
TONE AND VOICE IN T. S. ELIOT'S EARLY POETRY AND PROSE 

by 

JOHN XIROS COOPER 

B.A., S i r George Williams U n i v e r s i t y , 1970 

M.A., The U n i v e r s i t y of B r i t i s h Columbia, 1977 

A THESIS SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILMENT OF 

THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE .OF 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

i n 

THE FACULTY OF GRADUATE STUDIES 

(Department of En g l i s h ) 

We accept t h i s t h e s i s as conforming 

to the required standard 

THE UNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA 

May 1984 

(?) John X i r o s Cooper, 1984 



In p r e s e n t i n g t h i s t h e s i s i n p a r t i a l f u l f i l m e n t o f the 
requ i rements f o r an advanced degree a t the U n i v e r s i t y 
o f B r i t i s h Co lumb ia , I agree t ha t the L i b r a r y s h a l l make 
i t f r e e l y a v a i l a b l e f o r r e f e r e n c e and s tudy . I f u r t h e r 
agree t h a t p e r m i s s i o n f o r e x t e n s i v e copy ing o f t h i s t h e s i s 
f o r s c h o l a r l y purposes may be g ran ted by the head o f my 
department o r by h i s o r her r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s . I t i s 
unders tood t h a t copy ing o r p u b l i c a t i o n o f t h i s t h e s i s 
f o r f i n a n c i a l ga in s h a l l not be a l l owed w i thout my w r i t t e n 
p e r m i s s i o n . 

Department o f E n g l i s h  

The U n i v e r s i t y o f B r i t i s h Columbia 
1956 Main Mall 
Vancouver , Canada 
V6T 1Y3 

Date 1 March 1984 

E-6 (3/81"> 



Abstract 

This study examines 'tone' and 'voice' in T. S. Eliot's early poetry 

and prose from sociological and historical perspectives. A procedural 

framework is proposed drawn from recent work in the sociology of knowl

edge, social anthropology, and the sociology of language which helps to 

elucidate the specific relationship between a literary text and the 

concrete historical moment in which i t is lodged. In this study a 

literary work is not conceived of as a discrete textual object, but as a 

signifying practice which shares with all uses of language the important 

feature of occurring in a particular social context that is already 

always deeply inscribed with meaning. The shared knowledge of this 

system of meaning in a society I call 'common intuitive l i f e ' . Works of 

art impinge on the common intuitive life as operations, of certain, 

specific kinds, on this system of settled significations. I argue that 

Eliot's early work actively aimed to subvert, disrupt, and, ultimately, 

transform the aesthetic and socio-political regions of the common intui

tive life of bourgeois society. This study, thus, contests the tradi

tional critical practice of assigning to Eliot's enactments of experience 

in his poetry and to his formulations of critical axioms in his prose a 

universalist or essentialist value. Instead his early work is read as 

embodying more limited aesthetic and cultural practices, which, on 

occasion, use universal ist notions, like myth, instrumentally in the 

service of the more limited project. 



i i i 

"Hearing the dissonances" introduces the concept of 'tone' and 

explores the paradoxical services this notion has rendered Anglo-American 

formalism from I. A. Richards to American 'new criticism 1. This chapter 

rethinks 'tone' sociologically. "The destruction of 'literature'" 

examines "The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock" as Eliot's witty attempt 

to annul late Romantic notions of the 'literary' and of the verbal 

practices which follow from such notions. "Undermining the foundations" 

extends this analysis to other short poems and ends with a discussion of 

a fragment of The waste Land, bringing to bear concepts and themes 

developed in previous chapters and looking forward to the fuller treat

ment of The waste Land in Chapter Five. Chapter Four, "An incessant 

activity," examines tone and form in The sacred wood, discovering and 

interpreting the overall unity of this signal text as a function of its 

iconoclastic encounter with settled notions and theories of literature 

and literary practice. "A deep closed song; or the argument of The waste 

Land" examines Eliot's early masterpiece as a work whose unity lies, not 

in putative intrinsic coherences, but in its relationship to the common 

intuitive life of bourgeois readers in post-Great War England. The 

chapter, in short, explores the poem's negative or dialogical 'unity'. 

The study concludes in "A very long perspective" with a brief discussion 

of "Ash Wednesday" and For Lancelot Andrewes. It assesses the mutations 

of tone and voice consonant with Eliot's migration in English society 

from an uneasy marginality to a socially and institutionally more central 

place. 
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But I have seen the birth and death of several purely 

literary periodicals; and I say of all of them that in 

isolating the concept of literature they destroy the life 

of literature. . . . Even the purest literature is alimented 

from non-literary sources, and has non-literary consequences. 

Pure literature is a chimera of sensation; admit the vestige 

of an idea and it is already transformed. . . . We must 

include besides 'creative' work and literary criticism, any 

material which should be operative on general ideas—the 

results of contemporary work in history, archaeology, 

anthropology, even the more technical sciences when those 

results are of such a nature to be valuable to the man of 

general culture and when they can be intelligible to him. 

T. S. Eliot, "The Idea of a Literary Review," 

The New criterion 4 (January 1926): 3-4. 
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Preface 

This study examines voice and tone i n T. S. E l i o t ' s e a r l y poetry 

and prose. The category of 'tone' i n v i t e s the clo s e s c r u t i n y of a 

work's concrete r e l a t i o n s h i p with a p a r t i c u l a r s o c i o - h i s t o r i c a l context. 

My work develops a s o c i o l o g i c a l approach to the study of l i t e r a r y tone 

and v o i c e . I t does t h i s i n a s c h o l a r l y and c r i t i c a l context dominated 

by t r a d i t i o n s of reading and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n v a r i o u s l y c a l l e d " p r a c t i c a l 

c r i t i c i s m , " "new c r i t i c i s m , " and, the term I adopt, "Anglo-American 

formalism." By "Anglo-American formalism" I mean that t r a d i t i o n of 

reading and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n that operates on the assumption that a work 

of l i t e r a t u r e i s a d i s c r e t e , s e l f - c o n t a i n e d t e x t u a l object whose meaning 

i s generated as the r e s u l t of the e n t i r e l y i n t r i n s i c a c t i o n of the language 

of the t e x t , recuperable formal p a t t e r n s , and the unique i n s t a n c i n g of 

conventional features (Fekete 1977: 85-98; Michaels 1980: 410-420; 

Fowler 1981: 186-187). My study opposes t h i s view. The dominance of 

t h i s formalism i n the academic s e t t i n g where l i t e r a t u r e i s read and 

discussed has forced a c e r t a i n polemical tone to creep i n t o my work 

and i n t o my formulation of a c r i t i c a l p r a c t i c e that i s s t i l l very much 

a m i n o r i t y p r a c t i c e i n North America, though l e s s so i n most other 

academic communities i n the world. 

For my purposes, a work of l i t e r a t u r e i s not conceived of as a 

d i s c r e t e t e x t u a l object but shares with a l l uses of language the c r u c i a l 

feature of always o c c u r r i n g i n a communicative context. By t h i s I do 
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not mean that a t e x t must be read against a communicative background. 

This would be to r e s u r r e c t c e r t a i n p r e - f o r m a l i s t t r a d i t i o n s of reading 

against which the r e i g n i n g formalism was f i r s t minted i n the 1920s and 

1930s. The communicative context i s not simply a separable background, 

recovered i n c r i t i c i s m as separable events, o b j e c t s , and i n d i v i d u a l s 

a f f e c t i n g the d i s c r e t e t e x t , e i t h e r at the l e v e l of naive r e f e r e n t i a l i t y 

or at the l e v e l of general ideas. The communicative context shapes a 

t e x t as a whole and pervades a l l i t s i n d i v i d u a l elements and parts 

( F i r t h 1957: 181-182; Fowler 1981: 191-192). For example, a t e x t does 

not simply speak; i t addresses p a r t i c u l a r readers whom the author 

conceives of i n c e r t a i n ways, beginning with the often t a c i t a u t h o r i a l 

assumption that readers already always have something i n t h e i r h e a d s -

l i k e expectations of what a l i t e r a r y t e x t should be--with which h i s or 

her own t e x t w i l l have to set up some s o r t of d e t a i l e d r e l a t i o n s h i p (Eco 

1979b: 7-11). S i m i l a r l y , the language of a l i t e r a r y work i s u n i n t e r -

pretable save i n the context of the l i n g u i s t i c usages of a p a r t i c u l a r 

community, and i n the context of r e l a t i o n s h i p s the t e x t sets up with 

those changing usages and the normal expectations i m p l i e d i n e s t a b l i s h e d 

verbal p r a c t i c e s . Again, modes of formal and generic p a t t e r n i n g make 

no sense unless read as s e t t i n g up motivated r e l a t i o n s h i p s with s e t t l e d 

p r i n c i p l e s and p r a c t i c e s that d i s t i n g u i s h the patterned from the amorphous, 

noise from sound, order from chaos. 

The communicative context which makes sense of a t e x t i t s e l f 

occurs w i t h i n a p a r t i c u l a r s o c i e t y . This study conceives of s o c i e t y 

i n two dimensions: as a m u l t i - l e v e l s t r u c t u r e i n continuous h i s t o r i c a l 

t ransformation (a conventional enough notion) and as a s t r u c t u r e of 
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i n t e n t i o n a l i t y generated by the f u l l measure of human agency i n the form 

of human Praxis (Lowe 1982: 17-18). I want to i n s i s t on t h i s l a t t e r 

dimension of s o c i e t y because very o f t e n an approach such as the one I 

take i n t h i s study i s accused of d i s s o l v i n g the i n d i v i d u a l i n impersonal 

and mechanistic forces of production, or laws of h i s t o r y . The human 

being i s n e i t h e r a puppet awkwardly dangling on t h i n wires descending 

from the laws of h i s t o r i c a l change, nor a nervous mask grimacing i n pains 

and pleasures o c c a s i o n a l l y e r u p t i n g from the depths of the unconscious. 

I t has been a weakness of h i s t o r i c i s t and m a t e r i a l i s t approaches i n the 

human sciences t h a t they have not i n s i s t e d enough on the s o c i a l importance 

of the competent and knowledgeable human agent (Lefebvre 1969: 25-58; 

Giddens 1981: 15). Marx's emphasis on human Praxis has often been l o s t 

s i g h t of i n the importance placed on the second part of h i s c l a s s i c 

f ormulation on human agency. Men make h i s t o r y , he s a i d , but not i n 

circumstances of t h e i r own choosing. One aspect of t h i s observation of 

which the s o c i o l o g y of knowledge has made us aware i s the f a c t that the 

products of human Praxis, r e i f i e d i n time, themselves often come to 

acquire the i r r e d u c i b i l i t y and force of nature. In t h i s sense, r e i f i e d 

s o c i a l and c u l t u r a l s t r u c t u r e s depersonalize i n t e n t i o n and c a r r y i n t o 

the arena of human agency and a c t i o n i n t e n t i o n a l . i t i e s that have no 

i n d i v i d u a l l o c u s , but are embodied i n o b j e c t i v a t e d and i n s t i t u t i o n a l 

forms (Marx 1970: 46-48; Berger and Luckmann 1979: 106-109; Sa r t r e 1982: 

79-94). 

S o c i e t y as a f i e l d of personal and impersonal i n t e n t i o n a l i t i e s 

formed and transformed i n the processes of h i s t o r i c a l change generates 

a pervasive system of s i g n i f i c a t i o n s or meanings which i n h a b i t a n t s 
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acquire by v i r t u e of t h e i r a c t i v e residence i n the given community. 

Objects, processes, events, i n d i v i d u a l s , groups, i n s t i t u t i o n s , memories, 

verbal p r a c t i c e s , and so on are a l l enveloped i n t h i s system of s i g n i f i 

c a t i o n s . A l l members of a s o c i e t y are s o c i a l i z e d to t h i s system which 

i s , i n essence, i n t e r s u b j e c t i v e ; that i s , i t i s a system of shared 

meanings held i n common by a l l members of a s o c i e t y . The shared knowledge 

Of the System Of S i g n i f i c a t i o n s I c a l l the common intuitive l i f e . I 

have chosen t h i s coinage because i t conforms to a vocabulary f a m i l i a r 

to l i t e r a r y s t u d i e s , yet preserves the concept of s o c i e t y on which my 

work depends. This notion i s not new. I t derives from a number of 

sources i n c l u d i n g T. S. E l i o t himself. But more s p e c i f i c a l l y i t i s 

indebted to Raymond W i l l i a m s , beginning with h i s important response to 

E l i o t ' s Notes Towards the Definition of Culture (1948) i n Culture and 

Society (1958, 1961; see Eagleton 1970 f o r a comparative a n a l y s i s of 

these two views of the 'common c u l t u r e ' ) . However, W i l l i a m s ' r e f l e c t i o n s 

on the idea of the 'common c u l t u r e 1 have not stood s t i l l s i n c e the l a t e 

1950s. In a l e c t u r e i n Montreal i n 1973 he sketched the t h e o r e t i c a l 

model of c u l t u r e to which h i s work has led him and which u n d e r l i e s , to 

a large e x t e n t , my notion of the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e . His remarks 

come i n the context of a d i s c u s s i o n of 'base' and 'superstructure' i n 

Marxis t c u l t u r a l s t u d i e s and of Antonio Gramsci's r e l a t e d concept of 

'.hegemony'. 

I would say f i r s t t hat i n any s o c i e t y , i n any p a r t i c u l a r 
p e r i o d , there i s a c e n t r a l system of p r a c t i c e s , meanings 
and va l u e s , which we can pro p e r l y c a l l dominant and 
e f f e c t i v e . This implies no presumption about i t s value. 
A l l I am saying i s that i t i s c e n t r a l . . . . In any case 
what I have i n mind i s the c e n t r a l , e f f e c t i v e and 
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dominant system of meanings and valu e s , which are not 
merely a b s t r a c t but which are organized and l i v e d . . . . 
I t i s a whole body of p r a c t i c e s and exp e c t a t i o n s ; 
our assignments of energy, our ordinary understanding 
of the nature of man and of hi s world. I t i s a set of 
meanings and values which as they are experienced as 
p r a c t i c e s appear as r e c i p r o c a l l y c o n f i r m i n g . (1980: 38) 

He goes on to argue t h a t t h i s system c o n s t i t u t e s "a sense of r e a l i t y 

f o r most people i n the s o c i e t y , " an awareness that i s absolute because 

i t i s of a r e a l i t y that i s experienced at every l e v e l of concrete, 

p r a c t i c a l l i f e , from the most f o r m a l l y conceptual and p u b l i c to the 

most f e e l i n g l y intimate and p r i v a t e . I t encompasses a s o c i e t y ' s p o s s i b l e 

range of ideas and f e e l i n g s about something as formal and corporate as 

a na t i o n a l C o n s t i t u t i o n or l e g a l system, and, correspondingly, a s o c i e t y ' s 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c responses to the f a c t , say, of death or the c o n s t r u c t i o n 

of personal i d e n t i t y and s u b j e c t i v i t y . I t i s not, moreover, a s t a t i c 

system, but one which depends on concrete and s o c i a l processes. The 

c r u c i a l f a c t o r here i s what Williams c a l l s the "process of i n c o r p o r a t i o n " 

(1980: 39), that i s , the process by which the meanings and v a l u a t i o n s of 

experience are i n c o r p o r a t e d , p r i n c i p a l l y by language, i n the common 

i n t u i t i v e l i f e as a whole. 

Within t h i s "system of p r a c t i c e s , meanings and values," what I am 

c a l l i n g the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e of a s o c i e t y , language plays an impor

tant r o l e . Language does not simply record the contents of the common 

i n t u i t i v e l i f e ; i t forms the basis f o r s i g n i f i c a n t i n t e r a c t i o n w i t h i n 

the compass of a shared l i f e and encodes the shared systems of value, 

knowledge, and b e l i e f . Thus language serves not only to f i x and assign 

meaning, but a l s o , and t h i s i s the source of i t s c r e a t i v i t y , to confirm 
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or contest these assignments. Works of a r t impinge on the common 

i n t u i t i v e l i f e of a s o c i e t y as an o p e r a t i o n , of one kind or another, 

on s e t t l e d s i g n i f i c a t i o n s which things acquire over time (Bennett 1979: 

24-25). More s p e c i f i c a l l y , works of l i t e r a t u r e impinge on the verbal 

p r a c t i c e s of the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e and become operations on the way 

language a r t i c u l a t e s the s i g n i f i c a n c e of t h i n g s . So that a poem, say, 

i s not simply a work i n language, but a work on language; i t does not 

contain meaning, rather i t i s an operation on p r i o r meaning. 

These observations are important f o r r e s o l v i n g the e s s e n t i a l problem 

which E l i o t ' s poetry has always presented l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m , a problem 

which was the o r i g i n a l spur of t h i s study. E l i o t wrote an a l l u s i v e , 

r e c o n d i t e , p e r v a s i v e l y i r o n i c poetry which has f a s c i n a t e d c r i t i c i s m f o r 

several generations and which has i n v i t e d learned commentary that i s 

s u b t l y ingenious i n i t s e x p l o r a t i o n of what i s taken to be E l i o t ' s e x t r a 

o r d i n a r y a e s t h e t i c s o p h i s t i c a t i o n . His antagonists have often accused 

him i n t h i s respect of d e l i b e r a t e o b s c u r i t y and an Alexandrian approach 

to composition (Lucas 1923: 116; Hamilton 1950; Winters 1963: 36, 64). 

Yet when t h i s ingenious c r i t i c i s m has come f i n a l l y to say what the 

poetry i s about, what E l i o t i s a c t u a l l y saying i n the poems, i t has 

heard something r a t h e r o l d - f a s h i o n e d , something c o n v e n t i o n a l , and even 

r a t h e r crude. Here i s Helen Gardner on the "ageless" subject of The 

waste Land: the poem, she w r i t e s , "discovers a r a d i c a l defect i n human 

l i f e and makes c l e a r the ' i n s u f f i c i e n c y of human enjoyments'" (1959: 88). 

This comes from Gardner's f i r s t book on E l i o t , which i s s t i l l c i t e d as 

one of the d e c i s i v e and more learned readings of E l i o t (Moody 1979: 93). 

The " r a d i c a l defect" The waste Land u n v e i l s at the heart of human l i f e 
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i s none other than O r i g i n a l S i n . This ponderous, crude, anti-modernist, 

unsubtle t h e o l o g i c a l commonplace, which was already being t r e a t e d as a 

c l i c h e ' b y the c i v i c humanists i n Quattrocento I t a l y (Baron 1966: 302-

314), s t r i k e s Gardner with the force of a r e v e l a t i o n about l i f e . For 

several pages a f t e r t h i s r e v e l a t i o n she continues e x p l i c a t i n g d e t a i l s 

of the poem having seemingly accepted O r i g i n a l Sin as a necessary and 

obvious ' t r u t h ' or ' f a c t ' of the human c o n d i t i o n . Of course, the t r u t h 

of such an observation about l i f e i s e n t i r e l y contestable and she i s 

qui t e u n j u s t i f i e d i n passing s i l e n t l y over t h i s p o i n t . I am not saying 

t h a t she should engage i n a t h e o l o g i c a l demonstration of the t r u t h of 

the notion. What needs to be taken up i s a d i s c u s s i o n of the observation's 

contestabiiity i n 1922 when the poem was published. 

I t i s c l e a r from the s t r u c t u r e of the poem i t s e l f , from E l i o t ' s 

prose [ F L A 50), and from h i s biography (Gordon 1977) that he knew 

p r e c i s e l y how contestable an a s s e r t i o n about O r i g i n a l Sin was i n h i s 

time. I t i s c l e a r that E l i o t came to accept t h i s ancient C h r i s t i a n 

d o c t r i n e very e a r l y i n h i s l i f e so that The waste. Land does not labour 

to achieve such an observation. The poem i s not a s e r i e s of examples 

i n which we see the s o c i a l and personal e f f e c t s of O r i g i n a l Sin that lead 

us overwhelmingly to a knowledge of the t r u t h of such a n o t i o n , although 

t h i s i s the kind of i n d u c t i v e process which Gardner suggests l i e s at the 

heart of the poem. Instead, the notion of r a d i c a l human s i n f u l n e s s i s a 

point of departure. The a s s e r t i o n of O r i g i n a l Sin i n The waste Land 

cannot be inn o c e n t l y accounted f o r as the unavoidable discovery of an 

o r i g i n a l l y innocent 'speaker', l o s t i n a f a l l e n world, who engages i n a 

h e u r i s t i c probing of contemporary l i f e and comes to the ' s u r p r i s i n g ' 
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c o n c l u s i o n that eighteen c e n t u r i e s of C h r i s t i a n thought about s i n are 

r i g h t a f t e r a l l . The poem opens with what the poem shows i t knows 

already i n t a c t . 

E l i o t knew, and the r e f o r e c r i t i c i s m should know, that the i m p l i c i t 

a s s e r t i o n of r a d i c a l human s i n f u l n e s s i n The waste Land represented an 

oblique a s s a u l t on c e r t a i n l i b e r a l i z i n g accounts of human experience i n 

s c r i b e d i n the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e of the En g l i s h middle c l a s s e s . The 

notion of O r i g i n a l S i n f u l n e s s opposes, i n a l l i t s spiky i r r e d u c i b i l i t y , 

the m e l i o r i s t optimism of l i b e r a l , u t i l i t a r i a n e t h i c s which had d i s p l a c e d , 

i n the popular mind, o l d e r C h r i s t i a n d o c t r i n e s . This e t h i c a l meliorism 

had become the conventional account of the moral l i f e i n the bourgeois 

era. The poem not only attacks the p o s i t i v e p r i n c i p l e s of l i b e r a l e t h i c s 

--such as the notion of human p e r f e c t a b i l i t y and e g a l i t a r i a n i s m - - b u t a l s o 

more e l u s i v e aspects, l i k e the atmosphere and f e e l of the p a l l i d inward

ness such e t h i c s imply. The poem's whole manner and matter i s shaped by 

that o p p o s i t i o n a l context. N a r r a t i v e s t r a t e g i e s , imagery, themes, v o i c e s , 

and the range of t o n a l i t i e s must be read f o r the con t r a s t s they set up 

with the contents and s t y l e s i n s c r i b e d i n the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e . The 

poem must be read, i n s h o r t , as an attempted r e - i n s c r i p t i o n of fundamental 

experience. Thus, the poin t about The waste Land i s not that i t presents 

some p a r t i c u l a r v i s i o n of l i f e , but that i t contests accounts of funda

mental experience that E l i o t i n a l l honesty could not abide. That he 

chose v i s i o n a r y modes as a method of c o n t e s t a t i o n and as a way of cl a i m i n g 

e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l a u t h o r i t y f o r his 'argument' should not d e f l e c t us from 

the poem's actual i n t e r e s t s . In t h i s way, the s o p h i s t i c a t i o n , l e a r n i n g , 

and technique of the poem can be put, a p p r o p r i a t e l y , i n the s e r v i c e of a 
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simple, even simple-minded, theme, because i t i s not the discovery of a 

knowledge of the theme that i s at i s s u e , but the f a t e of what the theme 

ass e r t s i n a h o s t i l e , and yet s o p h i s t i c a t e d , learned, p e r v a s i v e l y i r o n i c , 

environment. The poem's s t y l e i s c a l l e d out by the r i g o u r s of the par

t i c u l a r s i g n i f y i n g work i t must do i n an a f f e c t i v e l y complex environment 

(Burke 1941, 1961: 3-4; Eagleton 1976: 101; Douglas 1978: 95-98). E l i o t 

knew, and th e r e f o r e c r i t i c i s m should know, what i t meant i n 1922 to w r i t e 

a poem 'discovering' O r i g i n a l Sin that Bertrand R u s s e l l was going to read. 

R u s s e l l , of course, was only one reader of many, and an e x t r a 

ordinary one at t h a t . However, he was a l s o r a t h e r t y p i c a l as a legatee 

of the p r i n c i p l e s , procedures, and a t t i t u d e s of the l i b e r a l Enlightenment 

i n Europe. Yet the Enlightenment i s not the i n h e r i t a n c e of i n d i v i d u a l s 

alone, l e t alone the sol e possession of great r a t i o n a l i s t p h i l o s o p h e r s; 

i t i s the i n t e l l e c t u a l and a f f e c t i v e i n h e r i t a n c e of a whole c l a s s . The 

p r i n c i p l e s of European Enlightenment run l i k e threads through the s t r u c 

ture of thought and f e e l i n g of the European bourgeoisie from the end of 

the eighteenth century to our own time (ASG passim). Of course, i t i s 

important to remember th a t the impact and i n f l u e n c e of Enlightenment 

ideas i n the regions of Europe vary with the h i s t o r i c a l circumstances of 

each r e g i o n . Thus, the c i v i c humanism of the French, constructed around 

a n a t i o n a l image of le citoyen, i s d i f f e r e n t from the u t i l i t a r i a n i s m of 

En g l i s h l i b e r a l s , which i s d i f f e r e n t again from the r a d i c a l l i b e r t a r i a n 

tendencies i n I t a l i a n l i b e r a l i s m . Yet running through the c o n s t e l l a t i o n 

of ideas and p r a c t i c e s t h a t had t h e i r modern formula t i o n i n the E n l i g h t 

enment we f i n d common themes and common a t t i t u d e s , towards the past, 

towards human nature, towards science and r e l i g i o n , and so on. Indeed, 
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I take the Enlightenment and i t s many f r u i t s i n nineteenth-century Europe 

to be the transf o r m a t i v e i n t e l l e c t u a l and i d e o l o g i c a l programme of the 

European bourgeoisie i n i t s disenchantment with the sacred and mythical 

worlds of the feudal a r i s t o c r a c i e s (Horkheimer and Adorno 1944, 1972: 5). 

