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PREFACE

Both as a poe t and a critic , Thomas stearns El i ot has

profoundly i nflue nced post-world War I literature. Not onl y

has he conveye d h is view of the human condition poetica lly ,

but he has articulated the philosophy which shaped h is artis

t ic intention and described the poetic method used t o express

it. The purpose of this study is t o examine how these three

aspects of h is art are synthesized.

The wr iter contends that T . s . El i ot ' s artistic i n t e n

t i on was to de termine and then to convey through poetry what,

i f anyth ing, constituted order i n the universe. I n express

i ng t h i s theme (Which dominates all his ma j or poe ms) , he de

veloped the poe t ic method described in his critic i srn- -notably

the c oncepts of the "historical sense" and t he "ob j e c tive cor

relative ." Examination of all the major poetry reve a l s that

in nature i mage r y and the mythology surrounding i t , he f ound

symbols for t he presence or absence of order i n the unive r s e

which were at once rooted in tradition and suited to his de

lineati on of contemporary s ociety . Consequently , this study
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will trace the developnent of nature imager y a s a source

of objective correlative throughout the major poems in

order to r e veal how Eliot transmuted his personal philoso

phy into poetry , wh i ch he described as "sonething rich and

strange , sonething universal and impersonal . "

The limitations of this study a re threefold . It

was necessary to examine El iot's personal view of l i f e in

order to substantiate the pos ition that his major thene

evolved f rom a sea rch for order in the universe which ulti

mately led h im t o s eek commitnent to a divine ordering

pr inc i p l e . This examination necessarily had psychological

and philosophical overtones, but i t is significant in this

context only as a neans of bet ter understanding how El i ot ,

the poet, utilized the experi e nce s of Eliot , the man, in

achieving his artistic intention.

Secondly, by focus ing this s t udy on one source of

imagery and two aspects of t he artist' s . poetic nethod, the

writer ran the risk of oversimplification. Other aspects

of Eliot' s poetic nethod, notably his use of f orm, are

necessary to a total understanding a nd apprec iat i on of his
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art. This study, then, provides only one approach to a

rich and complex body of poet r y .

Finally, the writer made no a t tempt at critical evalua

tion. · Rather, the purpos e of t he t hesis i s to explicate the

major poems in order to ill ustra te , t hrough an analysis of

imagery, how T. S. Eliot synthesized his personal ideas,

his artistic philosophy and h is poet ic method in order to

create Poetry.

In conclusion, the writer gratefully acknowledges the

assistance and encouragement of Dr . Peter Stanlis of the

English Department, under whose direction this thesis was

undertaken.
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CHAPTER I

ELIOT'S ARTISTIC INTENTI
FO ORDER THE UN

HIS QUEST
RS

When Tho Stearns El iot p ubl h d t y , -Tr di-

tion and the Individ 1 Talent, " in 19 19, he tood t

turning point in his rtistic d v lop nt. H

cation had be n co 1 ted, the groundwor k for h

for 1 du-

philo-

ophie 1 principles h d be n laid, nd had t e r 1

of the men who re to trongly inf l nc h~notably,

Irving B bbitt, George s antay , Ezra Pound a nd Arthur

Symons • oreover , he h d alr dy p roduc d ever 1 igni-

fie nt short poe , including - The Love Song of J . lfr d

Prufrock . - But he yet to publ h-The s t e

work establishing h ng hi pe r the vo ce of rn

poe try; he wa Y t to mbrac n g lO-Ca t h olic m or to co

an English ubj ct . And h d j t begun the truggle to

xpress the · rk night of the s o ul" that born in th

neg tion of - The te Land , - endur d in· Boll

r -
cInes y, - and surmounted ult

1

te ly i n • our
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Despite Eliot's contention tha t ..t he progress of an

artist is a continual self-sacrifice, a c ontinual extinc-

tion of personality, "l the experie nce of h is youth and

young manhood had contributed s i gnificant ly to his desire

to di s cover and then to e xpress p oet ically What constitutes

order in the universe. Thi s art istic and philosophical

enquiry is central to his thesis in "Tradition and the

Individual Talent. "

Bor n on s eptember 26 , 1888 , Eliot spent h is e arly

years in New Engla nd a nd in s t . Louis . 2 The latter locale

bred in him a fascination f or t he Mississ ippi River Which

was part of an instinctive sensitivit y t o nature . As a

mature poet, he stated the significance of his. attachment

as a powerful if almost subconscious influence upon his

imagery:

Of course, on l y a part of an author's
imagery cones from his reading. It comes
from the whole of his s e ns itive lif e from

1 Thomas stearns Eliot, "Tr adi t ion and the Individual
Talent, " selected Essays (new ed.: New York: Har c ourt,
Brace and co., 1950), p. 7.

2 Kristian Smidt, Poetry and Belief in the Works of
T.S. Eliot (Oslo: Komisjan Hosjacob Dybivad , 1949) , p . 148 .
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early childhood. Why for all of us out of
what we have heard, seen, f e l t , in a l i fe
time do certain images recur, charged wi t h
emotion rather than others. The song of one
bird, the leap of one fish, at a partic ular
time and place , the scent of one flo~r••••
Such memories have a symbolic value, but of
what we c annot tell for they come to r epresent 3
t he depths of feeling into which we cannot peer .

But it was his New England rather than his Midwestern back-

ground that shaped his intellectual nature . Eliot was de-

scended from a Devonshire family t hat had emigrated from

East coker in 1670.4 Their l eade r was Andrew Eliot , a

Puri tan j ur or in the salem Wi tch Trials who later recanted.

Eliot's parents possessed s uperior intell ect s and strongly

defined ethical and philosophical viewpoints. While re-

placing Calvinistic theology with Unitarianism, they adhered

to Puritanical morality and an absorp tion in problems re-

lated to belief and the existence o f evi l . The result was a

religious environment enforcing a clearly defined personal

3 Eliot , The Use of Poetry and the Us e of c ritic ism
(New York , 1933), p . 148.

4 F . o, Matthieson and c . L. Barber, '!'he Achievement
of T . s . Eliot (3rd e d. 7 New York and London: OXford
universit y Press , 19 58), p. xix .
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ethic Which included respect for the di gn i ty of any man' s

convictions regarding the supernatural order :

I was brought up outside t he Christian
Fold in Unitarianism. And in t he form of
Unitarianism in Which I was instructed, things
were either black or White. The Son and the
Holy Ghost were not be l i eved in certainly , but
they were entitled t o r espect a s entities in
Which many other people be lieve d. 5

The secular aspects of the senior El i ots ' convictions

found expression in the phi l osoph ies ·of Emerson , Channing

a nd Her ber t spencer. 6 The res ult, acc ording to Eliot , was

to provi de him with "t he bes t of Unitarianism, a kind of

e mot ional reserve and intellectual i ntegr i t y , It While at the

same time inculcating wha t he terms It the Bos ton doubt.

This skepticism i s not • • • de s t r uc tive but it is di s s o l 

vent. II? These attitudes, along with a dry , New England wit,

were his childhood l ega c i es.

5 Eliot, "Book Review, It £R.l (July, 1931) , quoted by
Smidt, Ope cit., p. 3.

6 Smidt, ope cit., p. 2.

? Eliot, itA Skeptical Pa tri c ian , I Athe ne um, (May 23 ,
1919), quoted by Smidt, Ope cit., p. 2.
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Eliot's early intellectual acbievement was competent

but undistinguished. up to tbe age of sixtee n , bis l iter-

ary and pbilosopbical readings were spor adic and relatively

unirrQ?ortant, witb the exception of h is i ntroduct i on to the

classical poets of Greece and Rome. At sixteen, not t oo

surprisingly , be became interested in t he Romantics and tbe

Aestbetes, notably Byron, Sbell~y , Rose t ti and swinburne.

He recalls being moved to imitation primarily by tbeir

"feeling" and the result s were "Don Juanlike verses tinged

wi th t be disillusion and cynicism only poss ible at sixteen...8

In 1907 be entered Harvard 0 'l"here , while reading Donne

and the other metapbysical poets , b e d i scovered bow thought

and feeling could be combined to produce an expression of

passion and pbilosOPby.9 He a l s o r e a d Dante, but not with

tbe awareness or enthusiasm t h a t he would later gain from

Ezra Pound. In 1908 be Was introduced t o the symbolists

through Artbur symons' book, The Symbolist Movement in

8 Eliot, "Byr on ," From Anne to Victoria, ed . B. Dobree
(1937), p. 602, quoted by Smidt, Ope cit., p . 7 .

9 Smidt, Ope cit., p. 9.
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Literature.10 From his reading of the Symbolists, rticu-

larly Laforgue, Eliot found expression f or h i s own develop-

ing view of a disjointed world to be viewed with pessimism

and sonetimes despair. critics have a t t ribut e d this turn of

temperament to various causes, notably an intense, almost

despairing awareness of s i n , resulting from his Puritan back

ground. l l Eliot himself gives a s ignificant indication of

its source when he evaluates Baudelaire at a later date:

It is true to s a y t hat t he glory of man
is his capacity for s a l vation; i t i s als o true
to say that his glory is h is capacity for damna
t i on . The worst that can be s aid of most of our
malefactors from statesmen to thieves i s that
they are not men enough t o be damne d •••• Such
suffering as Baudelaire's implies t he poss ibility
of a positive state of beatit ude. 12

By a sort of negative reasoning, Eliot's early vision of a

sordid, chaotic society may be c onstrued as t he first indica-

tion of a desire to seek an ordered universe. His disillu-

sioned pessimism is a rebellion against acceptance of the

10 Arthur Symons, The symbolist Movement in Literature
(rev. ed., New York, 1919).

11 A representative exploration of this position is con
tained in Edmund Wilson, Axel's Castle (London, 1935) .

12 Eliot, -Baudelaire, - selected Essays, Ope cit., p . 380 .
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disorder he saw about him. He a l ready realized the neces-

sity to sharpen his perceptions beyond surface realities if

his r ebe l l i on were t o have any positive value :

The es sential adva ntage of the poet is
not to have a beaut iful world wit h Which to
deal. It 'i s to be able to see beneath both
beauty and ugliness; to s ee the boredom and
the horror and the gl ory.13

He had discovered (possibly with youthful excessiveness) the

boredom and the horror . Ultimately , his preoccupation with

t hem would l ead him in h is maturity to see the glory.

But Eliot 's primary c oncern as an undergraduate was

philosophy, and at Harvard his chief mentors were George

Santayana and Irving Babbitt. s a ntayana's philosophy of

naturalism and disillusion corrp lenented Eliot's own posi-

tion at that time, but his most lasting i nf luence upon Eliot

was made by a strong, artic ulate position on classicism.

Santayana taught that "imitation is a fundamental principle

in art, and specific values of art are technical values :,14

13 Eliot, The Use of Poetry and t he Us e of criticism,
op. cit., p. 98.

14 George santayana, quoted by Smidt, op. c i t., p . 31 .
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To santayana, Hart must be incorporated in the l i f e of reason

and recognized for what it is: a servant with a useful func-

tion in our lives. "15 El i ot found in Sant yana both a student

and a teacher of Virgil, Lucretius and Dant e.

The other major influence on his undergraduate days was

Irving Babbitt. Babb i t t , too, was a c l ass i c i st in his be-

lief in the subordination of sentiment t o normative reason

and in t he control of mature emotion. But he was primarily

the apostle of humanism. Babbitt conceived of the humanist

as a man who sought to perfect h i s individua l personality by

seeking to balance all aspects of his nature:

The humanist) is interested in t he per
fecting of the individual rather th n in schemes
for the elevation of mankind a s a whole : and
although he allows largely f or sympathy , he in
sists that it be d i sc i p l ined and t e mpered by
judgment • • • • The true humanist maintains a
just balance between sympathy a nd selec t i on. 16

"Selection- is based upon a man's de s ire t o overcome "one-

sidedness, II the inevitable emphasis o f certain personal

15 Ibid.

16 Irving Babbitt, Literature and the American College
(Los Angeles: Gateway Editions, I nc., 1956) , pp . 5-6 .
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characteristics above others:

Man is a creature foredoomed to one
sidedness, ye t who becomes humane only in pro
portion a s he triumphs over the fata lit y of his
nature, only as he a r rives at that measure that
c omes f r om tempering his virtue s , each by its
oppos i te. • • • For mos t practical purposes ,
the law of measure is the s upr e me law of l ,ife .17

One pitfall of one-sidednes s i s to fail to achieve a balance

between t he supernatural a nd t h e natural elements in one I s

personality:

If man I s nobility l i es in his kinship to
the One, he is at t he same t ime a phenomenon
among other phenomenon and only at his risk
and peril neglects his phenomenal self . The
humane pose of his facul tie s suffers equally
from an excess of naturalism a nd a n excess of
supernaturalism.18

For Babbitt', the achievement o f harmony among all aspects

of his nature was t he ultimate goal of man:

The true mark of exce llence in a man , as
Pascal puts it, is his power to harmonize in

, h i mse l f opposite virt ue s and to occ upy all the
space between them. By his ability t hus to

17 ~., p. 15.

18 ~., p. 19.
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unite in himself opposite qualit i es, man shows
his humanity, h is s uperiorit y of essence over
other animals. 19

Although Eliot accepted Babb i t t ' s humanism during these

early years, his mature conviction t ha t the supernatural

life of man is the pr i nciple elemen t i n his nature ulti-

mately led him t o repudiate Babbitt 's position. In fact ,

he came to believe that Babbitt's r e jec tion of s upe r nat ura l

religion placed him close to the ve r y nat ural i s m he attacked:

Man is man because he can recognize super
natural realities, not because he c an invent
them. Either e ve rything in man can be traced
as a development from be l ow or something must
come from above. The re is no avoiding that
dilemma: you must be e ithe r a natural i s t or a
supernaturalist. If you remove from the word
'human' all that "the belief in the supernatural
has g i ven t o man, you can v iew him f inally as
no more than an extremely clever, a daptable and
mischievous little animal. 20

But at this time Babbitt's belief that a balance of f aculties

by normative reason was e ssential in ordering one 's personal

19 ~., p. 15.

20 Eliot, "second Thoughts on Humanism," se l ected
Essays, Ope cit., p. 433.
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existence offered a first s tep t oward f ormulating a concept

of order in the universe. Moreover, Eliot I s own temperament

would .be in harmony with t he virtue Babbitt found in the

"avoi danc e of everything that i s excess ive and over-emphatic .

• • • (The humanist) cultivates detachment and freedom from

affectation and wonders at not h ing . ..21 .

In 1911, after a year of study at the Sorbonne, El i ot

returned to Har vard to study logic, metaphysics, psychology ,

Indic philol ogy and s anskrit . He has r ue f u l l y admitted that

his ph i losoph i cal growth in Eastern studies was meager. But

his new awareness of I ndian thought and sensibility , coupled

with the interest in Buddhism that Babbitt had given h~,

figured significantly in his l a t e r poetry . Other subsidiary

interests t~at shaped his i mage r y wer e anthropology and psy

chology. Doctoral studies a t OXford f ollowed a short stay

in Germany in 1914. His s t udies a t OXfor d cent ered in the

idealism of F. H. Bradley and in Ar i s t ot le .

The year 1915 stands out in El i ot ' s l ife . He went to

England to live permanently; he pub l ished liThe Love song of

21 Babbitt, Ope cit., p . 14.
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J . Alfred Prufrock" 1 most significantly, be met Ezr a Pound

who became his stern taskmaster and devoted nentor. El i ot

fe lt Pound's influence in e very phase of his artistic lif e.

His credo : that a poet must write with the literature of all

of Europe in h is bones echoes Pound's dictum tha t "a poet

who knows only the poetry of his own language i s a s p oorly

equipped as the painter or musician who knows only the pa int

ing or music of his own country. " 22 Pound introduced him to

the poetry of Yeats and developed his admiration for Dante .

Yeats used mythology to provide images t ha t depicted modern

thenes 1 Dante ·created an integral relationship of the past

to the present. Eliot would incorporate both techniques

into his POetic nethod .

Having provided his student with a new depth of

artistic appreciation, Pound worked to inf l uenc e his style .

Eliot had already adopted the French Symbolists' use of

rhythms to emotionally suggest meanings . From Pound he

gained a feeling for contemporary subj ects , imagery

22 Eliot , "On a Recent Piece of criticism, I Purpose
(April-June , 1938 ), quoted by Smidt, OPe cit ., p . 22.
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and idiom, and discarded the final vestige s of Romant i c ism

in favor of unsentimental, precise, sometimes e nigmatic ex-

pressions. In dealing with his prize pupil, Pound was a

stern taskmaster Whose criticism br oadened Eliot's aware-

ness of the potentialities of both p oetry a nd literary

criticism as a means of self-expression:

My indebtedness t o Pound is of two kinds :
first in my literary criticism: and second in
his criticism of my poetry in our talk, and in
his indications of desirable territories to ex
plore . • • • He was so passionate l y concerned
about the works of art which he expec t e d his
pr otege s to produce that he s omet imes tended
t o regard the latter almost impersonal l y a s art
or literature machines to be carefully tended
and oiled for the sake of t he i r potentia l out
put. 23

As a mature poet, Eliot realized t hat the regimen Pound had

enforced had provided h is pupils with the dis c ipl ines that

are so essential to the productivity of a ny wri ter :

I think that Pound was original in insist
ing that poetry was an art, an art wh ich de mands
the most arduous application and study: and i n
see ing that in our time i t ha d to be a h ighly

23 Eliot, "Ezra Pound I, "!m!!, (october, 1946), quoted
by Smidt, Ope cit ., p. 21.
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conscious art •••• Pound 's greatest contri
bution to t he work of o t her poet s is his in
sistence upon the immensit y of t he amoun t of
conscious labor to be per formed by t he poet . 24

Eliot's contacts with Pound extended f r om 1915 t hrough

1922, when Pound l eft England . His a s s ocia t e s during those

years were seeking, like himself, to establish personal and

artistic philosophies~ The modification of his position on

humanism was influenced by his association with T . E. Hulme,

who was like I rving Babbi tt in many respects , but who pos-

sesse d a religious devotion character ized by strong belief

in Or i gina l Sin . 25 With another associate , Middleton Murray ,

Eliot shared a common desire t o r econcil e philosophy and

faith. The French critic, Remy de Gourmont , shared Eliot 's

belief in the need for a "cultural tradition i n Europe

transcending the boundaries of the nations. " 26 "Tradition

and the Individual Talent," published in 1919, reflects

24 Eliot, "on a Recent Piece of cri t i c ism," quoted by
Smidt, OPe cit., p. 22.

25 Smidt, OPe cit., p. 23.

26 ~., p. 25.
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both the infl nce of this particular r iod a d l iot '

total personal and artisti c develop nt to this point . It

is hiS first rticulate state nt of t rtistic prob m

which gradually emerges from his search f or a personal

philosophy.

The thesis of this essay i s the n ce sity for a n

artist to possess and to utilize h istorical sense. •

"historical sense " enables h im t o perceive events as occur-

ring within a context of time that is simul taneous rather

th n s impl y sequential:

The historical sense inv o l ves a perception,
not only of the pastness of the p st but of its
presence; the historical s nse c o ls a n t o
write not merely with his ge ne r tion in h is bo
but with a f e e l ing that t he who l e of l iteratur
of Europe fro Homer nd within i t t he Whole o f
the literature o f his own c ountry h as simul-
taneous ex tence and co 0 e s i 1taneo
order. This historical s nse, Which is a sense
of the time less and of the te o r 1 tog t h x , is
what makes a writer traditional. nd i t i s at
the same time what nakes writer JOOst cute l y
conscious of his place in time, of h is own con
temporaneity.27

27 Eliot, ·Tradition and the Individua l
selected Essays, OPt cit., p. 4.

lent,·
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For Eliot, the principle value of the "historical sense"

lies -in the premise that it "compels a man to write •

with a feelin9 that the Whole of literature • • • has a

simultaneous existence and composes a simultaneous order. to

The "historical sense" is an instrument to help Eliot to

resolve his chief personal dilemma: what, if anythin9,

constitutes order in ·t he universe and how can the poet e x-

press this quest for order in an artistic form?

All 9reat art is in a sense a document
of its time, but great art is never merely a
document for mere documentation is not art.
All great art has something permanent and
universal about it, and reflects the permanent
as well as the changing••..28

The effort to clarify and then to convey his conception o f

an ordered universe, containin9 both "the permanent and the

chan9ing," forms the conscious basis of Eliot's art from

this time on. Already lie had be9lln to evolve a framework

of 1mages that are repeated in a variety of contexts throu9h-

out his poetry to shaw the deepest relationships between all

generations. With the publication of "The Waste Land" four

28 Eliot, CRI (october, 1932), quoted by Smidt, Ope cit.,
p. 52.



17

years later, Eliot made his f i r s t significant--if negative--

statenent of his pr e occ upation wi th the question of order in

the universe. Eliot dedicated the poem t o i ts edi tor , "Ezra

Pound, the better poet." But it was Eliot himse l f who , a mong

a storm of praise and controversy that has never Wholly di

minished, was hailed as "The Poet of t he New Age . ,,29

liThe waste Land" marked the end of Eliot 's young man-

hood. Five years later he becaree a Br itish subject and

embraced the Anglican communion. Both actions indicated

the pas s ing of an era in his own l i fe and in society . He

had moved beyond a preoccupation with the deteri orati on of

the social order which had dominated intellectual thought

after World War I to a more penet rating analys i s of the

causes of this 'de t e r i or a t i on in the r ealm of spiritual

values:

Only from the year 1926 did t he f eatures
of the post-war world begin clearly to e nerge.
From about that date, one began slowly to r e
alize that the intellectual and a rtistic out
put of the previous seven years had been r a t he r

29 Smidt, Ope cit., p . 40.
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the last e f forts of the old wor l d than the
first struggles of a new. 30

Just as the p ub l i c a t i on of "Trad i tion a nd the I ndiv i dua l

Talent" was not the pinnacle b ut merely a stepping stone

in Eliot 's search for an a rtistic creed, so ftThe Waste

Land" was his first major attempt to realize wh a t he terms

"the highest stage civilized man can attai n--t o unite t he

profoundest skepticism with t he dee pes t f aith . ,,31 Eliot

had ordered his · own universe. Now he was dedicated to the

artis t 's task:

The struggle Which alone constitutes life
for a poet--to transmute his personal and pri
vate agonies into someth ing rich and strange,
something universal and impersona1 . 32

30 Eliot, "La s t Words," £.R! (January, 1939) , p . 211 ,
quoted by Smidt, Op e cit ., p. 27.

31 Eliot, The Listener,(January, 1947), quoted b y
Smidt, Ope cit ., p . 30.

32 Eliot, "Sh a ke s pea r e and the Stoicism o f Seneca ,"
Selected Essays, Ope cit., p. 117.



CHAPTER II

ELIOT I S ARTISTIC METHOD : THE HI S TORICAL SENSE
AND THE OBJECTIVE CORREIATIVE

T. S. Eliot was still deeply i nvolved in his "personal

and private agonies 'I When he publi s hed "The Waste Land .

