markedly in the most vital parts of his work. His
quest for a new life can surely be connected, through his family line and tra-
dition, with the quest that brought his ancestors to New England in order to
be, as Emerson was to put it, acquainted “at first hand with the Deity.” One of
the generic qualities of America, after all, is to seek the firsthand experience,
to be original and independent. Emerson, the prophet, or at least the preacher
of that spirit, might have been calling for Eliot as much as Whitman when
he declared in the “Divinity School Address” that the “divine sentiment . ..
cannot be received at second hand.”®
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Eliot’s poetry is a practical application of Emerson’s declaration of
cultural independence: “The foregoing generations beheld God and nature
face to face; we, through their eyes. Why should not we also enjoy an origi-
nal relation to the universe? Why should not we have a poetry and philoso-
phy of insight and not of tradition, and a religion by revelation to us, and
not the history of theirs.”!? Eliot meditated more deeply and more darkly
upon the word “original” than Emerson, and connected origins and ends in
a more ultimate sense; but even that was going on frorz Emerson, not going
against him. Furthermore, the language which Eliot found best served his
vision was the one Emerson recommended when he said “Nature always
wears the colors of the spirit” and provides a language to express our minds.
That is, nature does this for the poet who “conforms things to his thoughts,
[who] invests dust and stones with humanity, and makes them the words of
the Reason.”?0 In “Difficulties of a Statesman,” the small creatures of Eliot’s
first world serve him in that way, and serve to measure the great world of

public affairs:

Fireflies flare against the faint sheet lightning
What shall T cry?
Mother
May we not be some time, almost now, together,
If the mactations, immolations, oblations, impetrations,
Are now observed
May we not be
O hidden
Hidden in the stillness of noon, in the silent croaking night.
Come with the sweep of the little bat’s wing, with the small flare
of the
firefly or lightning bug,
“Rising and falling, crowned with dust,” the small creatures,

'The small creatures chirp thinly through the dust, through the night.

With lines such as these, Eliot makes American nature a language of the
spirit.

Eliot, clearly, is not an American poet in the sense that Whitman and
Williams and Olson are. His poetry is as much English and European as
it is American. It aspires to a vision and a wisdom not of any one nation or
culture. But Eliot’s is an English and European poetry that only an Ameri-
can could have written, and it is the American component that makes the
difference.
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ANTHONY L. JOHNSON

T'S. Eliots Gerontion and Journey of the Magi

I would like to compare and contrast some of the features of Eliot’s Geron-
tion (1919) and Journey of the Magi (1927), because they present a fascinating
combination of similarities and differences.

In Eliot’s mind Gerontion was at least partly integrated with 7he Waste
Land, so that we read this exchange in the correspondence between Eliot and

Pound:

Eliot: ‘Do you advise printing Gerontion as a prelude in book
or pamphlet form?’

Pound: ‘I do nor advise printing Gerontion as a preface. One
don’t miss it a# all as the thing now stands’. (Eliot 1971: 127)

Despite Pound’s view, Eliot’s question is grounded in his knowledge of
the close pertinence of Gerontion to The Waste Land, and the reverse. Geron-
tion shares with The Waste Land the feature of a radical subordination of the
syntagmatic by the paradigmatic axis (cf. Johnson 1985a). This appears in
the challenging superabundance of rhetorical manipulation, allusion and bor-
rowing in Gerontion, to a degree that surpasses nearly all, if not all, the most
challenging passages of The Waste Land. We could say that, within Eliot’s
production, Gerontion stands as a peak or maximum of rhetorical challenge,

From “The Spectre of a Rose”: Intersections, edited by Mario Domenichelli and Romana Zacchi,
pp- 199-219. © 1991 by Bulzoni Editore.
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innuendo and implication, whereas Journey of the Magi comes close to being
a trough or minimum.

On the other hand there are stringent structural parallels and affinities
between the two poems. In both cases the speaking voices represent more than
a personal viewpoint. The poetic voice in Gerontion subsumes in its implicit
terms of reference not just a lifetime but the whole span of Western civili-
sation from Classical Greece to the poem’s present. Similarly, the speaking
voice in Journey of the Magi is ostensibly looking back in old age to a success-
tul quest for the discovery of Christ at birth—a quest that turns out to have
been largely disappointing and unfulfilling for the speaker; but the adoption
of a speaking voice rooted in a sermon by Lancelot Andrewes and proceeding
in the guardedly formal but intellectually accessible speech patterns typical of
cultured Anglicans makes it available, by extrapolation, as a projection of how
a modern Anglican sensibility might have responded to such an experience.
In both poems, however, the public or cultural facet presented by the poem
leaves plenty of play for a private ideological orientation in which some of
the sexual-sensual tensions that obsessed Eliot the man achieve a degree of
poetic formulation.