I understand the nineteenth century as the period of c o n s o l i d a t i o n of 

the power of the bourgeoisie as the d i r e c t i v e e l i t e of i n d u s t r i a l i z i n g 

Europe. This i s not to say tha t a r i s t o c r a c t i c forms and e x e r c i s e s of 

power did not p e r s i s t i n the nineteenth and wel l i n t o the twentieth 

c e n t u r i e s . They d i d . But i t i s to say t h a t these were p r o g r e s s i v e l y 

subordinated as sources of r e a l d i r e c t i v e power i n the re l e v a n t s o c i e t i e s 

and took on, more and more, the f i g u r a t i v e and ceremonial i r r e l e v a n c e 

t h a t a r i s t o c r a t i c forms s t i l l have i n our time, where they have managed 

to p e r s i s t . My sense of Enlightenment as the r u l i n g ideas of the s t r u c 

ture of thought and f e e l i n g of the bourgeoisie i s derived from a number 

of sources. F i r s t , the seminal study of the Enlightenment by Max 

Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, t r a n s l a t e d as Dialectic of Enlighten

ment (1944, 1972); second, Lucien Goldmann's The Philosophy of the 

Enlightenment: The Christian Burgess and the Enlightenment (1973). By 

the 'bourgeois e r a ' , I mean the s o c i e t y of Western Europe, e s p e c i a l l y 

B r i t a i n and France, from t h e . l a s t t h i r d of the eighteenth century to the 

f i r s t decade of the twentieth ( c f . Davie 1978: 14-15). And I accept 

Marx's d e f i n i t i o n and use of the term 'bourgeois s o c i e t y ' from his The 

Class Struggles in France (1964: 134). E. J . Hobsbawm has s u c c i n c t l y 

summarized the s p e c i f i c s of European h i s t o r y i n t h i s era i n The Age of 

Revolution, 1789-1848: 
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The great r e v o l u t i o n of 1789-1848 was the triumph 
not of 'industry' as such, but of capitalist i n d u s t r y ; 
not of l i b e r t y and e q u a l i t y i n gen e r a l , but of middle 

class or 'bourgeois' liberal s o c i e t y ; not of 'the 
modern economy' or 'the modern s t a t e , ' but of the 
economies and states i n a p a r t i c u l a r geographical 
region of the world (part of Europe and a few patches 
of North America), whose centre was the neighbouring 
and r i v a l s t a t e s of Great B r i t a i n and France. The 
transformation of 1789-1848 i s e s s e n t i a l l y the twin 
upheaval which took place i n those two c o u n t r i e s , 
and was propagated thence across the e n t i r e world. 

(17-18, Hobsbawm's emphasis) 

Of course, Hobsbawm i s concerned with the opening of the bourgeois era. 

E l i o t ' s career comes as that era i s c l o s i n g i n the f i r s t decades of the 

twentieth century. My study can be seen as a c o n t r i b u t i o n to our know

ledge of the l i t e r a r y c u l t u r e of bourgeois s o c i e t y , and of a p a r t i c u l a r 

c onservative c r i t i q u e of bourgeois forms of thought and f e e l i n g . 

This study argues that an examination of tone and voice i n E l i o t ' s 

e a r l y work reveals a poetry and prose d i r e c t e d to the tra n s f o r m a t i o n - -

he would have thought of i t as a c l e a n s i n g - - o f the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e 

of the Anglo-American middle c l a s s . I do not mean that his work i s 

e n t i r e l y p o l e m i c a l , as t h i s i m p l i e s E l i o t keys h i s work e n t i r e l y at the 

l e v e l of ideas. His c r i t i q u e i s much more r a d i c a l than t h i s suggests, 

penetrating to the a f f e c t i v e r e a l i t y o f , what he came to c a l l i n The 

idea of a christian society (1939), "negative l i b e r a l s o c i e t y . " I t i s 

important to remember that E l i o t ' s h o s t i l i t y to l i b e r a l s o c i e t y does not 

p r i m a r i l y i n v o l v e him i n his e a r l y work i n a systematic c r i t i q u e of the 

p o l i t i c a l economy of l i b e r a l i s m . We w i l l f i n d no d e t a i l e d c o n s i d e r a t i o n s 

of p o l i t i c a l events and p e r s o n a l i t i e s of h i s time i n h i s work, although 

t h i s aspect i s not e n t i r e l y absent. E l i o t ' s aim i s rather the u n v e i l i n g 
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of the s p e c i f i c s o c i a l , moral, and p s y c h o l o g i c a l consequences of l i f e 

as i t i s found i n the l i b e r a l ethos. His poetry works at the l e v e l of 

the a c t u a l l y l i v e d , the d e n s i t y of experience i n the everyday. In t h i s 

domain, below the l e v e l of formal p o l i t i c s and p o l i c y , E l i o t was able 

to formulate a metonymic approach that uses an imagery drawn from the 

concrete experience of everyday l i f e i n a r e v e l a t o r y way. And although 

the ' r e v e a l i n g ' p a r t i c u l a r s are o f t e n presented i n a v i s i o n a r y or even 

h a l l u c i n a t o r y a e s t h e t i c context, t h e i r use as s o c i a l l y t y p i f y i n g elements 

must not be l o s t s i g h t of. In Chapter F i v e , I argue that the v i s i o n a r y 

mode of pr e s e n t a t i o n f u n c t i o n s as a l e g i t i m a t i o n s t r a t e g y (Berger 1969: 

31-32) that re-enforces the representativeness of the concrete p a r t i c u l a r . 

Indeed, E l i o t ' s use of t y p i f y i n g metonymy (Greimas and Courted 1982: 193) 

i s a s i g n i f y i n g p r a c t i c e of immense importance, because i t allows the 

t e x t to o f f e r concrete experience i n immediate form and, at the same 

time, conduct a r a t i o n a l argument i m p l i c i t l y through the metonymic ' l o g i c ' 

of t y p i f i c a t o r y r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s (Burke 1941, 1961: 22-28). I r e a l i z e 

t hat i n saying t h i s I am t a k i n g issue with the way the idea of the 

'image' i n modernism i s normally discussed. C r i t i c i s m has i n t e r p r e t e d 

the 'image' as the minimal u n i t of aesthetic perception i n modernism. 

My point i s t h a t E l i o t awakened and e x p l o i t e d s y s t e m a t i c a l l y the p o t e n t i a l 

of the 'image' to f u n c t i o n metonymically i n a s o c i a l context. In h i s 

poetry the 'image' serves more than an a e s t h e t i c f u n c t i o n . As a t y p i f y 

ing element, a r e v e a l i n g p a r t i c u l a r , i t becomes impossible to d i s s o c i a t e 

the image from the e t h i c o - r e l i g i o u s concepts and ideas, or from the forms 

of concrete l i f e , which i t t y p i f i e s ( D e l i a Volpe 1978: 39). A l s o , i t i s 

i m p o s s i b l e , when we analyze the verbal s t y l e of the concrete image, not 



13 

to hear how the s t y l e i t s e l f m o b i l i z e s and focusses p a r t i c u l a r s o c i a l 

a t t i t u d e s towards what i s being represented (Burke 1941, 1961: 128-131). 

These a t t i t u d e s can be traced back to a general c r i t i q u e of s o c i e t y from 

a p a r t i c u l a r c l a s s p o s i t i o n i n that s o c i e t y and to coherent transforma

t i v e s o c i a l and c u l t u r a l p r a c t i c e s i n that context (Machery 1977: 3; 

B a l i b a r 1978: 28; Bennett 1979: 156-168). 

This l a t t e r observation points to the importance of tone and voice 

i n E l i o t ' s work. This importance has been recognized by Anglo-American 

f o r m a l i s t c r i t i c i s m , but the idea of 'tone', as a c r i t i c a l concept, has 

remained l a r g e l y undeveloped nonetheless. As the tone of a work of 

l i t e r a t u r e brings to c r i t i c a l a t t e n t i o n the r e l a t i o n s h i p of t e x t and 

world, i t has been very d i f f i c u l t f o r an a n t i - h i s t o r i c i s t , a n t i - c o n t e x t u a l 

c r i t i c a l p r a c t i c e to pursue the i m p l i c a t i o n s of i t s own h i s t o r i c i z i n g 

and c o n t e x t u a l i z i n g concept. Nevertheless, the f a c t that formalism 

requires a notion l i k e 'tone' to account f o r the wealth of meanings 

that narrowly formal and generic analyses cannot encompass d i s c l o s e s 

the n e c e s s i t y f o r any l i t e r a r y c r i t i c a l p r a c t i c e to t h e o r i z e , no matter 

how r e l u c t a n t l y , the concrete presence of the world i n the t e x t . But 

t h i s demand placed on c r i t i c i s m r e q u i r e s a s o p h i s t i c a t e d , informed grasp 

of what the 'world' i s and how i t i s best described f o r l i t e r a r y c r i t i c a l 

purposes. We need to acquire as s o p h i s t i c a t e d a grasp of the 'world' as 

of the t e x t i t s e l f that formalism has taught us. I devote q u i t e a few 

pages of t h i s study to d e s c r i b i n g the most productive way, f o r l i t e r a r y 

c r i t i c a l purposes, of understanding the nature and s t r u c t u r e of the s o c i a l 

r e a l i t y which always already pervades any given l i t e r a r y t e x t . This 

d e s c r i p t i o n draws on the work of s o c i a l a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s , s o c i o l o g i s t s of 
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knowledge, of language, and of a r t . Beyond the useful knowledge about 

forms of c o l l e c t i v e l i f e these f i e l d s o f f e r l i t e r a r y studies l i e s my 

conv ic t ion that the study of l i t e r a t u r e atrophies the fur ther i t insu la tes 

i t s e l f from contact , not with the ' w o r l d 1 , or ' l i f e ' or h i s to ry as such, 

but with the knowledge of i t s nature and forms which our col leagues in 

the academy o f f e r us. 

General ly speaking, my study has three themes: the p r inc ipa l one 

i s the study of aspects of E l i o t ' s work as b r i e f l y sketched here, taking 

as my point of departure a c r i t i c a l concept derived from Anglo-American 

formal ism; the second theme involves a c r i t i q u e of Anglo-American f o r 

malism from the point of view that i t s concept of ' tone ' represents a 

c r i t i c a l s le ight-of-hand, by which the unavoidable necess i ty of d i s 

cerning the e f f e c t of the external world on the text i t s e l f is s i l e n t l y 

recognized, but l e f t unacknowledged; the t h i r d theme involves developing 

an understanding of soc ia l s t ruc ture and the shared knowledge of i t s 

semantic codings, which permits a f r u i t f u l i nves t iga t ion of what a 

l i t e r a r y text a c tua l l y re fers to in the soc i a l wor ld. 

I have not d iv ided th i s study into three separate parts in which 

I take up each theme in tu rn . I have organized the whole work around a 

p r i nc ipa l thes i s about E l i o t ' s ea r l y poetry and prose. I have i n t r o 

duced the t r i bu ta r y themes in those p laces , va r ious ly d i s t r i bu t ed in the 

work as a whole, where they seem to me to be most use fu l l y d iscussed. 

Obviously because my argument about E l i o t ' s work depends on ce r ta in 

points drawn from the other themes, e spec i a l l y the t h i r d , the f i r s t two 

chapters contain longer sect ions on formalism and soc ie ty . Chapter Five 

on The waste Land, which culminates the study, extends some of the e a r l i e r 
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r e f l e c t i o n s on s o c i e t y . 

T. S. E l i o t i s a w r i t e r who has had a considerable amount of 

a t t e n t i o n devoted to his work. The bulk of i t i s f o r m a l i s t c l o s e reading, 

p r a c t i c a l c r i t i c i s m , e x e g e t i c a l commentary, and the g l o s s i n g of references 

and a l l u s i o n s (a minor i n d u s t r y i n i t s e l f ) . Every word i n his poetry 

has been read, glossed, commented upon many times over. Indeed, non-

s p e c i a l i s t s i n E l i o t s t u d i e s are oft e n f a m i l i a r not only with the man's 

work, but al s o with the c r i t i c a l debates and c o n t r o v e r s i e s h i s poetry 

and prose have provoked i n our time. Because of t h i s I have not f e l t 

compelled to provide a l i n e by l i n e commentary on every poem he wrote. 

I am i n t e r e s t e d much more i n developing an argument about E l i o t as a 

w r i t e r whose poetry and prose are the ma t e r i a l of a wider c u l t u r a l 

p r a c t i c e d i r e c t e d , at bottom, to the transformation of people's l i v e s . 

I t h i n k the pe r s i s t e n c e of his r e p u t a t i o n and s t a t u r e derives e n t i r e l y 

from the force and power, even the aud a c i t y , of such an e n t e r p r i s e . To 

that I should a l s o add that I b e l i e v e a l l works of l i t e r a t u r e to be 

irredeemably engaged, i n t h e i r various d i r e c t and oblique ways, i n 

transformative p r a c t i c e s of a so c i o - v e r b a l k i n d , p r a c t i c e s which f o r e 

ground, ch a l l e n g e , or change the ro u t i n e or conventional ways i n d i v i d u a l s 

i n p a r t i c u l a r s o c i a l circumstances account f o r , or represent i n language, 

the t r u t h s of l i v e d experience. 
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Chapter One: Hearing the dissonances 

H i s t o r i c a l or contextual c r i t i c i s m , whether m a t e r i a l i s t or not, 

has been most vulnerable i n i t s treatment of the d i s c r e t e l i t e r a r y t e x t . * 

Too often a t e x t has been reduced to a thematic cypher of p a r t i c u l a r 

s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l or psycho-biographical contexts. The t e x t ' s verbal and 

formal i n t e g r i t i e s have been d i s s o l v e d i n the s e r v i c e of themes and 

concepts drawn from h i s t o r y i t s e l f . In o p p o s i t i o n to what were thought 

to be r e d u c t i o n i s t or m o n i s t i c c r i t i c a l p r a c t i c e s , Anglo-American 

formalism took as i t s primary polemical slogan the p r e s e r v a t i o n of the 

formal i n t e g r i t y of "the t e x t i t s e l f . " As the dominant c r i t i c a l prac

t i c e from the l a t e 1940s to our own day, Anglo-American formalism has 

been d i f f i c u l t to r e s i s t . In a d d i t i o n to the p r a c t i c a l convenience of 

the p r i n c i p l e of the autonomous t e x t , i t has d i r e c t e d a searching and 

sardonic c r i t i q u e of a l l c o n t e x t u a l i s t thought from p h i l o l o g y , biography, 

belies lettres, and the h i s t o r y of ideas. But formalism's most vigorous 

attack has been reserved f o r h i s t o r i c a l m a t e r i a l i s m , mainly i n the form 

of what has come to be known as the 'vulgar Marxism' of the 1930s (Jay 

1973: 53-56; Eagleton 1977: 11-43; Wi l l i a m s 1977: 77-82). Against the 

view o f . 1 i t e r a t u r e as c u l t u r a l p r a c t i c e on the simple thematic and 

content plane, Anglo-American formalism poses a more s o p h i s t i c a t e d and 

encompassing framework f o r the p r a c t i c e of c r i t i c i s m . While the h i s -

t o r i c i s t c r i t i c b l a n d l y dismantled a work's unique formal coherence i n 

an a n a l y s i s of the work's s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l content, the f o r m a l i s t , 
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by d i s l o d g i n g the t e x t from the s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l environment, seemed 

to preserve, and thus by th a t c r i t i c a l move and that move alone guarantee, 

the work's i n t e r n a l i n t e g r i t y , i t s p o s i t i v e s t r u c t u r e . This guarantee 

and the confident a s s e r t i v e n e s s born of the i n s t i t u t i o n a l triumph of 

f o r m a l i s t p r a c t i c e l ed the f o r m a l i s t to take f o r granted that 'meaning' 

i s e n t i r e l y i n t r i n s i c to the t e x t , that a work of l i t e r a t u r e 'contains' 

meaning i n the same way that a jam j a r 'contains' the strawberry jam. 

The p r a c t i c e that would have developed from such an o r i e n t a t i o n to 

meaning, i f s t r i c t l y a p p l i e d , would have produced a c r i t i c i s m so circum

spect, t h i n , and i r r e l e v a n t t h a t i t would have disappeared from view 

without a t r a c e long ago. Anglo-American formalism has made i t s e l f the 

dominant c r i t i c a l p r a c t i c e of the l a s t f o r t y years by ig n o r i n g i n i t s 

p r a c t i c e i t s own f i r s t p r i n c i p l e s , by i g n o r i n g i t s own assumptions 

(Michaels 1980: 418-419). While openly and e x p l i c i t l y arguing f o r the 

autonomy of the t e x t , t h a t a poem, i n E l i o t ' s famous phrase, i s "a poem 

and not another t h i n g , " the actu a l c r i t i c a l a c t i v i t y of formalism has 

been as thoroughly contextual as any other c r i t i c a l p r a c t i c e , but i t s 
3 

c o n t e x t u a l i z i n g has been u s u a l l y s i l e n t and hidden from view. This 

c o n t r a d i c t o r y p r a c t i c e , which, on the one hand, postponed (when i t didn't 

vehemently deny) a l l contextual c o n s i d e r a t i o n s , w h i l e , on the other hand, 

i n f o r m a l l y drew them i n t o the i n t e r p r e t a t i v e process, was p o s s i b l e only 

i n the i d e o l o g i c a l h a l l of mi r r o r s that has c h a r a c t e r i z e d i n t e l l e c t u a l 

l i f e , East and West, during the Cold War. Yet f o r m a l i s t s were not com

p l e t e l y deaf to context; a f t e r a l l , i n actual p r a c t i c e not a l l 'tension' 

or 'ambiguity' i n a t e x t could be 'resolved' i n the l a s t instance by 

reference to some strenuously s t i p u l a t e d formal 'paradox' (Burgum 1951: 
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31-48). They needed some thoroughly dehistoricized contextual c r i t i c a l 

concept in order to surmount the obvious philosophical ineptitude and 

naivete of the assumption that meaning is entirely positive and int r i n s i c , 

entirely 'given' by the sign, and that the utterer gets meaning into an 

utterance by choosing the word that puts i t there (Nowottny 1968: 152). 

Formalism needed a way of opening the text towards its relevant social 

and pol i t i c a l contexts, contexts that are clearly determinative at some 

level of a work's content and form, while at the same time seeming not to. 

In short, what was required was a c r i t i c a l idea that did not collapse the 

work's formal and verbal integrity in the 'corrosive' contingencies of 

real history while yet, silently, establishing the work's relation to the 

world. That category is 'tone1. 

With the concept of tone, treated as i f i t were a purely formal 

category and occasionally thought of as a 'device', the problem of the 

literary work's external relations could be "safely" approached. 

Although other favoured formal categories—tension, paradox, image 

pattern, ambiguity, and so on--were openly discussed and developed as 

c r i t i c a l instruments,. tone, though used continuously, consciously, and 

productively for interpretation, was l e f t largely undefined and un

explored as a concept. Clearly, however, from the use to which the 

4 

notion was put, tone represented perhaps the most important, unacknowl

edged, formalist category for getting at 'meaning'. One could spend a 

great deal of time scrupulously laying bare the positive structure or 

formal patterns of a work, but to get at what i t a l l meant in the last 

instance required a conceptual leap that could not be managed within the 

naive, unidimensional positivism that formalist practice seemed to insist 
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upon. Tone functioned i n p r a c t i c a l c r i t i c i s m as the most comprehensive 

semantic f e a t u r e of a t e x t , accounting f o r a l l that residue of s i g n i f i 

c a t i o n which i n t r i n s i c analyses could not name, because so much of what 

a work means depends on a reader's c l o s e awareness of the s o c i o - c u l t u r a l 

contexts which encompass and r a t i f y the work. The notion of tone i t s e l f 

as a c r i t i c a l instrument, or as an aspect of meaning, or as a c e r t a i n 

i n t e r p r e t a b l e output of the a c t i v i t y of the t e x t i n a p a r t i c u l a r semantic 

environment was r a r e l y broached. Tone was invoked i n order to l i n k , 

s u b c r i t i c a l l y , a t e x t ' s t o t a l meaning to the semantic universe which 

members of a s o c i e t y c a r r y around i n t h e i r heads, a complex l i n k a g e that 

went 'without saying' because supposedly a l l could hear i t and act upon 

i t . The inability to .'hear' the tone, or to make the proper inferences 

about a work's tone, was put down as a defect of s e n s i b i l i t y , as an 

i n a b i l i t y to master the refinements and d i s c r i m i n a t i o n s of an achieved 

c i v i l i z a t i o n (Richards 1924, 1959: 62; Leavis 1943, 1965: 143-171). Tone 

was t r e a t e d i m p l i c i t l y as the s t a t i c , i n t r i n s i c p r o j e c t i o n s of c e r t a i n 

a t t i t u d e s towards audience and e x t r i n s i c themes, ra t h e r than as the 

placing a c t i v i t y of the t e x t w i t h i n a s p e c i f i c community. Tone, read as 

an i n t u i t i v e l y recognized d i s t i n c t i v e f e a t u r e of i n t r i n s i c meaning, was 

ignored as a r a t i o n a l category of a n a l y s i s , whose s t r u c t u r e gave l i m i t e d 

access to the concrete r e l a t i o n s of t e x t and world. 

This study argues that the concept of tone, as used i n f o r m a l i s t 

c r i t i c i s m , cannot by i t s e l f capture the richness and complexity of the 

world to which poems r i c h l y and complexly r e f e r . To do t h a t , the concept 

of tone would r e q u i r e an expanded d e f i n i t i o n . More g e n e r a l l y , I am 

saying that formalism i s a c r i t i c a l t r a d i t i o n that has concentrated 
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so much a t t e n t i o n on the t e x t i t s e l f , developing a h i g h l y s o p h i s t i c a t e d 

grasp of the i n t e r n a l workings of the t e x t , that i t has allowed i t s 

sense of the world beyond the t e x t to atrophy; indeed, i n the hyper-

formalism of contemporary d e c o n s t r u c t i o n , the 'world' has simply d i s 

appeared as a t e x t u a l r e f e r e n t . The concept of tone, i n s h o r t , i s 

simply an acknowledgement i n formalism that some r e l a t i o n s h i p e x i s t s 

between t e x t and world. I w i l l be arguing that a simple acknowledgement 

of that r e l a t i o n s h i p , normally i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c a l l y conveyed, i s not 

enough to do j u s t i c e to the t e x t as a s i g n i f y i n g p r a c t i c e w i t h i n a 

p a r t i c u l a r s o c i o - h i s t o r i c a l r e a l i t y . Formalism's reluctance to i n v e s t i 

gate the t e x t i n the world l ed to a now wel1-documented form of c r i t i c a l 

b l i n d n e s s . This blindness was t a c t i c a l l y c r u c i a l i n the 1920s and 1930s 

when the new c r i t i c i s m was developing i t s a s s a u l t on a v a r i e t y of c l u m s i l y 

and d e t e r m i n i s t i c a l l y a p p l i e d forms of contextual c r i t i c i s m . However, 

that p o l i t i c a l moment has passed and the accompanying blindness to 

context i s now a l i a b i l i t y and req u i r e s a thorough re-assessment. 

L i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m needs to develop a grasp of the world--or at l e a s t 

of the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e of a people w i t h i n a p a r t i c u l a r s o c i a l 

r e a l i t y — a t l e a s t as s o p h i s t i c a t e d , d e t a i l e d , and concrete as i t s grasp 

of the inner workings o f the t e x t i t s e l f . Later i n t h i s chapter I 

analyze some comments by F. R. Leavis about E l i o t ' s "Burnt Norton" i n 

order to show the r e s u l t of the atrophying of a c r i t i c a l l y r e l e v a n t 

understanding of the nature and processes of s o c i a l r e a l i t y i n s c r i b e d 

as the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e of a community. My choice here i s somewhat 

i r o n i c , i n that the e a r l y E l i o t was one of the more profound i n f l u e n c e s 

on L e a v i s 1 own c r i t i c a l development. However, by the time Leavis came 
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to w r i t e h i s piece on "Burnt Norton" i n the 1940s, E l i o t had long 

transformed i n h i s own c r i t i c a l p r a c t i c e the p r i n c i p l e s with which he 

had been i d e n t i f i e d i n the 1920s. And to that e a r l i e r period I now t u r n . 