But that struggle had a lready yie l de d a s ignificant by-

product. Through his ' attempt to express his dilemma, Eliot

had evolved a theory regarding t he methods a POet should

employ in realizing his artistic intention. Characteris-

ticall y, it combine d a loft y conception of the poet's role

as a universal voice, with a practica l awareness of the

artistic problems of h is own era.

Essential to his theory of poetic c reativity was the

"historical sense" he had defined four years pr eviously in

1919. Eliot, it can be recalled, t e r med i t linearly indis-

pensable" because it compels a man t o wr i te with a feeling

that the Whole of the literature of Europe from Homer •

has a simultaneous existence and a s imultaneous order . Ac-

cording to Eli~ the historical s e nse gi ves the artist an

awareness of the "t i me l e s s and the temporal together. II

19
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He l i ves not simply for the moment; nor does he e s c ape into

the past . Time for bim is not sequential; it simultaneous l y

encompasses, past, present and ultimately f ut ure in "the

present moment of the past. Nl

The broader, more objective perception t hat res u l ts

from sucb an overview of history renders the artist more

keenly aware of the problems of his own a ge . Eliot was

well aware of the c ompl e x i t ies of h is e r a. Western civi-

lization had emerged from World War I with its t rad i tiona l

political and economic s tructure des t roye d . o f deeper

s igni f i c a nce to the artist was the deteriorat ion of ethical

and spiritual values which inevitably fo l l ows in t he wake

of the dest r uc t i on of an entire social or der. Eliot felt

that this dilemma challenged the artis t to utili ze past

experience to force an awareness of the gravity of the

present condition . But the materials of the past s hould

be c onveyed in a manner that complerrented the highly c orn-

p lex , sophisticated spirit of present-day culture:

1 Eliot, "Tradition and the Individual Talent,"
selected Es s ays , Op e cit., p . 4 .
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we can only say that it appears likely
that t he poets in our c i v i l i zation , a s it exists
at present, must be difficult. Our civilizat ion
comprehends gr ea t variety and c omplexity and this
variety and complexity, playing upon a refined
s e ns ibili ty , mus t p roduce various and complex
results. The poet must become more and more com
pr ehe nsive , mor e all usive , more indirect, in order
to force, to dislocate i f necessary, language into
h i s meaning. 2

This recognition of the need for complex i t y i s more misunder-

stood than any other aapect; of Eliot's poetic method. For

while poetry that transmutes a man 's deepes t, struggles into

"someth ing r ich and str ange, somethi ng universal and imper-

sonal" would necessarily be c omplex, i t need not be obscure.

Eliot 's poetry is dire c ted primarily to the intellect. Like

his mentors, the metaphysicals, he sought to express "passion

and philosophy. " To make h is e xp r e s sion truly objective (for

that is the 'end o f impersonality ) a nd truly universal, he

knew that he must be c lea~ly comprehensible to the enligh-

tened intellect. Foggy intellect i on clothed in pretentious

obscurities had no p l ace i n Eliot's poetry. Neither did a

mode of expression that went no further than scholarly

2 Eliot, "The Metaphysical Poets," sel ected Ess ays ,
op. c it., P • 248.
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exposition. As a poet, Eliot knew that universality did

not lie in an appeal to the inte l lect a lone , but in a n

appeal to mind, emotions and s p i r it combined. Such an

appeal required the - r ich , " "stra n ge" vision that a p oet

brings to the human condition. Now Eliot's p oetic theory

had provided the artist with an objective: To render uni-

versal the poet's "personal a nd private agonies" (in his

case, the struggle to find or de r in the univeFse) by find-

ing a mode of expression that united Ob jec t i v i t y , complex-

i t y , clarity, richness and strangeness. A major t echnique

in realizing h is goal was t he obj ective cor re lative .

In 1919, the same year in which "Tr dition and the

Individual Talent " had been published , Eliot defined the

principle o~ the objective c orre lat i ve. He held that i n

order to express an emotiona l r e s ponse artistically , the

poet should seek to create symbols from tangible objects

and specific experiences that would engender the s ame emo-

tion in all his readers:

The only way o f e xpress i ng e mot i on in the
form of art is by finding an "objective correla
tive " in other words, a set o f Objects , a situa
tion, a chain of events which shou l d be t he
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formula for that particular emotion: such
that when the external f act s which must t ermi
nate in sensory experiences are given, the emo
tion is immediately invoked. 3

Even before "The Was te Land," El i ot ' s historical sense had

directed him to t wo sources of objective correlatives in

-the timeless and t he temporal": nature images and t he

myths that surrounded' them. In delineating c ontemporary

society, Eliot used nature images of aridity, steril i t y

and corruption ~ The blind f utility o f modern action was

mirr or e d in the blind functions of lower natural processes ,

particularly life beneath t he s ea; i t s d inginess and obscuri-

ties in the dying hours of t wi l i ght and pre-dawn. J us t as

corruption was the only vital process in na t ure t hat Eliot

depicted, so the only human energy was found in t he animal -

i t y of Sweeney or the satyrlike quality of Mr. Apollinax.

The choice of nature imagery as an objective corre l a-

tive was the artistic outgrowth of bot h El i ot ' s inte l lectual

and psychological development to this point . Two maj or

poetic i nfluence of his young manhood had been the Romantic

3 Eliot , "Hamlet and His Problems ," Selected Essays ,
Ope cit . , pp . 124-125.
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and symbolist movements. Both schools e rra;>hasized the evoca-

tive power of nature imagery. Moreover, a t t his t ime he was

deeply interested in the philosophy of Franc i s Herber t

Bradley, on Whom he had written his doctoral d issertation .

Bradley conceived of both time a nd objects existing in time

as corra;>ris ing a "s imultaneous exis tence" :

At any time, all that we s uff er , do and
are forms one psychical e ntity. I t i s experi
enced all together as a coexisting mass , not
perceived as part and joined eve n by r elations
and co-existence. It contains all re lations
a nd d i s t i nc t i ons and every ide a l obj e c t that
at that moment exists in the s oul . 4

In his 1916 doctoral thes is, El iot paraphrased Br a d l e y ' s

position with characteristic succinct ness: "In feeling, the

subject and the object are one. N5 To c onvey this concept in

poetic terms, Eliot had to conceive of nat ure image r y more

deeply than as a mirror of the human condition. He must

view the individual--his emotional, spiritual a nd psychical

4 Francis Herbert Bradley, quoted by Hugh Kenner , The
Invisible Poet: T. s . Eliot (New York: McDowell, Oblensky,
1959) , p . 49 .

5~.
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faculties of perception--and t he ob j ects of his percept ions

as an entity. At this tine, Eli ot envis i oned the un ive r s e

as disjointed and fragnentar y. Yet eve n t hen he sympathized

with a philosophical positi on that imposed order upon the

universe t hr ough the c ontent ion t hat man's faculties of per-

ception and t he natural objects of that perception form an

entity.

The relationship bet~en his poetry and his intellec-

tual training up to t h i s point is subject to objective analy-

s is . A less tangible but no l ess vital influence was his

ps ychol ogi cal response t o na t ure :

Of c ourse, only a part of an author 's
imagery cones from his r eading. I t cones
from t he Whole of his sensitive l ife from
early childhood. Why f or all of us , out of
what We have heard , seen, fe lt i n a lifetine
do certain inages recur, charged wit h e mo
tion, rather than ot hers . The song of one
bird, the leap of one fish, at a particular
place a nd time, the scent of one f lower . • • •
Such memorie s have a symboli c value, but of
what we c annot t ell for they come to repre
sent the depths of f ee l i ng into Which we can
not peer. 6

6 El i ot , The Use of Poetry and t he Use of criticism.
op. cit., P • 148.
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From personal experience Eliot r eali zed the psychological

effectiveness of nature i mage ry to engender the utmost

"dept h s of feeling " he sought t o univer s a l i ze in his poetry.

A s e cond s ource of objective correlatives--actually a

developnent of the fir s t --was mythology . Prior to "The

waste Land, " mythology had figured significantly i n Eliot 's

intellectual background. He had studied the Greek and

Roman classics i ntens i ve l y, and h i s consideration of Buddhism

and I ndic philosophy h ad i ntr oduce d him to Eastern myths. In

h is ear l i e s t poetry , the myth was utilized primarily as one

of Eliot's " t r adi t ional" sources of imagery--a calling upon

the past to provide a poi gnant contrast to the present . But

as his subsidiary interest i n anthropology and psychology

deve loped, his respect grew f or the myth as a symbol of

man's spiritual striving. Even i n the most primitive cul

tures, man has sought t o e xplai n a nd orde r h is world through

devising myths . Since d i vining h i s spiritua l relationship

to the universe and its Creator pr esents t he greatest chal

l enge to man, the myth pattern has i nvariably nerged with

religious practice. As a culture grows more c ompl ex , the

literal significance of myths alter , but their influence is

never totally obscured.
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Eliot further discovere d that men were united not

only in their need to e volve a myth pa ttern , but i n t he

striking similarity among myt h patterns of cultures

spanning all ages. He was parti c u l a rly indebted in this

investigation to sir James Frazer's study of comparative

mythology, The Golden Bough.7 Eliot was not a l one in his

enthus iasm for the work. Frazer' s e luc i da tion of the evo-

lution of vegetation mythology was essential to a no t he r

study, From Ritual t o Romance by Jessie weston.8 Miss

West on' s focus of inter es t was the search for the Holy

Grail. She theorized t hat Grail legendry was not simply

a romantic outgrowth o f t he Ch r is t ian tradition , but a n-

other step in t he evolution o f vege tation rites . Frazer's

study had traced the whole development of vegetation mythol-

09Y from earliest recorded beg i nnings i n Aryan cultures

through the Egyptian and Greek myths which he had found

reflected in later Western a nd Oriental f olklore and

7 sir James Frazer, The Golden Bouqh (Imperial ed .:
New York: The Macmillan ce ,; 1958 ) .

8 Jessie weston, From Ritual to Romance (Ga r den City ,
New York: Doubleday and co , , 1920).
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religious practice. J essie Weston had found a def inite

relationship between t he symbols of the Grail legend and

the mythology surrounding t he pr oc e s s of r e ge ne r a t i on in

na t ure that Frazer had t r aced . Moreover, both Frazer and

Weston claimed a significant rela t i onsh i p between these

pre-Christian, mytho-religious s ymbols and t he symbolism

s urr ound i ng the Reincarnation and Re surr e c t i on of Jesus

Christ. Both theorized t hat t h is was not coincidental ,

but an intentional deve lopment of s ymbols that were ren-

dered accep t ab l e to e arly Chr i stians because of their simi-

l arity t o earlier p agan practices :

When we r e f l ect how often the Church has
skillfully contrived to p l ant t he s ee ds of the
new faith on t he old s t ock of paganism, we may
surmise that the Easter cele br a tion of the dead
and r i s e n Chr i st was grafted upon a similar
celebration of t he dead and r isen Adonis ••••
The type created by Gr eek artists of the sorr~

ful gooddess with her dying lover i n her a r ms
resembles and may have bee n the model of the
Pieta of Christian art. • • .9

Weston went one step f ur t her in he r be l i ef that not merely

external symbolism, but also b asic belie f in the e arly

9 Frazer, OPe cit., p. 401.
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Church, evolved partly from pa ga n "myste r i e s " :

That Chri stian i ty might have borrowed
from previously existi ng cults certain out
ward signs and symbols may be , per f or ce, has
to be, more or less grudgingly admi t ted, that
such rapprochement should have gone further ,
that it should even h a ve bee n inherent in the
very nature of t he Fa i t h, t ha t t o some of the
deepest thinkers of old, Christianity should
have held no new thing b ut a fulf i llment of
the promise enshrined in the Mysterie s from
the beginning of the ~rld will to many be a
strange and startling though t. Yet so it was ,
and I f i rml y believe that i t i s only in the
recognition of this one-time essential kinship
between Christianity and the Pagan Mysteries
tha t we shall find the key to the mys tery of
the Gr a i l . 10

It is essential t o note that a t the t ime Eliot first used

Frazer and Weston 's' findings, h e was not primarily interested

in the theological validity o f their attempts to relate

Christianity a nd pagan ism. As an anthropologist , Frazer

certainly did not believe that r eligion was t he soundest

basis for civilization: his ' intere s t in myths was purely

scientific. Eliot, on the other h and , alrea dy recognized

their f unc t i on and importance i n the realm of values. But

the direct influence o f Fr a zer a nd Weston's studies rests

10 Weston, Ope cit., p . 147.
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in their providing a rich source of imagery which Eliot

acknowledged in the notes to "The was t e Land" :

Not only t he t itle , but the plan and a
good deal of the incide ntal s ymbolism of the
poem were suggeste d by J ess i e L. Weston 's book
on the Grail legend: Fr om Ritual to Romance •
• • • Indeed, s o deeply a m I i nde b t e d, Miss
Weston's book will elucidat e the d i f f iculties
of the poem much be t ter t han my notes can do.
• • • To another work o f anthropology I am
indebted in ge neral , one whichms influenced
our generation profoundly: I mean The Golden
BOugh. I ha ve used especially the two volunes
Adonis, Attis., osiris. Anyone wh o is acquainted
with t hese two works wil l i rnroodiate l y recognize
i n the poem certain references t o vegeta tion
ceremonies . 11

A less direct but much deeper significance i s a t tache d to

the importance of myth a year later when Eliot reviewed

James Joyce's novel, Ulysses:

In us ing the myt h , in manipulating con
tinuous p ara l l e l s be~ween contemporaneity and
antiquity, Mr. Joyce is pursuing a method whi ch
others must pursue a fter h im • • • i t i s simply
a way of controlling, of ordering, of g i v i ng a
shape a nd a significance to t he immense panorama
of futility and anarchy Which is c ont e mporary

11 Eliot, Notes on "The waste Land, " The Complete Poems
and Plays (New York: Harcourt, Brace and co., 1950), p. 50 .
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history. But it is a n e vent for wh ich t he
horoscope i s auspicious • • • • I ns tead of
narrative method, we may now use the mythical
method. It is, I seriously believe, a step
toward making the moder n world possible for
art. 12

Eliot had found in mythology--specifically mythology related

to regeneration in nature--a source of imager y that fulfilled

his requirements for an objective cor relative for the pr es-

ence or absence of spiritual vi talit y . I ts . universality

clearl y illus t rated Eliot 's belief t ha t the artist must view

human act i on a s taking place in lithe present moment of the

past." It was truly "r i ch and strange .' Most important,

his entire career would bear out his contention that in using

the "mythical method, II the artist would take a step t oward

"c ontrol l i ng and ordering, " towar d "gi ving a shape and a

significance • to contemporar y history ."

In his early writings, when El i ot envisioned the modern

world as fragmentary and disordered, na t ure imager y and myt h

provided both a mirror and a point of contras t to the

12 Eliot, Tbe Dial, (November, 1923), quote d by
Elizabeth Drew, T. S. Eliot: The Desiqn of §is Poe try
(New York: Charles Scribner and Sons , 1949), p . 1 .
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present human condition. Later, whe n he sough t to ar tic u

late the individual's spiritual struggles to find order in

the universe, b ot h instinct and a cul t ivated "traditional

sense" led him to realize the poe t i c power and vitality of

nature imagery and myth. Ul t imately t he s ane pattern of

imagery assisted him in expressing in vivid , tangible

symbols the depths of . his abs trac t, h ighly complex vis ion

of a universe ordere d by t he Ha nd of the Triune God.

Thus, as early as 192 3, Eliot had defined t he basic

characteristics of his theory of poet ic c reativity . In

practice, other sources of t he obj ective corre l ati ve, as

well as his mastery of form, would 'bec ome e s sential e le

ments of his creative technique. Howeve r , it i s t he inten

tion of this paper t o illustrat e t hrough a selec t i ve study

of these two sources of objective corre l a t ives how theories

formulated in young manhood possessed the depth and flexi

bility necessary to express the ultimate deve lopment of his

intellect and his art.



CHAPTER III

THE POET I S "PERSONAL AND PRIVATE AGONY"

"~ waste Land"

While T . S . Eliot had hailed James J oyc e as the f ormu

lator of the "new, universally significant mythical method ,"

his own poem, "The Waste Land , " reveals a n equal ly signifi

cant "manipulation of the continuous parallel between c on

temporaneity and antiquity through t h e use of myth . In

utilizing the combined symbolism of ancient ve ge t a t i on rites

and medieval Grail legendry, Eliot had given cohes ive form

to the various nature images which had appea r e d repeatedly

in his earlier poems . In barest outline, the rnaj or nature

imagery is built around: time (with particul a r emphasis on

dawn, noon and twilight); water a nd f ire , aridit y and infer

tility and their opposites, verdance a nd fe r tilit y. When

Eliot considers man as a pbe nomenon o f the natura l world ,

he is concerned primarily .with f ertility a nd sterility as

symbols of spiritual as well as physical inadequacy. Thus ,

the early Eliot creates male figures who are e ither impotent

or past their prime , as are Gerontian and Prufrock, or vital

33
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in the satyric sense of Mr. Appo l inax and sweeney .

Eliot's women a r e consciously distort e d personificat ions

of some t ype of sexual incapac ity. They may manifest the

neuter emptiness of the sterile society woman in "A Game

of Chess, " the grotesque romanti cism of the aged "Portrait

of a Lady, " the shallow beauty of the obj ect of Prufrock's

frustrated desire, or ~e c oars e , b r utal sexuality of

S'Neeney's women.

It is in "The Waste Land , II that these isolated nature

images and their human personifications are fused under the

guise of myth i nto a major objective correlative for t he

f ut i l i ty a nd seeming disorder that Eliot found in contempor

ary s ociety . Vi e wed in t he light of his later poetry , the

poem i s not s imp l y a negation of the world, but the genes is

o f the ques t for order that would be realized in an aware

ness of the life of the spirit expressed in "Four Quartets . It

In order t o a nalyze Eliot' s use of these myths as vehicles

for i lluminating his t hemes , their basic structure must be

examined.

The fertility and vegetation rit es described in~

Golden Bough have their known beginnings in Aryan culture
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and appear repeatedly throughout Babylonian, Egyptian,

Persian and Greek religious practices. The mythology

surrounds the birth, death and resurrection o f a young

and handsome god who personifies the corresponding death

and renewal of both crops and animal life t h a t a re s o

essential to agriculturally oriented societies. l Withi n

these cultures, an elaborate ritual involving p r a yer a nd

pageantry first mourned the death of t he god and the sub

sequent blight on the land, and then r e joi c ed in his r eturn

to earth. Characteristic symbols of fertility, parti cul arly

water, which was so essential to irrigation, became integral

parts of the religious observance. Eventually, as the

people identified the life force in nature more closely with

human fertility, the god's inj ury became sexual , a nd he was

mourned by a beautiful and powerful goddess wh o had taken

him as her lover. Hence, wonen became increasingly i mpor

tant in the observance of the feast, even to the e xtent o f

offering their virginity as a sacrifice. After us i ng

Frazer's enquiry as the foundation for her own search f or

the sources of the Grail legend, Jesse We s t on summarize d

1 Frazer, Ope cit., pp. 376-380.
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his findings in the first chapter of From Ritual t o

ROmance:

By 3000 B.C., the idea of a Being upon
whose life and reproductive activi ties the very
exis tence of nature and i t s corresponding ener
gies was held to depend, ye t who was himself
subject to the vicis situde s of dec l ining powers
and death, like any ordina ry mortal, had a l r ea dy
assumed a fixed and prac t ically f inal form,
further that this form was f i nall y c rystallized
i nto r itua lis t ic observances. 2

According .to Miss weston, t hese f indings set her "on

the road to the Grail castle, ..3 where she f ound s t r i k ing

parallels between the early ve getation myths and the Grail

legendry. With certain variations, t hes e legends contain

four similarities: the purpose of the Grail Quest is to

restore the health and vigor o f the king , known as the

"Fisher King. " The king's infirmit y r eacts destr uc t i ve l y

on his land, sometimes through prolonged drought and human

sterility. The king may be restored to health by a youth

of beauty and vigor who mus t f i r s t que s tion t he cause of

his illness. The opportunity often presents i tself after

2 weston, Ope cit., p . 41.

3 .ll2!4., p , viii.
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the seeker has endured strange and ter rib l e t ests i n a

haunted "Chapel Perilous. " The most obvi ous pa r alle l

between these legends and the early vegetati on myths i s

that the illness of both the Fisher King a nd the young

god affects the fertil-ity o f t he land. Mor e ove r, the

fish in the king's name recalls not only the use of the

fish as a symbol for Christ, but also its use in ancient

times to symbolize t he lif e force . Other symbolism sur

rounding both the Grail Quest a nd the ancient quest for

the s ource of ferti l i t y i s als o s imilar. The medieval

symbols of the Grail Quest were the c up and the lance-

often associated with Chris t's passion . But as weston

points out, a significant aspec t of t he fertility rituals

in China and Egypt centered in the us e o f the Tarot ,Pa ck - -

a pack of cards containing four s uits: cup , l a nce , s word

and stone, all of which were phallic symbols . s t i l l us e d

by gypsies in their divination acts , the Ta rot Pack was

originally used to predict· t he rise a nd fall of the waters

essential to irrigation. Whi le Mi ss weston cautiously

affirms 'that there was no clearly defined connection between

the two, she, nonetheless, attache s signif i c a nce to the

striking similarities.
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Finally, after a de tai l e d study of what she terms the

"e x oter i c n elements of the r itual , Mis s Weston posits that

pagans sought s piritual a s well as ph ysical vitality through

their vegetation rites:

Mys tery Ritual comprised a double initia
tion, the Lower i nt o t he mysteries of generation,
i.e., of phys ical l ife : the Higher into the Spiri
tual Divine Li f e .wher e man is made one with God . 4

Furt her , she turns to the Maassene Document to demons t r a t e

that a link did exist through the early heresies between

these rituals celebrating the life, death and resurrection

of the p agan god and similar events in the life of Jesus

Ch r ist :

The Vegetation de iti es, Adonis, Attis and
more especiall y the Phrygian god, were the chosen
guides' to the knowle dge a nd union with the Supreme
s p ir i tua l Source of Lif e, of which they were the
conuuunicating nedium. Al t hough t his is a document
o f a Gnostic sect , the e ssential groundwork upon
which i t is e l aborated belongs to a period anterior
to Christianity.5

4 Ibid., p. 182.

5 Ibid., pp . 158-159.
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This was the e l ab or a te pattern of symbolism that Eliot

turned to in liThe waste Land." As stated earlier , Eliot

was not passing judgnent on t he theologic a l validity of

Miss Weston's hypothes is . But he obvious l y saw how the

myths she examined containe d nature s ymbols he had already

found useful in expressing t he thenes i n his earlier poems .