Both poems begin by using other people’s words, and I think that
much can be learned about the differences between the poetic processes in
the two texts by appreciating what Eliot has done. The simpler of the two is
the incipit-quotation used for Journey of the Magi. Here Lancelot Andrewes
is the source. He wrote:

A cold coming they had of it at this time of the year, just the worst
time of the year to make a journey, and specially a long journey in.
'The ways deep, the weather sharp, the days short, the sun farthest
off, in solstitio brumali, “the very dead of winter”™.

Sticking close to this text, Eliot replaced the “they” of Andrewes’ text
with the “we” of his incipit, cutting out a few other words and putting single
inverted commas round this barely altered chunk of prose. This gave him the
first five of his 43 lines, that is, in terms of lines, over 10% of his whole text2.
'The function of this quotation is eminently syntagmatic, since it is giving an
initial contextualisation for all that is to follow, and the only paradigmatic
question it raises is the adoption of a particular style of speech appropriate
to a particular branch of Christianity as the rhetorical and discursive key-
note of the poem. It is a syntagmatic cornerstone for a syntagmatic style of
construction.

'The incipit used for Gerontion—again a derivative one—is more com-
plex. In the language of psychoanalysis, Eliot’s opening gambit in Journey



T. S. Eliot’s Gerontion and Journey of the Magi 63

of the Magi is a substitution, since he is delegating his own power of speech
on to a traditional spokesman for Anglican thought, Lancelot Andrewes, so
excluding any mimetic attempt to divine the possible thought of one of the
Magi in old age. By contrast, the incipit in Gerontion involves a condensation.
One source is A.C. Benson's Life of Edward FitzGerald. Benson describes
FitzGerald as sitting “in a dry month, old and blind, being read to by a coun-
try boy, longing for rain™ (my italics emphasise elements used by Eliot). It
is pertinent that FitzGerald was one of the few verbal sensualists of Victo-
rian poetry and a man whose wide-ranging interests had led him to become
the magnificent maverick translator of 7he Rubdiydit of Omar Khayydm. That
source is made to intersect with words that Conrad, in Heart of Darkness, gives
to Kurtz when Kurtz is close to death and speaking to Marlow: “I am lying
here in the dark, waiting for death” (1946: 149, my italics). Kurtz, in a text
that had immensely impressed Eliot, and which should, as Eliot had origi-
nally intended, have supplied the epigraph to Zhe Waste Land, was a powerful
literary symbol for a cultured idealist without restraint becoming a barbaric
predator. As Mario Domenichelli has pointed out in his illuminating and
wide-ranging paper on Heart of Darkness,“’The ‘Fair Harlequin’and the ‘Black
Lady’: Conrad, Shakespeare and Oscar Wilde”, Kurtz is “first of all, ‘A voice!,
a voice!™ (1988: 267), but it is also highly significant that Conrad’s hero-
villain corresponds perfectly to the figure of ‘the corruption of excellence’ that
appears in Book VI of Plato’s Republic, 495. In this dialogue Plato makes
Socrates expound his thought as follows:

[...] the very qualities that make up the philosophical nature
[...] become, when the environment and nurture are bad, in
some sort the cause of its backsliding, and so do the so-called
goods—riches and all such instrumentalities. [ ...] Such [ ...] is
the destruction and corruption of the most excellent nature, which
is rare enough in any case, as we affirm. And it is from men of this
type that those spring who do the greatest harm to communities
and individuals [ ... ] but a small nature never does anything great
to a man or a city. (1961: 731)°

Incidentally, to the best of my knowledge no one has noticed that the
immediately preceding paragraph of the Republic, 494, contains a very prob-
able source for Eliot’s “Phlebas the Phoenician” (Part 1V of 7be Waste Land,
“Death by Water”). Phlebas was a man of good blood (as his name suggests:
cf. Johnson 1976: 196, 349-52), came from a powerful region of city states
(“Phoenician”), had known “the profit and loss” (which connotes the posses-
sion of wealth) and had been “handsome and tall”. Plato’s Socrates asks:
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How, then do you think such a youzh [i.e. possessing good qualities]
will behave in such conditions, especially if it happens that he
belongs to a great city and is rich and wellborn therein, and
thereto handsome and tall? (1961: 730, my italics emphasize words
appearing in Eliot’s text)

To return now to our main topic, Eliot seems to have felt that a civilisa-
tion may undergo just as terrifying a corruption as a single person, if it had
once been endowed with a most excellent nature, and riches. And that, surely,
is a recurrent motif of Eliot’s early work, appearing as early as 7he Love Song
of J. Alfred Prufrock, being developed by Burbank with a Baedeker: Bleistein
with a Cigar, and reaching its full flowering in Gerontion and The Waste Land.
It is