In the mythology of Anglo-American formalism i t was T. S. E l i o t who, 

on French models, f i r s t thought and p r a c t i c e d what seemed to be the r u l i n g 

p r i n c i p l e s of the 'new c r i t i c i s m ' . In h i s e a r l y c r i t i c a l essays and 

reviews, and e s p e c i a l l y the group c o l l e c t e d i n The sacred mod (1920), 

E l i o t seemed bent on rescuing l i t e r a t u r e , l i t e r a r y and c r i t i c a l work, 

from the hands of l i t e r a r y gentlemen-amateurs (Eagleton 1977: 12), whose 

devotion to the p a r t i c u l a r values of a s o c i a l c l a s s and to the r e i g n i n g 

commonplaces of nineteenth-century Gladstonian l i b e r a l i s m obscured the 

l i t e r a r y object by making i t , when a l l was s a i d and done, simply an 

i n s t a n c e , e i t h e r f o r good or e v i l , of the m e l i o r i s t thematics of the 

"Whig i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of h i s t o r y " ( B u t t e r f i e l d 1931, 1968: 45-46). The 

nineteenth-century reception of John M i l t o n i s of course the famous case 

i n p o i n t , whereby M i l t o n i s r e c r u i t e d by Macaulay as a protagonist of 

a l l t h a t was p r o g r e s s i v e , P r o t e s t a n t , and l i b e r a l i n the seventeenth 

century, thus p r e f i g u r i n g the equipoise, of the nineteenth (Weimann 1976: 

64-71). E l i o t ' s i n s i s t e n c e t h a t a work of a r t could not be adequately 

understood or evaluated i f i t were simply vandalized f o r the Whig t r e a 

sures i t harboured, which, f o r the g e n t l e m a n - c r i t i c , both authenticated 

the work's ex c e l l e n c e and the correctness of the c r i t i c ' s s o c i a l a l l e 

giances, was o f f e r e d to Edwardian and Georgian l i t e r a r y London as an 

a f f r o n t . Against the l i b e r a l l i t e r a r y amateur E l i o t developed the 

g l a c i a l persona of the p r o f e s s i o n a l c r i t i c and the idea of a more objec

t i v e , text-based c r i t i c a l method th a t took as i t s p o i n t of departure the 
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work as a work o f l i t e r a t u r e "and no t a n o t h e r t h i n g , " c o m p a r a b l e o n l y t o 

o t h e r works w i t h w h i c h i t has literary a f f i n i t i e s . H i n t i n g i n The Sacred 

wood and e l s e w h e r e t h a t a t h e o r e t i c a l l y s o u n d , c o n c e p t u a l , and l o g i c a l 

s u f f i c i e n c y c o u l d be c o n s t r u c t e d t o make l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m s o m e t h i n g 

more t h a n t h e e x t r a c u r r i c u l a r m u s i n g s - i n - t h e - 1 i b r a r y o f a man who, as 
5 

p a r t o f t h e p e r s o n a , p r e t e n d e d he had more momentous t h i n g s t o d o , 

E l i o t d e v e l o p e d i n h i s e a r l y y e a r s a s t y l e o f p r o p o s i t i o n a l a s s e r t i v e n e s s 

t h a t s h a r p l y and v i v i d l y c o n t r a s t e d w i t h what p a s s e d f o r l i t e r a r y c r i t i 

c i s m i n l a t e V i c t o r i a n and Edwa rd i an l i t e r a r y c u l t u r e . I f f u t u r e g e n e r 

a t i o n s o f c r i t i c s have no t p e r c e i v e d t h a t v i v i d c o n t r a s t , i t i s o n l y 

because t h e norm a g a i n s t w h i c h E l i o t ' s e a r l y c r i t i c a l work was c e n t r a l l y 

and p o l e m i c a l l y a imed i s no l o n g e r r e a d . R o b e r t L y n d , Edward Dowden, 

Edmund G o s s e , and t h e o t h e r s no l o n g e r h e l p c o n s t i t u t e a c o h e r e n t l i t e r a r y 

c u l t u r e w h i c h makes s e n s e , n e g a t i v e l y , o f t he t h e m a t i c s and s t y l e o f 

E l i o t ' s e a r l y l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m . The f e i n t t owa rds s y s t em i n The 

sacred wood and t h e s h a r p n e s s o f t ongue w h i c h i n t r o d u c e d i t have t h e i r 

shape and t h r u s t f r o m the l i t e r a r y community i n w h i c h E l i o t had t o 

o p e r a t e . E l i o t ' s d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n w i t h t h e l i b e r a l t r a d i t i o n o f r e a d i n g , 

namely r e a d i n g t h a t sees t h r o u g h a t e x t t o i t s e x t r a - l i t e r a r y m e l i o r i s m , 

shaped t h e r u l i n g c o n c e p t s and s t y l e o f h i s own c r i t i c i s m . I f he 

i n s i s t e d on t h e t e x t ' s au tonomy , i t was p r i m a r i l y because John M o r l e y 

assumed t h e t e x t ' s s u b o r d i n a c y t o ' h i g h e r ' n o n - l i t e r a r y d e s t i n i e s ; i f 

he i n s i s t e d on t h e i m p e r s o n a l i t y o f t h e a u t h o r , i t was p r i m a r i l y because 

R o b e r t Lynd assumed t h a t a poem was s i m p l y a r e f l e x o f an a u t h o r ' s p e r 

s o n a l i t y ; i f he d e v o t e d c o n s i d e r a b l e space t o the c l o s e and s u b t l e 

a n a l y s i s o f t h e l anguage o f a poem o r d r a m a t i c s p e e c h , i t was p r i m a r i l y 
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because Edward Dowden quoted passages from poems as ornamental h i g h l i g h t s 

f o r h i s own d i f f u s e ramblings about psychology; i f he cast h i s p l a c i n g 

judgements i n the form of p h i l o s o p h i c a l p r o p o s i t i o n s marked by a t r a i n e d 

philosopher's t a c t f o r d i s c r i m i n a t i v e d e l i c a c y , i t was p r i m a r i l y because 

Edmund Gosse wallowed i n f e c k l e s s and i r r a t i o n a l impressionism. With 

the d i s s o l u t i o n of the Edwardian l i t e r a r y world i n the apocalypse of the 

Great War (Grubb 1965: 73-96), E l i o t ' s work was suddenly, almost c a t a -

s t r o p h i c a l l y , s t r i p p e d of the context that had determined i t s s t y l e and 

themes. As a r e a c t i o n against the nineteenth-century Whig world-view 

grew a f t e r World War One, E l i o t soon became a p r i s o n e r of h i s own slogans, 

a p r i s o n e r of h i s own r o l e i n helping to d i s p l a c e and l i q u i d a t e a l i t e r a r y 

scene. And I. A. Richards was h i s f i r s t g a oler. 

The s t o r y of I. A. Richards' heroic attempts to systematize (or 

'engineer' to use h i s f a v o u r i t e metaphor [Richards 1919, 1946: 179]), 

his own i n v e s t i g a t i o n s i n a e s t h e t i c s , the theory of c o g n i t i o n , the 

psychology of p e r c e p t i o n , and E l i o t ' s confident a s s e r t i o n s about how a 

s e r i o u s , p r o f e s s i o n a l l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m ought to be done has been t o l d 

many times and I don't want to go over w e l l - t i l l e d f i e l d s (Lodge 1970: 

362-403; Watson 1973: 186-192). To a large e x t e n t , i t was Richards who 

cleansed E l i o t ' s c r i t i c a l m i s s i l e s of the polemical contexts i n which 

they were launched and took the set of p r o p o s i t i o n s that seemed to underly 

them as autonomous concepts on which a theory and p r a c t i c e of c r i t i c i s m 

could be b u i l t . He went about doing t h i s i n h i s f i r s t and most important 

attempt to s t i p u l a t e a productive c r i t i c a l theory, practical criticism 

(1929). The f a c t t h a t E l i o t , as the years and the l i t e r a r y c u l t u r e which 

had provoked his e a r l y cessays passed i n t o the dustbin of h i s t o r y , came 
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to ignore more and more h i s own c r i t i c a l ' p r i n c i p l e s ' (Hynes 1977: 66) 

never seemed to worry Richards e x c e s s i v e l y , though i t l e d some l i k e F. 

W. Bateson i n t o cranky chagrin (1977: 7-8). But as a consequence of 

Richards' e f f o r t s and the e f f o r t s of others who took from E l i o t , or 

Richards, or both, a s i m i l a r n e c e s s i t y , E l i o t found h i s name shackled 

to t h e o r i e s of l i t e r a t u r e , a u t horship, and c r i t i c i s m that he spent a 

good deal of h i s l a t e r career shaking o f f . This was oft e n put down as 

the m a g i s t e r i a l q u i x o t i c i s m of a man whose judgement had subsided among 

high Anglicans. I t was on t h i s ambiguous ground that the 'new c r i t i c i s m ' , 

or what I c a l l Anglo-American formalism, r a i s e d i t s b a t t l e standard 

against the p h i l o l o g i s t s , h i s t o r i a n s of ideas, biographers, e t c . who 

crowded the academic p r e c i n c t s where 'English l i t e r a t u r e 1 was f i r s t 

being taught i n earnest i n the 1920s and 1930s. Richards' Practical 

criticism (1929, 1946) provided a conceptual framework and vocabulary 

f o r that s t r u g g l e . I t was there that the notion of 'tone' as a c r i t i c a l 

instrument was f i r s t proposed and defi n e d . I t was one of Richards' "four 

aspects" of meaning, aspects t h a t needed i n t e r p r e t a t i o n and a n a l y s i s i f 

the c r i t i c were to recuperate the "Total Meaning" of an utterance, p o e t i c 

or q u o t i d i a n (180-181). Sense, F e e l i n g , I n t e n t i o n , and Tone were the 

four " b i l l i a r d - b a l l s " the reader, as j u g g l e r , kept i n the a i r while 

balancing the cue. of Total Meaning on h i s nose (180). Tone was defined 

as the speaker's "attitude to his listener." 

The speaker chooses or arranges h i s words d i f f e r e n t l y 
as h i s audience v a r i e s , i n automatic or d e l i b e r a t e 
recognition of his relation to them. The tone of 
his utterance r e f l e c t s his awareness of t h i s r e l a t i o n , 
hi s sense of how he stands towards those he i s 
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addressing. Again the exceptional case of d i s s i m 
u l a t i o n , or instances i n which the speaker u n w i t t i n g l y 
reveals an a t t i t u d e he i s not con s c i o u s l y desirous of 
expressing, w i l l come to mind. 

(182, Richards' emphasis) 

This aspect of meaning functioned with the three others i n complete 

interdependence i n a meaningful utterance; a p e r f e c t understanding of 

such an utterance "would i n v o l v e not only an accurate d i r e c t i o n of 

thought, a c o r r e c t evocation of f e e l i n g , an exact apprehension of time 

and a pr e c i s e r e c o g n i t i o n of i n t e n t i o n , but f u r t h e r i t would get these 

c o n t r i b u t o r y meanings i n t h e i r r i g h t order and proportion to one another, 

and s e i z e . . . t h e i r sequences and i n t e r r e l a t i o n s . " For the value of a 

passage, Richards a s s e r t e d , " f r e q u e n t l y hangs upon t h i s internal order 

among i t s c o n t r i b u t o r y meanings" (332, Richards' emphasis). The emphasis 

on i n t e r n a l o r d e r , p r o p o r t i o n , and sequence was a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c theme i n 

the 'new c r i t i c i s m ' . Not s u r p r i s i n g l y , Richards d i d not rush to e s t a b l i s h , 

e x p l i c i t l y , the c o n t i n u i t y of h i s work with the ancient r h e t o r i c a l t r a d i 

t i o n , f o r i t i s c l e a r now th a t without changing the o v e r a l l framework of 

a n a l y s i s , without r e c o n s t i t u t i n g the obje c t of study, namely p u t t i n g the 

l i t e r a r y t e x t on a new b a s i s , Richards rethought and renamed the i n t e r n a l 

components of the t e x t as conceived and c o n s t i t u t e d by the ancient rhet

o r i c i a n s . I say 'not s u r p r i s i n g l y ' because Richards' own work, l i k e 

E l i o t ' s i n the London context, was w r i t t e n w i t h i n a h i g h l y charged 

polemical context i n the E n g l i s h u n i v e r s i t y community i n the 1920s 

(Lodge 1970: 366). Practical Criticism represented the c r i t i c a l avant-

garde of i t s day. I t announced the younger generation's attempt to make 

a d e c i s i v e break with the ancient c r i t i c a l t r a d i t i o n stemming from 
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A r i s t o t l e ' s Poetics and his Rhetoric, a t r a d i t i o n with an ample draw 

i n the Western c r i t i c a l consciousness and a t r a d i t i o n that i n the new 

schools and departments of E n g l i s h at the U n i v e r s i t i e s represented the 

heavy orthodoxy of the c l a s s i c i s t s who took the new c h a i r s and l e c t u r e 

ships (Lodge 1970': 367, 375). practical Criticism was both a d i s p a s s i o n 

ate attempt, based on the l a t e s t research i n a e s t h e t i c s and psychology, 

to found a modern c r i t i c a l p r a c t i c e on a n o n - r h e t o r i c a l basis and a 

passionate challenge to the preponderence of c l a s s i c i s t c r i t i c a l ortho

doxy. The student p r o t o c o l s on which Richards' book opened provided a 

data base f o r the t h e o r i z i n g that followed and a c l e a r rebuke to the 

softheadedness of the p r a c t i t i o n e r s of the o l d methods. Indeed the book 

ends, i n the f i n a l s e c t i o n of h i s "Summary," d i r e c t l y addressing the 

issue of the teaching of c r i t i c a l p r a c t i c e i n the En g l i s h schools on the 

new basis proposed. 

By p e e l i n g o f f the r h e t o r i c a l t r a d i t i o n from the s k i n of the l i t e r a r y 

t e x t , an emancipatory e n t e r p r i s e i n the i n s t i t u t i o n a l context where he 

worked, Richards nevertheless a l s o s t r i p p e d back the c r i t i c a l perspective 

that had permitted the t h i n k i n g , i n i t s own l i m i t e d way, of the r e l a t i o n 

of the i n d i v i d u a l t e x t to i t s a c t i v e s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l c ontexts. 

R h e t o r i c a l a n a l y s i s not only conceptualized the i n t e r n a l o r g a n i z a t i o n 

of a work, but i t a l s o helped s t a b i l i z e the r e l a t i o n of t e x t and audience, 

t e x t and world.^ By r e t h i n k i n g the " i n t e r n a l order" of the t e x t , 

Richards hoped the weakly d i s c r i m i n a t e d notion of tone would do the 

conceptual work o f a s t r o n g l y d i s c r i m i n a t e d two-thousand-year t r a d i t i o n 
Q 

of d e a l i n g with a work's ext e r n a l r e l a t i o n s . 

Richards, of course, was only completing the work of romanticism. 



The complex r e l a t i o n s h i p s l i n k i n g w r i t e r and audience, w r i t e r and d i s 

course (as genre and mode), w r i t e r and the dominant ideology of his or 

her time were a l l rethought i n romanticism i n the context of the i n v e n t i o n 

of the metaphysics of Being i n German i d e a l i s m , the accompanying phe

nomenology of presence, and the new a u t h o r i t y of voice and s p e e c h ^ 

(Wordsworth 1815, 1939: 935; Coleridge 1817, 1962: 221 f f . ) . This was 

attempted without recourse to the whole system of c l a s s i c a l r h e t o r i c 

that before romanticism c o n t r o l l e d these r e l a t i o n s h i p s i n a system of 

'devices', genres, modes, and r u l e s of decorum that enclosed the play of 

meaning w i t h i n a given order (Foucault, 1973: 51-76). That e a r l i e r 

order came to be secluded and d i s p l a c e d i n the l a t t e r part of the eigh

teenth century (Vickers 1970: 58-60). In that c r i t i c a l moment, the 

'devices', modes, e t c . were suddenly seen to have ep i s t e m o l o g i c a l dimen

s i o n s ; o r , to put i t another way, c e r t a i n e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l inferences 

could be made from the play of metaphor and s i m i l e which c l a s s i c a l 

r h e t o r i c a l theory, and the c u l t u r e which sustained i t , could not formu

l a t e i n terms of a theory of knowledge. The play of metaphor (one might 

even say the r o l e of metaphor), f o r example, that doubling of p l a i n 

sense so f a m i l i a r to us from c l a s s i c a l and Renaissance l i t e r a t u r e , was 

then emblematic of cosmological s t r u c t u r e , emblematic, as we have a l l 

been taught, of the r e l a t i o n of world to cosmos and man to God. By 

and through romanticism, however, such metaphoric doubling breached 

consciousness i t s e l f i n the d i r e c t i o n of i t s deepest r a t i o n a l i t i e s and 

i n the attending condensations of s e l f and i n d i v i d u a l i t y which the new 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l language of consciousness, i d e a l i s t and phenomenological, 

made p o s s i b l e . Thus, the D major sonata f o r c e l l o and piano d i r e c t e d 
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a t t e n t i o n towards Beethoven himself r a t h e r than to some a u t h e n t i c a t i n g , 

extra-personal cosmology,** r e q u i r i n g only the discovery of p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

space to b r i n g i n t o play the new c r i t i c a l , d e s c r i p t i v e b i n a r i e s and 

themes. 

In t h i s movement of thought, the r h e t o r i c a l system, r e f i n e d and 

transformed over two m i l l e n i a , could no longer serve as the unsurpassed 

encompassing framework or space of l i t e r a t u r e . The development of the 

modern conception of 'consciousness 1 as the species' access to Nature 

(Abrams 1971: 227) d e f l e c t e d the play of meaning away from the closures 

of s i m i l i t u d e and resemblance (Foucault 1973: 238-240). This d i f f e r e n c e 

can best be glimpsed i n the f a t e of the c e n t r a l r h e t o r i c a l t r o p e s -

s i m i l e and metaphor. Within the r h e t o r i c a l system, they r e f l e c t a world 

always already i n place p r i o r to the a c t i v i t y of i t s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n i n 

language. Metaphor rethought as an e x p l o r a t i o n of consciousness-in-the-

world generates meaning i n the a c t i v i t y of w r i t i n g i t s e l f (Stone 1967: 

144-145). Coleridge might begin "Frost at Midnight" with what seems a 

f e i n t (Langbaum 1963: 45-46) towards metaphor: "The Frost performs i t s 

secret m i n i s t r y , / Unhelped by any wind . . ." ( l i n e s 1-2); however, by 

the poem's end, the 'metaphor' of the f r o s t ' s m i n i s t e r i n g has named no 

systematic s i m i l i t u d e , but, through tone-leading, generated a sequence 

of contiguous tonal zones which i n sum make palpable an e v o l v i n g s t a t e 

of mind. The m i n i s t e r i n g f r o s t i s not the metaphor s t r i c t l y speaking 

so much as the o c c a s i o n , the s i t e , i n f a c t , where consciousness comes 

c l o s e s t to sensing i t s own substance and representing that new found 

sense to i t s e l f : '"Tis calm indeed! so calm that i t d i s t u r b s / And vexes 

meditation w i t h i t s strange / And extreme s i l e n t n e s s " (8-10). When the 
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poem rounds back to the compositional present tense, the here and now of 

the process of pe r c e p t i o n , back to an awareness of "the secret m i n i s t r y 

of f r o s t " (73), i t i s not a sense of metaphorical c l o s i n g with which 

we're l e f t , but the l e t t i n g go, moving out towards the f i e l d . Thus, 

metaphor i s used h e u r i s t i c a l l y to explore consciousness, not to accom

modate experience to some noti o n a l given to which the metaphor r e f e r s . 

Furthermore, the s t r u c t u r a l i n t e g r i t y of the poem does not f i n a l l y 

c r y s t a l l i z e u n t i l the e n t i r e syntagmatic chain i s achieved. Without any 

overt or covert i n i t i a t i o n of some t r a d i t i o n a l o v e r a l l form, the poet 

a r t i c u l a t e s the environment i n which he f i n d s h i m s e l f , i n i t i a l l y as a 

p a r t i c u l a r , concrete place (the c o t t a g e ) , the s p e c i f i c s of which q u i c k l y 

accumulate and m u l t i p l y the play of meaning, and, by f i t s and s t a r t s , a 

sense of the whole, drawn, i n t h i s i n s t a n c e , p r i m a r i l y from Coleridge's 

sense of h i s past, his hopes f o r the fu t u r e and, i m p l i c i t l y , h i s concep

t i o n of Nature as mentor. These a c c r e t i o n s of meaning do not produce 

that sense of repose i n a shared, encompassing cosmology f o r which the 

poem i s now a r a d i a n t metonym; i n s t e a d , the poem i n s i s t s on foregrounding 

the process of i t s a r t i c u l a t i o n , i n other words, the presence of con

sciousness i t s e l f , and makes a v a i l a b l e the h e u r i s t i c drama which con

sciousness enacts (Richards 1934, 1950: 118-119). The c l o s u r a l l i m i t 

of the play of meaning i n the poem occurs as consciousness 'contacts' 

Nature. And although the l o o s e l y c i r c u l a r form of "Frost at Midnight" 

gestures towards metaphorical c l o s u r e of the t r a d i t i o n a l s o r t (which 

M. H. Abrams s e i z e s upon i n order to appropriate the poem as a sub-genre 

of l y r i c [Abrams 1965: 528, 550]), the actual h e u r i s t i c s t r u c t u r e 

glimpsed i n the sudden s h i f t s of awareness, of i n t e n s i t y of f e e l i n g and 
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shock, makes possible a formal openness which Coleridge cannot yet f u l l y 

achieve. He cannot yet fully achieve i t because even amidst the develop

ment of a new poe t i c s Coleridge f e l t the i n e r t i a l drag of the form a l , 

e s p e c i a l l y c l o s u r a l , imperatives exerted by the d o c t r i n e of genre and 

mode. 

The c l a s s i c a l order of things i n s i s t e d on a poem's mimetic nature--

the poem as an i m i t a t i o n of a Natural order, an order culminating i n a 

comprehensive and knowable cosmology. A poem's coherences were program

matic, i n the sense t h a t they were sanctioned by the p r i o r and absolute 

coherences of the cosmology. The poem's whole f i n a l form came i n t o being 

from the opening word as a contracted debt p r o g r e s s i v e l y and i n e v i t a b l y 

amortized. A poem l i k e M i l t o n ' s "Lycidas" d e f a u l t s on the debt, l e a v i n g 

a s t r u c t u r a l 'residue 1 which cannot be made sense of g e n e r i c a l l y (Ransom 

1961: 64-81). That 'residue' can only be i n t e r p r e t e d when the poem i s 

no longer seen simply as an episode i n the i n t e r n a l l i f e of a genre, but 

r e - i n s e r t e d i n the concrete h i s t o r y to which the poem's tonal s t r u c t u r e 

gives us access, not simply as a way of f i n d i n g i n the poem actual r e f 

erences to 'events' but i n the way concrete history, t w i s t s and makes 

over the form of the elegy as a f u n c t i o n of M i l t o n ' s attitudes towards, 

to use Richards' d e f i n i t i o n , the p a r t i c u l a r s of that h i s t o r y . In other 

words, the c l a s s i c a l view of genre does not d i s c r i m i n a t e between 'pastoral 

elegy' and 'pastoral elegy w r i t t e n i n a period of heavy episcopal censor

ship" ( H i l l 1977: 50-51). 

I f the c l a s s i c a l mode of re p r e s e n t a t i o n l i m i t e d the h e u r i s t i c 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s of metaphor, i t had al s o enclosed the notion of 'voice' i n 

poetry w i t h i n the rule-governed semantics of genre and decorum. In 
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romanticism, t h i s c a t e g o r i c a l l i m i t a t i o n gave way to a sudden d i l a t i o n 

of the p o s s i b i l i t i e s of s i g n i f i c a t i o n when, with the accession of the 

new metaphysics of consciousness a r t i c u l a t e d by Kant and Hegel i n t h e i r 

various ways as the quintessence of the human, 'voice' was rethought as 

the s i g n of the presence of i n d i v i d u a t e d Being r a t h e r than as the sign 

of an a l l e g i a n c e to a p a r t i c u l a r corporate o r d e r l i n e s s . Indeed, the 

m u l t i p l i c a t i o n of voices i n Rameau's nephew i s perceived by h i s i n t e r 

l o c u t o r as the s i g n of derangement (Diderot 1761, 1966: 103-104). The 

'music' of these voices i s cacophonous and the opera the nephew performs 

singlehandedly simply bewildering ( c f . A l 1 d r i t t 1978: 53). In t h i s t e x t 

of the 1760s, we are poised at one of the moments when the notion of 

r h e t o r i c i s encompassed i r r e t r i e v a b l y by the romantic idea of s t y l e 

(Barthes 1971: 3-4). The c o n t r o l of what Richards and E l i o t would l a t e r 

c a l l 'tone' was no longer r a t i f i e d by an absolute s i g n i f i e d (a r e i g n i n g 

cosmology) through generic and modal c a t e g o r i e s ; c o n t r o l derived from a 

newly p r i v i l e g e d inwardness and a u t h o r i t y t i e d to the power, expression, 

and presence of s o l i t a r y i n d i v i d u a l s . 'Tone' was thematized i n roman

t i c i s m through the semantics of s i n c e r i t y and a u t h e n t i c i t y ( T r i l l i n g 

1972: 92-100). 

E l i o t ' s e a r l y work, i n f l u e n c e d by French models, attended the 

funeral of s i n c e r i t y . 'Tone 1, as a c r i t i c a l category, came i n t o view 

with the derangement of the romantic complex of i d e a s , of s e l f , a u t h o r i t y , 

e x p r e s s i o n , and a u t h e n t i c i t y , the c o l l a p s e of the autonomous subject as 

absolute s i g n i f i e d , a c o l l a p s e that breaks over the e a r l y poems, up to 

"Ash Wednesday." In that key t e x t , E l i o t acknowledges the h i s t o r i c a l 

church as the transcendental s i g n i f i e r of a necessary, absolute s i g n i f i e d . 
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I t i s necessary as the guarantor of semantic cl o s u r e and centredness, 

an e x t r a t e x t u a l l i m i t i n g framework that closes the anarchic play of 

meaning and reference (Margolis 1973: 137; Gordon 1977: 132-133). 

Indeed, such a commitment to cl o s u r e and u n i t y c o n s t i t u t e s i m p l i c i t l y 

a s t a b l e " r e a l i t y " beyond the t e x t that E l i o t ' s l a t e r work, from "Ash 

Wednesday" on, culminating i n Four Quartets, explores and r a t i f i e s . 

This " r e a l i t y " c o i n c i d e s i n part f o r E l i o t w i t h the s o c i a l r e a l i t y of 

everyday l i f e ; the r e l i g i o u s settlement that encompasses t h i s " r e a l i t y " 

f u n c t i o n s as an absolute framework that E l i o t takes f o r granted a f t e r 

"Ash Wednesday" and i t s guarantees allow E l i o t to take p a r t i c u l a r 

a t t i t u d e s towards " r e a l i t y . " These a t t i t u d e s c o n s t i t u t e not, as Richards 

would have i t , a p a r t i c u l a r tone towards " r e a l i t y " as an i n t e r n a l pro

j e c t i o n of the t e x t , simply a feature of i t s i n t r i n s i c meaning, but 

something much more a c t i v e and outward. And i t i s the purpose of t h i s 

study to i n v e s t i g a t e the p a r t i c u l a r s of th a t a c t i v i t y and that outward

ness. For tone i s not j u s t simply a formal category; i t p o i n t s , a l b e i t 

crudely i n the c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n s of formalism, to a fundamental and 

concrete r e l a t i o n s h i p between t e x t and world. 