Organized into a myt h pattern, these symbols becane a vivid

metaphor for the s piritual s terility he sought to reveal

in modern society. Moreover, Miss Weston 's effort was an

attempt t o unify human thought a nd a c t i on t hroughout his

tory, which truly illustrated h is conviction that one must

create in "the present moment of the pa s t ." Just as Miss

Weston I s use o f Frazer's findings l ed her on the "road to

the Grail castle," so El i o t ' s use of her material provided

a netaphoric' structure for the poem whi ch is h is first maj or

effort toward realizing the nature of or der i n the universe .

The theme of negation. t hat dominates - liThe Waste Land"

is introduced through a c ont r adiction of traditional Romantic

nature imagery in the first line of t he poem: "April is the

cruellest month. " Spring, a time of year romant ically

associated with rebirth and r e v i tal ization , is cruel to the
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inhabitants of the waste Land because i t s t irs the

winter-deadened Mdull roots with spring r in. The poe t

experiences a poignant mixing of 'memory nd des ire .- He

envisions two interludes: f irs t , a moment o f unexpec ted

communication between two youthful travelers, t hen a

child I s moment of freedom on an Austrian mountain slope,

as i t is recalled by a weary woman seeking artificial

vitality by going south in the winter. These isolated,

pathetic recollections of youthful vitality a re over

shadowed by an almost prophetic voice describing the total

aridity in The waste Land. " Here one finds the first

link to Grail legendry, for the question, "What a re the

roots that chill, what branches growl Out of this stony

rubbish," recalls the need for the Grail seeke r to enquire

the reason for the destruction of the waste Land, before

it could be restored. But the restorative reply is not

given. Instead, the prophetic voice, reminiscent of

Ezekial ,6 explicitly states the theme of the p oem:

6 Ezekial 11.
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Son of nan,
You cannot say , or guess , for you know only
A heap of broken images, where the sun beats
And the dead tree g ives no shelter , the

c r i c ket no relie f
And the dry stone no s ound of water.

In these l i ne s , El iot quickl y e s tabl i s hes water and

aridity as the contrasting components of his objective c or -

relative for the absence of spiritual l i f e i n t he modern

world. The only surcease is t o "hide under the shadow of

this red rock, ". and e ven t here, one does not f ind cooling

re l ease, onl y II fear in a handful of dus t . ..

Again, as throughout the e ntire poem, Eliot he i gh tens

the impact of his p i c t ure of spiri t ual a nd emotional aridity

by creating two contrasts. The sailor I s carefree song as

he brings Isolde to f i nd romance wi th Tristan, and a moment

of idyllic love between the protagonist and the hyacinth

girl, are preludes to painful, meaningless s epara tions.

The protagonist recalls:

• • . • • • • • • • • • I c ou ld not
Speak, and my eyes failed. I was neither
Living nor dead, and I knew nothing .
Looking into the heart of light, the s i lence .
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In the face of possible spiritual rebirth t hrough l ove,

his reaction echoes that of Prufrock:

I have see n the moment of my greatness flicker • • •

-. . . . . . . .
And in short, I was afr a id .

Tristan was not afraid, but when he l i es dying a s a result

of his tragic, illicit passion , he l ooks seaward for a

sight of Isolde, only to f i nd tha t "Desolate and empty is

the sea."

Having brilliantly established the mood a nd the theme

of the POem in the first forty line s, Eliot introduces the

symbolism that unifies "The Waste Land. " I t i s t he Tarot

pack, once cherished by the Egyptian s e e r s a s a means of

divining the tides, now in the hands of Madame Sosostris,

a shady, modern fortune teller whose performance is poor

because of a bad cold. Ironically, she is still "the

wisest woman in Europe. .. She introduces the prin-

ciple inhabitants of the Waste Land, including charac t ers

who represent var ious aspects of the protagonist I s person

ality that eventually merge into one a nother. Each char

acter is delineated by one of the c a rds in the pr otagoni s t ' s
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fortune. First is the drowned Ph oen ician s ailor , a symbol

of the early practice of drowni ng an eff i gy of the vege t a -

tion god at Alexandria. Whe n it was washed up by the tides

at Byblus, it was received with rejoic i ng a s a symbol of

rebirth.7 The protagonist a s s ociat e s the s ailor with

Prince Ferdinand of Naples in The Te mpest. Ariel's song

describing the supposed drowning o f his fa t her led

Ferdinand on another quest: i t resu l ted in his love affair

with Miranda and freedom for t he i nha b i tan t s of the

enchanted island.

The second c a rd repres ents a l l the wonen in the poem,

"Belladonna, the l a dy of the Rocks , the lady of situations."

She is clearly a figure of destruction , who drugs rather

than vitalizes the senses. Next there is the man wit h

three staves. Eli ot e xplains in a note: " I associate

him quite arbitrarily with the Fisher King himself . IIB The

wheel in the fourth card is the ancient s ymbol for the

cycle of life and death. Final l y, there is t he one-eyed

merchant, significant in his similarity to t he ner chants

7 Frazer, Ope cit., p. 390.

B El i ot , Not e s on "The Waste Land, " The Complete Poems
and Plays, Ope cit., p. 52 .
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of ancient times, who J e ssie Weston tells us, spred the

doctrines of t heir faith duri ng their journeys . What

Madame Sosostris is ' f o rbidden to s e e" (as are all the

inhabitants of the Waste Land) are the keys to the inne r

mysteries of s piritual l ife containe d in his pack : what

she does see is that he i s "one-eyed . " It i s s i gnificant

that Madame s osost r i s .ca nnot find the Hanged Man, a n

authent i c symbol in t he Tarot Pack. Eliot says he asso-

ciates him with the hanged god--another variation on the

figure personifying death and rebirth within the nature

cycle . Madame Sosos tris' war ning t o "Fear death by water"

i s expanded t hroughout the entire poem, for water i s an

ambiguous symbol in "The Waste Land ." I t i s at once t he

symbol of life and rebirth, as in baptism, a nd a source of

oblivion for those wh o are s p iri t ual ly dead. Again , one

recalls Prufrock:

We have l i nge r ed i n t he chambers of the sea • • .
Till human voices wake us and we drown .

In the concluding lines of Par t I , Eliot locates t he

poem in London , the "unreal c ity/ Under the brown fog of a

winter dawn. " The descrip tion of the people in a deathlike
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trance, who cannot hear "the dead aound on t he final

stroke of nine" ( t he hour when Christ died i n reparat ion

for the sins of man), harkens back to the a i mle s s vis ion

of "crowds of people walking zound i n a ring" that Madane

sosostris sees. (It is als o allied to Dant e' s description

of the inhabitants of the I nferno. ) 9

The voice of the protagonis t abr upt l y intrudes upon

the scene ca l l i ng out t o one who fought with h im in the

commercial wars of Mylae:

That corpse you plant ed last year in your garden
Has it begWl to sprout?

His question re f ers t o anothe r vegetation ritual . The

effigy of the dead god was planted with s ee ds of corn a nd

placed in the groWld. When the effigy was dug up , the corn

would have sprouts. This was construed as a sign that the

god had given his life to bring about the rebir t h of the

land .10 The protagonist wonders if it has b l ooned or

9 Inferno, III, 49-54.

10 Frazer, Ope cit., p. 437.
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"if the sudden frost has disturbed i ts bed?" Just as he

was terrified at the moment with the girl wi t h the hya -

- 11
cinths (flowers used in early fertility rituals), now

he warns nOh keep the dog far he nc e that's fr iend to man,

or with his claws he will dig it up again. " He i s terri-

fied at the possibilities of r e b i r t h .

Finally, all mankind f rom the e arliest pagans through

those who heard the voice of Ezekial e xh or t agains t lithe

day o f evil " and those who were present at the stroke of

nine are united in t he "pr esent moment of t he past , " as

the poet cries out to "you , hypocritical rea der , my fellow

man, my brother~ "

It is in-poss ible in a short space to f u l ly examine

the rich intricacies of imagery El iot e mploys t hroughout

- The Waste Land" in buil.ding his maj or objective c orrela-

tive, but nowhere is his technique more artful t han i n

the opening passage of Part II, "A Game of Chess." The

lines are an obvious play upon the Shakespearean descrip-

tion of Cleopatra's barge. They are full of a rich,

11 ~., p , 395.
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exquisite sensuality. Yet one f i nds dark touches . The

lady's perfumes · l urk ..• troubled a nd confused .- They,

too, drown one, but this time the drowning by a "s ynthe t i c "

agent does not cause ne w vitalit y, on l y a dul ling of the

senses. Among the elaborate bric-a-brac is a carving de-

picting the change o f Ph ilomel i n to a nightingale in order

to protect her purit y 'f r om the l us t of King Tereus . At

this point, t he poet interjects a bitter comment upon how

the inhabitants of the Wa s te Land choose to view this

"present moment of the past" z

And still s he c r i ed and still t he world pursues,
'Jug, Jug' to dirty ears.

A barbarous mode r n society replaces the barbarous ancient

king i n the act o f de filement.

Other delineations of myths are only depicted as

·withered stUI'lPs of time " in this r oom whe r e physical

beauty provides a SUffocating setting for the mode rn

goddess of love, the petulant lady of s i t uat i ons . The

protagonist's replies to her nagging questions are a

study in contrast. Each shallow enquiry is a nswered by
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a profoundly ironic reference to earlier ideas. Her

demand that he "think" engenders a harrowing vision of

the Waste Land as seen in Part I:

I think that we are in rats' alley
Where the dead men lose their bones

The world in which she moves is de void of a ny s ignificance :

you know nothing?
remember 

Nothing?"

"Do
Do you s ee nothing? Do you

This is the world in which the protagonist was bli ndly

ineffectual in his response to the hyacint h gir l , unlike

Ferdinand, who in another form of "bl indnes s" fol lowed the

voice of Ariel to Miranda. But then, that is nothing but

·Shakespeherian Rag. " In such a world there is nothing- -

nothing to see, nothing to do, nothing worth being. And

so, revitalizing waters of spiritual rebirth a r e replaced

with other "synthetics"-- Uthe hot water bottle at t en. "

Rain, a natural agent of regeneration, is shut out by "t he

closed car at four," and one's life is lived amid r e s t r i c-

tions as rigid and artificial as the rules in a game of

chess.
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There need be no transition to t he pub scene, f or the

lady of situations is still present in another form .

Despite the artificial restrictions of c l a ss , she is one

with Lil, a woman trapped by her way of l i fe into loveless,

weary sex, Whose fruition she deliberately nd clumsily

aborts. Both women are united with the irrati ona l ophe l ia ,

Who, in the face of the inexorable march of t i me and the

denial of genuine love , bade good night t o all liS e t

ladies· and drowned herself.

The theme of meaningless, f r uitless s exuality intro

duced in Part II is central to Pa r t III, "The Fire Sermon ."

Water in the form of three river s, t he Thames, the Rhine

and, briefly, Zion, is a counter-image t o water as a tradi

tional symbol of female fecundity; a nd all re ference s

harken back to the protagonist's fortune, "Fear death by

water." Once again, Eliot resorts to contrasts.

The protagonist, like the Fisher King, s i t s beside

water . It is dirty and windswept dur i ng winter, the dead

season. Nearby is the Chapel Perilous of Grail legendr y-

now a gas house. As in "A Game of Chess, " he he a r s the

"rattle of bones " and envisions a rat, "dragging i ts slimy
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belly on the bank. " There is water here , t o be sure ,

but it is fetid, producing rotten vege tat i on. Like

Ferdinand, the protagonis t muse s on t he death of his own

source of life, his fathe r. But he does not hear the

magic voice of Ariel. Rather, his t h ought s are inter

rupted by the sounds of the c ity , .. per sonif i e d in sweeney

and Mrs. porter, who are hurrying t oward one another to

consummate a lust as old and viol ent a s that of Actaeon

for Di ana and Tereus for Philomel. Ironical l y, Mrs . Porter

washes her feet in soda water, i n a vulgar parody of the

purification rites which were part of the Grail Quester' s

initiation.

At this point, the one-eye d mercha nt s ee n by Madame

Sosostris a;ppears. Unlike his devout prede cessors, who

brought knowledge of religious mysteries f r om c ountry to

country, he is dirty and "de ba uche d and carries a handful

of currants, dried remnants of f r u i t s used i n orgiastic

Bacchic rites. 12 He offers t he prot agon i s t another oppor

tunity for barren lust, a homosexual liaison. Just as the

12 l.E!S., p , 448.
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protagonist was blindly inef fectual during h i s encounter

with the hyacinth girl, t he merchant' s v ision i s c ripp l e d

and incomplete.

Both figures merge i nto Teres i as , t he a ncient seer .

His role is defined by Eliot in the no tes t o the poem:

Teresias, alth ough a mere spectator and
not indeed a "character, II i s yet t he most im
portant pe rsonage i n the poem, uniting all t he
rest. Just as the one - eyed merchan t , s e lle r
of currants, melts into the Phoenician Sailor
and the latter is not wholly d istinc t from
Fe rdi na nd Pr i nce o f Naples , so all the women
are one woman, and t he two s exes meet in
Te r es ias . What Te res ias sees , in fact, is the
substance of the p oem . 13 -

In this significant role, Teres i a s i s the ultimate example

of Eliot I s use of seeming contradic t ion to create a unify-

ing image. Teresias, "old man with wrinkled female breasts"

is at once man and woman r e ndere d i mpotent. While blind in

a physical sense, he i s a pr ophet who can see the "present

moment of the past" and f oresee the future . Wha t he sees

is the human "e ng i ne" o f the typist and her lover enduring

13 Eliot, Notes on "The Waste Land ," The COll!Ple te
Poems and Plays, op. cit., p. 52.
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automatic, meaningles s l us t. And h aving s ince ancient

times "walked a mong the l owes t of the dead" he has "fore-

suffered all • • . ena c ted on the s ame d ivan or bed ."

The next voice is that of Ferdinand, and the "music

that crept by me upon the water s " is the Thames music , a

warm and v i t a l background t o the "clat ter and chatter" of

fishermen at home i n t he shadows of a great church. But

if one were to a s s ume that s urc e a s e from the sufferings in

the Waste Land c an be achieve d by a romantic return to

simpli c ity , the though t is ironically dispelled by another

p ic t ur e of life among t he s imple residents of the water-

front, the s ong of the Tha mes daughters . Their shabby,

pathetically passive seducti ons a r e contrasted to the

fate of t he. Rhine daughter s who were also v iolated and

. 14
mourned the subsequent loss of beauty on the Rhine .

The intrusion of Elizabeth and Le i c e s ter I s dalliance along

the river merely serves to describe i n anoth e r age , under

a glossy veneer, a similarly a r i d r elati onship . F inally ,

the water carries the protagonist, n ow the Phonenician

14 Ibid., P • 53.
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sailor, to Carthage. The following lines are based,

so Eliot notes, on the Augustinian Confessions:

To Carthage then I came, where a c auldron o f
unholy loves sang all about my ears.

The song of the Thames is mingled with the unholy song

Augustine hears, a song of lust as destructi ve a s f ire .

The concluding lines • • •

Burning burning burning
o Lord Thou pluckest me out
o Lord Thou pluckest
burning

link Augustine to Buddha, who in his "F i re Sermon "

exhorts one to "c onc e i ve an aversion,,15 f or t he lusts

of the flesh. Like Eliot's use of water, t h e fir e

image is de liberate ly ambiguous. The burning may be

construed as the destruc~ive force of lust or as the

means of destroying the lust itself. However one c on-

strues it is not so important as is El i ot ' s c oncludi ng

note to the section:

15 Ibid.
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The collocation o f these two r epresenta
tives of eastern and western asceticism, as
the culmination of t h i s part of the poe , is not
an accident. 16

In Part IV, MDe a t h by ater," the f a te foretold by

Madame Sosostris is realized. The Phoenician Sailor

(merged with the merchant) is crowned. His lust is not

assuaged or cauterized but quenched in the ob liv i on of

death by water. with thi s negati ve r ea l i zat i on of his

destiny, Eliot once more e xhorts a l l his readers , all

those who turn the wheel" of destiny , to consider the

fate of the sailor .

Part V, however, seeks an alter na t i ve f te to the

one predicted by Madame sosostr is. The protagonist,

like the Grail Quester, now s eeks "the waters of salva-

tion." But the images evoked a r e a ga in negative--fire ,

rock, sand and aridity . There is neither wat e r nor even

the sound of water: even s at is dry , and the rocks are

like a "Dead roountain roouth of carious tee th that cannot

spit . · The section begins at the fire - l it s ce ne of

l6~.
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Christ's betrayal in the garden. Like a ll the vege t a t i on

gods whose myt hol ogy precede d his c oming , "He who was

living is now dead . II In h i s absence, spir i t ua l death

descends upon the land, j ust as ar idi t y cursed the l ands

of the Fisher King:

If there were water we s hould stop a nd drink
Amongst the rock; one cannot stop or think .

But in the midst of this desolation appears a veiled,

ambiguous figure .

The r e is always one wal king beside you
Gli ding wrapt in a brown mantle, hooded

The figure is at once r eminis ce nt of the resurrected

hanged god and t he resurrected Chr i st at Emmaus; but t his

vision is obscured by others. I n h i s jour ne y through the

waste Land , the protagoni~t encounter s horrors c ompa r ab le

to the supernatural t ests i mpos ed on t he Gr ail Quester dur
\

ing the journey to the Chape l Perilous. However , when he

reaches the chapel, he finds that i t i s e mpt y, "on l y the

wind's home. It Hence, t he pr otagon i st cannot undergo his

initiation into the Sacred Mysteries of the Grail .
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Abruptly a cock's c r ow crea tes a transition from

the scene of the Grail Que s t to the Ganges River , scene

of the earliest enquiries i nto t he mysteries of regenera

tion. It is sunken and waiting f or r ain. The POet intro

duces into this context a legend defining the meaning of

the sound of thunder. The f i rst crash s ymbolizes the wor d

"da t t a ," an eXhortation t o give . The protagonist answers

that all that the i nhab i tants of t he waste Land have gi ven

of themselves is a sUJ;r ender to meaningless lust. The

second directive "dayadhvam" means "sympathize," and once

again t he pr ot agonis t point s out the unwillingness , pos

sibly inability, of modern man t o "turn t he key in the

lock" and share the quest f or spiritual identity, instead

of be ing imprisoned by pr i de . Finally, the thunder warns

lldaymata, " control. Returning to the i mage r y of the sea ,

the protagonist is exhorted to be obedient to disciplines,

just as the boat must obey the c ommand of the hand "expezt;

with sail and oar. 1I

In the concluding pas sa ge s, the p r otagonist , as

Fisher King, still lingers upon the shore of a barren

land. But he is changed. While his condi t ion s eems
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hopeless, he has gained knowledge. Like t he man wi th t hree

staves in his fortune, the three dire c t i ve s are t he key to

his regeneration. But he and his fel l ow inhabitants of

the Waste Land do not have t he wi l l t o apply them. There

fore, he contemplates h is ine vitable de a t h and plans to

put his house in or de r by collecting the broken fragments

of self-knowledge he ·has "shored against (his) ruin ." The

quotations that fo l l ow poi n t out the inevitable destruc

tion of the c i t y , a llude to the need for voluntary purga

t i on and the desire f or regene rat i on in the face of defile

ment and f inally recall the predicament of the protagonist

standing before t he "r uined tower" of the Chapel Perilous,

the source of his initiation into the mysteries of spiritual

life. Knowing that, l ike Hieronymo , his words will convey

seeming madne ss to the inhabitant s of the waste Land , he

still repeats them: "Give, Sympathize, Control. It Return

ing to a nc i e nt writings for the final time, the poet finds

an ironic comment on the i deal human condition that

obedience t o t hese directive s c ould create: "Shantih

Shantih Shant i h. II To the i nhabit a nt s of t he modern was te

Land this would be "the peace t hat passeth all understand

ing. "
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"The Waste Land" is not an obscure poem : r a the r it

is a highly complex and artful weaving of a ser i es o f

quite simple nature images a nd the myths surrounding them .

The result is a unified artistic s tatement of Eliot 's view

of the N iIt'lrlense panorama or f ut ility a nd anarchy which is

contemporaneity. II Any 'c a r e f u l r eading of the Poem yields

two significant indications of b ow h is u ltimate philosophy

will evolve f r om t his pos iti on . First, he is fascinated

by the cont inuity t ha t exists in human attempts to grasp

spiritual truths, particularly t he concept o f rebirth

after death. Secondly, his c oncern for the present human

condition clearly indicates his belief that men are blind,

not that they exist in a spirit ua l void in which there is

nothing to be seen. Hence, The Was te Landa is not a hope

less poem, but it is rather a negat i ve judgment of human

action.

It is necessary to bear this in mi nd When reading

-The Hollow MenU Which seems to be- even more pes s i mi s tic

than -The Waste Land.- That it is actually a step forward

in Eliot's attempt to express his search for spiritual co~

mitment is manifested once again in h i s use o f e s tab l i sh e d
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nature imagery, with a significant addition: t he positive

symbo lism contai ned i n the star and the Ilmul t ifol i a t e rose. "

liThe Hollow Menll

As the protagonist completes his journey through the

Waste Land in "What the'lbunder Said, II he a s ks:

Who are those hooded hordes swarming
Over endless plains, stumbling i n c r acked

earth
Ringed by the flat horizon only

His question is answered in El i ot Is s equel to liThe Wa s te

Land11__ ItThe Hollow MenII :

We a r e the hollow men
We are the stuffed men
Leani ng together
Headpieces filled with straw. Alas ~

For -The Hollow Menlt i n mood and imagery reaffirms El i o t l s

conviction that mode rn man is living in a spiritual void

Which ha s r endered h im incapable of meaningful thought or

action. The poem examines one facet of this spiritual

paralysis: the inabil i ty of modern man to relate It s ympa-

thetical l y · f i rst t o his fellow men and then to God .
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Two epigraphs begin "The Hollow Men": nMistah

Kurtz--he dead" and "A penny for t he old GUy." The first

is a quotation from the nov~l Heart of Darkness which

announces the death of Jose ph Kurtz, a European in the

African ivory d i s t r i c t who h a d set himse l f up as a primi

tive deity. The second epigraph i s t he s a l ut a t i on of

children as they solicit pennies in memory of GUy Fawkes ,

a r eligious zea lot wh o attempted to blow up the Houses of

Parliament.