Having an attitude towards something i n l i f e i s not a simple, s e l f -

contained, p e r s o n a l , i n t e r n a l s t a t e of mind or f e e l i n g ; i t i s a s o c i a l 

p r a c t i c e , and, i f that attitude towards audience or t h i n g i s i n s c r i b e d 

( i n a poem, s a y ) , then i t i s al s o a c u l t u r a l and, perhaps, even a 

p o l i t i c a l p r a c t i c e . E l i o t , I b e l i e v e , came to r e a l i z e t h i s . His 

imaginative works, l i k e h i s essays, were conceived and w r i t t e n i n a 

s p i r i t of s o c i a l and c u l t u r a l engagement; indeed, I w i l l go so f a r as 

to say th a t t h e i r primary purpose was polemical i n the context of 
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Engl ish l i f e in the f i r s t ha l f of the twentieth century. Although I 

w i l l not be looking at Four Quartets in th i s study fo r reasons that 

w i l l become obvious as I proceed, I would l i k e to c lose th i s f i r s t 

chapter with a b r i e f look at one of the most i n f l u e n t i a l fo rma l i s t 

i n te rp re ta t ions of "Burnt Norton" in order to i l l u s t r a t e how the r i c h l y 

productive development of an i n t r i n s i c c r i t i c i s m was not matched, in 

the twenty years a f t e r practical criticism, by a comparably r i ch and 

de ta i l ed development in the ana lys is of the re l a t i ons between text and 

world. In the context of th i s i l l u s t r a t i o n , I a lso want to begin putt ing 

in place some ideas , drawn from the soc io logy of knowledge, that might 

make th i s long-delayed c r i t i c a l development f i n a l l y poss ib le in a way 

that does j u s t i c e both to the i n t r i n s i c complexity of the ind iv idua l 

text and to the l i v ed dens i t i e s of h i s to r y . 

In his e a r l i e s t c r i t i q u e of Four Quartets, F. R. Leavis begins h is 

d i scuss ion of the three poems that had been publ ished in 1942 by endorsing 

D. W. Harding's comment that the author i ty of "Burnt Norton" l i e s beyond 

the a t t r ac t ions to thought of any "given i n t e l l e c t u a l and doc t r ina l 

framework": 

The genius, that of a great poet, manifests i t s e l f in 
a profound and acute apprehension of the d i f f i c u l t i e s 
of his age. Those d i f f i c u l t i e s are such that they 
c e r t a i n l y cannot be met by any simple recomposit ion 
of t r a d i t i o n a l frames. E l i o t is known as profess ing 
Anglo-Cathol ic ism and c l a s s i c i s m ; but his poetry i s 
remarkable fo r the extraord inary resource, penetrat ion 
and stamina with which i t makes i t s explorat ions in 
the concrete a c t u a l i t i e s of experience below the 
conceptual currency; into that l i f e that must be the 
raison d'etre of any frame—while there i s l i f e at a l l . 
With a l l i t s pos i t i v e asp i r a t i on and movement, i t is 
at the same time e s s e n t i a l l y a work of rad ica l ana lys is 
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and r e v i s i o n , e n d l e s s l y i n s i s t e n t i n i t s care not to 
confuse the frame with a l i v i n g r e a l i t y , and heroic i n 
i t s r e f u s a l to accept. (Leavis 1943, 1965: 103) 

To a r r i v e here Leavis (and Harding before him) penetrated to a l e v e l of 

a n a l y s i s which seemed to r e f l e c t the l e v e l at which the poem was being 

composed, or to put i t another way, the l e v e l anterior to s t r a t a where 

the poem, gathered up i n t o the conceptual apparatus of i t s s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l 

and c u l t u r a l m i l i e u x , might be heard to be making simple d o c t r i n a l points 

i n e l u s i v e language. Leavis saw the poem's "immediacy" of e x p e r i e n t i a l 

contact as the "equivalent i n poetry of a work--to do by s t r i c t l y p o e t i c a l 

means the business of an ep i s t e m o l o g i c a l and metaphysical i n q u i r y " (94). 

We should note i n passing that L e a v i s ' " l i f e " and " l i v i n g r e a l i t y , " i f 

these terms have any p r e c i s i o n at a l l , borrow t h e i r p h i l o s o p h i c a l sub

stance from the metaphysics of Being c r y s t a l l i z e d i n the period between 

Hegel and Max Scheler (Leavis 1932, 1954; 94-95; 1972: 20-21). Indeed, 

the choice of these formulations to describe the enabling context of 

E l i o t ' s ' i n q u i r y ' i s s i g n i f i c a n t i n a number of ways. " L i f e " and " l i v i n g 

r e a l i t y " are utt e r e d with a confidence sustained by the underlying one-

hundred-and-fifty-year p h i l o s o p h i c a l t r a d i t i o n that gives them t h e i r 

s p e c i f i c g r a v i t y . Yet., while they seem to draw a boundary around some 

p a r t i c u l a r zone of o b j e c t i v e r e f e r e n c e , when the boundaries of that zone 

are a c t u a l l y sought, they recede l i k e the horizon. In h i s f i n a l reading 

of the Quartets, published i n 1975, L e a v i s , l i v i n g i n a time more 

seve r e l y concerned with d e f i n i t i o n and with the i n t e n t behind the use of 

such g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s , attempted to develop h i s sense of the a c t u a l i z e d 

s t r u c t u r e of E l i o t ' s " r e a l i t y " along a l i n e of thought suggested by 
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Michael Polanyi as the t a c i t dimension of knowledge (Polanyi 1974: 121-

207; Leav i s , 1975: 39, 243). It i s th i s l a t t e r development in Leav i s ' 

thought that provides th i s study with one of i t s points of departure. 

Putt ing to the s ide fo r the moment the quest ion of the " r e a l i t y " to 

which the poem r e f e r s , the actual s t ruc ture of E l i o t ' s poem, i t s concrete 

movement from word to word, l i ne to l i n e , that i s , the poem's pos i t i v e 

s t ruc tu re , proceeds t en t a t i v e l y in an evident d i f f i dence and hesitancy 

of a s se r t i on . The e f f e c t of t h i s procede, Leavis w r i t e s , i s a ce r ta in 

qua l i t y of "unseizableness" (1943, 1965: 95) , a qua l i t y that we might 

have c a l l e d 'ambiguity ' in the 1950s and 1960s and today might c a l l 

'po lysemy' , though Leav i s 1 word c a r r i e s , perhaps, a greater f lavour of 

the p a r t i c u l a r i t y of his encounter with the poem. His ana lys is of the 

opening of "Burnt Norton" is famous for i t s sens i t i veness to the pressures 

and s h i f t s of thought and f e e l i ng in the movement, the continuousness, of 

the verse , catching "the spec i f i c . i nde te rmina te status of the exper ience" 

(95). He sees t h i s fundamentally as the "complex e f f e c t of a de-rea l i z ing 

of the rout ine commonsense world together with the evoking of a r e a l i t y 

that is hidden among the u n r e a l i t i e s into which l i f e in t ime, c l o se l y 

quest ioned, paradoxes i t s e l f . . . . " (96). 

In the "Burnt Norton" opening, the sudden s l i ppage , a f t e r the 

propos i t iona l assert iveness of the f i r s t ten l i n e s , at 

But to what purpose 
Dis turb ing the dust on a bowl of rose-leaves 
I do not know. (CP 189) 

and, superadded, the attendant anxiety of s l i p p i n g f u r the r , once the 

stays are p u l l e d , into a more rad ica l rupture , a f e l t anx ie ty , f igured 
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even in the l i n e a t i o n , that gives the word "D i s tu rb ing " i t s f a i n t l y 

menacing note, is marvel lously conveyed by Leavis as a "sudden drop to 

another p lane, to a d is tanc ing comment, that brings out by contrast the 

immediacy of what goes be fore , while at the same time cont r ibut ing to the 

sensuous presentat ion of the whole" (96). The "sensuous presentat ion of 

the whole" i s negotiated by the s p a t i a l i z i n g act ion of the "sudden d rop , " 

the r esu l t of a progressive widening of the discourse of phi losophy, a 

speculat ion inaugurated by " F o o t f a l l s echo . . . " widening, f i n a l l y to a 

f u l l y achieved i con i c space--the garden--"our f i r s t wor ld . " That world 

becomes the abstract s i t e where ce r ta in ' takes ' of s e l f and i den t i t y 

condense as the resu l t of the spec ia l coherences permiss ib le in heightened 

states of percept ion , revery and dream, in th i s case the dream of o r i g i n s . 

It i s these s p e c i f i c condensat ions, however f e e l i n g l y enacted in a l l 

t he i r preternatura l harmony, that press us, reprov ing ly , towards the 

r e a l , not to an a r t i f i c i a l paradise won back from memory. Leavis hears 

the reproof and accepts i t as having the force of incontestable t r u th . 

To put i t b a l d l y , however, l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m does not demand an enquiry 

into the t ru th of E l i o t ' s f i n a l a s se r t i ons , but i t does demand an appre

c i a t i o n fo r t he i r con tes tab i1 i t y . Yet in the poem's echoes, ve r t igoes , 

interim"ttances, pauses, h e s i t a t i ons , i t s "unse izableness" in shor t , 

" r e a l i t y , " Leavis w r i t e s , i s sought as an "absolute reference" that 

confronts "the s p i r i t with the necess i ty of supreme d e c i s i o n s , ult imate 

cho i ces , and so g ive [s ] a meaning to l i f e " (97). In the need to c lose 

the poem by reading out a re ferent s t ructure (Chatman 1980: 41-42) from 

some deeper leve l that ac tua l i zes a 'meaning of l i f e ' , Leavis abandons 

his o r i g i n a l , and most p o t e n t i a l l y product ive , apercu, the very 
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"unse izableness" of the poem's o rgan iza t ion . This qua l i t y does not 

s c a t t e r , d i f f r a c t , or d i sso l ve the poem's meaning. On the cont rary , 

the poem's "unse izableness" marks i t s p rac t i ca l engagement with r e a l i t y 

and, the re fo re , const i tu tes a semantic feature . Leavis hears only the 

unavoidable e lus iveness that attends the u t te r ing of gnomic counsels . 

For him the poem's "unse izableness" obstructs meaning rather than pro

duces i t . For us there i s no need to read the poem as an in tense ly f e l t , 

but otherwise s imple , p ropos i t ion about a genera l i za t ion ca l l ed ' l i f e ' 

or ' r e a l i t y ' . 

C r i t i c a l c losure of th i s s o r t , the sine qua non of fo rma l i s t 

c r i t i c i s m , needs some absolute re ferent to l i m i t the play of meaning. 

But such c losure r a t i ona l i z e s a t e x t ' s microst ructura l d i v e r s i t y , evident 

from l i ne to l i n e as a m u l t i p l i c i t y o f o rgan iza t ions , by re-wri t ing the 

poem's unique and i r r educ ib l e d e t a i l s and sequences in terms of more or 

less resounding cu l tu ra l commonplaces without recogniz ing that the texts 

so re-written are themselves comments on the commonplaces into which they 

are reso lved. Formal ist re-wri t ing of a work contains determinants that 

obscure the work's de ta i l ed r e l a t i onsh ip to the soc ia l and h i s t o r i c a l 

process, the concrete h i s to ry in which i t is lodged, by recast ing the 

work's utterances as statements about states of a f f a i r s in genera l : 

"human kind / Cannot bear very much r e a l i t y " i s not a bald propos i t ion 

with which we ought or ought not agree (Leavis 1975: 177). Nor i s i t , 

as Leavis would have i t , q u a s i - s c r i p t u r a l . The meanings of " r e a l i t y " 

and "human k ind" are not absolute denotat ions ; they a re , in f a c t , usages 

which p a r t i c u l a r men and women at p a r t i c u l a r times under p a r t i c u l a r 

condi t ions p r i v i l ege as part of a wider soc ia l p r a c t i c e . This prac t i ce 
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involves the appropriation of a network of 'absolute' references as a 

validating condition and limiting case of an historically determined 

structure of signifiers. This structure of signifiers and their refer

ences, conventionalized over time, constitute an intelligible universe. 

No one can argue that the sort of formalist reading we see here is 

not attentively and feelingly done; Leavis' actual responsiveness to the 

shifts and movement of the text are paradigmatic for practical criticism. 

Where the weakness lies is in how these shifts, word choices, linebreaks, 

syntactic pressures are to be made sense of, how the delicacy of the 

poem's positive structure, as i t is sensitively constructed, is to be 

interpreted. The appeal to " l i f e , " "living reality," or any other 

reification of the lived complexity of historically active social struc

tures and processes cannot function as adequate interpretation because 

its explanatory power is hidden from sight, is simply implicit and un

named in the shared intersubjectivity of the lived. Having won a mag

nificently complex sense of the poem's positive activity, Leavis closes 

his eyes when he turns to the world about which the poem seems to be 

making some point. He closes his eyes by collapsing the irreducible 

complexity of the social world to which the poem refers into generalized 

concepts--"life," "living reality"--with contents that are never made 

explicit. Criticism needs to grow eyes in order to examine more closely 

what a phrase like the "concrete actualities of experience" actually 

names in a poem. Clearly, a poem cannot deliver in some unmediated form 

experience itself. The question is how we are to account for the media

tions which transform experience into a poetic object. 

Plainly, the poem's language assembles and mobilizes, to some 
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e x t e n t , a t t i t u d e s towards the experiences which i t presents. But no 

language comes i n t o a poem that has not already had a v i v i d l i f e and 

h i s t o r y i n a v a r i e t y of recuperable s o c i a l d i s c o u r s e s , discourses that 

can be mapped across a r e a l s o c i a l t e r r a i n (Bakhtin 1929, 1973: 163-167). 

Thus, how we are to take the donnish tone of the opening of "Burnt 

Norton" w i l l depend on what a t t i t u d e we th i n k the poem i s asking us to 

take towards i t , an a t t i t u d e which can be made sense of as a f u n c t i o n of 

that paradigmatic set of a t t i t u d e s towards dons and t h e i r p r o f e s s i o n a l 

discourses which can be recovered from the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e of a 

p a r t i c u l a r community. This l i n e of thought obviously foregrounds a 

poem's language, but not language i n some a b s t r a c t sense, not the system 

of language (what s t r u c t u r a l i s m c a l l s la langue). Instead, the verbal 

medium of the poem i s language as la parole, language as i t i s used i n 

p a r t i c u l a r times and places. Language i n t h i s sense i s c o n s t i t u t i v e of 

the e n t i r e contents of what I am c a l l i n g the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e of a 

community. One cannot use language outside the a s s o c i a t i o n s , denotations, 

connotations, h i s t o r i e s , meanings, e t c . t h a t make up t h i s shared i n t u i t i v e 

l i f e ( H a l l i d a y 1978: 8-35, 211-235). Thus, to use any l o c u t i o n i s to 

e s t a b l i s h a r e l a t i o n with the purposes to which that l o c u t i o n or tone 

or syntax has been put i n the socio-verbal h i s t o r y of the community. I f 

we read the opening l i n e s of "Burnt Norton" s o l e l y f o r t h e i r p r o p o s i t i o n a l 

content, o r , i n other words, f o r what they might or might not say about 

"Time," we miss the same dimension of the poem that we miss i n Rene 

Magritte's famous p a i n t i n g of a pipe with i t s legend " c e c i n'est pas une 

pipe" (The Treachery (or Perfidy) of Images, 1928-1929), i f we th i n k the 

re p r e s e n t a t i o n there i s a pipe. 
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Language does not simply r e f l e c t , but a c t i v e l y c o n s t i t u t e s , s o c i a l 

r e a l i t y ; that i s , language i s not an autonomous order of signs that 

p a r a l l e l s an autonomous order of t h i n g s ; nor i s i t narrowly s t i p u l a t i v e . 

Although the r e l a t i o n of s i g n i f i e r to s i g n i f i e d i n language i s a r b i t r a r y , 

the r e l a t i o n i s nonetheless conventional and, more or l e s s , h i s t o r i c a l l y 

s t a b l e (Williams 1977: 43-44). Furthermore, as Benjamin Lee Whorf 

suggests, "we d i s s e c t r e a l i t y along l i n e s l a i d down by our n a t i v e 

languages": 

And every language i s a vast pattern-system, d i f f e r e n t 
from o t h e r s , i n which are c u l t u r a l l y ordained the forms 
and categories by which the p e r s o n a l i t y not only com
municates, but a l s o analyses nature, notices or neglects 
types of r e l a t i o n s h i p and phenomena, channels h i s 
reasoning, and b u i l d s the house of his consciousness. 

(1956, 1978: 252) 

In an important a r t i c l e i n 1962, W i l l i a m Haas defined the r e l a t i o n between 

the s t r u c t u r e of s i g n i f i e r s and the panta rhei of t h i n g s : 

I t i s of course, u l t i m a t e l y , some r e l a t i o n of l i n g u i s t i c 
expressions to other things that c o n s t i t u t e s t h e i r 
meanings. The question i s : What s o r t of r e l a t i o n ? 
My point i s that i t i s not, and cannot be, a r e l a t i o n 
between two d i s t i n c t orders of t h i n g . The a l l e g e d 
c o n f r o n t a t i o n of language with f a c t s , the a l l e g e d 
reference of expressions to things uninvolved i n 
l a n g u a g e — t h i s we cannot make sense of. I f we d i v i d e 
language from other things i n t h i s d u a l i s t f a s h i o n , 
both are d i s s o l v e d i n a general b l u r . I t i s only i n 
t h e i r a c t i v e i n t e r p l a y with one another that e i t h e r 
assumes determinate shape; and i t i s t h i s interpiay--

t h i s a c t i v e co-operation of utterances with t h i n g s — 
that c o n s t i t u t e s the meaning of utterances. (223) 

Whorf and Haas are not t a l k i n g about some s p e c i a l r e a l i t y , but of 

the r e a l i t y of everyday l i f e . And poems, too, l i k e Four Quartets, are 
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meaningful only w i t h i n the context of the semantic i n t e r s u b j e c t i v i t y of 

the everyday. Deviations from the r e a l i t y of everyday l i f e are c l e a r l y 

marked and are meaningful only i n the s p e c i f i c s of the concrete r e l a t i o n 

ship set up between f i n i t e provinces of meaning and the cohesive, i n t e l 

l i g i b l e , l i n g u i s t i c a l l y generated and maintained paramount r e a l i t y of 

everyday existence (Berger and Luckmann 1979: 39). Everyday l i f e presents 

i t s e l f as a r e a l i t y i n t e r p r e t e d by men and s u b j e c t i v e l y meaningful to 

them as a coherent world; that i s , the r e a l i t y of everyday l i f e i s appre

hended as an ordered r e a l i t y (Berger and Luckmann: 33). This paramount 

r e a l i t y i s organized around the here and now of the present; the past 

and the f u t u r e , and the ways i n which the grammatical category of tense 

d i s c r i m i n a t e s t h e i r v a r i e t i e s , no doubt e x i s t , but they e x i s t i n terms 

of d i f f e r i n g degrees of closeness and remoteness from the present. In 

other words, the 'past' and the 'future' are only sub-categories o f , or 

a t t i t u d e s belonging to and d e r i v i n g from, the present, which are t h e r e f o r e , 

r a d i c a l l y contingent upon the present. This may seem to be only a s t a t e 

ment of the obvious, but too.often formalism has t r e a t e d notions of the 

'past' and the 'future' as absolutes--unchanging, e s s e n t i a l l y incontes

t a b l e t r a n s c e n d e n t a l s - - i n s t e a d of the s o c i o - h i s t o r i c , s p e c i f i c , human, 

pro d u c t i v e , c o n t e s t a b l e , q u o t i d i a n notions they r e a l l y are. The r e a l i t y 

of everyday l i f e f u r t h e r presents i t s e l f as an i n t e r s u b j e c t i v e w orld, a 

world shared w i t h others (Berger and Luckmann: 37). The primary modality 

of t h i s sharing i s n a r r a t i v e (Havelock 1963: 87-89; Jameson 1981: 74-102), 

although with the s p e c i a l i z a t i o n of f u n c t i o n i n s o c i e t y c e r t a i n ways of 

sharing the world are i n s c r i b e d by non-narrative means, f o r i n s t a n c e , 

the discourses of science. Compared to the r e a l i t y of everyday l i f e , 
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other r e a l i t i e s appear as f i n i t e provinces of meaning, enclaves with in 

the paramount r e a l i t y marked by c i rcumscr ibed meanings and modes of 

exper ience. " A l l f i n i t e provinces of meaning," Berger and Luckmann 

wr i t e , "are character ized by a turning away of a t tent ion from the r e a l i t y 

of everyday 1 i f e . " 

While there a re , of course, sh i f t s in a t tent ion within 
everyday l i f e , the s h i f t to a f i n i t e province of meaning 
i s Of a much more rad ica l k ind. A radical change takes 

place in the tension of consciousness. In the context 
of r e l i g i o u s experience th i s has been apt ly c a l l ed 
' l e a p i n g 1 . It is important to stress, however, that 

the reality of everyday life retains its paramount 

status even as such 'leaps' take place. If nothing 

else, language makes sure of this. The common language 

available to me for the objectification of my experiences 

is grounded in everyday life and keeps pointing back to 

it even as I employ it to interpret experiences in finite 

provinces of meaning. T y p i c a l l y , the re fo re , I ' d i s t o r t ' 
the r e a l i t y of the l a t t e r as soon as I begin to use the 
common language in i n te rp re t ing them, that i s , I ' t r a n s 
l a t e ' the non-everyday experiences back into the paramount 
r e a l i t y . This may be r ead i l y seen in terms of dreams, 
but i t i s a lso t yp i ca l of those t r y ing to report about 
t h e o r e t i c a l , aes thet i c or r e l i g i o u s worlds of meaning. 
The theore t i ca l phys i c i s t t e l l s us that his concept of 
space cannot be conveyed l i n g u i s t i c a l l y , j us t as the 
a r t i s t does with regard to the meaning of his creat ions 
and the mystic with regard to his encounters with the 
d i v i ne . Yet a l l these--dreamer, p h y s i c i s t , a r t i s t and 
m y s t i c - - a i s o l i v e in the r e a l i t y of everyday l i f e . 
Indeed, one of their important problems is to interpret 

the co-existence of this reality with the reality 

enclaves into which they have ventured. 

(39-40, my emphasis) 

It i s an assumption of th i s study that the aesthet ic exper ience, the 

wr i t ing and reading of poetry fo r example, cons t i tu tes j u s t such a f i n i t e 

province of meaning s i tua ted with in paramount r e a l i t y and act ing upon i t . 

As a f i n i t e province of meaning, ar t can comment on, a t tack , support , 

subvert , and rev ise paramount r e a l i t y symbo l i ca l l y . 
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The general concept fo r our purposes here i s that experience of the 

world const i tu tes an experience of a r e a l i t y that i s very d i f f e r e n t from 

the order of ' t h i ngs ' to which unmediated experience is supposed to give 

us access. We may enjoy, at the elementary physical l e v e l , immediate 

sensory contact with the material world around us, but each such contact 

has no existence in the soc ia l universe except in the envelope of meaning 

which makes the contact i n t e l l i g i b l e in the context of paramount r e a l i t y . 

Ma t e r i a l i t y cannot evade semiot ic appropr ia t ion (Eco 1979a: 22-24). As 

a system of cons t i t u t i v e s i g n s , the soc i a l universe organizes the 'wor ld ' 

around man and creates a f u l l y r e a l i z ed common i n t u i t i v e l i f e (Lotman and 

Uspensky 1978: 213). Our making of the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e occurs by 

v i r tue of our ind iv idua l use of language in the context of the need, the 

necess i t y , of intercourse with other men (Marx and Engels 1845-46, 1970: 

19). In other words, language is a way of opening us towards the soc ia l 

un iverse , t ransforming, p r a c t i c a l l y , the s i l ence and namelessness of 

th ings . AIT exper ience, the instant i t i s s o c i a l i z e d , i s always already 

insc r ibed with meaning by p r i o r knowledge of the words which t r a d i t i o n a l l y 

encompass and envelope i t . 

The inadequacy of Richards ' concept of tone as the c r i t i c a l access 

to the r e l a t i on of text to context should here be p l a i n , f o r i t i s to the 

const ruc ted , 'man-made' r e a l i t y that words l i k e " r e a l i t y " and "human k ind" 

in "Burnt Norton" a c tua l l y r e f e r . They ac tua l i ze in the va r i e t y of t he i r 

uses a l a tent potent ia l fo r meaning which the soc ia l universe o f f e r s as 

the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e . Thus, E l i o t ' s use of a phrase l i k e "human 

k ind" i s s i g n i f i c a n t , not because of i t s abstract denotat ion—a pos i t i v e 

meaning that i s imagined by formalism to ex i s t in a u n i v e r s a l , neutral or 
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absolute s p a c e — b u t because such a phrase e x i s t s i nstead i n a semantic 

space whose contours are marked by a l l the phrases and formulations with 

which "human kind" shares, r e l a t i o n s of synonymy, hyponomy, antimony, or 

i n c o m p a t a b i l i t y , e t c . (Lyons 1977: 270-335). The phrase a l s o t r a i l s the 

i d e o l o g i c a l accumulations which usage of a l l these p a i r s and sets of 

terms has i n s c r i b e d i n the paradigm they c o n s t i t u t e . S i m i l a r l y , the 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of the pr e c i s e syntagmatic p o s i t i o n i n g of "human ki n d , " 

i n t h i s case the c o u p l i n g , as a momentary but p o s s i b l y s i g n i f i c a n t 

o p p o s i t i o n , of ". . . b i r d : human . . . " (CP 190), i s effaced when the 

array of a r t i c u l a t i o n s and conjunctions i n which i t appears are enclosed 

by c r i t i c a l expectations and assumptions of absolute or g e n e r a l i z e d r e f e r 

ence. This i s not to argue that no statements of general reference are 

p e r m i s s i b l e ; c l e a r l y they are. But what must be i n s i s t e d upon i s that 

c r i t i c i s m should not be seduced i n t o t a k i n g f o r granted the absolute 

status of the reference; a general statement should f i r s t be examined 

f o r the f u n c t i o n i t serves i n p a r t i c u l a r contexts of utterance: l i n g u i s t i c , 

l i t e r a r y , s o c i a l , p o l i t i c a l , i d e o l o g i c a l , e t c . 

These contexts help c o n s t i t u t e the 'world', not the 'world' of un

mediated experience, natural o b j e c t s , p h y s i o l o g i c a l processes; those 

e n t i t i e s and processes as such are meaningless, but, set back i n s p e c i f i c 

c o n t e x t s , they share i n the pl e n i t u d e of meaning which the 'world' as a 

whole makes p o s s i b l e . Thus, E l i o t ' s poems (and a l l poems) are not organ

i z a t i o n s of experience, but are, as i t were, o r g a n i z a t i o n s of meaning, 

th a t i s , forms t h a t a c t u a l i z e p o t e n t i a l meaning i n the common i n t u i t i v e 

l i f e . They make p l a i n E l i o t ' s own grasp of and a t t i t u d e towards not 

simply "audience," but the s p e c i f i c forms of l i f e i n which h i s poems and 
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his experience have the i r sense, an environment with a l l i t s p r i v i l eged 

orders and h i e r a r ch i e s , i t s h i s t o r i c a l accumulations and condensations 

of s i g n i f i c a n c e , i t s l eg i t imat ing sanct ions and cond i t i ons , i t s poss ib le 

d i s courses , l i t e r a t u r e s , cogn i t i ve s t y l e s , vo i ces , and, f i n a l l y , i t s 

systemat ic , and s i g n i f i c a n t , ' cook ing ' of physical nature: 

Laughing should , i f i t s expression does not come by 
nature, be c a r e f u l l y taught. Nor need there be any 
a r t i f i c i a l i t y in t h i s , f o r , a f t e r a wh i le , i t becomes 
as natural as the cor rec t pronunciat ion of words a f t e r 
a ser ies of e locut ion lessons , and, as everybody knows, 
d i s t i n c t enunciat ion does not come by nature. But who 
could descr ibe i t as a r t i f i c i a l ? In the same, way the 
pret ty harmonious laugh is a second nature with many. 
The only th ing to be guarded against is that the i n 
culcated laugh is apt to grow stereotyped, and few 
things are more i r r i t a t i n g than to hear i t over and 
over aga in , begin on the same note, run down the same 
s c a l e , and consequently express no more mirth than the 
keys of the piano. (Humphrey 1897: 13) 

Formalism d i r ec t s our a t tent ion in a poem, no less than in a laugh, 

to the in terna l organ izat ion of the t ex t ' s pos i t i v e form. However, a 

second and more important organ izat ion emerges in the d i a l e c t i c a l i n t e r 

ac t ion between the work, conceived of as a s i g n i f y i n g p r a c t i c e , and the 

common i n t u i t i v e l i f e to which i t re fe rs and on which i t operates. The 

poem, from th i s pe rspec t i ve , i s def ined by what i t does in that arena. 

And what the poem is doing i s foregrounding, not immediate experience as 

some accounts of poetry would have i t , but the way experiences are repre 

sented, that i s , i n s c r i b e d , in the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e of paramount 

r e a l i t y . A poem, a l i t e r a r y text gene ra l l y , explores the s i g n i f i c a t i o n s 

which experiences carry in the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e of a p a r t i c u l a r 

soc ie ty . The procedures i t employs to do th i s are many and complex. 



46 

The uniqueness of l i t e r a r y d iscourse l i e s in jus t the way i t transforms 

ordinary language. The doctr ine of i.e mot juste, to d igress fo r a 

moment, underscores th i s view of the l i t e r a r y text rather we l l . Rather 

than think of le mot juste as a kind of f e l i c i t o u s accuracy of expression 

snatched from the a i r , we might now understand the nature of i t s accuracy. 

Le mot juste i s accurate not because of any i n t r i n s i c access i t has to 

the r e a l i t y i t is naming (remember how many such words and phrases 

qu ick ly become c l i c h e s ) , but i t i s accurate p rec i se l y because of the 

i m p l i c i t , yet s t i l l powerful , c r i t i q u e of the conventional locut ion or 

c l iche" which i t tr iumphantly d i sp l a ces . The uniqueness of l i t e r a r y 

d i scourse , then, l i e s in the work of t ransformat ion. In th i s respec t , 

the conventional r e l a t i onsh ip between s i g n i f i e r and s i g n i f i e d is often 

subverted or overturned so as e i the r to provoke a new v i s i o n of the world 

o r , as in the case of T. S. E l i o t , to restore some o lder order of s i g n i 

f i c a t i o n in the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e . This d i a l e c t i c a l act ion produces 

the poem's negative s t ruc tu re . 

It i s negative because i t urges c r i t i c i s m to take not ice of the 

environment as a formative and transformative matrix of poss ib le meanings, 

some of which are chosen and some of which are re fused. "Human k i n d , " 

in the l i nes discussed e a r l i e r , is a phrase that has both a p o s i t i v e , 

denotat ive meaning, but a c t i v e l y excludes i t s near synonyms, such as 

'the masses ' , or 'the general p u b l i c ' , 'body p o l i t i c ' , e t c . Choosing 

some one p a r t i c u l a r formulat ion i s an act both pos i t i ve and negat ive , 

both an inc lus ion and an exc lus ion . And the choice cannot be explained 
12 

on fo rma l i s t p r i n c i p l e s alone. To choose one thing over another 

impl ies an a t t i tude towards those things that have been re jected and the 
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cluded and the process of exc l u s i on , conscious or not , shape the ove ra l l 

form of a work; they are often the things a text cannot, or r e fuses , to 

speak about: "the value of [Jane] Austen 's f i c t i o n thr i ves qui te as much 

on i t s ignorance as on i t s i n s i g h t : i t i s because there is so much the 

novels cannot poss ib l y know that they know what they do, and in the form 

they do" (Eagleton 1976: 71). 

'Tone' provides access to the external r e l a t i o n s , or negative 

s t ruc tu r e , of the l i t e r a r y work, r e l a t i ons that tend to de-form the 

abstract symmetries towards which a work's in terna l development, usua l ly 

arrayed by the generative act ion of a dominant theory and prac t i ce of 

l i t e r a t u r e , leans. To recast R ichards ' e a r l i e r fo rmula t ion , " tone , " 

then, i s an e f f e c t of the way a poem concrete ly s igna ls only the e x i s 

tence, but not the a r t i cu l a t ed form, of several complex l i n k s , l inks 

between wr i te r (or speaker) and audience (Richards 1929, 1946: 182), 

wr i te r (or speaker) and the dominant d iscourses by which the audience 

has already inscr ibed in te rsub jec t i ve experience in the past , and wr i te r 

(or speaker) and the dominant ideology of his or her t ime. I give the 

term ' ideo logy ' the sense in which F redr i c Jameson has recent ly used i t . 

Basing his d e f i n i t i o n on Louis A l thusse r , Jameson writes that ideology i s 

"a representat ional s t ructure [ representat ion = DARSTELLUNG] which allows 

the ind iv idua l subject to conceive or imagine his or her l i v ed r e l a t i o n 

ship to transpersonal r e a l i t i e s such as the soc ia l s t ructure or the 

c o l l e c t i v e log i c of H is to ry " (1981: 30). The actual form of these l i n k s , 

descr ibed crudely by Richards as an a t t i tude towards an audience, can be 

more i n c l u s i v e l y descr ibed as a w r i t e r ' s , and a t e x t ' s , a t t i tude towards 
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that in the environment which the text f a ces , and beyond tha t , the 

complex r e l a t i ons into which a work enters as a s i g n i f y i n g a c t i v i t y , or 

ra ised to a higher power, as a soc ia l or p o l i t i c a l p r a c t i c e . In other 

words, to use our e a r l i e r terminology, the l i t e r a r y text i s a kind of 

comment (gener i c , modal) about, the way ce r ta in pa r t i cu l a r exper iences, 

ob jec t s , events ("our f i r s t world") have been or are normally insc r ibed 

in the r e a l i t y of everyday l i f e (Berger and Luckmann: 152-153). But the 

form th i s comment takes is not the simple re-experiencing of that which 

has already been i n s c r i b e d ; ins tead , i t takes the form of a r e v i s i o n , 

which, in the case of modernism, incorporates the rhe to r i ca l s t rategy 

of presenting the r ev i s i on as g iv ing access to the seed experiences 

obscured or perverted by the o r i g i na l i n s c r i p t i o n . The form of the 

r e v i s i on is determined by the a t t i tude the wr i te r chooses to take towards 

the way experience i s being or has been 'cooked' in paramount r e a l i t y 

in the past . The s i t e of th i s r ev i s i on i s a f i n i t e province of meaning. 

It i s important to note, and th i s i s an assumption of t h i s study, that 

a w r i t e r ' s or t e x t ' s . a t t i t u d e towards the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e is always 

to be understood as an a t t i tude to an environment always already organized, 

densely insc r ibed with meaning and s t ructured in depth. So tha t , f o r 

example, an a t t i tude towards " r e a l i t y " or "human k ind" or " t r u t h " i s 

always an a t t i tude towards the way these signs already ex i s t in the wor ld. 
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Notes to Chapter One 

* The most i n f l u e n t i a l attacks on h i s t o r i c i s t and contextual 

approaches to l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m in our era (s ince 1940) are the 

fo l low ing : Ransom 1972; Leavis 1962: 182-194 and 195-203; Welleck and 

Warren 1973: 71-135; Wimsatt 1954; Frye 1968; 1973; Cu l l e r 1975; de Man 

1979; R i f f a t e r r e 1978. But see Eagleton 1983: 51-53 on Wi l l iam Empson. 
2 

By Anglo-American formalism I mean the text-based l i t e r a r y 

c r i t i c i s m widely pract i ced in the academies of the North A t l a n t i c world 

from the 1940s to the 1970s, although i t s theore t i ca l foundations were 

l a i d two decades e a r l i e r . In the 1960s and 1970s, p r imar i l y in America, 

i t s unevenly developed conceptual and ca tegor ica l base came under intense 

scrut iny by a new generation of fo rmal i s ts and a more systematic ( i . e . 

rule-governed) formal ism, now ca l l ed " s t r u c t u r a l i s m , " was proposed in 

i t s p lace. 
3 

The p r i n c ipa l conceptual i n h i b i t i o n fo r Anglo-American formalism 

has been i t s re t icence in dea l ing with ' i n t e n t i o n 1 in a tex t . We cannot 

think ' i n t e n t i o n ' as a semantic or formal element of a text without some 

notion of an ac t i ve s i gn i f y i ng context . Formalism's s e l f - i n f l i c t e d 

myopia on t h i s quest ion can be corrected i f our view of language acknowl

edges language's i n s e p a r a b i l i t y from the semantics of the soc ia l process , 

no matter to what spec ia l uses language i s put. "An in tent ion can only 

be deduced by a hearer or reader from language and s i t u a t i o n , and more

over i t cannot simply be assumed that in tent ions are always f u l l y known 
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to a speaker h imse l f , even when i t i s not his in tent ion to conceal his 

i n t en t i on " (Turner 1973: 147). The whole d iscuss ion of context in 

chapter f i ve of Turner 's book is p a r t i c u l a r l y l u c id and wr i t ten from a 

l i t e r a r y , rather than a l i n g u i s t i c or p h i l o s o p h i c a l , perspect ive . Of 

course, there are many exce l l en t l i n g u i s t i c d iscuss ions of context. In 

the area of semantics John Lyons' recent summaries and d iscuss ions of 

the notion are now the best in t roduct ion to the complexit ies of the 

issue (1978: 570-635). For an exce l l en t b r i e f summary of the contemporary 

l i t e r a r y views of ' i n t e n t i o n ' see Chandler 1982: 464-465n. i l . 
4 

Since 'tone as a c r i t i c a l concept i s r a re l y discussed e x p l i c i t l y 

wi th in a developed l i t e r a r y theory by p rac t i ca l c r i t i c s , i t continues to 

o r i en t i n t e rp re ta t i on s i l e n t l y . It provides i m p l i c i t c r i t i c a l control 

on i n te rp re ta t i ve judgements seemingly derived from a survey of i n t r i n s i c 

features . The most i n t e r es t i ng examples of the s i l e n t reading of context 

through the concept of ' tone ' are F. R. Leav i s , in most of his p rac t i ca l 

c r i t i c i s m , and Cleanth Brooks in most of h i s , but e spec i a l l y v i s i b l y so 
in "The Case of Miss Arabe l l a Fermor," in (1947: 80-104). 

5 

Lodge 1970: 367; and see a lso E l i o t ' s comments on George Wyndham 

in sw 24-32, but contrast E l i o t ' s remarks on another gentleman-amateur, 

Charles Whibley, whose r e l i g i o u s sentiments were more congenial to his 
own, in SE 439-440 et seq. Stead 1967: 52-53. 

g 

I have der ived my knowledge of the la te and post V i c to r i an 

l i t e r a r y scene and s i t ua t i on from many primary and secondary sources 

over a number of years , having f i r s t studied the ear l y modern period as 

a senior undergraduate. However, C. K. Stead's The New Poetic (1967) 

s t i l l seems to me to assemble an accurate account of the l i t e r a r y 

http://464-465n.il
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environment of the time and the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e which wr i ters and 

t he i r publ ics shared. His account of the place of the Georgian poets 

on th i s landscape and of t he i r i n t e l l e c t u a l and moral commitment to 

l i b e r a l i s m remains unsurpassed (86-87). I have a lso p ro f i t ed grea t l y 

from reading two exce l l en t soc i a l and p o l i t i c a l h i s t o r i e s of England in 

th i s pe r iod : Donald Read's England 1868-1914 (1979) and Richard Shannon's 

The crisis of imperialism, 1865-1915 (1974). The re levant sect ions and 

chapters of Raymond Wi l l iams ' culture and society, 1780-1950 (1958, 1961) 

and The Long Revolution (1961) f i r s t spurred my i n t e r e s t , years ago, in 

th i s per iod . 

^ The pre-romantic view of a poem's f unc t i on , that i t de l i gh t and 

i n s t r u c t , i s l o g i c a l l y l inked to poet ry ' s rhe to r i ca l basis and i t s 

consequent o r i en ta t i on towards the author-audience r e l a t i o n s h i p . See 

Stone 1967: 16-17. 
8 

It i s i n te res t ing to note that when the "new c r i t i c i s m " i t s e l f 

became the re ign ing orthodoxy in the 1950s and 1960s i t forced the 

c r i t i c a l approaches i t had chal lenged to r e - v i t a l i z e t he i r own d i s rup ted , 

and in some cases d i s c r e d i t e d , methods. Deconstruct!"ve p r a c t i c e s , fo r 

example, represent , to some extent , the renewal of a conceptual ly more 

dar ing and psycho log i ca l l y aggressive p h i l o l o g i c a l t r a d i t i o n . This i s 

e spec i a l l y v i s i b l e in the work of those t ra ined at Yale in the l a s t two 

decades; see , fo r example, Parker 1979: 19. Deconstruct ion, in f a c t , 

might be character ized as p h i l o l o g y ' s revenge on c lose reading. Other 

t r ad i t i ons of reading scat tered by "new c r i t i c i s m " have a lso p ro f i t ed 

from a period o f se l f-examinat ion. Rhetor ica l a n a l y s i s , fo r example, 

has re-surfaced in the l a s t decade or so and won back, to some considerable 
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extent , i t s pre-formal is t v i r i l i t y , bolstered by the empir ica l author i ty 

of modern and post-modern perceptual and cogn i t i ve psychologies . In 

th i s respec t , Angus F l e t che r ' s study of a l l egory (1964) i s a work whose 

methodological importance equals the b r i l l i a n c e of i t s ana lys i s of a 

d i scu rs i ve mode. Rhetor i c ' s i n te res t in a reader 's recept ion of 

d i scu rs i ve a f f ec t s has been powerful ly recast by Stanley F i s h , under 

the name of " a f f e c t i v e s t y l i s t i c s , " as a phenomenology of the recept ion 

control apparatus in a text (1972: 383-427). Renewed in te res t in the 

f i gu ra t i v e aspects of the rhe to r i ca l t r a d i t i o n has a lso d i rec ted 

a t tent ion to schematic processes in f igure and t rope. See Barthes 1971; 

1976; de Man, 1971; White, 1973. Indeed the o ld b iographica l approach, 

which bore so much of the weight of E l i o t ' s , and fo rma l i sm 's , tongue, 

has a lso been renewed in a number of forms, notably as psychobiography, 

say Sartre on F lauber t , o r , as what can only be c a l l ed ecobiography, of 

which the sole exemplar so fa r is Hugh Kenner's The Pound Era (1971). 

Marxist c r i t i c a l p rac t i ce has a lso p ro f i t ed from the chal lenges of "new 

c r i t i c i s m , " chal lenges f i r s t taken up by an I t a l i a n , though his work 

dea l t extens ive ly with Anglo-American l i t e r a r y and c r i t i c a l p r a c t i c e s : 

De l i a Volpe 1960, 1978. 
g 

The standard d iscuss ion is Abrams 1958: 235-241, but see Immanuel 

Kant's own comments in "The F inal Purpose of the Natural D i a l e c t i c of 

Human Reason," in his critique of Pure Reason (1781), t rans la ted by Kemp 

Smith, 1929, 1968: 549-570. See a lso the f i r s t pa r t , on Being, in 
Hegel 's The Science of Logic (1929: 79-197). 

^ Henry F i e ld ing acknowledges th i s new author i ty in mid-eighteenth-

century legal p rac t i ce as a 'modern' op in ion . See Joseph Andrews, 1742, 
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1980: 85. 

^ John Hollander has suggested that s p e c i f i c a l l y profess iona l and 

personal pra ise of the actual musician is c l e a r l y v i s i b l e at the end of 

the seventeenth century in the "musical odes" of John Dryden (1970: 422). 

My point about Beethoven is that by 1800 the s h i f t of a t tent ion that 

Hollander descr ibes can ca l l fo r support on an achieved ph i losophica l 

t r a d i t i o n of the Subject. 

12 

E l i o t understood very well the semantics of c h o i c e 1 . See "The 

Function of C r i t i c i s m , " in SE 14-15. 
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Chapter Two: The d e s t r u c t i o n of " l i t e r a t u r e " 

T. S. E l i o t ' s e a r l y prose and poetry are e n t i r e l y devoted to the 

transforming of the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e of the Anglo-American bour

g e o i s i e . This p r o j e c t , of course, d i d not sp r i n g f u l l y formed from 

E l i o t ' s forehead. I t gathered f o r c e slowly i n several areas of endeavour 

- - h i s p h i l o s o p h i c a l s t u d i e s , l i t e r a t u r e , c r i t i c i s m , and l a t e r , h i s s o c i o -

c u l t u r a l c r i t i c i s m . Remarkably, i t began to take shape very e a r l y i n 

E l i o t ' s l i f e , as e a r l y as 1910-1911, the winter he spent i n P a r i s as a 

student and f i r s t encountered the formative ideas of Charles Maurras, 

the w i n t e r of the f i r s t v e r s i o n of "The Love Song of J . A l f r e d Prufrock" 

(Kojecky 1971: 58-62; Gordon 1977: 54). This renovatory p r o j e c t focussed 

c e r t a i n r e c u r r i n g themes, which I w i l l be examining i n the next few 

chapters. But e q u a l l y as important as these themes are i n understanding 

his e a r l y work i s the audience to whom t h i s work i s addressed and which 

must be kept c o n s t a n t l y i n mind. I w i l l be arguing that E l i o t spoke to 

and f o r an important segment of s o c i e t y , b r i e f l y the Anglo-American 

b o u r g e o i s i e , and through them to the wider bourgeois c u l t u r e of Europe 

(Harrison 1967: 27, 159-160; Kojecky 1971: 47-52, 117-120; Eagleton 

1976: 145-146; Gloversmith 1980: 36). I t i s f o r the transformation of 

the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e of that c l a s s that E l i o t ' s work has i t s primary 

s o c i a l s i g n i f i c a n c e . The f a c t t h a t he cast h i s thought i n u n i v e r s a l i s t 

terms i n d i c a t e s c l e a r l y the proximity of t h i s s o c i a l region to a u t h o r i t y 

and power, a proximity that gives to bourgeois consciousness the notion 
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that i t occupies a p r i v i l eged point-of-view in cas t ing a d i r e c t i v e eye 

over the soc ia l order as a whole (Mi l iband 1977: 49-65; Lowe 1982: 28-29). 

In shor t , E l i o t ' s work gains in point and force through i t s de ta i l ed 

work on the a f f e c t i v e l i f e o f the soc i a l c lass that came to occupy the 

commanding heights of soc ie ty during the nineteenth century. It was 

conceived and executed as a war on the hearts and minds, as i t were, of 

th i s c lass dur ing , what seemed to him, to be the moment of i t s deepest 

c r i s i s , in the f i r s t decades of the present century. A f te r 1930, E l i o t 

devoted more and more of his i n t e l l e c t u a l energy to the la rger debate on 

cu l ture and soc ie ty that developed wi th in the bourgeois ie as the c r i s i s 

i n t e n s i f i e d in the interwar years before the sea-change a f t e r 1945. 

However, i t was in his ea r l y l i t e r a r y work that those l a t e r concerns 

found the i r f i r s t express ion. Very ear ly on, E l i o t was appal led by what 

he saw as the moral and i n t e l l e c t u a l weakening of the d i r e c t i v e e l i t e s 

into which he himself had been born (cf . Pound 1917: 6-7). He r e c o i l e d , 

fo r example, from a s i t ua t i on in which Anglo-American l i t e r a t u r e was 

made i n t e l l e c t u a l l y moribund by the pers is tence of a p a l l i d romanticism, 

e t i o l a t ed in theme, in technique, in po i se , in s e n s i b i l i t y . He reco i l ed 

j u s t as v igorous ly from a pa r a l l e l s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l s i t ua t i on in which 

the ' n a tu r a l ' stewards of s tate power were d r i bb l i ng away t he i r author i ty 

through the 'softheaded p a l l i a t i v e s ' of l i b e r a l reform, through the 

surrender to the p o l i t i c a l push from below in the form of a va r i e t y of 

democratic tendenc ies , through the evasion of the ideo log i ca l r e spons i 

b i l i t y of maintaining a symbolic canopy of va lues , b e l i e f s , and customs 

sacramental ized by a nat ional church (Berger 1969: 134). His ea r l y 

l i t e r a r y work, then, was aimed at the dest ruct ion of what he saw as the 
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t a i n t e d legacy of the immediate l i t e r a r y past. The c r i t i q u e of t h i s 

legacy can be seen at work i n one of h i s greatest e a r l y achievements, 

"The Love Song of J . A l f r e d Prufrock." But before I look at t h i s s i g n a l 

poem, I want to make a f i r s t approach to the l i t e r a r y romanticism E l i o t 

helped to rout i n these e a r l y years. 

W i l l i a m Wordsworth's The Prelude closes i n the f i n a l books by tur n i n g 

back on the t e r r a i n i t has crossed i n order to s i t u a t e i t s e l f as a whole 

w i t h i n a greater encompassing t o t a l i t y , a t o t a l i t y t hat v e r i f i e s the 

ultimate and programmatic connection of consciousness and Nature i n a 

strenuously won repose (Abrams 1965: 558; Hartman 1966: 148-149; 

Wasserman 1968: 218). The c h a r a c t e r i s t i c movement which defines The 

Prelude i s that of d i s t a n c i n g , of gaining perspective (hence the impor

tance of mountains), by s i t u a t i n g i n t e n s e l y experienced p a r t i c u l a r s i n 

the p h i l o s o p h i c a l t o t a l i t y t h a t a u t h e n t i c a t e s them. This p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

' s o l u t i o n ' was, of course, no s o l u t i o n at a l l . By thematizing the 

framing t o t a l i t y as the connection between consciousness and Nature, 

Wordsworth helped put i n place the c o n d i t i o n s which brought about what 

Robert Langbaum has c a l l e d the "poetry of experience" (1963: 35-36). 

The c h a r a c t e r i s t i c psychic movement of t h i s kind of poetry, as i n The 

Prelude, i s the f i n a l surmounting of the i n t e n s e l y experienced e x i s t e n 

t i a l by access to the metaphysical frame that r a i s e s the 'accidents' of 

experience to another plane where experience, now recoded to a higher, 

u n i v e r s a l i z i n g s e m i o t i c , can be a s s i m i l a t e d to an accumulating s t o r e of 

transcendental wisdom (Abrams 1958: 131-132). What i s ' l e f t behind' i n 

t h i s ascent i s a world or r e a l i t y t h a t the languages of p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

i d e a l i s m cannot make sense o f , except through the d o c t r i n e of the real 
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as i l l u s i o n . 