The epigraphs set a t one of b i tter irony , for

despite the enormity of their wrongdo i ng, ne ither Kurtz

nor GUy Fawkes were "hollow nen . n Both had been intensely

committed to an i deal a nd h ad been able to engender that

same intensity i n other men . The words with which Kurtz

ended his life, " t h e horror, the h or ror , II indic a t e d that,

like Lucifer, the fallen angel, he was able t o perceive

the depth of his degradation more t r uly than e i ther h is

followers or those ·'p i l gr ims" who c onde mne d h i s actions .

Yet Kurtz·s epitaph is tonelessly delive red by an ignoran t

native, and all that remains of the b urni n g zeal that mot i 

vated GUy Fawkes are the bonfires and pr a nks o f chi l dren o
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Implicit in the epigraphs is the attitude expressed

in Eliot's e ssay on Baudelaire:

I t is t rue t o say that the glory of man is
his capacity for s alvation : i t is a l s o true to
say that his glory i s his c a paci ty f or damnation .
The worst that can be s a id of most of our male
factors from s tatesnen to t h i e ves i s that they
are not man e nough to be damned . . . • Such
suffering as Baudelaire's i mplies the poss ibility
of a positive s tat e of beatitude . 17

In "The Hollow Men, , Eliot goes further in his denunciation

of modern man' s ineffectuality. I t is not enough to say

t hat he is "not man enough t o be damned. n He is not a man

at all, but an effigy, like those 1:lurned on Guy Fawkes Day:

We are the stuf fed man
Leaning together
Headpieces filled with straw. Al as!

It is this inability to envis ion a c ommitnent gre a ter than

their own self-preservation tha t c asts the "Shadow" which

obscures every potentially vital a c tivit y of t he hollow

nen:

17 Eliot, "Baude l a ire , " The selected Essays , OR. c i t . ,
p. 380.
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Between the conception
And the creation
Between the emotion
And the response
Fal ls the Shadow

In "The Hollow Men," as in "The Waste Land, " aridity

in nature i s the objective correlative for this h uman in-

c apacity . The spokesman for the hollow men descr i bes the

land:

Th is is the dead land
This is the cactus land
Here the stone images
Are raised • • •

And one remembers the prophetic voice in "The Buri al of

the Dead" :

Son of man
• you know only

A heap of broken images ,where t he s un beats
And the dead tree gives no shelter, the circ ket

no r elief ,
And the dry stone no sound of water

The - dea d voi c e s - of the hollow men are "q u i e t and meaning-

l e s s , as wi nd in dry grass ." They recall the wind in "The

Waste Land" that "cr osses the b r own land , unheard." Even

the desc r i p t i on o f the "stuffed men headpiece filled with
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straw" is ironically similar to tbe e f figies of tbe

fertility gods tbat symbolized the s ource of pb ys i c a l and

spiritual regeneration in early religious observance.

Once he has created a strikingly similar mood t o that

of "The Waste Land, It Eliot uses another pattern of i magery

from the earlier poe~-images r e l a ted to vision--to bui l d

an objective correlative for man's dim awareness of the

life of the spirit as the ordering pr i nc iple of buman

existence. In 'The Waste Land," the protagonist is eit he r

incapable of "seeing" the source of spiritual regenerat ion ,

or deliberately rejects it. In b is encounter with the hya -

cinth girl, he is on the brink o f discovery but falters:

• • • my eyes failed, I was neit her
Living. nor dead, and I knew nothing,
Looking into the heart of light, the s i lence

The hollow men are equally terrified at t he p r ospect o f

achieving a genuine insight into the life o f tbe spirit.

Like the inhabitants of the waste Land ( "I had not thought

death had undone so many"), their existence is a living

death in "death' s dream kingdom. " Ye t they do perceive

the existence of "death' s other Kingdom," a state to
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which some men have crossed wi t h "direct eyes ." The first

three sections of the poem are de voted to attempts by the

hollow men to avoid di r ect contact with that other Kingdom

and its inhabitants. Their fears are pathetically remi-

niscent of the sense of isolation a nd re j e c t i on evoked b y

the Thames daughters in "The Fire Sermon ":

It is like this
In death's other k ingdom
Waki ng a lone
A t the hours when we are
Trembling wi t h t enderness
Lips that would k i s s
For m p r a ye r s t o broken stone .

Yet even in their f ear of death, they re jec t the isolation

and emptiness of l ife:

There are no eyes h e r e
In this valley o f dying s tars
In this hollo valley
This broken jaw of our last kingdoms .

In their f i na l frightened acceptanc e of the inevitability

of the j ourne y to death' s ot her Kingdom, t hey huddle to-

gether for the first time i n some se

pathy:

ance of mutual sym-
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In this last of meeting places
We grope together
And avoid speech
Gathered on the beach o f this t umid river

As in the conclusion to "The Was te Land, II t here i s no

assurance that this act of mutual sympathy will help them

to achieve spiritual rebirth in death I s other Kingdom.

The poet leaves them on the brink of perceiving wh a t - - if

anything--constitutes spiritual reality. Once again he

resorts to nature imagery t o provide a n objective corre la-

tive f or their emotion. The ideal o f a spiritual world is

symbolized by a star. Early in t he p oem, the hollow men

dimly envision life in de a th I s other Kingdom. Their con-

ception is full of mystery, awe a nd gentle beauty:

There, the e yes are
Sunlight on a broken c o lumn
There, is a tree swinging
And voices aze
In the wind's singing
More distant and more solemn
Than a fading star

Their own world is initially de scribed a s a " twi l igh t

kingdom"--devoid at once of sunligh t and starlight. The y

admit that they have lost contact with s p i r i t ua l reality

in their sterile religious practices. Theirs is "The
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supposition of a dead man' s h and/ Under the twinkl e o f a

fading star. " Ult i mately , they a r e forced to a dmi t that

life in death's twiligh t kingdom is t otally devoid of any

insight into the life o f the s p irit: "There a re no e ye s

here/ In this valley o f dying s tar s . N Another nature

image reminiscent of "The was te Land' provides a fina l

poignant symbol of the endle s s c irc le of meaningless

activity tha t cons titutes their l ives :

Here we go round the prickly pear
Prickly pear pri c kly pear
Here we go round the prickly pear
At f i ve o' clock i n the morning .

Torn be tween t h e i r fear of what waits in death ' s

other Kingdom a nd their rejection of life in death 's dream

kingdom, tpe y, like the Fisher King who shored "these f rag-

ments agains t my ruin ," recall imperfectly and incompletely

the words o f pr ayer given to man by the Redeemer: "For

Thine is . • • . " I t i s . i n t hes e half-forgotten fragments

of divine revelation that the hollow men place their

pathetic "hope only o f empty men ." They pass into death ' s

other Kingdom with a "whimper" for they hold only a faint

hope that there, at last, the Shadow will disappear in the

radiance o f t h e "per petual star. "
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"The Hollow Me n" was wr i tten in 1925 , two years prior

to Eliot ' s formal c onver sion to Anglo-catholicism. One

can s peculate that a s a man, he , too, was trembling "between

the idea and the rea l ity ." While the poem contains the

f i r s t indication of the significance Eliot would ultimately

attach to the lif e of the spirit as the ordering principle

in human existence, i t i s mor e closely allied to "The

Waste Land " than to "Ash Wednesday" and "Four Quartets ."

I n both "The Was te Land" and "The Hollow Men, n Eliot p laces

pr imary emphas is on the secular aspects of life . The dis

illusionment Which dominates both poems is centered in the

world, and h is imagery , with its strong dependence on myth

ology, is de voted to "making the modern world possible for

art. " Eve n so , "The Hollow Mentl should be considered as

the poem that l i nks Eliot's preoccupation with the negative

aspects o f human existence to the introduction of positive

Christian t hemes . In making this transition , he again ful

fills his dictum that a poet must l i ve .Ln "the present

moment of the pas t ." I n h is a t tempt to articulate his

search for a spiritual r ealit y, he dra ws on such traditional

ly Christian symbolism as the star and the rose , in order to

create new objective correlative s for the deep emotion this
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spiritual involvenent engenders.

In 'IAsh wednesday, II having personall y committed h im

self to the life of the spi rit , he must first reconc i le

h is religious belief and h is pr i or dis i l l us i onment with

the world, and then universalize his experience into

"s onething rich and str ange, s onething universal and

impersonal . ..



CHAPTER IV

THE POET'S QUEST FOR SPIRITmL COMMITMENT

Reflections on Pascal and the
Ariel Poems

With customary reticence, T . S . El iot has had litt l e

to say concerning his conversion t o Christianity . However ,

one can gain some insight into how it c ame a bout and h ow i t

influenced his artistic achievement by r e ading two of h i s

essays, "The Pensees o f Pascal ' and "Dante . II I n "Pascal , I

he explains why he feels that Christianit y can be the solu-

tion to a man's personal q ue s t f or order in h uman existence .

In "Dante , " he indicates h ow s uch belief c an be useful to

the artist.

Eliot obviously represents t he "Christian thinker

Who arrives at religious belief t hrough the pr ocess of

elimination he describes in "Pascal":

The Christian thinker--and I mean the
man who is trying consciously a nd c onsc ien
tiously to explain to himself the s equenc e
Which culminates in faith • • • p r oce e ds by
rejection and elimination. He f i nds the

69
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world to be so and so ~ he f inds its character
inexplicable by any non-re l i g ious theory:
among r e ligions he finds Christianity , and
c a t holic Christi anity , to account most satis
f actor i ly for the world and e spec ially the
mor a l world within~ and thus , by what Newman
calls "powerful and ·c oncurr e nt " reasons, he
f inds himself i nexorably committed to the
dogma of the I nca r na t i on. l

Eliot readily admi t s that a skeptical temperament leading

to an anlyt i ca l approach to life is required to undertake

such an enquiry in the first place:

To the unbeliever this method seems dis
ingenuous a nd perverse: for the unbeliever
i s , as a rule , not so greatly troubled to ex
p l a in the wor ld to himself , nor so greatly
d i stressed by its disorder . 2

By proj ecting i nto Pascal his own desire to "explain the

wor ld t o h imse l f " and to deal with his "distress [at its]

disorder, " he indicates in~irectly how the passive despair

of "The Waste Land" and "The Hollow Men" could evolve into

the acti ve a t t empt t o dispel despair in "Ash Wednesday."

1 El i ot , "The Pensees of pascal," The Selected Essays ,
OPe cit., p. 360 .

2~.
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The idea that despair can remain after conversion is

essential to an understanding of "Ash Wednesday." Eliot

does not see Christianity as a panacea for the world's ills

to be purchased like one of Madame sosostris' fortunes; nor

is it an escape mechanism to avoid a human condition that

remains arid and sterile. The effort to commit oneself

actively to the life of the spirit awakens all the facul-

ties of a man's nature, including his skepticism:

For every man who thinks and lives by
thought must have his own skepticism, that
which stops at the question that which ends
in denial or that leads to faith and which
is somehow integrated into the faith which
transcends it. And Pascal, as the type of
one kind of religious believer, which is high
ly passionate and ardent, but passionate only
through a powerful and regulated intellect
• • • is facing unflinchingly the demon of
doubt Which is inseparable from the spirit
of belief. 3

Eliot believes that this state of doubt and the despair it

can engender are essential steps in achieving total commit-

ment to the life of the spirit:.

3 ~., p. 363.
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His [Pascal 's] despair , his disillusion
are no i llus tration of personal weakness: they
are per f e c t l y objective , because they are essen
tial moment s in t h e progress of the intellectual
soul: a nd for the type of Pasc al they are the
a nalogue of the drought , the dark night of the
s ou l Which i s a n essential s t a ge in the progress
of the Christian mystic •••• I t was a despair
Which was a necessary prelude t o , a nd element in,
the joy of faith . 4

The man who arrives at belief, but stops short at this

active if painful s tep t oward total spiritual commitment , is

de p i c ted in two of Eliot 's poems written at t he same t ime as

"Ash Wednesday": liThe J ourne y of the Magi" ( 19 27 ) and "A

Song f or S i meon " (1928) . 5 Both poems deal with men who find

t hemselves " inexorably committed to the dogma of the Incarna-

t i on . 1l Both t he Magus a nd Simeon had the "vision of the per-

petual star" before t he birth of the Child and both have

acknowledged Him. They r e alize that His birth , an event in

time, is t he prelude to the redemption of mankind for all

eternity. Yet t hey are o ld men who find themselves unable

4 ~., p . 364 .

5 IlAs h Wedne sday' was published in 1930. Part II,
title d "Sa lut ati on , II h a d appeared in 1927 , Part I , IlPerch
io non spero, II h a d appea red in 19 28, and Part III , "Al som
de l' escalina, 1l i n 1929.
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to move beyond t he past, even t hough they a r e exi led f r om

it by their belie f.

I n both poems , -El i ot once again creates objective

correlatives from nature imagery . I n liThe Journey of the

Magi, II the precise physical detai l (echoing Lancelot

Andrewes ' sermons ) 6 conveys the Magus' absolute conviction

that what he s aw was not a mystical vision , but a phys ical

reality, r eveal e d in a way that the world could not deny .

Hi s i rr i tab l e recounting of the cold and darkness in this

"dea d season ," contr asted to the sensual pleasures left

behind ( "t he s unune r palaces , the slopes , the terraces and

the silken gi r l s bringing the sherbet ) , is reminiscent of

the Waste Land whe r e one "goes south in the winter ." As he

travels, he and his companions ar e subjected to discomfort ,

neglect and exploitation. I n t he end , they prefer to travel

all night, guided, a cc or d ing to tradition , by a star .

In contrast to this drearily fam i liar p icture is the

description of t he Birthpl ace . I t i s humble , inhab i t e d by

6 Lancelot Andrewes, Seventeen Se r mons on t he Nativity
(New ed .: London: Griffith, Tarron, Okedon and Welsh, n.d.).
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people whose unawareness of the miracle y ield s "no informa

tion." Yet here, as in all of E l iot 's p oems , t he scene of

spiritual rebirth is a temperate place, moist and verdant .

Of the encounter with the Child, the Magus says simp ly "it

was (you may say) satisfactory," a nd t h a t he arrived "no t a

moment too soon" before t he Ch ild i s force d into ex ile .

Although this happened long ago, the Magus recalls t h e

moment vividly and he affirms t hat he wou ld "do i t aga i n ."

Nonetheless, he s uffers the "hard and bit ter a gony" of

watching the death of the way o f l ife to which he had been

born and had devoted h is own l ife. Wh i le he is spiritually

exiled from his peop le , "alien people clutching their gods ,"

he is unable to active l y embrace t h e unspoken Word : Unless

a man be born again of water a nd the Holy Spirit , he s h a l l

not see God. II Rather, like the F i sher King who had know

ledge but c ould not use 'it, 'he concludes : " I should be

glad of another death."

In "A Song for Simeon, " the prophet who recognized the

Infant brought to the Temple as the Messiah i nvokes God t o

free him from the bitter knowledge that man will r eject his

Redeemer. It is late winter and the Roman hyacin ths,
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reminiscent of pagan rege neration ritual , are being artifi- '

cially cultivated. yet winter , "the stubbord season," per-

sists. Like Teres i as , Simeon is an old man "waiting for

the wind that chills the dead l and. " Humbly , he recounts

his devotion to the Law t ha t God had laid down before the

coming of "The Infant, t he s t i ll unspeaking and unspoken Wor d . "

And, like Teresias who has "foresuffered all , II he can envision

Nt he time of cords and s courges and lamentation ll that Christ

and h is followers must e ndure , as well as the ultimate self-

des truc tion of God's chosen people.

But apar t f rom t he temporal sufferings destined for

those who follow and those who reject Christ , he is aware

of the painful journey lito t he ultimate vision ll that Christ's

act of redenption wil l make poss ible. And he does not have

the vitality to undertake i t:

Not for me the ' martyrdom, the ecst asy of
thought and prayer,

Not for me the ultimate v i s i on
Grant me thy peace

I am tired with my own life and the l i ves o f
those after ·me.

I am dying in my own death and t he deaths of
those after me.
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Let thy servant depar t ,
Having seen thy salvation .

I n both of these poems , El iot portra ys man wi th

dignity and sympathy . But one s enses his need to go

beyond such men to depict t hose who active l y seek tot al

commitment to God:

••• Those who doubt , but who have the mind
t o conceive and the sensibility t o f ee l , the
disorder, the futility , and the meaningless
ness of the mystery of life and suffering , and
who can only find peace through a s atisfacti on
of the whole being .7

This satisfaction can only be achieve d t hrough purgation,

the theme of "Ash' ednesday. II

tpe I nf l uence of Dante and
"Ash Wednesday

Just as Eliot had r ecognized the validity of the

"mythical method" in his .a t tempt to "give s ignif icance t o

the immense panorama of futility •• • which is contempor ary

h istory ," so he found in the allegorical method of Dante a

means to assist him in expressing the ascent f rom this see~

ing futility to an awareness of the life of the spirit in

7 Eliot , "The Pensees of Pasc 1," The Selected Es s ays ,
OP. c it . , p . 368 .
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"Ash wednesday."

Eliot I S references to Dante did not begin with this

poem. The epigraph to "The Love Song of J. Alfred prufrock ,"

which supplies the IOOtif f or the poem i s taken f r om the

Inferno, Canto XXVII. Moreover, imagery describing both

states of damnation and beatitude can be trace d to~

Divine Comedy in "The Waste Land " and "The Hollow Men ."

But it was when he wrote h i s own account of t he struggle

to achieve total spiritual commitment that Dante I s handling

of a similar theme achieved particu lar s ignifi c ance as a

frame of reference.

Eliot, who still experie nced the di s i l lus ionment with

contemporary society r e flected in liThe Was t e Land, " foresaw

difficulties in expressing the t heme of purgation to his c on-

temporaries:

It is apparently easier to accept damna
tion as poetic material than purga t i on or beat i
tude: less is involved that i s strange to the
modern mind . 8

8 Eliot , "Dante," The Selected Essays , OP . cit.,
p . 214 .



78

But he recognized that his pr ob l em was not unique to h is

era. While Dante had had the advantage of wr iting in an

age of f aith, he, too, had been f or ce d to deal with dif-

ficulties inherent in his sUb jec t matter:

Indeed, the Purqa t orio i s • • • the most
difficu l t of the three parts . I t cannot be
enjoyed by its e lf like the I nfer no, nor can
i t be e n joye d merely as a seque l to the I nf e r no:
it requires appreciation of the Par adiso as well :
which means that its f i r st r e ading is arduous a nd
apparently unremunera tive. Only when we have
read straight through to t he e nd o f t he Parad i so
and r e - read the Infer no, does the Purqator i o
begin to yield its beauty. Damnation and even
blessedness are more excit i ng than purgation . 9

To El i ot , a s i gnificant f actor in Dante's ability to control

and illuminate these difficultie s was his use of a l l e gor y.

He saw Dante as a visiona r y who found i n allegory a means of

bringing "the vision back t o e arth" :

Dante's is a visual imagination . It is
visual in the sense t hat he l ived in an age
Ln which men still saw vis i ons . It was a
psychological habit, the trick of wh ich we
have forgotten •••• We have nothing but
dreams, and we have f orgotten tha t seeing
visions--a practice now rele gated to the ab
errant and uneducated--was once a more signi
ficant, interesting and disciplined k ind of
dreaming.

9 Ibid.
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[Allegory] was not a de vice to e nable t he un
inspired to write verses , b ut r eall y a mental
habit, which when raised t o the point of genius
can make a great poet as \<iIell as a great mys t ic
or saint. And it i s the allegory which makes
it possible for the reader who is not even a
good Italian scholar t o enj oy Dante. sgeech
varies, but our e ye s are all the same. l

Eliot made no c l a im to be ing a vis ionary, but his histor ical

sense must h ave shown h im how Dante I s use of allegory "with

particular e ffe-c t toward lucidity of style"ll resembled the

deliberate c omplexity that he cons idered are essential tech-

nique of the modern poet:

The poet mus t bec ome more and more c om
prehensive, more all usive, more indirect, in
order to f orce , to dislocate if necessary , his
meaning. 12

In coll"lItWanting on Dante t s use of a llegory to "force his

meaning, It Eliot warns the reade r agains t demanding too ex-

plicit an interpretation o f e ach a l legor ical device:

10 ~., p . 204.

11~. , p. 201.

12 Eliot, "The Metaphysical Poets, U The selected
Essays, oB . cit., p. 248.
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What we should consider is not so much the
meaning of the images , but the reverse process ,
t hat wh i ch led a man having an idea to express
i t in images • •• • For to a competent poet ,
a l legory means clear visual images . And clear
visual i mage s are given more i nt e ns i t y by having
a meaning- - we do not need to know what the mean
ing i s, but in our awareness of t he image , we
must be awar e that the meaning is there, too . 13

The same viewpoi nt holds true in undertaking an explication

of "As h Wedne s day. II To insist that each allegorical image

have a c l early discernable meaning will result in one of

t wo e rrors: e ither the reader will accuse the poet of

obscurity when Eliot is actually practicing deliberate ambi-

guity, or he will deny the existence of this ambiguity by

insisting on imposing his own erroneous "clarification" on

the i mager y. 14

An examination of the structure of the entire poem

shows t hat i t contains two interrelated themes . It depicts

1 3 Eliot, "Dante ," The selected Essays , 02 . cit ., p . 204.

14 For a significant example of the latter error, co~

pare t he explicat ions of the poem by three competent critics ,
George Wil l i amson , F . Grover Smith and Helen Gardner , particu
larly t he t ot ally di f f e r e nt interpretations they attach to
Part IV, 1. 21 : IIWhile jewelled unicorns draw by the gilded
hearse. "
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the experience of a "po rful and r egul a t ed int e llect

facing . • • the demon of doubt wh ich is inseparable

from the spirit of belief. " This aspec t of purgation

involves the intellect primarily, and the poet exp r e s se s

it through explicit statement and metaphor. The second

theme centers in the poet' s "mor e significant, interesting

and disciplined kind of dreaming," as he att e mp t s to make

the transition f rom "the modern world [wh i ch ] seems capable

only of the low dreamu15 to the world of the "high dr e am,,16

where spiritual commitment transcends even the most superior

intellect. Here the Poet uses allegor y. Parts I and III

deal with the first theme; Pa r t s II and IV with the s econd .