In th i s d i s junc t ion between the real and the i d e a l , the notion of 

the world as an irredeemable chaos, born in P l a to ' s work, re-appears in 

romanticism (Durrant 1969: 101), but ca r r i e s a contemporary content , 

shaped by the soc i a l and economic facts of an i ndus t r i a l i sm taking mature 

form in the late eighteenth and ear l y nineteenth cen tur i es . The soc ia l 

and p o l i t i c a l thematics which th i s ph i losophica l idea l ism helps i nsc r ibe 

subsumes the l inked a t t i tudes of contempt and p i t y towards those, the 

'masses ' , the 'mob, 'human k i n d ' , ensnared in the heavy chains of the 

"lower p r i s o n , " to use the neo-platonist terms of Malcolm Lowry's 

"Strange Comfort Afforded by the Profession."" ' ' 

The ' s o l u t i o n ' ph i losoph ica l idea l ism o f f e r s in the context of the 

f i r s t era of mechanical production is i deo log i ca l (Will iams 1961: 48-64; 

1975: 155-156, 174; Hobsbawm 1962: 296, 321). It allows the managerial 

and entrepreneur ia l bourgeois ie to avert i t s gaze from the soc ia l ca tas 

trophe that the long adjustment to i ndus t r i a l i sm caused in the ear ly 

1800s and, consequently, to widen the soc ia l d istance between themselves 

and the new wage slaves standing by the machines. . It a lso served to 

v i t i a t e the bad conscience of those who had helped to set up the cond i 

t ions by which ancestra l communities, and the l i v ed densi ty of the soc ia l 

and cu l tu ra l r e l a t ions that ex is ted in them, were d isrupted and, in some 

cases , i r r e t r i e v a b l y smashed. The well known e f f e c t of these ' s t ruc tu ra l 

adjustments' was the displacement of a rura l people to the mob soc i e t i e s 

of the great mid-Victor ian conurbations (Deane 1967: 260; Hobsbawm 1970: 

93). This is what makes the ' l i b e r a l ' a b o l i t i o n of s lavery in the Empire 

in 1838 un in ten t iona l l y i r o n i c . 
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Of course, in th i s process romantic poetry and i t s underly ing 

idea l ism played an important ideo log i ca l ro le in the soc ia l and cu l tu ra l 

spheres. It helped l i nk three skeins of thought that smoothed the way 

fo r the bourgeois mind to surmount the cont rad ic t ions into which i t s 

economic prac t i ces during i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n had placed i t s emancipatory 

and l i b e r t a r i a n rhe to r i c . The high value placed on Nature both as an 

object of experience and as a metaphysical abs t rac t ion (Wil ley 1940, 

1967; Abrams 1958: 105-106; L i t z 1977: 470-488) combined with a second 

development, namely the socio-economic const ruct ion of the atomic i n d i 

v idual in the nineteenth century (Tawney 1922, 1977: 179-196; Lukes 1971: 

65), complemented by the notion of the exper iencing subject as the 

essent ia l un i t of consciousness (Lukacs 1923, 1971: 124-125; Horkheimer 

and Adorno 1944, 1972: 82-83). However, the l og i c of th i s conjunct ion 

tends towards an encompassing material ism which bourgeois thought was 

not e n t i r e l y ready to formulate to i t s e l f , although bourgeois economic 

practices were i r revocab ly based on ma te r i a l i s t assumptions about the 

nature of soc i e t y . Why bourgeois thought f e l t compelled to hold on to 

the notion of the transcendence of the material in the de-sacra l ized 

form of ph i losoph ica l idea l ism makes fo r an in tense ly i n t e res t i ng episode 

in the ideo log i ca l demands put on the new governors of the c i v i l world 

by the o ld (Goldmann 1973: 43). For the bourgeo is ie , i d e a l i s t philosophy 

was to do the work of l eg i t imat ion that r e l i g i o n had accomplished fo r 

the ancien regime. This ideo log i ca l episode was t rans la ted into a t h i r d 

d e f i n i t i v e development in the making of romantic aes the t i c s . The i d e a l i s t 

d i s tanc ing of experience helped preserve romanticism from the ma t e r i a l i s t 

abyss towards which i t s p o l i t i c a l and economic prac t i ces seemed to 
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'condemn' i t . Thus, the movement of the experiencing subject towards 

Nature was reversed by a r e c i p r o c a l d i s t a n c i n g of the s u b j e c t , accom

p l i s h e d by the a b s t r a c t i o n from the concrete contact of consciousness 

and Nature of the i d e a l form of th a t contact. This move i n s t a l l s the 

i d e a l as the greater encompassing t o t a l i t y , the t o t a l i t y t hat a u t h e n t i 

cates experience and, u l t i m a t e l y , r e j e c t s i t . 

In r e a c t i o n to t h i s conjunction of ideas, e a r l y modernist poetry, 

the poetry of the sc r u p u l o u s l y and c l o s e l y observed p a r t i c u l a r , d e l i b 

e r a t e l y refused to so distance i t s e l f by heading f o r the 'higher 1 ground 

of the kind The Prelude endorses. I t al s o refused to i n f l a t e the value 

of ' p e r s o n a l i t y ' (the c l i c h e ' i n t o which the metaphysical a b s t r a c t i o n s of 

the Kantian 'subject' had dwindled at the end of the romantic epoch 

[Hobsbawm 1962: 296]) and, f i n a l l y , refused to f i n d s a l v a t i o n i n Nature 

or the natural by s i t i n g i t s e l f i n the urban and man-made. 

The marks of those r e f u s a l s can be found i n most e a r l y modernist 
2 

poems. "The Love Song of J . A l f r e d Prufrock," f o r example, i s an 

i n t e n s e l y r e a l i z e d poem that from i t s f i r s t r e f u s a l to ask the "over

whelming question" to i t s f i n a l p l a c i n g r e f u s a l : "No! I am not Prince 

Hamlet, nor was meant to be" defers the question of the l a r g e r framework. 

The poem does not l o c a t e i t s semantic and i t s syntagmatic o r d e r l i n e s s i n 

the benign closures of some higher realm through the operation of a 

master code, l i k e a theology, that both s i t u a t e s the matter and manner 

of the t e x t and encourages a p a r t i c u l a r a t t i t u d e towards i t . Instead, 

the s p e c i f i c coherences of E l i o t ' s poem are located i n the a c t i o n of a 

f u l l y r e a l i z e d s o c i a l speech that leads i n t e r p r e t a t i o n to the common 

i n t u i t i v e l i f e of a p a r t i c u l a r s o c i a l scene.within the wider bourgeois 
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ethos , rather than attenuat ing the poem in terms of aes thet i c essences 

or other forms of idea l i sm. Fur ther , " P ru f rock ' s " devices are d i rec ted 

towards unve i l ing the poem's own composit ional procedures, and thus the 

subvert ing of the Romantic notion of a r t i s t i c c reat ion as an impenetrable 

mystery. Coler idge in "Frost at Midnight" could only take th i s step 

symbo l i ca l l y , through the metaphor of the "min is ter ing f r o s t " which 

both i l luminates the nature of the imaginative process , and, f i n a l l y , 

v e i l s i t in order to preserve the myth of i t s o r i g i n in some non-soc ia l , 

non-human essence. "Prufrock" takes th i s step without h e s i t a t i o n . This 

compositional leve l i s the level where we become aware of the poem's 

negative s t ruc tu re , as a r e l a t i o n between a s p e c i f i c communal l i f e and 

the poem's pos i t i v e s t ruc tu re . The r e su l t i ng production of a p lac ing 

tonal s t ructure allows us to recognize the p a r t i c u l a r sound-shape of the 

speech of a p a r t i c u l a r soc ia l community. Formal ist c r i t i c i s m of the 

"Prufrock" sound, however, has tended to pursue i t in those l i t e r a r y 

places which the poem i t s e l f de l i be r a t e l y d isp laces (Edwards 1976: 44-45). 

Hugh Kenner hears t h i s speech in almost e n t i r e l y l i t e r a r y terms, 

as a sort of duet between Tennyson and Edward Lear (1966: 6-8). The 

"Tennysonian medium" or "norm" (8) , however, i s c l e a r l y the forte voice 

in the Prufrock speech. "He learned to use i t , " Kenner wryly a s se r t s , 

"he never made the mistake of t r y ing to think in i t " (9) , thus escaping 

the espec ia l Tennysonian " f a t u i t y " (8). The poem, according to Kenner, 

presses out a "monotonous emotional pedal-point" (10). The famous long 

sect ion on Time (CP 14) simply "reverberates . . . while . . . porten-

tousness overlays mere sonor i t y " (10). 
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What "murder and c rea te " may mean we cannot t e l l , 
though i t i s p l a i n what the phrase can do; the 
words have l o s t t he i r connexion with the ac t i ve 
wor ld , l os t in fac t everything but t he i r potent ia l 
fo r neurasthenic shock. "Time fo r you and time 
for me" i s as hypnotic and as meaningless as a 
phrase on the ' c e l l o s . (10) 

In many ways th i s account of the Prufrock sound remains unsurpassed in 

the c r i t i c i s m and i s s t i l l extremely persuasive in i t s phonic "embryology" 

(7). Yet , though persuas ive , t h i s account cannot say why E l i o t bothered 

in the f i r s t p lace . When Kenner suggests we know what a phrase l i k e 

"murder and create" can do, even though we may not know what i t means, 

we can hardly agree that what we take away from th i s state of a f f a i r s i s 

the sense that "the words have l o s t t he i r connexion with the ac t i ve wor ld . " 

If by knowing what a phrase 'can do' within a pa r t i cu l a r t ex t , that i s , 

do something in the const ruct ion of the t e x t ' s sense, then i t i s rather 

d i f f i c u l t to understand how this sor t of ' do ing ' can be d is t ingu ished 

from a t e x t ' s i n t r i n s i c meaning, unless we want to separate "meaning" 

from "meaning f u n c t i o n . " But i f a phrase or utterance can be said to 

'do ' something distinct from a l l those 'meaning func t ions ' which words, 

phrases, c l auses , syntax, pauses, e t c . 'do ' in const ruct ing something 

that might be construed as i n t r i n s i c meaning, and thus making a phrase 

l i k e "murder and create" meaningful , then such a phrase must 'do ' some

thing beyond the t e x t ' s margins, in the "ac t ive wor ld , " not as a turning 

away from i t . Indeed, i f we be l ieve i t i s leg i t imate to ask why E l i o t 

bothered in the f i r s t p lace , l eg i t imate to ask what sort of p r i v i l ege 

Tennyson or Lear or Coler idge or Swinburne had in the l a te nineteenth 

century that suggested to E l i o t that "Prufrock" was fo r some reason worth 
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do ing , we might have the beginnings of an answer to how the text connects 

with the act ive world. 

Indeed jus t such a c r i t i c a l project i s i m p l i c i t in Kenner's de s c r i p 

t ion of " P ru f rock . " While speaking of the world of words that Tennyson 

and Swinburne bequeathed to the younger generation of poets , he makes 

th i s general ' s t r u c t u r a l i s t ' po in t : 

Coherence was obtained by exp lo i t i ng the sounds of 
the words and the impl i ca t ions concealed in t he i r 
sounds; "A cry that shivered to the t i n g l i n g s t a r s " 
would be a s t r i k i n g l y impoverished l i ne i f the Engl ish 
language could be suddenly purged of the words 
" tw ink l ing " and " t i n k l i n g . " (7) 

No doubt i t would. But is the s t r ik ingness of the l i ne simply based on 

the sound equivalences or " imp l i c a t i ons " that ex i s t in the sound-image 

paradigm which Kenner a l e r t l y constructs? Doesn't th i s g i ve , however, 

too narrow a sense to his word " imp l i ca t i ons " ? Subst i tu t ing " tw ink l ing " 

or " t i n k l i n g " in the place of " t i n g l i n g " makes suddenly a l i ne by Rupert 

Brooke. Doesn't " t i n g l i n g " carry i t s major semantic charge, not from 

the p l a s t i c i t y of common phoneme paradigms, but against " tw ink l i ng " and 

" t i n k l i n g " and the way they are used in t ex t s , l i k e the Georg ians ' , that 

were perce ived , before modernism's attack on Georgian poe t i c s , as having 

a ce r ta in social p r i v i l ege and p r e s t i ge , perhaps even a prest ige c l i ng ing 

to them as a consequence of t he i r users ' and consumers' proximity to power 

in Edwardian England; a f t e r a l l , who did make Rupert Brooke the da r l i ng 

of the Edwardian middle c l ass ? " T i n g l i n g " is more than a re f ined musical 

e f f e c t ; i t c a r r i e s , negat ive ly in the re jec t ions and re fusa l s i t makes, 

from outs ide the Edwardian poet ic and verbal norms, a statement about 
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those norms and the "ac t i ve world" fo r which these words act as metonyms. 

In other words, to use a word l i ke " t i n g l i n g " ca r r i e s out beyond the 

margins of the l i ne an a t t i tude towards not only the aptness of words 

l i ke " tw ink l ing " in the same l i n g u i s t i c contexts , but a lso an a t t i tude 

towards those texts and the regions that va lo r i ze them, where words l i k e 

" tw ink l ing " s e t t l e comfortably in the co l l o ca t i ona l norms ( F i r th 1957: 

194-196) that charac ter ize the verbal cu l ture of those reg ions . 

Kenner's l i n g u i s t i c a l l y subt le desc r ip t i on i s s t i l l the best by a 

major c r i t i c . At l eas t Kenner does not waste his time t r y ing to ac tua l i ze 

an i den t i t y fo r a character named Prufrock; at best ' P ruf rock ' i s a 

"poss ib le zone of consciousness" (35). Gertrude Pat terson, who quotes 

th i s passage in Kenner approv ingly , spends several pages of her TSE: 

the making of the poems t r y ing to show where in the text some stable 

i den t i t y she c a l l s ' P ru f rock ' is to be loca ted . What she adopts as a 

persona fo r Prufrock, persona in th i s context def ined as a set of 

" c o n f l i c t i n g emotions" which are given ' " a name plus a v o i c e , ' " to quote 

Kenner aga in , i s a formulat ion which she borrows from Yvor Winters, a 

term Winters uses in m Defense of Reason to attack E l i o t ' s modernism. 

' " P r u f r o c k , " ' Patterson wr i t e s , " i s more s p e c i f i c a l l y an assembled 

Qua l i t a t i ve P rogress ion , heightened by i rony" (1971: 116). For Winters, 

"Qua l i t a t i ve Progress ion" means a para tac t i c sequencing almost lower on 

the sca le of syntagmatic soph i s t i c a t i on than l i s t i n g (Winters 1947: 3 1 f f . ) . 

What Patterson means by i t i s the a r t i c u l a t i o n s of the poem i t s e l f in 

a l l i t s gaps and d i s c o n t i n u i t i e s that cons t i tu te P ru f rock ' s e lus i ve 

i d e n t i t y ; in shor t , ' P ru f rock ' is the poem, the poem's form being com

pared to a Cubist pa int ing (117). Pat terson 's labor ious formalism 
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obscures fo r her the more productive way of asking the question about 

the ' P ruf rock ' persona. What did i t mean in 1911 and 1917, when the 

poem was wri t ten and published respec t i ve l y (Gordon 1977: 45), to do 

the persona of a speaker in a poem in th i s way? What r e l a t i onsh ip can 

be spec i f i ed between the e l u s i v e l y const i tu ted 'P ruf rock ' and the 

strenuous, male speakers of Henry Newbolt's imperial trumpet b las ts ? 

From where does such a ' p e r s o n a l i t y ' der ive? And what kind of soc ia l 

p r i v i l ege does i t carry in the environment where i t could not help but 

be compared to the norms of poet ic vo i ce , i den t i t y condensat ion, and 
3 

even gender spec i f i c a t i on ? With the p r i v i l e g i n g of the exper iencing 

subject in the thematics of romanticism and with the fu r ther v a l o r i z a t i o n 

of the ' vo i ce ' as access to the substance of personal i d e n t i t y , what does 

i t mean, in the period of the appropr ia t ion and thus the i n s t i t u t i o n a l 

i z a t i on of romanticism, that E l i o t should present—of a l l things-- a 

'Cub i s t ' persona? The quest ion has been well asked of the persona in 

Pound's Homage to sextus Propertius, where the h i s t o r i c a l Propert ius i s 

'done' in de l ibe ra te contrast to the 'honking' of Imperial apo log i s t s , 

l i k e Verg i l (Pound 1926, n . d . : 228, 230). The relevance of the Propert ius 

persona, as done by Pound, would not have been l o s t on the apolog is ts of 

the B r i t i s h imperium, which helps expla in the harsh contemporary react ion 

to the ' t r a n s l a t i o n ' . It would have been more product i ve , perhaps, to 

approach the issue of the i den t i t y const i tu ted by a t e x t , i f not in terms 

of a soc iosemiot ic approach, at l eas t psycho log i ca l l y by some such schema 

as Anton Ehrenzweig's "ego rhythm" that he be l ieves under l ies and i n d i v i d 

uates a l l c rea t i ve work (Ehrenzweig 1976: 120-121). 

But even Gertrude Pat terson 's ponderous formalism is more i n te res t ing 
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Tennyson and Lear in the Prufrock sound, Brady not ices a blending of 

s a t i r e and l y r i c . For her, the s a t i r e i s almost e n t i r e l y substant iated 

by the "use of rime" and the l y r i c by the use of "rime and r e f r a i n " 

(1978: 13). These terms are so general in reference that i t i s d i f f i c u l t 

to d isc r iminate exact ly what sounds they are supposed to convey. Even 

when Brady i d e n t i f i e s the " s a t i r i c use of rime" (13) by po int ing to the 

music ha l l phonics of "p l a t te r-mat te r , " " f l i c k e r - s n i c k e r , " and " i ces-

c r i s i s , " one can hardly expect to make much sense of them in this poem 

by simply c a l l i n g them " s a t i r i c " in one breath and " l y r i c a l " in another. 

As v a r i e d , in a ler tness and s e n s i t i v i t y of response, as these 

c r i t i ques a re , they do a l l share one th ing in common. They conceive the 

text as a d i s c r e t e , autonomous, and s t a t i c object into which ce r ta in 

inf luences cataract from the appropr ia te , l i t e r a r y contexts . Whether the 

inf luence i s of a p a r t i c u l a r wr i te r or style--Tennyson say--or a p a r t i c 

u lar textual p r e c i p i t a t i o n of h i s t o r i c a l l y and c u l t u r a l l y s p e c i f i c 

notions of personal i d e n t i t y , or of a p a r t i c u l a r h i s t o r i c a l genre, mode, 

or rhe to r i ca l rou t ine , the external in f luenc ing process i s seen p r i n c i 

pa l l y as a system of in terna l pro jec t ions on the formal orders of the 

work. These orders (character ized by Jakobson as orders of formal and 

l i n g u i s t i c equivalences [1964: 358-359]) funct ion as a kind of cinema 

screen where the pro ject ions are resolved in some more or less mimetic 

form. The v a r i a b i l i t y of the mimesis e f f e c t i s con t ro l l ed by the con

ventional standards of i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y in a given soc ie ty . This t a c i t 

conception of the work of art under l ies a lso the most important, recent 

c r i t i q u e of " P ru f rock , " in which a fo rma l i s t account of the Prufrock 
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sound as soc ia l speech is attempted. 

A. D. Moody's account of the sound-shape of some l ines from the poem 

are a convenient place to begin. He d i s ce rns , as others have before him, 

that "a metr ica l substructure [mainly iambic in pulse] . . . . i s over 

l a i d by natural speech rhythms, which fo l low the phras ing , and in which 

the phrase i s shaped by i t s pattern of s t r esses " (1979:. 31). Then he 

se t t l e s in on the famous r e f r a i n : 

In the room the women come and go 
Ta lk ing of Michelangelo. (CP 14) 

For Ann Brady the r e f r a i n p r imar i l y o f f e r s evidence of the "touches of 

l y r i c a l grace" in the poem (13). Moody's ana lys is of the two l i nes i s 

considerably more soph i s t i c a t ed . 

In the f i r s t l i n e , the f i r s t and l as t phrases match, 
and the middle one is a v a r i a t i o n . The second l i n e , 
though apparently l i g h t e r in weight, i s in fac t pre 
c i s e l y equ iva lent . The long phrase 'o f Michelangelo 1 

has the same durat ion and s t ress-pat tern as the l a t t e r 
two phrases of the same l i n e , which i t accurate ly 
echoes. Thus we have a pe r f e c t l y co r rec t coup le t , 
e legant , languid ly drawled, and with the form in 
miniature of i t s soc ia l scene and ethos. One hardly 
not ices the presumption of i t s being so much at 
ease with Michelangelo: rhy thmica l l y , in s e n s i b i l i t y , 
he seems pe r f ec t l y subdued to the drawing-room. 

(31, my emphasis) 

No one can se r ious l y dispute Moody's conc lus ion , but what that conclusion 

has to do with the preceding prosodic ana lys is is d i f f i c u l t to see. His 

point about the in te rp lay of metr ica l pattern and the language's ' na tu ra l ' 

phrase and clause s t ructure can be made about any piece of poetry , even 

of the most ' r egu l a r ' couplets turned by the poets of Queen Anne's r e ign . 
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Why the l ines may be "e legant" or " l angu id ly drawn" has nothing s p e c i f 

i c a l l y to do with whether "the long phrase ' o f Michelangelo ' has the same 

durat ion and s t ress-pat tern as the l a t t e r two phrases of the f i r s t l i n e , 

wh ich . i t accurate ly echoes. " There i s no reason to be l ieve that echoing 

i s a d i s t i n c t i v e feature of "elegance" or the unmistakeable sign of the 

languid . What has happened here i s that an accurate judgement, or at 

least an arguable one (the l i nes do fee l as i f they ought to be languid ly 

drawled), suddenly pops out and i s presented as the conc lus ion [Thus we 

have . . .) fo r an empir ical ana lys is that on c lose r inspect ion does not 

r e a l l y support i t . Moody's conc lus ion here is the actual conclus ion to 

a s i l e n t reading not of the poem's p o s i t i v e , but of i t s negat ive , s t r u c 

tu re , that s t ructure of external reference which the poem's tone s i gna l s . 

Moody is so f a m i l i a r with the sociosemantic environment of the fragment 

of Anglo-American soc ie ty "Prufrock" maps, hearing s i l e n t l y in his head, 

as we a l l do i f we share, or learn about, th i s soc ia l context , the pre 

c i se accenting of the vowels, the sardonic weariness of the drawl and 

what i t s i g n i f i e s in the represented context of s i t u a t i o n , the choice of 

Michelangelo himself and of the syntax in which his name is embedded 

with in the acknowledged emptiness of salon chat ter--a l l t h i s , and more, 

const i tu tes Moody's competence to make any sense of these l ines at a l l . 

Yet at the same t ime, he i s committed e x p l i c i t l y to the autonomy of the 

poet ic t ex t , an i so l a ted order of words that generates and contains i t s 

own meaning (Moody: 79). Thus, he imagines an i r r e l evan t empir ica l 

ana lys is to cover saying something he knows t a c i t l y from his own i n t e r 

act ions in the world and his acquired knowledge of the Edwardian soc ia l 

mi l i eu that "Prufrock" enacts . 

http://which.it
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His intimate knowledge of the Prufrock wor ld, however i t may have 

ac tua l l y been won, is an undeclared given of his reading. He may be 

going through the gestures of ' d e r i v i n g ' the knowledge, in the proper 

p o s i t i v i s t mode, but that i s an empty exerc ise with l i t t l e real meaning 

beyond the funct ion i t plays in the i n t e rp re ta t i ve community (F ish 1980: 

171) that va lo r i zes i t . In essence, Moody's reading of E l i o t seems to 

s p l i t into two p a r a l l e l c r i t i c a l a c t i v i t i e s . The c r i t i q u e s l i p s from 

one to the other as need r equ i r e s , at one moment doing various feats of 

induct ion as a necessary (because va lo r ized ) prelude and context fo r 

judgements der ived s i l e n t l y from elsewhere. His concentrat ion on prosody 

underl ines the t e x t ' s l i t e r a r i n e s s , emphasizing the poem's difference 

from ordinary d i s course , i t s disengagement from the verbal cu l tu re of 

the soc ia l r e l a t i ons the poem mimes. This c r i t i c a l operat ion widens the 

distance between text and soc ia l context by emphasizing the ve r se-spec i f i c 

d i s t i n c t i v e features of the text and provides him with a u n i v e r s a l i s t 

c r i t i c a l r eg i s t e r or idiom that i s n ' t , embarrassingly, contingent on 

t a c i t knowledge of th i s loca l soc i a l context a r t i cu l a t ed by s p e c i f i c 

soc i a l i n t e r a c t i ons . But i t i s a ' r ead ing ' of those in te rac t ions enacted 

as s p e c i f i c soc i a l r e l a t i ons in the poem, now set back, s i l e n t l y , in the 

h i s to ry where they make sense, that provokes his conc lus ion . It i s a 

pa r t i cu l a r s e l f - i n f l i c t e d bl indness that has prevented fo rma l i s t s them

selves from seeing the i l l e g i t i m a c y o f a somnabulist c r i t i c i s m that walks 

a l l around the neighbourhood while i n s i s t i n g i t has never l e f t i t s own 

chaste bed. At bottom, th i s pecu l i a r cont rad ic t ion r e s u l t s , I th ink , 

p r imar i l y from a l i t e r a r y t r a i n i ng in recent pedagogical t r ad i t i ons that 

refuses to pursue language beyond the no-man's-land of the l i t e r a r y and 
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to invest igate i t in the places where i t s magic powers run up hard 

against the wor ld. In th i s r espec t , the methods of the Greek rhe to r i c i ans 

are in advance of the re ign ing formalism. They, at l e a s t , had found a 

way of l i s t e n i n g to men talk while walking from the Academy to the agora 

and back again. And the actual t a l k they heard, they soon r e a l i z e d , was 

not a se l f-conta ined oral t e x t , a simply or e labora te ly ornamented con

ta ine r of information plus e f f e c t s , but "a strategy fo r encompassing a 

s i t u a t i o n " (Burke 1941, 1961: 97). In other words, when speaking about 

a poem (or any text fo r that matter) we are not r e f e r r i ng p r imar i l y to 

an ob jec t , but to an a c t i v i t y in the world. This a c t i v i t y is semantic 

and in te rac ts with the world as soc iosemiot ic r e a l i t y , a r e a l i t y main

tained by ' t e x t s ' , which insc r ibe common i n t u i t i v e l i f e (Ha l l iday 1978: 

125; Berger and Luckmann 1979: 172-173; Jameson 1982: 74). 

Nor i s th i s verbal ac t ion a l l there i s to i t . For 
a l l these words are grounded in what Malinowski 
would c a l l 'contexts of s i t u a t i o n ' . And very im
portant among these 'contexts of s i t u a t i o n ' are the 
kind o f fac tors considered by Bentham, Marx, and 
Veblen, the material in te res ts (of pr iva te or c lass 
s t ruc ture ) that you symbol i ca l l y defend or symbol i ca l l y 
appropriate or symbol i ca l l y a l i gn yourse l f with in 
the course of making your own asse r t i ons . These 
in te res t s do not 'cause ' your d i s c u s s i o n ; . . . . 
But they great l y a f f e c t the Idiom in which you 
speak, and so the idiom by which you th ink . 

(Burke 1941, 1961: 96) 

The words of "Prufrock" are grounded in a p a r t i c u l a r context of 

s i t u a t i o n , a soc ia l context that i s h i s t o r i c a l l y recuperable and to 

which the poem re fe rs in i t s content , in i t s formal procedures, and in 

i t s assumptions. The c r i t i c a l task , then, is to conjoin several l i nes 

of thought: 1) the kind of a t t i tude the text in i t s compositional 
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procedures d i r ec t s us to have towards the l i t e r a r y conventions and norms 

of i t s day; 2) the use the text makes of the idioms in which i d e n t i t y , 

s u b j e c t i v i t y , and experience are d i scussed , that i s , assigned a place 

and a value in a soc io-eth ica l o rder ; 3) the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of soc ia l 

groups in which these s p e c i f i c idioms o r i g i n a t e ; and 4) the range of 

forms oppos i t ion to the system of soc ia l norms takes at d i f f e r e n t l eve l s 

of soc ie ty . For example, in a soc ie ty powerful ly dominated by a landed 

' a r i s toc racy of the sword ' , what form does oppos i t ion take to i t s socio-

e th i ca l idioms and norms from with in i t s own prec inc ts? Or what d i f f e r e n t 

forms would oppos i t ion take in that s i t ua t i on from a p a r a l l e l , adminis

t r a t i v e l y ab l e , but s o c i a l l y s l i gh ted ' a r i s toc racy of the r o b e ' , or 

oppos i t ion from a mate r i a l l y prosperous, c lass consc ious , but s o c i a l l y 

pe r i phe r a l , urban merchant e l i t e ? What I am say ing , of course , i s that 

a t tent ion to " P ru f ro ck ' s " l i t e r a r i n e s s is only one part of an adequate 

reading of the poem and that a c r i t i q u e which programmatically l im i t s 

i t s e l f to the l i t e r a r y d i s t o r t s the nature, range, and importance of 

E l i o t ' s achievement. As I've t r i e d to show with Moody's recent ana lys is 

of the poem, th i s sor t of l i m i t i n g act ion in c r i t i c i s m is a c tua l l y 

impossib le . In terpretat ion cannot avoid drawing heav i ly on context , 

and th i s is no more true than in the case of the i n te rp re ta t i on of 

concepts, ideas , or poems that are e s s e n t i a l l y contestable (See G a l l i e 

1955: 167-198 and Tay lor 1971: 3-51). These cons iderat ions have grown 

in importance ever s ince the dec l ine of a poet ics and a c r i t i c i s m based 

on c l a s s i c a l rhe to r i c in the l a t t e r part of the eighteenth century. 

C l a s s i c a l r h e t o r i c , i t s author i ty p r i v i l eged by a communally 

sanct ioned, transcendental s i g n i f i e d , schematized only the r e l a t i on of 
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speaker to hearer, wr i te r to reader , in terms of a ca lcu lus of suasive 

e f f e c t s . However, these e f f e c t s d id not have to exert t he i r force in a 

soc ia l context of p lu ra l s i g n i f i e d s , s i g n i f i e d s a r t i cu l a t ed from often 

cont rad ic tory points-of-view wi th in the larger notion of soc ie ty as a 

product of human agency rather than as a non-human given (Eagleton 1981: 

101-106). Instead, the o lder rhe to r i ca l t r a d i t i o n operated in a soc ia l 

context character ized by r i g i d i t y in the soc ia l pos i t i on ing of i n d i v i d u a l s , 

by the cosmological l eg i t imat ion of the p o l i t i c a l l y important soc ia l 

codes, and by the monopoly concentrat ion of l i t e r a c y in the hands of a 

s o c i a l l y cohesive few (Douglas 1978: 45-54). 

With the development over time in Western European cu l tures of a 

p lura l i sm of the abso lute , there resu l ted the progressive d e - r e i f i c a t i o n 

of the ' n a t u r a l ' p r i v i l ege which pre-Enlightenment soc ia l systems c a r r i e d , 

a process often ca l l ed s e cu l a r i z a t i on (Wilson 1966: 221-223; Berger 1969: 

105-125; Glasner 1977; Douglas 1978). The actual forms of human r e l a t i o n 

sh ips , ma te r i a l , s o c i a l , and mora l , were seen no longer as ' n a t u r a l ' or 
4 

d i v i ne l y const i tu ted and mainta ined, but as man-made; thus, the wri ter-

reader model of rhe to r i c no longer had a secure base in a communal cos 

mology. In f a c t , what i s being c a l l ed for in th i s study i s a new kind of 

' r h e t o r i c a l ' theory as the basis of l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m , a p r a c t i c e , in 

shor t , that in i t s analyses of author, t ex t , and h i s to ry provides a more 

d e l i c a t e l y d iscr iminated and au thor i t a t i ve ana l y t i ca l model fo r Moody's 

defens ib le judgements about "Prufrock" than the th in and i r r e l e van t 

'ev idence ' his c r i t i c a l perspec t i ve , choked by a naive empir ic ism, makes 

poss ib le (Cf. Eagleton 1983: 205-206). 

In the rest of t h i s chapter I am going to sketch b r i e f l y several 
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concepts tha t , although formulated o r i g i n a l l y in the ana lys is and i n t e r 

pre ta t ion of soc ia l t e x t s , can serve as useful c r i t i c a l ideas to help in 

the development of a c r i t i c a l p rac t i ce that i s s i tuated in the conjunct ion 

of i n d i v i d u a l , language, and soc ia l s t ruc tu re . 

E a r l i e r I suggested that Moody's reading of "Prufrock" involves two 

p a r a l l e l c r i t i c a l a c t i v i t i e s . One i s an enumeration of a number of 

' l i t e r a r y ' surface features of the t ex t ; the other , more benign, i s 

s ighted in his c r i t i q u e only in his p lac ing judgements, but i t goes on 

underneath the surface manoeuvres and stems from Moody's c lose and 

int imate knowledge of the " soc i a l scene and ethos" (Moody: 31) of the 

Prufrock world. This second, s u b c r i t i c a l , a c t i v i t y i s an unannounced 

given of the pro jec t . How he's come to acquire th i s knowledge and 

intimacy would require a very c lose examination of Moody's own i n t e r 

act ions with the r e a l i t i e s of everyday l i f e , inc lud ing such things as 

his own c lass p o s i t i o n , his sense of his own c lass p o s i t i o n , his educa

t ion and his own va luat ion of i t , the values he assigns to ce r ta in sorts 

of 'knowledge' , his knowledge of the status of those values in everyday 

l i f e and in the subuniverses or f i n i t e provinces of meaning he occupies , 

the value he places on these occupat ions , his knowledge of the values 

the o thers , the non-spec i a l i s t s , place on them, and so on. As i n t e res t i ng 

as i t would be to pursue these ques t ions , of one thing we may be sure , 

Moody does share to a considerable degree a c lose knowledge of the very 

loca l and l im i ted soc io-cu l tu ra l mi l ieux which E l i o t enacts in " P ru f rock . " 

B a s i c a l l y , he seems to share the same fundamental assumptions about the 

Prufrock world as E l i o t , fo r nowhere does he ra i se the questions of who 

exact ly i t i s E l i o t i s wr i t ing about, what kind of soc ia l r e l a t i ons these 
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are , why they are worth doing th i s way, and where they occur in the 

soc ia l system to which they are na t i ve , and, the re fo re , recogn izab le , 

e i the r as soc i a l rout ines or b i t s of spontaneous p lay . Furthermore, he 

doesn ' t pursue why E l i o t took the a t t i tude he did towards them and 

doesn' t ask whether th i s was a normal a t t i tude at that time or deviant 

in some way. The fac t that he suggests the voices of the poem incorpo

rate ' n a t u r a l ' speech rhythms (31) i s fu r ther evidence that he recognizes 

and accepts u n c r i t i c a l l y the Prufrock world as E l i o t enacts i t . A f te r 

a l l , from some perspect ives the speech rhythms of "Prufrock" are f a r 

from ' n a t u r a l 1 . One, in f a c t , would be hard pressed to f i nd any speech 

rhythm that was ' n a t u r a l 1 , in the sense of i t being pre- or subsoc i a l . 

And i f we take i t as axiomatic that a l l speech rhythms are soc ia l and 

vary from place to p lace , geographica l ly and s o c i a l l y , then i t is impor

tant fo r c r i t i c i s m to inves t igate the voice speaking fo r the signs of 

what r eg ion , geographical or s o c i a l , i t must be placed in order fo r i t 

to be f u l l y understood. Moody hears the voices of "Prufrock" qu i te 

c l e a r l y , but the level of ana lys is I am suggesting here i s almost e n t i r e l y 

bypassed. To repeat , then, in Moody's c r i t i c i s m we can d iscern the i n t e r 

play of two kinds of c r i t i c a l a c t i v i t y , but coded, in the words of the 

B r i t i s h s o c i o l o g i s t of language Bas i l Bernste in , as two orders of meaning. 

Bernstein along with his col leagues at the Un ivers i t y of London 

began working with the idea that ind iv idua l exper ience, language, and 

soc ia l s t ructure (our conjuncture) are a l l fundamentally l i nked . He came 

to recognize that the organ izat ion of p a r t i c u l a r soc ia l groups i s asso

c ia ted with d i s t i n c t forms of speech. L i n g u i s t i c d i f f e r e n c e s , other than 

d i a l e c t ones, were seen to occur in the normal soc ia l environment and 
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these d i f f e rences were systemat ic , so that status groups, socio-economic 

l e v e l s , could be c l e a r l y d i s t ingu ished by the i r forms of speech. Study 

of these forms resu l ted in the e labora t ion of the idea that the d i f f e r en t 

types of language-use o r i en t the speakers of each type to d i s t i n c t and 

d i f f e r e n t kinds of r e l a t i onsh ip to objects and persons, i r r e spec t i ve of 

the leve l of measured i n t e l l i g e n c e . He found, fo r example, that the 

t y p i c a l , dominant speech mode of the well-educated middle c lass in 

B r i t a i n i s one in which speech becomes an object of spec ia l perceptual 

a c t i v i t y and a ' t heo re t i c a l a t t i t u d e ' is developed towards the s t ruc tura l 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s o f sentence organ izat ion (Bernstein 1974: 133). He was 

gradual ly able to d i s t i ngu i sh in : the va r i a t ions of l i n g u i s t i c behaviour 

in soc i e t y , va r i a t ions mapped p r i n c i p a l l y along c lass l i n e s , two funda

mental o r i en ta t ions to meaning by which ind i v idua l s are able to make 

meaningful t he i r in te rac t ions in the soc ia l contexts they inhab i t . He 

ca l l ed one order of meaning " u n i v e r s a l i s t i c " and the other " p a r t i c u l a r 

i s t i c . " The f i r s t provides access to transcontextual soc ia l r e a l i t y , 

the r e a l i t y , fo r example, that susta ins and i s sustained by the discourses 

of an i nduc t i ve , empirical-, and formal t r a d i t i o n , such as the discourses 

of the academy. The other o r i en ta t i on to meaning, Bernstein found, i s 

context-dependent, organized around t a c i t conventions and with l i t t l e 

in te res t in symbolizing intent e x p l i c i t l y or of making v i s i b l e the d i s 

play of i t s own convent ions, resources , processes, such as , f o r example, 

the orders of p a r t i c u l a r i s t i c meaning that charac ter ize the idioms of 

int imacy, or the f u l l y express ive , but s y n t a c t i c a l l y and l e x i c a l l y 

r e s t r i c t e d , language c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of working c lass semiot ic behaviour. 

From th i s evidence Bernstein theor ized that the two or i en ta t ions to 
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meaning are organized according to different speech 'codes', which he 

called 'elaborated' and 'restricted' respectively. The codes are so 

called because in the elaborated version the speaker selects from a 

relatively extensive range of alternatives, and in the restricted version 

such alternatives are, according to Bernstein, severely limited. A pure 

form of the restricted code includes most r i t u a l i s t i c or routinized modes 

of communication; hence, "individual intent can be signalled only through 

the non-verbal components of the situation, i.e. intonation, stress, 

expressive features, etc. Specific verbal planning will be minimal" 

(77). The social forms which produce the restricted code are of the kind 

where there is "some common set of closely shared identifications self

consciously held by the members, where immediacy of relationship is 

stressed." Its background is therefore communal. How things are said 

is more important than what is said, and the content of this speech is 

likely to be "concrete, descriptive, and narrative rather than analytical 

or abstract" (77). The major function of the restricted code is to re

inforce the form of the social relationship by restricting the verbal 

marking of individuated responses. Where there are opportunities for 

an individuated response, as in humour, the display of wit, or a joking 

relationship, the effect of the individuated response is to reinforce 

the solidarity of the social relationship. The elaborated code, on the 

other hand, "becomes the vehicle for individual responses." A major 

purpose of this code is the preparation and delivery of "relatively 

explicit meaning." It promotes a high level of structural organization, 

word selection, and verbal self-monitoring. The code promotes a tendency 

towards abstraction (93-95). 
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The problem with th i s d i s t i n c t i o n l i e s in the f ac t that Bernstein 

seems to be suggesting that the two codes neat ly d iv ide along c lass 

l i n e s , that the middle-class speaker 's whole verbal performance i s 

e labora ted , whereas the working-class speaker 's language i s e n t i r e l y 

r e s t r i c t e d . This is not t rue , of course, as Berns te in ' s more recent 

papers make c l ea r (See Bernstein 1981). Indeed, the two codes do not 

c lean ly mark the l i n g u i s t i c habits of d i f f e r e n t c l a s ses . Res t r i c ted 

forms of expression are fundamental to a l l c l a s se s , at a l l l eve l s of 

soc i e t y ; the c h i l d of a nobleman is born into a group whose primary 

o r i en ta t i on to meaning takes the form of a r e s t r i c t e d code in exact ly 

the same form and degree as a c h i l d born to a fac tory worker. But, 

depending on c l ass p o s i t i o n , or the operat ion of a mer i tocracy , or the 

r e l a t i v e openness of a market economy, i nd i v idua l s can gain access to 

the e laborated codes of a soc i e t y , codes which const i tu te the meta

languages of c o n t r o l , power, and author i t y . Indiv iduals are educated 

to the use of the elaborated codes of a soc ie ty the c l ose r they come to 

the centres of economic, p o l i t i c a l , c u l t u r a l , and soc ia l power. Whatever 

p a r t i c u l a r c lass or soc ia l group dominates those cent res , i t w i l l seem 

to 'possess ' the e laborated codes of control and knowledge, as i f they 

const i tu te the ' n a t u r a l ' speech of that group, and w i l l educate others 

to t he i r use. However, the ' n a t u r a l ' speech of a l l soc ia l groups takes 

r e s t r i c t e d form and thus r e s t r i c t e d codes p r imar i l y cons t i tu te the 

s p e c i f i c languages and idioms of the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e of p a r t i c u l a r 

groups of soc i e t y . Elaborated codes, on the other hand, are the p r i n c i 

pal means by which those who govern at a l l l eve l s of soc ie ty manage, 

a r t i c u l a t e , and r e f l e c t upon paramount r e a l i t y . 
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From th i s perspec t i ve , then, we can make some sense of Moody's 

dilemma. "The Love Song of J . A l f r ed Prufrock" is wr i t ten in a 

r e l a t i v e l y r e s t r i c t e d code ( ' r e l a t i v e l y 1 because there are references--

e . g . , the l i t e r a r y ones--in i t of a u n i v e r s a l i s t i c nature and f unc t i on ) , 

but Moody, because of the p r i v i l eges of the e laborated c r i t i c a l code he 

wishes to speak, must t a l k of the poem as if the poem, as well as his own 

d i scourse , i s e laborated f u l l y . His access to the Prufrock world occurs 

at the level of the r e s t r i c t e d code, at the level of the p a r t i c u l a r i s t i c 

order of meaning, an i n te rac t i on without much p r i v i l e g e in the scho la r l y 

wor ld , but , never the less , the leve l from which his real conclusions about 

the poem come. The i r r e l evan t induct ions s a t i s f y the c r i t e r i a that 

control the elaborated code, which code he knows the probable reader 

(other scholars ) of his performance expects and demands. His actual 

judgements or conclus ions have to be ra ised to a higher order semiot ic 

or e l s e , lodged in the r e s t r i c t e d code of the f r a c t i on of the c lass 

system that E l i o t enacts , they court d ismissa l as being merely sub jec t i ve . 

Thus, in order not to have to br ing to l i g h t th i s i n t e r a c t i o n , and, in 

a d d i t i o n , not to have to deal s e r i ous l y and concrete ly with the s t ructure 

of the very " soc i a l scene and ethos" he invokes, he reverts to m y s t i f i 

c a t i on : ' "The sequence of the musical phrase 1 i s everywhere the best 

guide to the sense" (31). His ' conc lus ions ' a r r i ve from his ' s i l e n t ' 

and ' b l i n d ' reading of the poem's negative s t ruc tu re , but his ' a n a l y s i s ' 

i s e n t i r e l y of the poem's pos i t i ve presences. 

Cur ious l y , however, "The Love Song of J . A l f r ed Prufrock" addresses 

the very issues and questions ra ised by Moody's conc lus ion . The text of 

the poem, and th i s i s i t s p lac ing c h a r a c t e r i s t i c , r e g i s t e r s , p o s i t i v e l y , 
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the f a i l u r e of i t s language to re-write knowledge derived from a c lose 

and intimate ' r ead ing ' of a p a r t i c u l a r soc ia l context in the idiom of 

some p r i v i l e g e d , elaborated code. The voice in the poem asks: "And how 

should I begin?" (CP 15). Begin what? What e lse than the burden of 

making subject ive intent e x p l i c i t , of e laborat ing his experience in a 

bounded, even c l o sed , soc ia l world densely a r t i cu l a t ed with meanings 

which the exper iencing subject of the poem takes as potent ia l judgements. 

That the poem records th i s ' f a i l u r e ' i s , of course, an arguable judge

ment; some might hear in the h e s i t a t i o n s , r e v i s i o n s , and withdrawals an 

essent ia l ' r e luc tance ' or 'embarrassment'. It is i n t e r e s t i n g , nonetheless, 

that the various attempts, sys temat i ca l l y vanquished, to e laborate 

knowledge derived from experience to a higher order semiot ic take the 

form of searching the pas t , of h i s t o r y , in order not only to f i nd an 

e f f i c a c i ous context-independent idiom but a lso some p r i v i l eged substant ia l 

s e l f that corresponds to i t : the choices of poss ib le i den t i t y the poem 

enacts are a f a m i l i a r set--Jules Laforgue, Guido de Monte fe l t ro , Hes iod, 

Michelangelo, Lazarus, Marvel 1, Hamlet, Polonius (Cf. Schuchard 1976: 

208-223). 

This f a i l u r e or re luctance extends to the labor ious e f f o r t of the 

poem to put in place an overarching ana logica l s t ructure as an h i s t o r i 

c a l l y e f f i c a c i o u s e laborated code, p r i v i l eged by the l i t e r a r y t r a d i t i o n ; 

that ambition i s shipwrecked in the second and t h i r d l i nes of the poem. 

These promise a s p e c i f i c re fe rence , independent of the context of the 

poem, fo r "even ing , " but de l i v e r only a p r i v a t e , p a r t i c u l a r i s t i c f igure--

"Like a pat ient . . . "--that acts to d isp lace the process of f i gu r a t i on 

i t s e l f and to d i s rupt the conventional mimesis of the t rop i c a c t i v i t y . 
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This ' f i g u r e ' has the proper l i n g u i s t i c form but instead of t rack ing a 

systemat ic , h i s t o r i c a l l y p r i v i l eged s i m i l i t u d e , access ib le at the level 

of an e labora ted , l i t e r a r y code, o r , even beyond tha t , access ib le as the 

s i g n i f i e r of a coherent sup rah i s to r i ca l cosmology, E l i o t s e l e c t s , in 

completing the s im i l i t ude as he does, a f i gu ra t i on which re fers not to 

a universal order of meaning, but to a h ighly personal f ee l ing-s ta te of 

the speaker h imsel f . This f igure f unc t i ons , at the leve l of semantics, 

l i k e what Bernstein c a l l s a "condensed symbol" rather than the f u l l y 

elaborated f i gu ra t i on the form of the sentence promises. 

What comes into view is a d isp laced paradigm, the paradigm which 

the syntagmatic sequence—the chain appropriate to a simile—seems to be 

assembling: what are the usual or normal sets of resemblance suggested 

by " . . . evening is spread out against the sky / Like . . ."? (Cf. 

Edwards 1976: 8-10). Whatever they a re , the actual ' s i m i l e ' E l i o t 

chose--". . . pat ient e ther ised upon a t ab l e "—es t ab l i shes an eccent r i c 

set whose terms cannot e a s i l y be adduced, a set that is d e c i s i v e l y 

p a r t i c u l a r i s t i c and context-bound (Will iamson 1953, 1965: 59; Unger 

1966: 20; Hargrove 1978: 49). Moody suggests a paradigm in which " i n 

th i s context aethereal may l i e j us t beyond ' e t h e r i s e d ' " (32; c f . Kenner 

1974: 131-132). True enough. But Moody introduces th i s oppos i t ion as 

a way of having the poem do what the poem patent ly refuses to do, that 

i s , ascend to "a higher r e a l i t y corresponding to his state as does 

aethereal to ether" (32). Unfortunate ly , th i s runs dead against the 

actual choice E l i o t makes. If aethereal i s part of the paradigm which 

the whole context of the poem suggests , the more appropriate quest ion i s 

why E l i o t could not bring himself to say that and, f u r the r , to ask what 
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are the imp l i ca t ions of his re fusa l ? In a poem by A. R. Ammons, "Corsons 

In le t " (1968: 27) , the developing argument brings the poet to the brink 

of having to use the word 'God ' ; i ns tead , at the l a s t moment, he s u b s t i 

tutes the word "Ove ra l l " ( l i ne 30) in 'God ' s ' p lace . As important as 

understanding what Ammons means by his invocat ion of de i t y in genera l , 

i t i s equa l l y , i f not more, important to ask why he invokes de i ty that 

way and why he cannot u t te r his c u l t u r e ' s usual name for God. To suggest, 

then, that "God 1 l i e s j us t a l i t t l e beyond "Ove ra l l " and, in f a c t , i s 

Ammons' d i s c r e t e l y obl ique way of a l l u s i v e l y saying something he hasn ' t 

sa id is to miss e n t i r e l y the force and drama of Ammons' actual speech. 

So too with "The Love Song of J . A l f r ed P ru f rock" ; aethereal, in i t s 

phonics and semantics, is qui te c l e a r l y assoc iated with "e the r i sed " but 

by a c tua l l y choosing " e the r i sed " E l i o t is not simply hiding ' ae the rea l ' 

up his s l eeve ; he has sa id no to such words and to t he i r p a r t i c u l a r 

deposits of meaning, p a r t i c u l a r l y , no doubt, t h e i r use in l a te romantic 

and fin de siecie verse where the word and i t s vague reference funct ioned 

as a f a c i l e access to a debased s p i r i t u a l i t y , a s p i r i t u a l i t y more gestural 

than r e a l , o r i g i na t i ng u l t imate ly in the displacements e f fec ted by the 

romantics, but which could only be invoked i r o n i c a l l y in 1917, the 

connotative d istance between " e the r i s ed " and aethereal asser t ing pre 

c i s e l y the sum of that i rony. 

This composit ional procedure which anchors ' s t y l i s t i c ' choices in 

cont ras t i ve sets whose meanings are s o c i a l l y and c u l t u r a l l y coded occurs 

at a l l l eve ls of the poem, from the l e x i c a l , as in the case of " e t h e r i s e d , " 

to the d i s cu r s i v e . At the d i scu rs i ve l e v e l , "Prufrock" reasserts the 

primacy of a soc ia l l i f e ac t i va ted semant ica l ly in terms of a r e s t r i c t e d 
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code. The most general cond i t i on , we might r e c a l l , " f o r the emergence 

of th i s code i s a soc i a l r e l a t i onsh ip based upon a common, extensive set 

of c l o se l y shared i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s and expectat ions se l f -consc ious l y held 

by i t s members . . . [ in which] the unique meaning of the individual i s 

likely to be implicit" (Bernstein 1974: 127-128). E l i o t ' s poem refuses 

to brew from i t s fragmentary mater ia ls anything approaching a Prufrockian 

i den t i t y coded as an e x p l i c i t s u b j e c t i v i t y . The poem f e i n t s in that 

d i r e c t i on but cons i s t en t l y and de l i be r a t e l y f a l l s short of that goa l , as 

c r i t i c i s m has already to ld us. But the spur to such a representat ion of 

defeat , the spasms of an aborted e laborat ion of a substant ia l s e l f , i s 

not , as c r i t i c i s m unfortunate ly goes on to say, a sign of the tragedy of 

modern man paralyzed by the e x i s t e n t i a l horror of modernity, a tragedy 

that "mirrors the p l i gh t of the sens i t i v e in the presence of the d u l l " 

(Smith 1974: 15). There is no evidence that E l i o t ever r e a l l y thought 

of the human enterpr ise in those terms, being much more c l ea r and tough-

minded than that (FLA 50 and SE 363-364, 374-375). None of his poems 

trade in genera l ized regret or p i t y fo r "the p l i gh t of the s e n s i t i v e " ; 

they are much more pointed in thought and f e e l i ng once the soc ia l and 

l i t e r a r y environment in which they appeared i s r e c a l l e d . 