In parts V and VI, the two are united as the poet recognizes

that "peace through a satisfaction of the whole being" i s

realized in dedication to the Di v i ne Will . But that peace

is not an anaesthetic. The poet e merge s from his exper i e nce

deeply responsive to the beauties and temptati ons of t he

material world. His reaction is similar t o tha t of Dante t o

15 Eliot, "Dante," The Selected Es s ays , op. cit.,
p. 223.

16 l12!£.
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Beatrice as described by El i ot i n his commentary on the

final c ant os of t he Purgatorio:

we s ee the passionate conflict of the old
feelings with the new; the e f f or t a nd triumph
of a new r enunciation, grea t e r t han the renunci
ation at the grave because a renunc i a t i on of
feelings that Persis t beyond the grave . 17

A more detailed examination of "Ash Wednesday" will show

the significance of nature i mage r y in unifying the two

therres and expressing the poet's final "triumph of a new

renunc i a tion • "

The title itself provides a significant image in "Ash

Wednesday. " Wi t hin t he Christian tradition , Lent is the

penitential seas on whe n the Faithful "turn" from the world

in or de r to '"return" t o God . The ashes placed on their

foreheads on Ash Wednesday symbolize, f i r st , t he mortality

of the flesh and all human gr atific a t i on, and, secondly ,

the need for humility in seeking the s a l va t ion of one 's

immortal soul.

In Part I of "Ash wednesday, " the Penitent has already

17 Ibid., p. 224.
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turned f r om the world. Aware of the inevitable effects

of the passage of time on h uman capab i l i t y , he no longer

hopes t o gratify worldly a mbit i ons or s e ns ual desire . More

important, he r ealizes t hat t he grea test limitation on

human action l ies in the very nature of life:

The air which is now t horoughly s mal l and dry
Smal l e r and dryer than the will.

But even as he admits t he ine vitability of his turning from

the wor l d, he c annot find peace of mind . Like the Magus ,

he finds t h a t this experience , t hough an awakening to truth,

is deeply di s t urbing :

Hard and bitter agony for us, like Death ,
our deat h

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
We returned to our places , these Kingdoms
But no longer a t e ase here ••••

Emotionally, he fee ls exiled f rom t he s ourc e s of human

gratification. Intellectually , he finds h~el f tortuously

probing into the nature of spir itual fulfi l l ment :

These matters t h a t wi t h myself I too much
discuss

Too much explain.
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Therefore, he renounces ..t he bless e d face ..--t he poem's

first ambiguous image wh ich can repres e n t with equal

validity either human or divine love--and the "voice"

of reason which h a s governe d h is beliefs until now.

At this point, it is interesting t o make a comparison

to the mood and imagery o f t he e ar l y p oe try , particularly

"The waste Land. " At the beginning of both poems , the

speakers recall monents of idyllic human experience. Their

nemories are overshadowed by t h e i r present despair . The

penitent's knowledge t hat " I c annot dr ink/ There whe r e

trees f l ower and springs f low r ecalls the momant in the

hyacinth garden:

Yet when we c ame back, lat e, from the Hyacinth
Garden

Your arms full a nd your hair wet , I could not
Speak, and my eyes failed, I was ne i ther
Living nor de ad

The beauty of these isolated roomories i s r e nder e d more

poignant because both s peakers know that emotional aridity

dominates their lives. The penitent speaks of "air which

is now thoroughly small a nd dry , " an a t mos ph e r e reminiscent

of the waste Land:
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The dead t r ee gi ve s no shelter, the cricket
no relief,

And the dry stone no sound of wa ter

But a t this point, s t i l l employing s ee mingl y similar nature

imagery, Eliot c l e a r l y draws a dist inct ion between the

theme of "The Waste ·Land" and that of "Ash Wednesday."

Both speakers are marked by dus t, but t he protagonist in

"The waste Land" receives t he eXhort~tion : "I will show
,

' you fear in a handful of dust, " wh i le the penitent , is

marked with Lenten ashes symbolizing the implicit assurance :

" I wi l l show you h ope in a h andful of dust ." If man can

accept t he fact t hat "Dus t t hou a r t and unto dust thou shalt

return," he is f ree t o deny the cravings of his mortality

and humble himself before t he Author of h is immortality.

Because this humility i s ~ vo luntary act of a will that

finds the world "thoroughly small and dry ," it denotes

strength, not weakness. The penit e nt i s like the eagle

whose inherent power, t hough di minished by age , makes him

yearn for flight.

Where the protagonis t i n "The Waste Land" turns to

the disreputable clairvoyante, Madame sosos tris , to know

his fate, the penitent turns to God. In h i s dete r mination
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to lIrej oice, having to construc t sOn¥:! thi ng / Upon wh i ch to

rejoice," he resembles the souls Dante vi s ite d in purgatory.

Eliot points out that they voluntarily endured their s uffer-

ings in order to achieve beatitude:

In purgatory t he t or ment of flames is
deliberately and consciously accep t e d by the
penitent. • • • Th~ s ouls i n purgatory suffer
because t he y wish ~ suf f er for purgation.
And observe that they suffer more ac t i ve l y
and keenly, being souls p r epar e d for blessed
ness, than Virgil suffers i n eter nal limbo .
In their suffering is hope, i n the anae s the sia
of Virgi l is hopele s s ness . 18

The san¥:! parallel can be drawn bet ween t he protagonist i n

"The waste Land ll and the penitent in lIAsh Wednesday ." The

fate of the protagonist is that of the Phoenician sailor in

"Death by Water":

Phlebas the Phoenician, a for tnigh t de ad ,
Forgot the cry of gulls, and the deep sea swe l l
And the profit and the loss.

As he rose and fe l l
He passed the stages of his age and yout h
Entering the Whirlpool.

18 Ibid ., p. 217.
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In this context, the "t ur ni ng" image sugges t t he drowning

of human despair in oblivion. But in "As h Wednesday, II the

penitent wills himself to deny his human c r aving to "turn"

once again to a world that recognizes the demands of the

flesh and the limited competence of the intell ect as the

highest achievement of man:

Because I do not hope to turn again
Let these words answer
For what is done, not to be done again
May the judgment not be too heavy upon us

Teach us to care and not t o care
Teach us to sit s till

The section ends with an i nvocation of the Virgin Mary , "pray

for us sinners now and at the hour of our death ." Thus, the

veneration of the Virgin as intercessor bec omes i mpl i c i t in

the penitent's meditation · and provides t he transit i on to

Part II.

In Part II of "Ash Wednesday, II the penitent, having

willed pimself to "sit still," achieves the self-abnegation

he has sought. Eliot depicts the experience through allegory

closely related to Dante's vision of the Earthly Paradise
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a t the conclusion of the purgatorio. At this point in h is

j ourney, Dante leaves Virgil, t he voice of Reason , who has

r eached the l~its of human apprehension of the Divine Will.

He r e , t oo , the poem reaches its emotional climax when Dante

is r eunited with Beatrice, the "blessed face" of idealized

human l ove. But Beatrice quickly rebukes him for his joy.

She points out that complete devotion to human love, no

matter how beautiful, is unworthy in the presence of Divine

Love . Dante I s tears of repentance signify the "triumph of a

new r enunciation." His purgation complete, he may now

revere Beatrice as Divine Love Incarnate and follow her to

paradise . 19

At the beginning of Part II of "Ash wednesday, It the

penitent also addresses himself to a Lady. Like the souls

i n t he Purgat ori o, he has been purged of his vices . Three

whit e leopards , destructive agents of purification, have

de voured h is legs (human vitalit~, heart (human emotion) ,

live r (human lusts) and brain (human intellect) . All that

remai n are the dry , b leached bones under the juniper tree .

19 Purgatorio, XXXI .
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n ge o f th enforc d

"turning" from h n gratific tion in P r t I, but it is

enriched by its r elationship to Biblica l n rr t iv. Th

tre e r calls too nt wh n h uman despair th p r -

lude to manifestation of Divine ill. Th most direc t

reference i s to l i j ah who, having been thr a t e ne d by

Jezebel, went into the des rt whe re he s t under a juniper

tree and prayed f o r de ath . 20 It is a l s o a sociated with

the despair o f Adam nd v a they wait d "in the cool

of the day "2l f or God 's judgment afte r eat ing from the

Tr e of Knowl dge.

Th bones themselv s recall the vision of Ezekiel in

th de ert:

The hand of the Lord was upon me , a nd
c a r r i e d out in the spirit of th L rd, and

t me down in the midst o f the valley whic h
was f u l l of bon 5. 22

20 Kings 19:4.

21 Genesis 3:8 .

22 Ezekiel 37:1 (Authorized King James Version).
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God tells Ezekiel that these bones "are the whole House of

Israel. Behold, they say, our bones a re dried and our hope

is lost, we are cut off from our parts." The n God instruc t s

Ezekiel to "p r ophe s y to the wind" that t he bones sha l l rise

up and that Israel shall be res tored.

Like Ezeki~l, the penitent tells how "God said/

Shall these bones live." But in t h i s instance , the bones

r eply that it is because of the goodne s s and devotion of

the Lady that t he y "shine wit h brightness" and that what

remains of the penitent after the de s t r uc t i on of his human

desire will be II r e c ove red ." As in ancient t r adition , t he

penitent makes an offering i n thanksgiving. But h i s earlie r

disillusionment with the human condition intrudes into t he

beauty of the allegory. All that he can offer is wha t he

has known i n life as live d i n t he Waste Land:

I who am here
dissembled
Proffer my deeds t o oblivion, and my l ove
To the posterity of the desert and the f ruit

of the gourd.

Moreover, he realizes that unlike the word of Eze kiel , the

prophesy he reveals will go unheard in t he world, "prophe s y
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to the wind , to the wind only for only the wind will

l ist en." Knowing this , he prays once again to forget all

that has comprised his human nature before t he bones were

puri fied, and h is prayer associates the i r purity with that

of t he Lady , the pass ive instrument of that purification:

The Lady is withdrawn
In a white gown to contemplation, in a white gown
Let the whiteness of bones atone to forgetf ulness
There is no life in them . As I am forgotten and

would be forgotten, so I would forget
Thus devoted , c oncentrated in purpose.

The litany with which he invokes the Lady e mbr ace s the para-

dox of her nature that is at once limited by her humanity

and rendered sublime by her s pirituality. It also e vokes

the image of Mary, who not only as the Immaculate Conception

but as a s imple maiden, shared i n t he Mystery of t he Inca r na-

tion ~

The single Rose
Is now the Garden
Where all loves end .

Speech without word and
Word of no speech
Grace to the Mother
For t he Garden
Where a ll love ends .



9 2

The exqui s i t e symbolism of the l i t any rests largely on

nature i magery that has become a traditional part of

Christian veneration of the v irgin . I n this context,

however, f amiliar images are deliberately ambiguous in

order to e mphasize the paradox of human nature which

possesses both the limitations of mortality and the

potentialities of imm~rtality. This paradox creates a

transition to Part III which returns to an intellectual

consideration of purgation. As the bones complete their

litany to the Lady, they recall that their heritage is not

the Promised Land of Israel but the waste Land--Where

"neither division nor unity matters" and one finds peace

i n oblivion:

we are glad to be s c a t ter e d. We did little
good ·t o each other ,

Under a t ree i n the cool of the day, with
the blessing of sand

Forgetting themse l ves and each other , united
I n the quiet of the desert .

Unlike Dante, t he penitent cannot purge himself of

all nemor y of human sin in the waters of Lethe . Nonetheless,

as t he metaphor of the stairs i n Part III suggests , his act

of self-abnegation h as brought him to the "first turning of
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the second stair." For the tiroo being, he i s able to put

aside "these matters that with mysel f I too much d i s c uss/

Too much explain." But in temporarily dives ting h i mse l f

of his skepticism regarding immortality , he is left with

a terrible awareness of mortality.

In crue lly beaut i f ul contrast to the i mage s of physical

deterioration on ..the s econd t urni ng of the s econd s t a i r " is

the trial of sensuality that he must endure on t he third

stair. His vision of the de lights of the senses is dis

torted by the "slotted window bellied like the f i g ' s

fruit" through which he receives a series o f exqui s ite,

isolated sense impressions. Pan, the "figure wit h t he

flute: personifies this romanticized distortion. His back

is turned so that the penitent perceives only his vital i t y ,

not his satyric aspects. Nonetheless, t he penitent f inds

strength "beyond hope and despair- to cast off t his tempta 

tion . He recognizes that this strength lies not within

himself but within God:

Lord, I am no t wort h y

but speak the word only.
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It is this underlying knowledge that unifies the entire

poem, constantly reminding the reader that purga t ion is the

voluntarily sought objective of the penitent. Implicit in

this awareness is the fact t ha t ultimately he wi ll surmount

his despair and, like the souls in the purgator io, achieve

beatitude.

The ambigui ty which characterizes Part I V of "Ash

Wednesday " first appears in the construction of the open-

ing sentence. The f i r s t word II who " l e ads t he reade r t o

expect a ques tion--an e nquiry into t he i dentity of the

person who i s "going in white and b lue, i n Mary 's colour . 1I

Actually it introduce s a series of elabor a te r elative

clauses modifying the sub jec t of the brief main c l ause ,

lISovegna vos,,,23 remember us . The i dentit y of t he per s on

the penitent invokes i s ne ver explicitl y s tated. But the

words of invocation recall - t he litany in Par t I. she is

the lady of paradoxes who, as s he walks "tal1d.ng of trivi al

things" in the simple innocence of a maiden, bears t he bur den

of the knowledge of "eternal dolour."

23 Purgatorio, XXVI, 147.
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Eliot fur ther associates her with t he Virgin by placing

her in a garden and using familiar nature i magery t o symbo-

lize her power. The b l ue and white of her ga rments mingling

with "t he various ranks of varied green" recalls t he earlier

description o f Pan, "the broadb c ked figured dressed in b lue

and green," who , according to pagan tradition, ha the power

to "enchant t he Maytime with an a ntique f lut e . " But she ,

not Pan, r estor es f ert i l ity to t he l and :

Who t hen made strong the f oun t ains and made
f r e s h the s pr i ngs

Made cool thy dry r ock and made f irm t he s and .

The firs t association of water with the Lady's powers of

intercession i s a prelude to a more direct reference in

Part VI. In both instances , the imagery recalls not only

the pagan symbolism s urrounding water as a source of re-

generation, but t he allegory of t he paradiso, in which t he

Divine Will i s characterized as t he sea to which all

24moves ...

But as clearly as the imagery relates to the Virgin,

the lady is never explicitly named. Instead, the penitent ' s

24 paradiso, III, 86.
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revery carries him back in time beyond the recollection of

sensual pleasures ( "bearing away the fiddles a nd the f l u t e s")

to the r e membr ance of i de a l human l ove. He s e e s a ga i n t he

Lady in Part I, "wearing/ Whi t e light folded, sheathed about

her, folded . I Aga in, t lie imagery reca l ls Dante I s experi

ences in the Purqatorio. Both the penitent and Dante are

reunited with the objects of their human l ove, only to dis

c ove r that that love must undergo a change . They must

"redeem the time I devoted to limited human emotion by

t he i r willingness to see that emotion absorbed i n Divine

l ove. The y mus t "Redeem/ The unread vis ion in the higher

dream. "

Just as in Pa r t I, t he Lady in Whi t e merges wit h t he

Mary-like figure, lithe s i lent sister veiled in whit e and

blue, " in the conclusion of t he sec t i on . While ambiguous,

this merger actually clarifies the function of t h e female

figure in the poem. The penitent, like Dante , finds his

way to God through an intercessor. Wi t h i n Christian tradi

tion, the Virgin is the s tronge s t i ntercessor between man

and Christ. In the Purqatorio, Beatri c e is that i nte r cessor.

She stands veiled behind the grif fon (the symbo l o f Ch r is t ) .
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When she removes her veil, Dant e perceive s ' t hrough her

eyes t he two-fol d nature of Christ :

Like sunlight in the glass the twofold creature
Shone f rom the deep reflection of her eyes ,
Now in the one , now in the other nature . 25

In he r smile is the splendor of Divine love, "0 splendor of

t he eternal living light . 126

"In "Ash Wednesday , n the penitent , whose revery takes

p l ace within the world , 1s not granted so sublime a vision.

His contact with his Lady is limited by mortality and earthly

s orr ow, s ymboli ze d by the yews . He sees her standing not

behind Christ , but behind the "garden god I of human sensual-

1ty, whom he now r ealizes is powerl ess. She is still veiled

and speechless, but s he does tender him a s ign , and this

gesture of s ympat hy i s e nough t o revitalize his spirit . He

sees in it a "token" of t he "word , still unheard, unspoken"

that Christ wi ll gi ve t o man . Even though he knows that man

has r e j e c t e d the word (Prophesy to the wind, t o the wind

25 Purgatorio, XXXI , 120-23.

26 ~., p. 139.
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onl y for only/ The wind will l i s ten") , he longs for the

t ime when "the wind will shake a thousand whispers from

the yew. M until then, the penitent must endure his exile ,

leaving unspoken, too , his plea to his intercessor: "Show

us the fruit of thy womb , Jesus ."

In Part V, the penitent is once again bese t with

de spai r , a s he views the world into which the Word has

c ome. Again , the "turning" image conveys the chaos of

the Waste Land:

Against the Word, the unstilled world still
whirled

About the center of the silent Word.

"Unsti l l ed" has a double connotation: it depicts the end-

less, point l es s "turning" of humanity ("I see crowds of

peop l e walking round i n a ring") and the inability of man

to "s i t s t i ll" and listen "t o the Word:

There i s not e nough silence
Not on the sea or on the islands , not
On t he mainland, in the de sert or the rain land .

As i n "The Journey of the Magi , II the explicit nature imagery

r eaf fir ms the f act that the Mystery of the Incarnation mani-

feste d i tse l f as a physical reality that man could not deny .
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Nonetheless , "the light shone in darkness and the darkness

knew it not ." Nor , says the penitent , does man acknowledge

it today:

The right time, the right place are not here
No p lace of grace for those who a vo i d the face
No time to rejoice for those who walk among the

noi se and deny the voice .

The penitent , who has sought the intercession of the Lady

since the beginning of his purgation , now questions whether

she will extend her mercy to those who deny Christ in

various ways : "Who walk in darkness, who chose thee and

oppose thea" There are those wh o make wor ldly ambition

their god , those too ignorant or too fearful to pray , those

who have s inned and who p y lip service to God , while deny-

ing him i n t heir hearts. I n Part II, Eliot contrasted t h e

garden as a s ymbo l of spiritual regeneration to the Garden

of Eden wher e Adam and Eve sinned . This parallel reappears

i n Part V as t he penitent compares the modern sinner to

his f irs t par ent s. Li ke Adam and Eve , modern man has made

a spiri t ua l Ndesert in the garden" by his sin . But like

them a lso, h e can rediscover "the garden in the desert of

drought " by "spitting from t h e mouth the withered apple
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seed" of the knowledge of evil. He cannot accomplish this

alone, however. Only the sufferings of Christ, ..the Word

within the world and for the world," can redeem him. And

the voice of the Redeemer, now devoid of the reproach heard

earlier in the section, affirms the penitent's faith as He

acknowledges: "Oh my people."

The fact that the penitent's act of purgation has

brought him full-circle in his attempt to turn from the

world in order to turn to God is signified by the dif-

ference in the opening lines of Part I and Part VI. In

Part I, the penitent says: "Because I do not hope to

turn again. .. His painful admission that his turn-

10g from the world is not simply a voluntary denial but a

necessity ~aused by the incapacity of age leads him to

modify the statement further:

Because I cannot hope to turn again
Consequently I rejoice, having to construct

something
Upon Which to rejoice

What he constructs, of course, is total commitment to

Divine will . But the long and painful journey to that

"ultimate vision" has yielded an unforeseen by-product.
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In Part I, the penitent could turn neither t o God nor to

the world. Now, by finding God, he has also found the world.

He no longer views the delights of the s ense s wi th the romant i -

cized distortion of Part III; his perception i s s harp and

intense. Through a series of vivid na t ure i mages, El i ot

portrays all the longing of a heart ne wly awake ne d t o the

beauties of life:

And the l ost heart s t iff ens and rejoices
In the lost lilac the l os t sea voi ces
And the weak spirit quickens t o r ebe l
For the bent golden-rod and t he los t sea smell
Quickens to recover
The cry of quail and Whirling p lover

He no longer passively endures l i f e as "the dream-c r ossed

twilight between birth and death. " Now l i f e endows him

with vitality. It is the time of tension "between dying

[to the cravings of mortality] and birth" [the enj oyment

of immortality]. Fully aware of both the life of t he flesh

and the life of the spirit, he does not turn t o God because

he cannot hope to turn again to the world. Rather, although

he chooses to turn to God, he still needs strength beyond

himself to deny the world. The prayer, "Te ach us to care

and not to care," achieves full significance within t he
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context of h i s new awareness . Once again he invokes his

intercessor , the Lady who encompasses human and Divine love,

to teach h i m how to accept "Our Peace in His Will , If even

while he remains exiled ..among these rocks ." How far she

has led him toward the perception of that Will becomes evi-

dent, because for the first time he has the courage and the

f aith to offer his prayer directly to the Source of spiritual

regeneration, whose act of Redemption makes the purgation of

"Ash wednesday" . the prelude to beatitude:

spirit of the r iver , s p i r i t of the sea
Suffer me not to be separated .

And let my cry come unto Thee .

Whi l e i t i s not the purpose of this study to evaluate

Eliot's poems, an explication of "Ash wednesday" would not

be corcplete without pointing out its difficulties . To justify

its ambiguitie s completely by attributing them to his use of

allegory i s as mistaken as to demand a precise interpreta-

tion of that a llegory . Once again , his remarks on Dante

illuminate h is own poem . As noted before , Eliot repeatedly

comments on t he difficulties of the Purgatorio and attributes

them large l y to t he fac t that i t is the transitional canto:
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The Purgator i o i s the most difficult because
it is the transitional canto: the Inferno is one
thing , comparatively easy : the Paradiso is another
thing , more difficult as a Whole than the purqatorio,
because more of a Whole . 27

A broad and admittedly simplified parallel can be drawn be-

bilee n Dante' s use of the soul's journey to God as a theme and

El iot's s imilar i nt e nt i on. If "The Waste Land" is comparable

t o t he I nf erno , and -Four Quartets" in its complex cohesive-

ness resembles the paradiso , then "Ash wednesday, " like the

purqatorio , is transitional poetry, with one significant dif-

ference . Whi l e Eliot calls upon much of the imagery of the

cantos describing the Earthly Paradise, he does not carry his

penitent as far toward perception of Divine Will as does

Dante . One recalls that Dante actually perceives the two-

fold nature of Christ, as well as the nature of Divine l ove ,

through the eyes and smile of Beatrice , whereas the penitent's

inte r ces s or remains veiled . More important, Dante bathes in

the wat e r s of Lethe and Eunoe . The one cleanses him of all

memory of s in and error. The other strengthens his virtues:

27 Eli ot , 'Dante ," The selected Essays, 02 . cit . ,
p. 214 .
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I came back from these holiest waters new,
remade,

reborn , like a gun-wakened tree
that spreads new foliage to the Spring dew

in swee t es t
freshness , healed of winter's scars
perfect , pure , and ready for the stars . 28

I n "Ash Wednesday ,· however , the penitent remains "among

t hese rocks, · and one recalls his experience on the stairs

in Part III:

At the first turning of the second stair
I turned and saw below
The s a me shape twis ted on the banis ter
Under the vapour in the fetid air
struggling with the devil of the stairs who

wears
The deceit f ul face of hope and of despair .

At t he second turning of the second stair
I left them twisting, turning below:

The peniterit forces himself to move beyond the struggle

between hope and de spair, but he has not overcome it , and

this a mbi vale nce accounts for much ambiguity in the poem .

As noted ear lier, NAsh ednesdayM was not written as a

whole. While it is unified by imagery and a deliberate

28 Purqa tori o , XXXIII , 142-46 .
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repetition of language in Parts I and VI, i t l acks the

sense of progression f ound in "The Was t e Land. " Ra t he r ,

as Helen Gardner has pointed out, it seems to be a s e r i e s

of meditations on the same spiritual dilemma:

There i s less a progress of thought than
a circling round, and t he centre around which
this meditat i ve poetry revolves i s not an idea
or an experience "so much as a state of mind
which is as p ire d to . The abs e nce cf clear struc
ture is the formal equ i va lent of this peculiarity
i n the central s ub j ec t. 29

The Us t a te of mind as p ire d t o· is the awareness of "Our

Peace in his i ll, " but the penitent is neve r able to ris e

completely above his human limitati ons , both s e nsual and

intellectual, to achieve t h i s peace. None t he l e s s , the poem

ends wit h his awareness that such c omp l ete spiritual commit-

nent can be" achie ve d and that ultimate ly he may attain it .

In theological terms, one migh t say t hat he is c ompletely

aware of the implications of the Incarnation but has not

experienced the joy of the Rede lli>t ion .

29 Helen Gardner, The Art of T. S. Eliot (Everyman
edition; New York: E. P. Dutton and COlli>any, 1959),
p. 114.
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These ambivalent attitudes regarding h ope and de s p a ir ,

sensuality and s p i r i t ua l i t y are particular l y r e veale d i n

the de l ine a t i on of the Lady. Clearly, t he pen i t e n t fee l s

the need of an intercessor between himself a nd Divine Will ,

30
but t he identity of that intercessor is neve r clear . Does

she personify Divi ne Love Incarnate or i de a l human love?

Is she t he penitent's · "sister"--anothe r child of Eve, or

"mot her --the Immac ulate Conception? I f she does represent ,

at least in part , i deal human love , does Eliot reject the

p os ition of st. John of the Cross that the soul must cast

off a ll e arthly attach men t s before being united with God , or

does h e see i n her the personification of the dictum to

· s ympa t h i ze" in "What the Thunde r s a id"?

Becaus~ none of these ambiguities a r e complet e l y

resolved, MAs h We dnesda y " is Eli ot 's most obscur e poem .

Nonetheless, while it was stated earlier t hat the use of

30 It is interesting t o not e the i nfluence of Eliot 's
conversion here. Prior to this poem, Eliot' s female char
acters were either empty or destructive. He nc e f orth , how
ever, he embOdies the virtues of the Virgin in his women- 
even in seemingly "non-Chr i s t i a n poems" like ·'Ma r ina ." Only
in the plays do female ch a r a c t e r s manifest negative qua l ities:
but that is another genre.
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allegory cannot totally justify the ambiguities , it does

illuminate them. Eliot refers to vision as "a more signi-

ficant, interesting and disciplined kind of dreaming," and

that is how "Ash Wednesday" affects the reader. As in a

dream, the reader, like the penitent, is a spectator to

whom every phase of the vision is clear, inevitable and

true . Its meaning is felt rather than deduced.

Nature imagery plays an important part in achieving

this effect. In the first place, Eliot's success in de-

picting man's sensual yearnings lies in the exquisite

clarity of his nature imagerys

And the lost heart stiffens and rejoices
In the lost lilac and the lost sea voices
And the weak spirit quickens to rebel
For t~ bent golden-rod and the lost sea smell

Having delineated the beauties of the natural world so

clearly , he takes essentially the same imagery and transfers

it to -the world of the high dream." Particularly important

is the imagery surrounding the Lady . In the litany, she is

addressed as the rose , a traditional symbol for the Virgin.

But this, too , reflects the ambivalence of the penitent.

First , he describes her as ideal human love in terms



108

reminiscent of medieval tales ·of courtly love:

The single Rose
Is now the Garden
Where all loves end

Then he directly attributes to her the role of the Virgin

in the Incarnation. His invocation, "Grace to the Mother/

For the Garden Where · all Love Ends ," recalls Dante IS de-

scription of the Virgin in the Paradiso: "Here is the Rose

31
in which the word Divine/ Became I nc a r na te . .. It is in

t his role that she possesses the power to control the flow

of water and dispel aridity:

Who then made strong the fountains and made
fresh the spring

Who made cool the dry rock and made firm the
sand

The Lady controls the springs and fountains because of her

unique relationship to "the spirit of the river , spirit of

t he sea ." Her role in the Mystery of the Incarnation was

ess ent i a l to the realization of the Redemption. As such ,

s he i s truly a link between the penitent and God .

31 paradiso , XXI I I , 73-74 .
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By utilizing nature imagery to describe her powers of

intercession, Eliot links the symbolism of spiritual

sterility in the earlier poems to the symbolism surround

ing spiritual fulfillment in ttFour Quartets. tt However, in

aFour Quartets, II Eliot's technique differs from the earlier

poetry by removing the images from the pattern of myth and

allegory in which they had been couched. This utilization

of simple, direct, nature imagery reflects the direct rela

tionship between man and his Redeemer Which Eliot describes

briefly in the conclusion to "Ash wednesday" and explores

fully in -Four Quartets. II



CHAPTER V

ELIOT 'S REALIZATION OF HIS ARTISTIC
INTENTION: "FOUR QUARTETS"

The Theme and Symbol ism of
"Four Quartets "

The recurrence of nature imagery as an objective cor-

re lative for the pr~sence or absence of spiritual v i t a l i t y

in the poetry prior to "Four Quartets " reflects the progres-

sion of T . S • .Eliot 's a ttempt to "transmute his personal

and private agony into something • • universal • II

"Four Quartets " is the culmination of this effort. As

such, it moves beyond the level of spiritual insight ex-

pressed i n the earlier poetry and i nc or por a t e s all elements

o f t he poet 's painful struggle to achieve that insight .

Pr ior to "Four Quartets ," Eliot , like the penitent in

"Ash We dnesday ," had sought a positive commitment to the life

of t he spi r it t hr ough a negation of human l ife . "The Waste

Land " is pre dominant ly a condemnation of modern society ,

e ven though it concludes with the positive directives: "Give ,

Sympat hize, Cont r o l ." "The Hollow Men" i s an extension of

that condemnation, for while it moves toward a more positive

110
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view of life by portraying the hollow men huddling together

in a pathetic act of "sympathy," Eliot manifests no sympathy

for their frailty. The Ariel poems further reflect this

lack of sympathy in the delineation of the Magus and Simeon,

whose reaction to the knowledge of the Incarnation is to

seek death as a release from a world that does not perceive

its significance. Finally, the penitent in "Ash Wednesday"

feels compelled not only to turn from the ugliness of human

existence but from its beauty as well, even though heightened

response to that beauty is a by-product of his spiritual

awakening.

Each of these poems indicates a growing insight into

the nature of the life of the spirit and a deeper commitment

to it, but .it is only in "Four Quartets" that the poet recon-

ciles humanity and spirituality through a full awareness of

the significance of the Incarnation:

Love is the unfamiliar Name
Behind the hands that wove
The intolerable shirt of flame
Which human power cannot remove

Eliot now perceives that the Incarnation is a divine

act of love in which God assumed the nature of man for a two-
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fold purpose: to redeem him in a manner that fully

acknowledged the potentiality for evil inherent in human

nature, and at the same time to provide him with a sublinwa

Model of human goodness in the God-man Jesus Christ.

Because Eliot has achieved this insight into the nature of

God's relationship to man, he views human experience from a

different perspective:

It seems as one becomes older
That the past has another pattern
And ceases to be a mere sequence--or even

development

We had the experience, but missed the
nwaaning

And approach to the nwaaning restores the
experience

In a different form

Eliot realizes that he "missed the nwaaning" in the earlier

poetry by attempting to deny the world. In "Four Quartets, ,.

he acknowledges the limitations of human existence Which

create fear and disorder in the universe because he is

aware that a supreme ordering principle exists in the Mind

of God.
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The theme, then, of "Four Quartets" is the poet's

reconciliation to the limitations of human nature becaus

he is spiritually as well as intellectually committed to

the belief that man and his universe are the product and

the object of Divine Wisdom and Love . Two quotations para

phrased from Hercalitus at the beginning of the poem ex

plicitly state the implications of this philosophy. I f the

nature of man is a product o f Divine Love, f ree will i s a

maj or manif estation o f that love. El i ot believes that d i s 

order in the universe results When man exercises h i s will

to re j ec t the Will 0 f God. In the words of Heraclitus ,

"Although the word is common to all, most men live as if

they each had a private wisdom of his own ." This v i ewpoint

is essentially the same as t hat which dominates t he earlier

poetry . But Eliot moves beyond this negative apprais a l of

human action When he quotes Heraclitus further: "The way

up and the way down are the same. " Eliot places t h is state

ment within the context of his own philosophy t o posit that ,

despite its frailty, the natural inclination of human ill

is to aspire to union with God .

Eliot sees time as the chief symbol of this rel tion

ship between man and his Redeemer. God exists out o f t ime : .
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man is imprisoned in it. But i n choosing to redeem the

wor l d by a n event • in time , II God has provided a IIpoint of

intersection of the t i mel e s s and time ." God has submitted

His eternal Nature to the sufferings a nd limitations of

mortality in order tha t man's mortality may 'be a prelude t o

eternity. To apprehend the significance of this eternal

Mystery while living i n t he world is , for Eliot, the ulti-

mate act of faith:

But to apprehend
The point of intersection of the timeless
With time , is an occupation for the saint-
No occupation, either , but something given
And taken , in a lifetime's death in love,
Ardour and selflessness and self-surrender.
For most of us , there is only the unattended
Moment, the moment in and out of time. • • •

There are only hints and guesses
Hints followed by guesses ; and the rest
Is prayer , observance , discipline , thought

and action .
The hint half guessed , the gift half under

stood, is I nc a r na t i on

since Eliot has chosen time as the major symbol of

God ' s relationship t o human existence , each section of

"Four Quartets II focuses on a d ifferent conception of time:
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time perceived in memory, time as cycle, time as flux and

time as a key to the meaning of history. Underlying these

concepts of time which are the product of human intelligence

is the concept of eternity or timelessness which exists in

the Mind of God. Through nature imagery related to setting,

Eliot conveys the interrelationship between the limited view

of time which is man's and the comprehensive vision of

eternity which is God's.

In each section of the poem, Eliot visits a specific

geographic location--a "point in time. II In "Burnt Norton,"

he stands in the deserted formal garden of an eighteenth

century English country house. In "East Coker, II he visits

the ruined estate of Thomas Elyot, his Renaissance ancestor.

"Dry salvage,s, II as the introductory note explains, takes its

title from the rocky peninsula near Eliot's boyhood home in

Massachusetts, not far from where Andrew Elyot settled in

the seventeenth century. In "Little Gidding, II the poet re

turns to England on a pilgrimage to the ruins of a community

of seventeenth-century contemplatives. The poet's reflec

tions upon his earlier experiences in these "points in

time" result from his present state of mind which
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encompasse s all previous experience:

Time present and time past
Are both perhaps present in time future
And time future contained i n t ime past

Each poem within the poem sequence is a reflection on

an essential characteristics of human nature. It is symbo-

lized by one of the four elements which comprise the uni-

verse , according to the philosopher, Empedocles. "Burnt

Norton" is a poem about air , the symbol of the faculty of

abstraction . "East Coker" is about earth, the symbol of

hwnan mortality . liThe Dry salvages" concerns water, as

always for Eliot a symbol of both regeneration and oblivion.

In "Li t t l e Gidding, " the poet takes fire as his central

image and, as in "The Waste Land , II uses i t to symbolize

both spirit ual destruction and purification. The poet

amplifies his delineation of human nature by juxtaposing

acts of the wil l which a r e direc ted towar d union with God .

and those which reveal ignorance or rejection of Divine

Will. The disorder engende r ed by such rej ecti on i s sym-

bolized by unnatural phenomena withi n the order l y course

of the f our seasons. A consideration of each poem will

indicate precisely how Eliot c onveys this r elationship of
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man to his natural environment and both to God.

-Burnt Norton"

Part of the simplicity of structure which distinguishes

"Four Quartets" from the earlier poems is Eliot's forthright

use of explicit philosophical statement within the context

of poetic form. "Burn Norton, ,. the first Poem in the sequence,

begins with such a statement dealing with the nature of time.

The poet discards the concept of time as sequence to state his

conviction that time past and time future are contained in the

only reality--time present. Hence, there is no point in re-

fleeting on what might have been:

Time present and time past
Are both perhaps present in time future,
And time future contained in time past.
If all , time is eternally present
All time is unreqeemable.
What might have been is an abstraction
Remaining a perpetu~l possibility.
Only in the world of speculation
What might have been and what has been
Point to one end, which is always present.

Nonetheless, the poet indulges himself by returning to that

moment in time When man's free wil,l made the choice between

innocence and sinful knowledge, as he travels:
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Down t he pas s age which we did not take
Toward the door we never opened
Into the rose-garden.

The re he moves "into our first world"--the world of natural

innocence. Yet he remains a part of the real world , the

desert ed autumn garden of Burnt Norton estate. The garden

i s uninhabit ed except by the ghosts of what might have been,

yet the exis tence of t hei r potent iali t y, "an abstraction re-

maining a perpetual possibility ," creates tension in the

air, reflec t ed in t he forces of nature :

There they were, dignified , invisible
Moving without pressure , over t he dead leaves,
I n t he autumn heat , through the vibrant air,
And the bird called, in r e s ponse t o
The unhear d music h idden i n the shru bbery ,
And t he unseen e yebeam crossed, f or the roses
Had t he l ook of flowers that a r e looked at

The poet views t hes e gh osts with a double vision . He sees

them in the context of their own worl d of "what might ha ve

been" and in the real world of t he deserted gar de n with its

artificial pattern of order:

And so we moved and t he y , in a formal pattern ,
Along the empty alley, into the box circle,
To look down into t he drained pool
Dry the pool, dry concrete , brown edged.
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He stands with them before the reality of the drained pool,

a familiar symbol for the spiritual aridity of modern socie t y,

but the contemplation of t heir innocence enge nders h i s firs t

perception of t he human potentiality for s p irit ual ful fi l l -

ment:

And the pool was fi l led with water
Out of s unl i ght
And the l ot us r ose, quietly , quietly
The surface gl itt ered out of t he hear t of l i ght

But "then a cloud passed," (reminiscent of the Shadow which

f a lls between the idea and the r eality in liThe Hollow MenU)

and t he pool was empty . The poet i s bidde n to leave by the

bird t hat f irs t led him to the garden, f or human nature is

limited in its capacity to perceive truth:

GO, go , go , said the b ird ; human kind
Cannot bear very much reality.

None theless, t he moment has existed, and it reaffirms the

poet's conviction that II Wha t might have been a nd what h as

been point to one end, which is a lways pr esent ."

The vision of the rose garden immediately calls to

mind the Garden of Eden Where human nature exis ted in
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natural innocence for the f irst and only time . But the

presence of the children suggests that Eliot is not only

de scribing the particular "moment in time " when man first

disordered h is world , but the moment when each individual

discards the innocence of childhood . The insight he has

gained in the garden is that "what mi gh t have been" ( the

existence of natural goodness) and "wha t has bee n ' (the

ex i s t e nce of sin) 'point to one end, which is a l ways

present"--the only moment in which all men can move toward

"t he heart of light," an awareness of God .

The theme of r econcili ation of opposing f or c e s by

Divine Will is extended to inc lude the e nt i r e natural

universe in the second IOOvement of the poem . In t he

brief, tig~tly compressed opening lyric, the c ommon ve ge 

table and the precious mineral , the vitality of the b l ood

and the morbidity of scar tissue , the complex str uc t ure of

the solar system and of one leaf are all part of a pa t tern

which is "reconc iled among the s t a r s. " When Eliot returns

t o explicit statement to de f i ne this process, he finds that

he can do so only in terms of paradox . In a "turning

worl d, " Divine wil l i s the "still point ." It i s the source
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of movement, yet It is unmoving . If man perceives I t a t

all , he does so during a brief moment in time, yet It

exists out of time . For the first time , Eliot gives name

to the means by which human intellect reconciles these

seeming contradictions: it is grace which allows man to

perceive his existence as, "both a new world and the old

made explicit , understood. II yet, once again, as in

the garden in Part I , he moves away from the perception of

Divine Will . This , too, is part of the paradox: the limi-

tations of human nature render the eXPerience too intense

to be sustained:

Yet the enchainment of past and future
woven in the ~akness of the changing body
Protects mankind from heaven and damnation
Which flesh cannot endure.

Yet it is only by virtue of one's humanity that the percep-

tion of God is r endered at all poss ible .

Time past and t ime future
Allow but a little c onsciousness
To be conscious i s not to be in time

. . . . . . . . . . . . .
Onl y t hrough t ime time is conquered .
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In the first two movements of "Burnt Norton, It Eliot

acknowledges that man is limited in his capacity to per-

ceive the Will of God, yet is given the grace to achieve

partial awareness of it. In contrast, the third movenent

begins with a delineation of the spirit devoid of grace.

In place of images suggesting the order in nature, Eliot

describes the city in twilight in language reminiscent of

liThe Waste Land" and the "Preludes." In this half light,

the human spirit is neither illuminated by the intuitive

perception of natural innocence described in the first

movement, nor divested of all inpurities by journeying

through the "dark night of the soul," as the penitent

sought to do in "Ash wednesday":

He~e is a place of disaffection
Time before and time after
In a dim light: neither daylight
Investing form with lucid stillness
Turning shadow into translucent beauty
With slow rotation suggesting permanence
Nor darkness to purify the soul
Emptying the sensual with deprivation
Cleansing affection from the temporal

If grace inevitably directs man toward 'Ithe still point of

the turning world," the absence of grace renders man and

his environment "pointless," aimlessly buffeted by "the
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cold wind that blows before and a f ter time . II Yet even this

state of mind offers a path to grace if it is the prelude

to pursuit of the way down" described in the epigraph:

Descend lower, descend only
Into the world of perpetual solitude.

. . . . . . . . . .
This is the one way, and the other
Is the same, not "i n movement
But abstention from movement: while the

world moves
In appetancy, on its metalled ways
Of time past and time future.

The tone of Part III of "Burnt Norton' is strongly

reminiscent of both liThe waste Land" and "Ash Wednesday."

In Part IV, Eliot cones to terms with an aspect of human

existence with Which he struggled in both earlier poems:

the possibility that human mortality is not a prelude to

immortality . In "The Waste Land ," the protagonist as

Phoenician s ailor must accept the possibility that his

ultimate fate is oblivion through drowning: in "Ash

wednesday , II the penitent attempts to leave tithe demon Who

wears the deceitful face of hope and of despair twisting

and turning below" only to come face to face with the

horror of human decaY I



124

There were no more faces and the stair was dark ,
Damp, jagged like an old man's mouth, drivelling,

beyond repair.

In Part IV of "Burnt Norton," the poet's reflections on a

voluntary rejection of human existence in order to unite

with God lead him once more to the fearful possibility that

such rejection leads to oblivion. I s the comp etion of

human life the beginning of an eternity with God or is it

merely a means to renew vegetable life?

will the sunflower turn to us, will the clematis
stray down , bend to us: tendril and spray
Clutch and cling?
Chill
Fingers of yew be curled
Down on us?

Having used traditional nature imagery symbolizing death

to convey ~his basic human fear, Eliot uses another nature

image to dispel it: the light of grace is the evidence of

the eternal link between the spirit of man and his Creator:

After the Kingfisher's wing
Ha s turned light to light , and is silent , the

light is still
At the still point of the turning world .

Repeatedly throughout HBurnt Norton, Eliot uses the

word "still" to convey the nature of Divine Will. He gives
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it a double connotation. It is "still," unmoving, unchanged,

constant; It still is--It is eternal. While human nature is

forever subject to change, Divine Will is constant; this is

the nature of the relationship of the moving t o the Unmoved,

the pattern by which Di vine Will governs human destiny .

In Part V, El i ot uses the relationship of t he a r tist

to the work of art t o ' symbolize t he nat ure of this spiritua l

re lationship. By t hemse l ves , words have no meaning , and ,

therefore, no l asting value; nor is i t an easy t ask to

order the m into a coherent s tatemen t . Onl y when t he y submit

to the pattern i mposed by the artist do t he y achie ve t he

unique immortalit y t ha t charac ter i ze s a work of art. So ,

too, human wil l in defiance of Di v i ne Will l acks direction;

it no longer has a valid existence. It is:

The crying shadow in the funeral dance
The loud lament of the disconsolate chimera

Eliot concludes "Burnt Norton" by restating the seem-

ing paradox of man's relationship to his Creator. Man is

perpetually "moving, " sUbject to change which he perceives

in terms of the passage of time. God is lIunmoving,"

existing out of time. Divine Will ordains that only through
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"moving" toward God can man be united with Him:

Love is in itself unmoving
Only the cause and end of movement .

This is the ordering principle of the universe, glimpsed

briefly, "sudden in a shaft of sunlight;.l1 in the course of

human life Which Eliot still views as "the was te sad time

before and after."

"East Coker"

In "Burnt Norton, It Eliot uses air as the objective

correlative for time as an intellectual abstraction en-

compassing What is, what has been and what might have been.

In IIEast Coker," the poet is concerned with earth--the

temporal cycle of birth, maturity, death and decay Which

characteri~es both human life and institutions. The poem

is located in the environs of East Coker, the estate of

Thomas Elyot , the poet I s sixteenth-century ancestor who

wrote a humanistic treatise on ethics and literature

entitled liThe oouvexncr ; " "East cokez " begins with the

ironic inversion of the motto on Mary stuart's chair of

state to read "In my beginning is my end ." Implicit in
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this statement is the idea that not only man but his

material possessions and social institutions are subject

to decay. The history of the unfortunate stuarts, as well

as the ruins of the es tate, are proof that:

In succession
Houses rise and fall, c.nmble, are extended
Are removed, destroyed

ultimately, both man's body and the material fruits of his

life return to the earth which is already "flesh, fur and

faeces," where they become part of the regenerative process

on a vegetative level.

Just as in "Burnt Norton," the poet reflects on the

past from the vantage point of the present. But that double

vision is not illuminated by intuitive natural innocence a s

it was in the rose garden. At East Coker, there is no

"vibrant air, " no "sudden shaft of sunlight." The heat is

"electric, tJ the light "sultry , It the silence "empty, It as

both the man and his physical surroundings wait in the "dark

in the afternoon" for night to fall. The bird which symbo-

lizes this reflection on the inevitability of death is

neither the bright garden bird nor the kingfisher, but the

owl.
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The remainder of "East Coker" develops from this

reflection on mortality. The renewal of the life cycle

through Ilmatrimonie • • • a dignifying and conunodious

sacrament which betokeneth concorde," is extended to

include the regenerative cycle in nature:

Keeping the rhythm in their dancing
As in their living in the living seasons
The time of the 's e as ons and the c ons t e l l a t i ons
The time of milking and the time of harvest
The time of the coupling ,of man and woman
And that of beasts.

But the marriage dance which symbolizes this cycle is

inexorably linked to the da nce of death:

Feet rising and falling
Eating and drinking. Dung and death.

The poet's ,t hough t s return to the present, to another day

of IIheat and silence." The dawn wind comes from the sea,

now a symbol of oblivion rather than regeneration. It

recalls the fate of the Phoenician Sailor Who is also a

part of the cycle that ultimately leads to death:

As he rose and fell
He passed the stages of his age and youth
Entering the Whirlpool
o you who turn the wheel and look to windward
Remember Phlebas Who was once like you
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Both Burnt Norton" and "East coker" begin with remi-

niscence , but while the reflections in "Burnt Norton" lead

to the poet's first perception of the eternal pattern, those

in "East Coker' point only to the pa ttern of mortality. In

both p oems , the perception of a pattern on a human level is

extended to encompass t he entire universe , but the reconcili-

ation o f univers al systems present in "Burnt Norton" is re-

placed by chaos in "East Coker ." Unnatural phenomena appear

on earth and extend into the heavens. Both signify the de-

struction of the universe and its inhabitants . Man does not

move toward the Unmoving . He is:

Whirled in a vortex that shall bring
The world to that destructive fire
Which burns before the ice c ap reigns .

Abruptly , ~he poet returns to the examination of his per-

sonal attempt to create a pattern , the struggle with words

first described i n "Burnt Norton ." He finds that his poetry ,

wi t h its neo-c l a s sic a l restrictions , is unsatisfactory: ftA

periphrastic s t udy in a worn- out poetical fashion ." But this

d issati sfac t ion in i tse l f is not important: liThe poetry does

not mat ter ." Its significance r e s ts in that his failure

beli e s t h e wi sdom which man cla ims as a by-product of the
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human cycle of existence:

What was to be the value of the long looked
f orward to ,

Long hoped for calm, the autumnal serenity
And the wisdom of age. Had they deceived us
Or deceived themselves , the quiet-voiced elders,
Bequea thing us merely a r eceipt for deceit .

The wisdom only the knowledge of dead secrets
Useless i n t he darkness i nto Which they peered
Or from which they turned their eyes .

In this section of "East Coker," the poet's view of

modern society 'is no less negative than in the earliest

poetry . We find ourselves, he states:

In a dark wood , in a bramble
On the edge of a grimpen, where is no secure

foothold ,
And menaced by monsters , fancy lights,
Riski ng enchantment .

His denunciation of the so-called wisdom of age echoes the

incapaciti e s of Pr ufrock , Gerontian, t he Hollow Men, and

the Fisher King:

Do not let me hear
Of the wisdom of o ld men, but r ather of their

f ol ly
Their fear of f ear and frenzy , their fear of

possession
Of belongi ng to another, or to others , or t o God .



131

The movement concludes with two lines separated from each

other and from the remainder of the section. They restore

some of the detachment felt by the poet at the beginning of

his meditation, while reiterating his awareness that human

life and achievement are ephemeral:

The houses are all gone under the sea.

The dancers ' are all gone under the hill.

The parallels in structure and imagery between "Burnt

Norton" and "East Coker" continue into the third movement.

Both begin with a delineation of the total absence of grace

which characterized the inhabitants of The Waste Land.

"Burnt Norton" described the working man: "Men and bits of

paper, Whirled in the cold wind. It "East Coker" describes

the privileged classes:

The captains, merchant bankers, eminent men
of letters,

The generous patrons of art, the statesmen
and the rulers,

Distinguished civil servants, chairmen of many
committees .

Industrial lords and petty contractors , all go
into the dark.

In both poems, light is the objective correlative for the

positive presence of grace . Its opposite, darkness, has a
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dual symbolism. First it stands for the absence of grace :

·0 dark, dark, dark . They all go into the dark . 1I Then it

is linked to the deliberate negation of the mode of exis-

tence wh i ch rejects grace , t he journey into the Dark Night

of the Soul of the contemplative . Such negation required

a de nial of the beauty as well as the ugliness of human

exis tence . Just as in "Ash Wednesday ,lI exquisite , isolated

nature i mage r y reflects how difficult such self-denial can

be . Yet it is one way in which the life cycle becomes not

only a journey in tine from birth to death, but a prelude to

spiritual rebirth:

Whisper of running streams , and winter lightning
The wild thyme unseen and the wild strawberry
The laughter in the garden , echoed ecstas y
Not lost , but required , pointing t o the agony
Of death and birth .

I n concluding the third movement of IIEast Coker ,"

Eliot returns to explicit statement . His language, while

simple and persona l , conveys the highly complex philosophy

of st . J oh n of the Cross which is the basis of his belief

that negati on of the wor l d, "the way down ," is a way to

reach God:



133

In order t o arrive there,
To arrive Where you are , to get from where you

are not ,
You must go by a way in Which there is no ecstasy.

The essence of that philosophy is contained in the con-

eluding line ·of the movement : "And where you are is where

you are not ." The true state of being of the s ou l, "where

you~, II is in union with God 1 this union is only achieved

when the ego is denied: 'Where you are not ."

contrasted to the direct simplicity of statement

in the third movement is the fourth movement , in which

the same idea is lyrically recapitulated in imagery remi-

niscent of the metaphysical poets. Eliot links the

i mage r y describing Adam to that of the "captains, merchant

banker s. " He is the "ruined millionaire," whose supreme

act of ego gratification has not only robbed his descen-

dants of their heritage ¢f natural happiness but infected

the m with a f atal , congenital d isease , Original Sin. Hence ,

"the whole world is a hospita l . II The pa tients are attended

by the "dying nurse , " t he Church , a human and , therefore ,

inf e c ted institution:
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Our only health is the disease
I f we obey the dying nurse
Whose c ons tant car e is not to p lease
But to remind of our, and Adam's curse,
And that , to be restored, our s i c kne s s must

grow worse .

The onl y cure is r e moval of the "distempered part ,"

and the surgeon i s Christ . His wounds, His bleeding

hand s s ignify that He, too , suffers the "moraa illness"

t hat is human nature . The supreme act of self-sacrifice

in whi ch He o f f e r s "this dripping blood, this bloody flesh ll

both to the Father, "that will not leave us, but prevents

us everywhere ," and to man himse lf causes man to "call this

Friday good ." But Christ's Passion is not enough to insure

redemption . Man wills his own redemption by remembering

t ha t phys ical birth is a prelude to death and that mortality

is the prelude to i mmor talit y. The time between is a period

of purgation in which Christ 's suffering is united to that

of man :

The chill ascends f r om f eet to knees ,
The fever sings i n mental wires
If t o be warmed , then I mus t freeze
And quake i n f r igid , purgator i a l fires
Of which t he f lame is r oses a nd the s moke i s

briars .
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"East Coker" ends by relating the difficulties of the

poet in giving shape and significance ·to his ideas through

control of language ·to the difficulties every man must face

when he attempts to order his own life and to perceive its

significance in relation to all human destiny. Both efforts

are discouraging for "every attempt is a wholly new start

and a different kind of failure, II particularly in modern

society, "under conditions that seem unpropitious. II . Yet

for the artist, as for every man, IIthere is only the trying. "

"East Coker" begins and ends with references to the

poet's age. He is in the "middle way," and he realizes

that the' brief, exquisite moments of spiritual illumination

that spring from natural innocence must be replaced by a

constant effort to probe beneath the surface pattern of

human existence to find the ordering principle that exists

in man's relationship to God:

we must be still and still moving
Into another intensity
For a further union, a deeper communion

Nature imagery, reminiscent of The Divine Comedy, symbolizes

this effort. Both Dante and Eliot begin their journey



1 36

t oward union with God i n a "dark wood . 1I Both end with a

vis ion of God symbolized by the sea . To Dante , who ends

his journey in Paradise , Divine Will i s lithe sea to which

a l l loves move . " To Eliot , who remains in the wor l d,

Divine Will can only be perceived in isolated glimpses ,

just as the immensity of the s e a can only be sensed in

the isolated beauty of its components:

The wave cry , t he wood cry , the vast water s
Of the petrel and the porpoise

"Eas t Coker" restates the seeming paradox of manl s r e l ation-

ship to God which provides the main theme of "Four Quartets . II

It begins with a comment on the inevitable mutability of

human life and achievement: "I n my beginning is my end. "

It concludes with an affirmation that, through drying to

the world both i n a physical and a spiritua l sense, man can

achieve eternal lif e: "In my e nd is my beginning . "

Taken out of the c ontex t of the entire poem sequence ,

"East Coke r" i s significant as a r ecapitulat ion of Eliotls

v i ews ' of modern soc iety . A preoccupation wi t h the limita-

t ions of h uman nature-- the greates t of wh ich is mortalit y--

dominates the mood of the poem . Eliot I s de lineat ion of
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t hes e limitations center s on mode r n t hought a nd action . He

begins wit h a desc r ipt i on of the human regenerative cyc l e

quot e d directl y from Thomas El yot ' s tre atise , liThe Gouvernor ."

But t he humani s t i c c onception of a harmonious pattern of

existence whi ch c an be r e a lized on a human level , liThe associ-

a tiori of man and woman • • • wh ich betokene t h conc orde , ke.ep-

ing ~he r hythm in t heir danc ing as i n t heir liv i ng, II i s grimly

linked to t he dance of death.

Fee t r ising and fall ing
Ea t ing and drinking . Dung and death.

This return t o the ph i l os ophy of his ancestor, only to reject

it , par a l l e l s h i s rejection in maturity of t he 'humanism of

h is teacher, Irving Babbit.

l1Y objection is that the humanist makes use ,
in h i s separati on of the 'human' from t he 'na t ura l,'
of that 'supernatural ' which he denies. For I am
convinced that if tbis ' s uper na t ur a l' is s uppre s se d,
the dualism of man and nature collapses at once • • • •
If you remove from the word 'human ' all tha t t he be
lief in the s uperna t ur a l has given to man, you can
view h~ finally as no more than an extremely c lever ,
adaptable and mischievous little animal . l

1 Eliot, "second Thoughts on Humani s m," Selecte d Es s a ys ,
OP e cit . , p . 433 .
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By linking Nthe tirre of coupling of man and woman" to "that

of beasts," Eliot has reduced the pattern in human existence

envisioned by Thomas ,Elyot to that of "an extremely clever,

adaptable and mischievous little animal .

Eliot 's rejection of the so-called wisdom of age is

another manifestation of his repudiation of humanism. In

the essay, "second Thoughts on Humanism, , Eliot quotes a

representative modern humanist, Norman Foerster:

This center to which humanism refers
everything, this centripetal energy which
counteracts the multifarious centrifugal
impulses, this magnetic will which draws
the flux of our sensations toward it while
remaining at rest, is the reality which
gives rise to religion. Pure humanism is
content to describe it thus in physical
terms as an observed fact of experience:
it hesitates to pass beyond its experimental
knowlec:ige to the dogmatic affirmations of
any of the great religions . It cannot bring
itself to accept a formal theology • • •
that has been set uP. in defiance of reason ,
for it holds that the value of supernatural
intuition must be tested by the intellect. 2

Eliot finds Mr . Foerster's description of a lInameless centre

to which humanism refers everything" both bad philosophy

2 Norman Foerster , American criticism, p. 244, quoted
by Eliot , "Second Thoughts on Humanism," Selected Essays,
opo cit . , p . 430 .
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and bad writing:

The passage I just quoted seems to me a
composition of ignorance , prejudice, confused
thinking and bad writing . - His firs t s entence,
for the meaning of which I am at a loss , is a
cloudy pseudo-scientific metaphor; and his remark
that ' pure humanism is content to describe it thus
in physical terms ' seems to give his hand away
completely to what he calls ' na t ur i s m.' Either
his first sentence is, as I think, merely a meta
phor drawn from nineteenth-century physics • • •
or else the author is surrendering to the mechanis
tic ethics based upon old-fashioned physics. Mr .
Foerster 's 'hesitates' and ' c annot bring itself'
conceal dogmatism behind apparent prudence •• ••
If an individual humanist hesitates and cannot
bring himself, that is a perfectly natural human
attitude , with which one has sympathy; but if the
humanist affirms that Humanism hesitates and can
not bring itself , then he is making the hesitation
and the inability to bring itself , into a dogma:
the humanistic Credo is then a Dubito. 3

"East coker" echoes this denunc i a t i on of the humanist' s

hesitance to pass beyond his experimental knowledge, his

belief that religion nega tes t he possibility of using the

intellect to determine the value of supernatural intuition:

Do not let me hear
Of t he wis dom of old men, but r athe r of their

fol ly ,
Their f ear of fear and frenzy , their fear of

possess i on ,
Of be l onging to another, or to others, or to God .

3 Ibid ., p o 431.
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If El i ot's rejection of humanism is implicit in "East

Coker," h is rej ection of the standards of modern society

are explicit . In the notes to "The waste Land, II he directly

re l ated t he nightmare vis ion in "What t he Thunder said" to

"the present decay of Eastern Europe ." In 'Four Quartets,"

he describes the journey into da rkness of the "industrial

l ords and petty contractors" in language almost identical to

that with which he stated his reaction to the 9utbreak of

world War II in "The Idea of a Christian Society":

I believe that there must be many people
who, like myseIf , were deeply shaken by the
events of september 1938; persons to whom that
month brought a profounder realization of a general
plight • •• a feeling of contrition , of humility,
repentance and amendment; a doubt of the validity
of a c ivilization . • • • was our society which had
always bee n s o assured of its superiority and
rectitude , so confident of its unexamined premises,
assemb~ed around anything more permanent than a
congeries of banks, insurance companies and indUs
tries , and had it any beliefs more essential than
a be l ief in compound .interest and the maintenance
of di v i de nds?4

At the conclus ion of the poem, he abandons the imper-

s ona lit y of i mage r y complete ly :

4 Eliot , The I de a of a Chr i stian Socie ty and Notes
t oward the Definition of Culture (New York: Harcourt Brace
and co , , 1949 ).
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So here I am, in the middle way , having had
twenty years--

Twenty years l argely wasted , the years of
L'entre~ querres--

But at this point he rejects the totally negative reaction

which had characterized his v i ew of modern life in the

earlier poet r y. He does not believe that the years were

wasted:

But perhaps neither gain nor loss.
For us, there is only the trying. The rest

is not our business .

The "business" of life is the continual effort to perceive

Divine Will :

Not the intense moment
I s olat e d, with no before and after ,
But a lifetine burning in every monent
And not the lifetine of one man only
But of old stones that cannot be deciphered .

I n this effort , whi ch recognizes that mortality is a neces-

sary step toward i mmortali t y, i s the beginning of union with

God :

Love i s most nearly i t s e l f
When here a nd now cease to matter.

. . . . . .
I n my end is my beginning .
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"The Dr y Salvages"

Each of the "Four Quartets" has a twofold distinction :

t he manner in which i t re lates to the poem sequence as a

whole and t he way i n which i t c onveys a pa r t icu l a r idea.

"Burnt Norton ' es tabli shes t he mai n t hemes , the basic

i mager y and t he over-all structure of the Quartets while

focusing on t he concept of t ime as an intellectual abstrac

tion which includes what might have been . "East coker"

rela tes the concept of time as sequence introduced in

"Burnt Norton" to Eliot's philosophy regarding evolution

in human history . "The Dry Salvages , II like the two earlier

poems , ne ga tes the concept of t ime as sequence and at the

aaree time comes to terms with the ambivalence the poet has

always felt i n reconc i l ing h i s involvell2n t with the world

and h i s c ommitment t o t he lif e of t he spirit . As in the

pas t , water is the objective c or relative for this ambi

valence, s ymbolizing the h uman potent ial ity f or spiritual

rege neration or oblivion.

The Poem opens with an image of the r i ve r as a

's t r ong , br own god, " linking the poet ' s deeply personal

childhood response to the Mississippi Ri ve r to t he
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supernatural significance attached to water in the earliest

mythology:

The brown god is almost f or got t e n
By the dwellers in the cities--ever , however,

implacable,
Keeping his seasons and rages, destroyer , reminder

of what men choose to forget . Unhonored , unpro
pitiated

By worshippers of the machine, but waiting, watch
ing and waiting .

"What men choose to forget" i s that "the river is within us,

the Sea is all about us ." The river symbolizes the indi-

vidual 's awareness of the life force that flows from birth

through maturity to death in all natural phenoIrena, includ-

ing man . Encompassing this pattern of deve Loprrerrc that

links lithe worshippers of the machine " to "earlier and

other creation" i s the vast sea of tiIre--a state of per-

petual flux to which each human being is inexorably drawn

by "sea voices offering both reenace and caress ." Yet the

poet bel ieves tha t anot her p ower , transcending the limita-

t ions of both t i Ire as seq uence and tiIre a s flux, is an

integr a l part of human existence :

And t h e ground s wel l , t ha t is a nd was from the
beginni ng

Cl angs
The bell.
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The bell signifies an annunciation, and the various annunci-

ations to which each man must reply within his lifetime are

the subject of liThe .Dr y salvages. 1I

During the first movement, the bell tolls, announcing

the death that dr ies up the river of life. and ends the indi-

vidual's puny struggles on the seas of time. But this

annunciation foreshadows one of deeper significance. It

can be heard "under the oppression of the silent fog ll as a

warning and a guide through the dangers at sea. Moreover,

though it tolls, it does not indicate finite time only,

but "Time not our time •

chronometers • "

a time older than the time of

The second movement focuses on the bewilderment and

despair of ,the individual to whom the tolling bell announces

only death:

Where i s there an end to the drifting wreckage,
The prayer of the bone on the beac~ the unprayable
Prayer at the calamitous annunciation?

To such a man, time as sequence offers only the gradual

deterioration of the body and the spirit:
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There is the final addition, the failing
Pride or resentment at failing powers ,
The unattached devotion wh i ch might pass for

devotionless,
In a drifting boat with a slow leakage,
The silent listening to the undeniable
Clamour of the bell at the last annunciation.

His failure to perceive his capacity to give significance to

his "moment in time" distorts his vision of all human experi-

ence:

We cannot think of a time that is oceanless
Or of an ocean not littered with wastage
Or of a future that is not liable ,
Like the past , to have no destination.

The body of the second movement vividly portrays this

aimless journey toward death , but it began by questioning

the necessity for such waste: IIWhere is there an end to the

drifting WJ;'eckage?" The answer comes at the moment of deep-

est despair:

There is no e nd to it , the voiceless wailing ,
No end to the withering of withered flowers ,
To the moment of pain that i s painless and

motionless ,
To the dr i f t of the sea i n the drifting

wreckage ,
The bone I s prayer to Death its God. Only the

hardly , barel y prayabl e
Prayer of t he one Annunciation .
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The "barely prayable prayer" is that of the Virgin

Mary who consented to be the instrument of the Incarnation:

"Let it be unto me according to thy Word." It was echoed

by Christ in Gethesemane: IINot my will but Thine be done ."

Both prayers were necessary pre ludes to the act of Redemp-

tion, and each man must offer them again in his own life-

time. As stated in "East Coker," only in this active

commitment to Divine Will comes the power to control ' one 's

spiritual destiny:

We must be sti ll and still moving
Into another i nt e nsit y
For a further union , a deeper communion
Through the dark cold and the empty desolation,
The wave cry , the wind cry, the waters vast
Of the petrel and the porpoi se .

Having committed one 's self to Divine Will , one's view

of the human c ondit i on ga ins new dimens ion . Not only the

concept of time as flux , .but that of time as sequence and

de velopment is d iscarded . The on l y permanence in purely

human expe r ience l ies in t he fact that it has been and will

continue t o be s hared by a ll men :
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We had t he exper i ence but missed t he mean ing
And approach t o t he meani ng restores the

exper i e nce
I n a diffe rent form, beyond any meaning
We c an a s sign to h appi nes s

. . . . . . . . . . . . .
The pas t experience revived in the meaning
I s not the exper ience of one l ife only
But of many ge nera t i ons

The third movement, of "The Dry Salvages " is a revery

re lating the negat ion of the concept of t ime as sequence

which concluded t he second movement t o a similar i dea ex-

pressed i n the Bhaqavad Gita . I n Part II, Eliot discounted

the theor y tha t time as sequence r e sulted i n human progress :

It s eems as one becomes older
That the past has another pa t t ern and ceases

to be a mere sequenc e --
Or even development and the latter a par t i al

fallacy
Enc our a ge d by superficial notions of evolution

At the beginning of Part III, t he poet speculates on whether

this view parallels that of the Hindu philosopher s:

I sometimes wonder if that is what Krishna meant-
Among other things--or one way of putting the s ame

thing:
That the future is a faded song, a Royal Rose or a

lavendar spray
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Of wishful regret for those who are not yet
here to regret,

Pressed between yellow leaves of a book that
has never been opened .

Both ideas are then linked metaphorically to each other

and to the first two Quartets by imagery related to city

life. The voyage on the seas of time now takes place on

a mode r n ocean liner reached by a boat train . But the

traveller , whether he is an Englishman in the twentieth

century or a Hindu philosopher , must perce ive the same

truth : he is not moving beyond the past into t he future ~

as always , he is l iving in the present . Touched by a new

experience , he becomes a different person:

Fare foreward , travellers ~ not escaping from
the past

Into different lives, or into any future~

You ar~ not the same per s on who left that station
Or who will arrive at any terminus

The fourth movement turns from Hindu philosophy to a

c onve ntional invocation of the Bl e s s e d Mother . Underlying

the tradi t i onal l anguage of t he s imple pr aye r i s the entire

c omplex symbolism El i ot had attached to water in a l l his

poetry . As in 'Ash Wedne sday ," Mary i s vene r ated as one

who c an pr ot ect a nd c ontrol the wat e r s. Her intercession
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is sought f or those , like the s imple fishermen in "The

Fire sermon," "whose business is concerned with fish,

and those concerned with every lawful traffic." Then she

is invoked by "women who have seen their sons and husbands

setting forth and not returning ." Like Mary , they have

been instruments of regeneration . They also share with

her the "knowledge of eternal dolour" ; while the river of

life has flowed through their wombs, that life has been

destroyed on the seas of time . Finally, she is asked to

intercede for those "who were in ships and ended the ir

voyages on the sand ." As in "The waste Land ," the waters

of spiritual regeneration have dried up for them. Thus,

the Mother of God is asked to protect those men who, while

virtuous , have never sought the life of the spirit, those

who have suffered human loss , and those who are spirit ually

lost . The prayer r e i t e r a t e s the penitent's cry in "Ash

Wednesday I :

Will the veiled sis t e r p r a y f or
Thos e who walked in darkness , who chose thee and

oppose t h e e ,
Those wh o are t orn on the h or n be tween season and

season, time a nd time , bet wee n
Hour and h our , word an d word, power and power,

t hos e Who wait i n darkness? Wil l the veiled
sis ter pray
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For the children at the gate
Who will not go away and cannot pray:
Pray for those who chose and oppose

In contrast to the profound simplicity of the prayer

to Mary in the fourth moverrent is the dry cataloging of

"false gods' invoked by sophisticated modern man at the

beginning of the fifth moverrent:

To explore the womb, or tomb, or dr e ams; all
these are the usual

Pastimes and drugs and features of the press:
And always will be , sorre of themespecially
When there is distress of nations and perplexity

Such preoccupations, says the poet, are further manifesta-

tions of man's limited view of tirre as sequence. To per-

ceive of time on a deeper level is the result of a supreme

act of love, a continual praying of the "hardly, barely

prayable Prayer of the One Annunciation":

But to apprehend
The point of intersection of the tirreless
With time , is an occupation for the saint-
No occupation either, but sorrething given
And taken , in a lifetime 's death in love,
Ardour and selflessness and self-surrender .

The poet , however , is not writing a description of

sainthood ; he i s simply attempting to describe how it feels



151

to believe. The language with which he expresses this

universal search for total spiritual commitment is ex-

plicit beyond need or point of paraphrase . It is enhanced,

however , by the reappearance of nature images \'lhich symbo-

lized the persistent l ongi ng of the cleansed soul for the

beauties of life in "Ash Wednesday . " In this context ,

they symbolize the brief awareness in life of t he beauty

of immortality:

For most of us , there is only the unattended
MoIt2nt, the moment in and out of time,
The distraction fit, lost in a shaft of sun-

light ,
The wild thyme unseen , or the winter lightening
Or the waterfall , or the music he ar d so deeply
That it is not heard at all, but you are music
While the music lasts . There are only hints

and guesses
Hints followed by guesses; and t he rest
I s prayer , observance , discipline, thought and

action .
The hint half guessed , the gift half understood,

is Incarnation .
Here the impossible. union
Of spheres of existence is actual,
Here the past and future
Are conquered and reconciled.

Eliot 's pr edispos ition t o seek the l ife of the spirit

through negation of the world pervades all of "The Dry

salvages ," particular l y in the reflection on the Bhaqavid
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~. Even the significance attached to the Annunciation

prayer can be construed as a passive acceptance rather than

an active commitment to life . But this misinterpretation

of the value of human action is precisely what Eliot means

when he reappraises his previous attitudes in the light of

his developing beliefs regarding the nature of man's rela-

tionship to God:

We had the experience but missed the meaning
And approach to the meaning restores the experi

ence in another form.

In "The Dry Salvages, It Eliot denies the world for the last

time when he accepts the fact that doubt and error are un-

avoidable aspects of the human condition:

There are on ly hints and guesses
Hints ,f o l l owed by guesses ~ and the rest
Is prayer , observance , discipline, thought

and action .

The "action" t o which he refers i s the perpetual effort to

pr ay the Annunc iation prayer , t o actively e mbr ace the Will

of God and t o devote one ' s l ife to div~ning that Will :

For mos t of us , this is the aim
Never he r e to be rea lized~

Who ar e only undefeated
Because we have gone on trying .
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In construing the Annunciation prayer in these terms,

Eliot acknowledges human ac t ion as a valid means of

achieving union with God.

"Little Giddinq"

"The Dry Salvages" c oncludes with a definition of the

state of life committed to Divine Will as a condition of

"prayer , observance , "disc i p l ine , t hough t and acti on. "

"Little Gidding , the fina l Quartet , deals with a specific

act of f aith : a p i lgr image t o the deserted chapel of a

seventeenth-century Anglican religious house . The site of

the pilgrimage is particularly suitable to a meditation

concluding the entire poem sequence for it symbolizes the

main themes of the poem: the limitations placed upon man

by his mortality and the fact that only by virtue of his

humanity can he become united wi t h God , the Source of his

i mmor tality. The religious community a t Little Gidding had

been abandoned at t he de a th of its founder , Nicholas Ferrar ,

l ess than twent y- five years after its or igin . Three hundred

years later , the monas t ery bui ldings are a l s o in ruins.

But the ide a l upon Which the c ommunity was founded survives :

men sti l l come her e t o commune with God :
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You are not here to verify
Instruct yourself or inform curiosity
Or carry report . You are he r e to kneel
Where prayer has become valid .

While men have always sought God in this place, their

prayer has not become "valid" simply because of their

presence:

What you thought you came for
Is only a shell , a husk of meaning
From which the purpose breaks only when it is

fulfilled
If at all ~ Either you had no purpose
or the purpose is beyond the end you figured
And is altered in fulfillment.

The poet now believes that the only "valid" prayer is that

of the Annunciation : "Let it be done unto me according to

Thy Will ." He is also awaze that such a prayer requires an

interaction between the will of man and the Will of God , f or

God will not f or ce His Will upon man, but neither is man

capable of perceiving Divine Wi ll wi t hout supernatural ass is-

tance . I n "Li ttle Gidding , I t he poet descr ibes how this

dilemma is r e s olved t hr ough rec iprocal acts of l ove. Divine

~ve manifes t s i t self t hrough t he gift of grace , the super-

natural power which illuminates Di vine Will and gives man

the strength to embrace it . Human love manifests itself by
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accepting that grace and using it not to gratify human

desires but to s e e k a deeper union with God :

We must be still and still moving
Into a deeper intensity
For a further union , a deeper communion.

The traditional symbol of grace is the Pentecostal fire , and

it is this symbol which dominates the imagery in "Little

Gidding . "

The poet begins his journey to Little Gidding on a

winter day, but this is no "dead season' in the Waste Land .

It is 'midwinter spring , N a day of unnatural beauty and

vitality , "not in ti 's covenant." The highly specific

nature imagery recalls the Biblical description of the

Pentecostal feast :

When the day of Pentecost c ame round , while
they were all gathe~ed together in unity of pur
pose , a l l a t once a Bound c ame from heaven like
that of a strange wind b lowing and filled the
whole house where they were sitting . Then ap
peared to them what seemed t o be tongues of fire ,
which part e d and c ame to res t on e ach of t he m: and
they were f illed with the Holy Spirit and began to
speak in s t range languages , as the spir i t gave
utterance t o each . 5

5 Act s 2: 1-5 .
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The poet l i nks the "pent ecos t a l fire" cf the particul ar day

on wh ich he makes his pilgrimage to the expe r ienc e of all

p ilgrims . To each, the original intention of t he journey

i s "alt e red in f ulfi l l men t . " Touche d by gr ace , the p ilgr im

moves beyond the limitations of temporal pr e occupati ons to

commune for a moment with God:

Here t he timeless i nt ersection of t he time less
moment

I s Engl and and nowhere, Never and always

In the second movement, t he poet des cribes t he r uined

mona s ter y through the eyes of one here to "verify, i nstruc t

or inform. II Little Gidding is nothing more than a symbol

of the inevitable des t r uc t i on of the fruits of human t h ough t

and action. The imagery in this movement r ecapitulate s the

central image of each Quartet. Air and roses, symbols of

the human faculty to think and to love in IIBurnt Norton , II

are reduced to:

Ash on the old man's sleeve
Is all the ash the burnt roses leave
Dust in the air suspended
Marks the place Where a story ended.

The natural cycle of regeneration, symbolized by the rich

harvest and the laughing harvesters in "East Coker, II
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becomes

The parched eviscerated soil
[which] Gapes at the vanity of toil
Laughs without mirth.

Finally, water and fire, symbols of the rejuvenated human

spirit in "The Dry salvages" and "Little Gidding, " stand

for agents of decay:

water and fire shall rot
The marred foundations we forgot
Of sanctuary and choir.

The idea of the inevitable destruction of human

achievement is extended into the realm of art. In a vision

which deliberately echoes the language and rhythms of the

Inferno, the poet finds himself on a gutted London street

at the end of an air raid. The image of the dove as a

symbol of the Holy Spirit is ironically applied to a bomber

plane, "the dark dove with the flickering tongue." Amid

the wreckage , before the all-clear signal has been sounded,

the poet encounters a ghost that represents the creative

artist , "some dead master , both one and many.' He recognizes

the spirit as an extension of himself , and hears, as from

his own lips , the fate of the artist:
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Let me disclose the gifts reserved for age
To set a crown upon your lifetime 's effort .
First , the cold friction of expiring sense
without enchantment, offering no promise
But bitter tas telessness of shallow fruit
As body and soul begin to fall asunder.
Second , the conscious impotence of rage
At human folly , and the l aceration
of laughter at what ceases to amuse.
And last, the rending pain of re-enactment
Of all that you have done and been~

From wrong to wrong the exasperated spirit
Proceeds. • • •

This is the end to which exercise of his talent will bring

the artist unless "restored by that refining fire where you

must move i n order like a dancer ." Here , the fire image

symbolizes the humility which leads the artist to deny his

ego and to submit to the discipline described in "Tradition

and the Individual Talent":

What happens is a c ont inual surrender of
himself as he i s a t the moment to something
which is more valuable . The progress of an
artist is a continual self-sacrifice , a con
tinual extinction of personality .6

6 El iot , "Tradition a nd t he I ndi vidua l Ta lent ,"
se lected Es s ays , OP e c i t . , pp . 6-7.
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In lILittle Gi ddi ng, " the 'something greater" to which the

artist must subordinate h is ego i s recognized as Divine

Will . The exhortation to seek artistic fulfillment through

this c onunitrnent i s the "kind of valedic tion" with which the

creative spirit leaves the poet.

The third movement begins with a recapitulation of the

s tates of mind and soul the individual must experience in

or de r to achi eve spiritual fulfillment, as described in the

earlier poetry . First , there is worldly attachment, the

epherneral source of pleasure and vitality found in the

hyacinth garden ; then indifference , the weary , passive self-

knowledge of the Fisher King , the Magus , a nd the penitent at

the beginning of Ash Wednesday . II ultimately , however, the

soul must strive for detachment: the active manifestation

of the Annunciation prayer , for detachment, unlike indif-

ference , doe s not limit t he exe r c ise of human virtue but

deepens and enriche s it :

The re are thr ee c onditions which often look
ali ke

Yet differ completely, flour i s h i n the same
hedge r ow:

Attachment to self and to things and t o per 
s ons, de t achment
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From self and from things and f r om per s ons :
and growing between them, indifference

Which resembles the others as de a t h r esembles
life ,

Be ing be t wee n two lives.
This i s t he use of ~mory:

For liberation--not less of love but expanding
o f love beyond desire, and so liberation
Fr om t he future as from the pas t.

The h i story of men who, l i ke t he poet , have made the

p ilgrimage to Little Gidding , exempl i f i e s this journey of

the soul: Charles I, a br oken "king at nightfall":

s tafford, Laud and Charles, "thr ee men on t he scaffold" :

Milton , the poet-re for~r who "died blind and quiet" and

the name less other s, i ncluding the sol diers i n the World

war , "who died forgotte n in othe r p l aces , here and abroad . 1I

All began wit h a worldly attachment to country , "united in

a s trife which divided them":

These men and those who opposed them
And those whom ~hey oppose
Accepted the constitution of silence
And are folded in a single party.

Yet all found t hat the purpose of their prayer and action

was "altered i n fulfillment":
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Thus love of country
Be gins as attachment to our own f ield of acti on
And comes to find that action of little i mpor tance
Though never indifferent.

The ge nuine significance of their deeds did not r e s t in

worldly desires which were often based on error and doomed

t o fa i lur e , but in the spiritual mot iva t i on behind them. I n

the words of the Engl i s h mystic, J ulian of Norwich , 'Sin i s

Behovely" (an inevitable aspect o f human eXistence) :

But all shall be well a nd
All manner of things shall be well
By the purification of the mot i ve
In the ground of our beseeching.

Throughout "Four Quartets, " Eliot has repeatedl y de-

scribed the awareness of grace as "the int ersection of t he

t i mele s s with time." This movement of ULi t t le Giddi ng "

attempts tQ convey such moments. Each historical figure i s

firmly situated in place and time. Even the mystic, Dame

Julian, is an Englishwoman who lived in the sixtee nth

century. But underlying these specific "moments in t i me" is

the message which exists out of time. "Sin is Behove ly,"

Dame Julian affirms in now-archaic language. Yet, even

though human nature inevitably contains the potentiality

for sin and error, it is also capable of love, and this
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aspect of humanity provides the link between the frailty

of man and the perfection of God, lithe Ground of thy

Beseeching. II Her message echoes the language of Genesis:

And he said
Behold Adam is become as one of us,
Knowing good and evil:'

Genesis continues with an account of manls rejection from

the Garden of Eden

Lest he put forth his hand, and take also
of the tree of life, <nd eat, and live forever.
And the Lord God sent him out of the paradise
of pleasure, to till the earth from which he
was taken . And he cast out Adam, and placed
before the paradise of pleasure Cherubims, and
a flaming sword, turning every way , to keep the
way of the tree of life . B

This symbol of the flaming sword which barred man from

eternal life with God)once he had committed Original Sin)

merges with the flames 9f purgation leading to his redemp-

tion )which dominate the powerful lyric that climaxes 'Little

Gidding" :

, Genesis 3:22 .

B Ibid . , 23-24 .
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The dove descending breaks the air
With flame of incandescent t err or
Of which the tongues declare
The one discharged from sin and error
The only hppe or else despair
Lies in the choice of pyre or pyre-
To be redeemed from fire by fire.
Who then devised the torment: Love.
Love is the unfamiliar Name
Behind the hands that wove
The intolerable s h i r t of flame
Which human power cannot remove.
we only l i ve , only suspire
Cons umed by e i t he r f i r e or f ire .

The "sh irt of f l ame" is intolerable bec a us e i t repres ents

the choice e ach man must make between c ommi tment to t he

burning l ove of God and the de structive f i re of s e l f - l ove .

The poet now recognizes t his choice as the "per sonal a nd

pri vat e a gony " which shaped not only his artistic intention

but h is entire existence, an agony he s h ares wit h all men

who, like ~imself , pos s e s s sufficient grace to accep t or

r e j ect Divine Love . For Eliot , t hat agony had originally

manifested itself in the need to determine what, if any-

thing, constituted order in the universe. ultimat e l y, he

believed that order was achieved through the commitment of

human will to Divine Will and that such commitment i nvolve d

mor e than intellect. It resulted f r om the reciprocal l ove

between man and his Creator in which each exerts his will
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to achieve union with the other through the instrument

of grace freely given and freely accepted:

We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of our explor ing
Will ·be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.

The journey toward this union takes place in time,

the "immense panorama of anarchy and f ut i l i t y " Eliot had

attempted to reject in "The waste Land" and "As h wednesday. •

In "Four Quartets , I his recognition that only through time,

time is conquered" leads him to a new awareness of the posi-

tive value of human action. Thus , history is significant as

the record of human effort "in time" to achieve a un i on with

God Who exists "out of time":

History is a pattern
Of timeless moments. So while the light fails
On a winter's afternoon in a secluded chapel
History is now and . England
with the drawing of this Love and the voice of

this Calling .

Art is significant because it symbolizes the order that

results from the union of human and Divine will:
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What we call the beginning is often the e nd
And to make an end is to make a beginni ng.
The end is where we s tart f rom . And every phase
And sentence tha t is righ t (where every word is

at home,
Taking its place to support the others ,
The word neither diffident nor ostentatious,
An easy commerce of the old and new ,
The common word exact without vulgarity
The formal word precise but not pedantic
The complete consort dancing together ) •
Every phrase and every sentence is an end and a

beginning .

To r e j ec t the human potentiality for action , then , is as

erroneous as undue attachment to it. The ideal human condi-

tion i s de t achment :

not less of love but expanding
o f love beyond desire , and s o liberation
From the future as well as the past.

In this state of loving detachment the human spiri t i s

closest to God . Here the 'immense panorama of endless

anarchy and fut ility" is . transformed into a "c ondi t i on of

complete simpl i c ity costing not l e s s than everything . "

This i s the c ondition i n which the human Annunciation

prayer , "Thy Wil l be done , II uni tes wi th t he 0 i vine act of

Redemption , a nd t he jour ne y to spiritual ful i llment i s

c omp leted at "the point of i nter s e c tion of the time l ess

wit h t ime ."
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And all shall be well and
All manner of thing shall be well
When the tongues of flame are in-folded
Into the crowned knot of f i r e
And the fire and the rose are one.



CHAPTER VI

CONCLUSION

At the conclusion of "Four Quartets," T. S. Eliot

envisions his personal search for spiritual fulfillment as

a lifelong pursuit shared by all men:

We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.

For Eliot, the "exploration" began with an awareness of a

"pe r s ona l and private agony" initially manifested i n a re-

jection of the values of modern society. This agony was

assuaged when he recognized it as the yearning of the

human spirit not simply to reject the world but to be

united with God . Because this search for spiritual iden-

tity is the most significant act of human existence, it is

a worthy subject for poetry , but it is only a subject,

not poetry itself . Consequently, the poet must fulfill

the remainder of his artistic intention: "to transmute

his personal and private agony into something rich and

strange, something universal and impersona~ if other men

167
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are t o participate aesthetically as well as s piritually

i n his exploration.

The r e f or e , El i ot returns to the nature imagery which

has been the objective correlative f or spirit ual vitality

in all of his poetry to express his conception o f the nat ure

of grace which reaches a climax i n "Four Quart ts II :

we sha ll not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arr ive where we s tarted
And know the place for the first time .
Through t he unknown, r emember ed gate
Whe n t he las t of earth left to discover
I s t ha t wh ich was the beginning :
At the source o f the longest rive r
The voi ce of t he h idden waterfal l
And t he children in the apple tree
Not known, bec a us e not looke d for
But he ar d , half-heard in t he stillness
Bet wee n t he waves of the sea .

Once a gain , the dominant image is water, no longer an

ambi guous symbol of spir~tual vitality . In this context,

i t recalls the myt h pattern Eliot h a d originally uti l i zed

in "The waste Land ." The waters have been freed , t he

Fishe r King restored, and the poet assumes the role of

Pe r c i va l , the medieval descendant of the ancient fert i l i ty

gods :
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This land whose streams no waters fed
Its fountains dry , its fields unplowed
His word, once more with health endowed . l

By "Four Quartets , , however, Eliot has moved far

beyond the negative delineation of spiritual aridity in

the waste Land to commitment to the Christian dogma of

the Incarnation and Redemption. Why , then , are nature

imagery and myth not replaced by traditional Christian

symbolism? I n c olor , detail and pattern , Christian

aymbo Li.am is surely "rich and strange.' Moreover, it

shares with mythology the universal intention of conveying

spiritual realities in tangible terms. But to the

Christian poet and his reader , Christian symbols can

never be "impersonal ." Formal liturgy relates them in

a specific manne r to certain religious exercises . More

important , they i nvar i ab ly engender an emotional r e s pons e

which the i nd i vidua l c~nsiders part of the deepest and

most persona l level of spiritua l experience . Consequently ,

he is e i the r unwi l l ing or unable to v iew t hese symbols

with aes the t i c detachment . This account s for t he delicate

!weston, Op e c it., p . 14.
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balance Eliot has attempted to c r e a t e be t wee n na t ure

mythology and traditional Christian symbolism in h i s

poe t ry . Occasionally, as in "Ash Wednesday, lI t he results

are ambiguous, but on t he whole, El i ot ' s deve l opment of a

pattern of nature i magery founde d i n myth which ultimate l y

is expande d to express Chr i s t i an mys ter ies pr oves his

ability to achieve his artis tic int ent i on .

That Eliot wa s s uccess ful i n transmuting his deepest

persona l exper i e nc e i nto a n artis tic rea lity i s signifi-

cantly borne out by c ompar i s on of the thesis on which he

first bas e d his approach to art and the poet i c statement

with wh ich he c limaxed his artistic achie veme nt. In

lITradition and the I ndividual Ta lent ,lI Eli ot had recognized

the poet ' s nee d to develop a perspective embr acing the

c onc ept of eternity. He called it the "hi.s tior Lce L sense " :

This historical sense i nvolves a percep
tion, not only of tl~ pastness of the past, but
of i ts presence •.•• This historical sense ,
which is a sense of the timeless as well as of
the temporal a nd of the time l ess a nd t he temporal
together , is what makes a writer traditional.
And it is at the same time what makes a writ e r
acutely conscious of his place i n time. 2

2Eli ot, "Tradition and the I ndividua l Talent, "
Selected Essays, OPe cit., p . 4.
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Such a "historical sense" provides the poet with "an aware-
I

ness of the past t o an extent which the past 's awar e ne s s of

itself cannot show . ..3 This aesthetic principle achieves

full dimension in spiritual terms in "Four Quartets":

It seems as one becomes older ,
That the past has another pattern, and ceases

to be a mere sequence--
Or even development:

. . . . . . . . . . .
We had the experience but missed the meaning
And approach to the meaning restores the

experience
In a different form, beyond any meaning
We can assign to happiness. I have said

before that the past experience revived
in the meaning

Is not the experience of one life only
But of many generations.

T. S. Eliot's ability to perceive and to convey the

experience of man in time as he moves toward the timeless-

ness of un ion with God .provides the most significant rela-

tionship between the man's resolution of his "personal and

private a gony" and the poet 's attempt to transmute it into

something "un iversal ." His awar e ne s s of the scope of his

3I b i d . , p. 6.
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subject and his ability t o control it are clearly indi

cated by the c larity of structure and imagery which

characterizes h is ma j or poe m, "Four Quartets . II Both

require what Eliot terms "A condition of c omplete sim

plicity costi ng not l ess than everything."
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