" P ru f rock ' s " point begins to emerge as a funct ion of i t s d i f fe rences 

from the l i t e r a r y paradigm that a poem l i k e The Prelude inaugurates in 

nineteenth-century romanticism. "Prufrock" is impossible in a world that 

has not already es tab l i shed The Prelude and i t s ideology of se l f-generat ing 

and self-absorbed sub j e c t i v i t y as a norm. This norm oversees a conf ident 

and aggressive egoism, an entrepreneur ia l egoism of se l f -cons t ruc t ion and 

s e l f - v e r i f i c a t i o n , and, beyond tha t , the greater egoism of b e l i e f in the 
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capac i ty of the s e l f f o r eva luat ing the form and content of sub j e c t i v i t y 

from within sub j e c t i v i t y i t s e l f . The Prelude ennobles the 'self-made 

man' by i n s t a l l i n g him not as an a r i s t o c r a t of the sword, nor one of the 

robe, but as a new bourgeois a r i s t o c r a t of f e e l i n g , measured not by 

ex t e rna l , i n s t i t u t i o n a l , ob j e c t i v e , h i s t o r i c a l c r i t e r i a , but by i n t r i n s i c 

q u a l i t i e s of s i n c e r i t y and au then t i c i t y penetrable only to s e l f - r e f l e c t i o n . 

"Prufrock" appears in a common i n t u i t i v e l i f e insc r ibed by the norms of 

t h i s pervasive egoism, which, having s p i l l e d over into paramount r e a l i t y 

from a p r i v i l eged l i t e r a r y province in the nineteenth century , operates 

to encode f e e l i n g , conduct, and the notional l i f e of a p a r t i c u l a r soc ia l 

c l a s s . 

"The Love Song of J . A l f r ed Prufrock" i s a rather s l i g h t poem 

outside the boundaries of th i s s i t u a t i o n . What focusses the poem is 

i t s systematic nay-saying to the penetrat ion of th i s normative egoism 

in everyday l i f e and as one of the p r inc ipa l foundations of l i t e r a t u r e . 

We hear a l i t e r a r y " vo i ce " in the poem (cf . Schuchard 1976 and L ine t t 

1978). C r i t i c i s m t e l l s us i t is a " vo i ce " tha t , while s e l f -de l u s i v e l y 

enact ing a ser ies of comic gy ra t ions , comica l ly thwarted, intends to 

induce the appearance of a canonic s e l f on the romant ic is t model. But 

a l l th i s " vo i ce " a c tua l l y speaks i s the r e s t r i c t e d soc ia l codes of 

bourgeois drawing-room small t a l k . What the poem v i v i d l y br ings to our 

ears i s the stammering into which the elaborated codes of romanticism 

have degenerated by century 's end. We don ' t have a " vo i ce " and an 

e lus i ve or ambiguous s u b j e c t i v i t y we can only p a r t i a l l y capture in 

c r i t i c i s m . Nothing could be more p l a i n l y spoken by E l i o t ; the "Prufrock" 

persona is an exact enactment t yp i f y i ng the wreckage of a kind of 
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" l i t e r a t u r e " and the forms of l i f e that the enabl ing p r i n c i p l e s of that 

l i t e r a t u r e helped shape. Str ipped of a l l i t s t yp i ca l psychic manoeuvres 

the romantic s e l f is o f fe red as a rather puny and ordinary th ing . This 

i s a devastat ing c r i t i q u e of a c ruc i a l skein of thought in romanticism, 

a c r i t i q u e that shears away an elaborated l i t e r a r y and soc ia l idiom of 

considerable power in the h i s to ry of bourgeois perception (Kenner 1974: 

54-75). The sympathy we are asked to fee l in the poem is not fo r the 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c agonies of modern man hoping to have a heart-to-heart 

conversat ion in a world of ch i t -cha t , but something more important than 

that . What the poem does is lament the absence of a standard or measure 

of conduct beyond the s e l f , the absence of an h i s t o r i c a l l y elaborated 

i n t e r s u b j e c t i v i t y , i nsc r ibed as object ive and impersonal ru les and 

representa t ions , and, f u r t h e r , the absence of an i n s t i t u t i o n a l locus fo r 

human agency through which the human subject wins a corporate condensa

t ion of s e l f . "Prufrock" i s the negative moment of a romanticism that 

has seeped into the everyday l i f e of the d i r e c t i v e e l i t e s of soc i e t y , 

the guardians, we w i l l see l a t e r , of o b j e c t i v i t y . The poem's 'argument' 

proceeds by s t r i pp ing bare an imposture, not of a s ing le man, but of a 

whole form of l i f e , and, f u r t h e r , the argument accomplishes th i s through 

the e rec t ion of a s t ructure of d i f fe rences with the romantic paradigms 

which i t a ssau l t s . The poem, in f a c t , makes i t s whole point by unmis

takably re fus ing to reproduce the conventional e f f e c t . Its impact i s 

e n t i r e l y one of a motivated negation of a normative ideology. E l i o t has 

subjected these norms to a process of transformation which distances them 

from w i th in , prov id ing a ' v i s i o n ' of them at work so tha t , wi th in the 

poem, the reader i s to an extent divorced from the habitual mental 
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assoc ia t ions which the norms fos te r and r e i n fo r ce . 

This has been accomplished through making us hear the elaborated 

codes of that ideology die on the l i p s of a t yp i ca l representat ive and, 

hence, reveal to us the soc i a l domain which these ' u n i v e r s a l i s t i c ' codes 

attempt to insc r ibe in o ther , more glamorous, terms. What we hear in 

the subtext of the poem is the actual speech of th i s domain, the r e 

s t r i c t e d codes o f a p r i v i l e g e d , but nerve less , bourgeois ie . 

"The Love Song of J . A l f r ed Prufrock" i s not a pure form of r e 

s t r i c t e d code; no work of ar t ever can be. My point i s that i t s micro-

s t ruc tu ra l organ izat ion comes into view in the tension between r e s t r i c t e d 

and elaborated codes. Those fac tors that pu l l the text in the d i r e c t i o n 

of elaborated forms of expression i nc lude , p r ima r i l y , the poem's def t 

' l i t e r a r i n e s s ' , such features as i t s d i sp lay of the remnants of a 

ta t tered l i t e r a r y technique (Moody's " pe r f e c t l y cor rec t couplet " ) and 

cu l ture (the debased s p i r i t u a l , confess ional mode of the fin de siecie) 

Its range of l i t e r a r y references a lso tends to s h i f t the code's centre 

of g rav i t y . The poem gestures towards a t rop i c design that never manages 

to enc i r c l e the poem's themes with in the play of appropriate metaphors 

and s i m i l i t u d e s . Those features of the text that pu l l toward elaborated 

forms of expression are never permitted t he i r f u l l potent ia l as un iver 

s a l i z i n g , context- f ree , general and abstract orders of meaning. Instead, 

that movement i s hobbled throughout by the t e x t ' s qui te evident i n a b i l i t y 

to surmount the i n c lus i ve and the i m p l i c i t in the soc ia l r e l a t i ons that 

envelop the speaker and the meanings to which he has access and which 

he cannot abstract from the i r contexts . "For I have known them a l l 

a l ready , known them a l l - - " is a statement which can only be understood 
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by those already f u l l y cognizant of the soc ia l and e th i ca l context in 

which such a statement can be uttered in jus t that way.^ It i s that 

knowing, i m p l i c i t , p a r t i c u l a r , i n c lus i ve (the poem's t rop i c design cannot 

make i t e x p l i c i t ) which allows us to hear accurate ly the l i n e ' s ' tone ' 

and thus have access to the world the sequence s i g n i f i e s . What the 

speaker has "known" does not need to be s p e c i f i e d , in fac t needs no 

s p e c i f i c re fe rences , although some, rather c r yp t i c ones, are prov ided, 

because what he has "known" i s part of the context and thus access ib le 

to a l l those who share the r e s t r i c t e d code that s i l e n t l y names this 

"known." Bernste in : "The speech w i l l tend to be impersonal in that i t 

w i l l not be s p e c i f i c a l l y prepared to f i t a given re fe ren t . How things 

are s a i d , when they are s a i d , rather than what i s s a i d , becomes important" 

(1974: 128). 

How and when things are sa id produces " P ru f r o ck 1 s " tonal o rgan iza 

t i o n , making audible the poem's embedded r e s t r i c t e d code which i t s 

f ragmentar i ly deployed ' l i t e r a r i n e s s ' works.to obscure, AH poems begin 

at the leve l of the r e s t r i c t e d code, the d i s cu rs i ve form of the concrete ly 

experienced. There the fundamental acts of percept ion , knowledge, and 

propr iocept ion occur wi th in a p a r t i c u l a r , s o c i a l l y and h i s t o r i c a l l y 

determined environment. The poet ' s task , un t i l the advent of modernism, 

i t seems to me, has been to re-write the p a r t i c u l a r knowledge derived 

from concrete experience in an elaborated code which gives poet and 

reader access to the grounds of experience and in which p r i n c i p l e s , 

concept ions , opera t ions , the schematic diagram of knowing, in shor t , 

are made e x p l i c i t . Here the work of the h i s to r i ans of ideas i s very 

u s e f u l , for they do provide the notional schemata of a period by which 
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the kind of transformation I'm t a l k ing about i s e f fec ted and given i t s 

proper values.^ An awkwardly negotiated ' t r a n s - f i g u r a t i o n ' of th i s sort 

accounts fo r the dissonance many hear in the 'moral 1 that concludes 

Co le r idge ' s "Rime of the Ancient Mariner" or in the tonal swerve in the 

f i r s t e ight l ines of "De jec t ion : an Ode," a dissonance that Donald Davie 

was the f i r s t to name (1955, 1976: 69). I am speaking here not of 

d i f f e r en t types or i n t e n s i t i e s of thought or f e e l i n g , but of the d i f f e r en t 

ways of wr i t ing out thought and f e e l i n g , of the way they are 'done' in 

tex ts . In the poetry of the c l a s s i c a l moment, the i n d i v i d u a l , the 

concrete , and the pa r t i cu l a r are not l ingered over , as Rosamund Tuve has 

shown (1947, 1968: 314), but are ' t r ans- f igu red ' in the elaborated code 

fo r which the re ign ing cosmology dest ines them. 

But such a cosmological framework i s only a cosmology in an 
o 

abstracted sense, useful to mythographers perhaps, but not productive 

c r i t i c a l l y . From the point of view of the actual soc ia l environment 

fo r which i t provides an absolute re ference , the anchor against parad ig 

matic d r i f t ( i t spec i f i e s what goes with what), a cosmology i s simply an 

' i d e o l o g y ' , or that network of meaning potent ia l s that are organized as 

a system of enabl ing and susta in ing r u l e s , p r i n c i p l e s , and techniques to 

h ie ra rch ize and make stable a given soc ia l system, and, f u r the r , to 

represent that p a r t i c u l a r hierarchy and s t a b i l i t y as natural or d iv ine 

(Will iams 1977: 65-71; Berger and Luckmann 1979: 140-143). Though i t 

acts p r imar i l y to leg i t imate what i s , the 'cosmology' l eg i t ima tes , a l s o , 

types of ' t r a n s - f i g u r a t i o n ' . A soc ia l system that i s se t t l ed or calm at 

any one time sees i t s l i t e r a t u r e ' t r ans- f i gu re ' the 'raw' into the 

' cooked ' , the r e s t r i c t e d into the e laborated , without ser ious systemic 
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per turba t ion ; when framing 'cosmologies ' contend, or one is being 

d isp laced by o thers , which is the t yp i ca l form of the content ion , then, 

in l i t e r a t u r e , the primacy of the r e s t r i c t e d code is reasser ted . The 

id iosyncrasy , volume, and amplitude of tone and tonal organ izat ion 

measurably increases . Ideological perturbat ions are not simply phenomena 

of the framework; of course , they eventual ly resolve as mutations of 

frame, but they are fought and won in the domain of r e s t r i c t e d codes. 

There the f i r s t , fundamental, material and cu l tu ra l r e l a t i ons ( inc lud ing 

sexual ones) are f i r s t represented, and in being represented are de f ined , 

cha rac te r i zed , v a l o r i z e d , h i e r a r ch i zed , in shor t , 'cooked' (Eagleton 

1983: 171-173). And, through that process, the i n i t i a l representat ions 

are ' t r ans- f i gu red ' into an elaborated code. Id iosyncras ies of tone and 

extended tonal range, emerging from the r e s t r i c t e d codes (with t h e i r 

syntagmatic d i s l o c a t i o n s ) , s ignal i d e o l o g i c a l l y unsett led per iods . It 

is not su rp r i s i ng that a phenomenon l i k e 'metaphysical p o e t r y ' , with i t s 

noisy foregrounding of the whir r ing machinery of i t s own t rop i c processes, 

should be the d i s cu rs i ve prelude to c i v i l war (Eagleton 1981: 12). 

S i m i l a r l y , we cannot be surpr ised by the narrowness of tonal amplitude, 

the we l l-p lot ted syntagmatic flow (Kenner 1966: 133-136), and the 

s t y l i s t i c marks of the f u l l y arrayed elaborated codes of Augustan poetry. 

"The Love Song of J . A l f r ed Prufrock" takes as i t s s t a r t i ng point 

the legacy of e laborated l i t e r a r y codes, in the p a r t i c u l a r condi t ion 

that E l i o t found th i s inher i tance in the f i r s t decade of our century. 

Indeed, he l a t e r wrote The sacred wood (1920) to examine what he had 

i nhe r i t ed . In "Prufrock" he l e t s us hear the f r ac tu r ing and see the 

d i s so lu t i on of each attempt to e s t ab l i sh the system of s im i l i tudes that 
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va l ida tes both the e x i s t e n t i a l and the cosmological p lanes. This process 

can be seen in the poem's ind i v idua l pa r t s . 

And indeed there w i l l be time 
To wonder, 'Do I dare? ' and, 'Do I dare?' 
Time to turn back and descend the s t a i r , 
With a bald spot in the middle of my hair--
(They w i l l say: 'How his ha i r is growing t h i n ! 1 ) 
My morning coa t , my c o l l a r mounting f i rm ly to the c h i n , 
My neckt ie r i ch and modest, but asserted by a simple pin--
(They w i l l say: 'But how his arms and legs are t h i n ! 1 ) 
Do I dare 
Disturb the universe? 
In a minute there i s time 
For dec is ions and rev i s ions which a minute w i l l reverse. 

(CP 14) 

The passage begins by r e a s se r t i ng , with the conjunct ion "And , " the 

para tac t i c mode of connectedness between sect ions a f t e r cont inu i t y has 

been broken by the repeated ' c o u p l e t 1 . Pa ra tax i s , in contrast to the 

syntac t i c soph i s t i c a t i on of hypotax is , acts to narrow syntac t i c v a r i 

a b i l i t y , a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of r e s t r i c t e d forms of express ion. Parataxis 

a lso measurably suppresses the de l i cacy of l og i ca l and categor ica l 

d i sc r imina t ions and a l l those hypotact ic features that make e x p l i c i t in 

t he i r form the way sentences make sense. Para tac t i c construct ions require 

a densely a r t i cu l a t ed ethos of shared assumptions, b e l i e f s , and r i t e s as 

background in order to become f u l l y express ive , as E r i c Havelock and 

Norman Aust in have shown in t h e i r seminal studies of the para tac t i c 

cu l tures of pre-Socrat ic Greece (Havelock 1963; Aust in 1975). 

In " P ru f rock , " the opening l i ne of the sect ion quoted above ca r r i e s 

the l ex i c a l and syntac t i c markings of an elaborated code: " indeed"--a 

l og i c a l i n t e n s i f i e r c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of r a t i o n a l i s t and academic d i scourse ; 

"there"--the genera l ized agent of the c l ause , a s t ruc tura l dummy that 
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permits postponement of the theme; "t ime"--entrance of the main sub jec t , 

in the complement p o s i t i o n ; and then the p lac ing ques t ion , that acts to 

c r y s t a l l i z e an ind iv iduated speaking s e l f in the sequence "Do I d a r e ? . ' " 

The questions do not re fe r us to the p o s s i b i l i t y of answers at the level 

of the elaborated code on which the sequence seems to be operat ing (c f . 

the opening of "Burnt Norton" [Davie 1970: 65] ) . They de f l e c t us instead 

to s i t ua t i on and context , to ce r ta in enacted negot iat ions with an env i ron 

ment dense with signs that swamp the exper iencing subject in anxiety and 

fea r , m a t "They" say--"'How his ha i r i s growing t h i n ! ' " - - i s r e a l l y 

rather t r i v i a l and not too important (Kenner 1966: 21) , but how they say 

i t is a l l . And knowing how, that i s , knowing how to in te rpre t the 'how' 

can only be e f fec ted by those who know the immediate soc ia l context 

i n t ima te l y , not t h i s p a r t i c u l a r one, but the soc ia l loca t ion of which 

the "Prufrock" scena i s the complex s i g n , where such things are sa id in 

jus t that way. E l i o t in The sacred mod: " . . . and i f we are to express 

ourse l ves , our va r ie ty of thoughts and f e e l i n g s , on a va r ie ty of subjects 

with inev i t ab le r i gh tness , we must adapt our manner to the moment with 

i n f i n i t e v a r i a t i ons " (80). The attempt to re-es tab l i sh the elaborated 

code and the u n i v e r s a l i s t i c connections to which i t points ends in a 

comic co l l apse : 

Do I dare 
Disturb the universe? 

The disengagement of rhe to r i ca l s t ruc tu re , the spare or de l i be r a t e l y 

eccent r i c use of s imi le and metaphor, and of other overt ana logica l 

pa t te rn ing , c l e a r l y a technica l legacy from French symboiisme (Davie 
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1970: 73-74), re leases the poem i n t o , what I c a l l ed e a r l i e r , the 

composit ional present tense, where the poem's primary generative contexts 

feed into the act ion of the language i t s e l f , now well beyond the s t r u c 

tura l pu l l of t r a d i t i o n a l verse forms and beyond the const ra in ts of a 

problematic metaphysics. The p a r t i c u l a r sound-shape of "Do I dare"--

three s y l l ab l e s i so l a t ed in a s ing le l i n e at the end of the passage 

above—is con t ro l l ed here not by generic or modal requirements, nor by 

the needs imposed by an underly ing ph i losoph ica l idea (as i s the back

ward f l o a t i n g d i s t an ta t i on in Wordsworth's response to Bartholomew Fa i r 

in Book VIII of The Prelude) but the s p e c i f i c accumulated anxiety which 

the preceding l i nes cons t i t u t e , so that when the verse l i n e contracts 

suddenly on the three s y l l a b l e s , they are not only a sign of an i n d i 

v i d u a l ' s suddenly c r y s t a l l i z e d abjectness--the poem has done everything 

to obscure the edges of the speaker as ' cha rac te r '—but a lso a s ign of 

the de l ibe ra te re fusa l of the poem to ra i se i t s e l f to some un i f y i ng , 

u n i v e r s a l i s t i c order of meaning, some p r i v i l eged elaborated l i t e r a r y 

code that a man l i k e Edmund Gosse, f o r example, might duly recognize as 

a ' r e a l ' poem, as ' r e a l ' as any of Rupert Brooke's or A. E. Housman's-

product ions. I can hardly doubt that E l i o t meant the poem to funct ion 

in both ways and tha t , in f a c t , Edmund Gosse and others l i k e him were 

the audience the poem ac tua l l y had in mind. E l i o t ' s o ther , sympathetic 

readers , of course, read the poem, not as such, but with the s i t ua t i on 
g 

of i t s recept ion c e n t r a l l y in mind. . 

We no longer simply have a poem that represents a conventional 

l i t e r a r y wor ld , whose themat ics , and the i r accuracy as representat ions 

or diagnoses, we can d iscuss and have d i f f e r i n g opinions about; we have 
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more properly a poem t h a t , through i t s negative s t r u c t u r e , discovers the 

actua l concrete world i n which i t occurs. This world can be discerned 

i n the t e x t ' s v i s i b l e procedures f o r making sense, i t s recuperable 

and c u l t u r a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t choices and i t s mutations of o v e r a l l form, 

mutations that e i t h e r express s o l i d a r i t y w i t h , or h o s t i l i t y t o , the 

s o c i a l l y p r i v i l e g e d forms i n the given c u l t u r e . The poem seen i n t h i s 

p e rspective i s not simply making a comment on the contents of r e a l i t y , 

but foregrounding the o r g a n i z a t i o n of r e a l i t y i t s e l f , the way s o c i e t y , 

i n a l l i t s i n s c r i b e d forms, t h i n k s , r e f l e c t s , imagines the real to 

i t s e l f . 
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Notes to Chapter Two 

Lowry 1961: 103 and see P l a to ' s Republic VI: 493 where the 

Sophists are gored fo r pandering unconscionably to the f i c k l e mul t i tude ' s 

whims and op in ions . 

He the Sophist learns by heart a l l the beast ' s whims 
and wishes, how he must approach, and how touch him, 
when he i s dangerous and when he i s tame, and why; 
learns his language, too--what sounds he usua l l y 
makes at what, and what sound uttered by another 
creature quiets him and what i n fu r i a t e s him. The 
keeper learns these lessons pe r f ec t l y in the course 
of time by l i v i n g with him, and c a l l s i t wisdom: 
then compiles a handbook of veter inary a r t and sets 
up as a p ro fessor . He knows noth ing, in t r u t h , 
about these reso lu t ions or whims of the mul t i tude , 
whether any of them is beaut i fu l or ug ly , good or 
e v i l , jus t or un just , but gives a name to each 
according to the monster 's op in ions , c a l l i n g beaut i fu l 
what pleases him the monster and ev i l what annoys him; 
he has no other p r i n c i p l e whatever in a l l t h i s , but 
he c a l l s necess i t i e s jus t and b e a u t i f u l ; and how 
r e a l l y d i f f e r e n t by nature necess i ty i s from good 
he has never seen himself and he i s unable to teach 
another. (Plato 1956: 291) 

The a t t i tude towards the 'beas t ' and the beast ' s 'keepers ' which the 

text assembles soon loses the pedagogical relevance Plato gave i t and 

comes down to ea r th , becoming simply a social a t t i tude that eventual ly 

comes to enjoy a long and d i s t ingu ished career in Western p o l i t i c a l 

cu l tu re . This a t t i tude comes f i r s t to be associated with a r i s t o c r a t i c 

d isda in fo r unre l i ab le demos. With the l i b e r a l Enlightenment and i t s 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n in the nineteenth century , when the bourgeois ie 

d e c i s i v e l y distance themselves from the hoi poiloi f o r good, through 
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the development of class consciousness and the formulation of class-

specific practices, they appropriate this way of seeing. This way of 

seeing demos functions as an inwardly experienced legitimating gesture 

of the new power they hold, borrowing from the aristocracy they've 

empedestalled one of its constitutive moral attitudes, l i t t l e realizing 

that i t is as the manageable, but socially odious, 'keepers' of the 

'beast' that the bourgeoisie themselves have been generally regarded 

by an economically marooned, but socially aloof and contemptuous, 

aristocracy. 

An unsigned contemporary review of Eliot's Ara vos Prec (1920) in 

the Times Literary Supplement hits the nail on the head, insisting that 

Eliot's poetry, and modernism as a whole, "is all refusal." However, 

the reviewer, who recognizes and seems to accept the late Victorian 

decline of romantic poetics, finds Eliot's "anti-romantic" procedures 

appallingly self-defeating. "But all this is mere habit; art means the 

acceptance of a medium as of l i f e ; and Mr. Eliot does not convince us 

that his weariness is anything but a habit, an anti-romantic reaction, 

a new Byronism which he must throw off i f he is not to become a recurring 

decimal in his fear of being a mere vulgar fraction." Earlier in the 

review he recognizes immediately the source of Eliot's transformative 

practice, although he misreads the purpose. 

So the young poets of to-day are apt to insist that 
they will make poetry of what they choose; but their 
choice is not always so free as they think. It is 
conditioned by reaction, disgust, ennui; they want 
no more of "La belle dame sans merci," or of King 
Arthur or Pan or Prosperpine, just as they want no 
more of rhythms such as 'By the tideless, dolorous, 
midland sea--' so they choose themes and rhythms 
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the very opposite of these. Often they seem in t he i r 
poetry to be t e l l i n g us merely how they refuse to 
write poems and not how they wish to wr i te them. It 
is l i k e the bridge-movement of the Choral symphony; 
a cont inual r e j ec t ion of themes and rhythms, but 
without anything pos i t i v e to fo l low. 

Mr. E l i o t i s an extreme example of th i s process. 
His c l eve rness , which i s a lso extreme, expresses 
i t s e l f almost e n t i r e l y in r e j e c t i o n s ; his verse i s 
f u l l of de r i s i ve reminiscences of poets who have 
wearied him. As f o r subject-matter, t h i s i s a lso a l l 
r e f u s a l ; i t can be expressed in one phrase; again and 
again he t e l l s us that he is ' fed-up' with a r t , with 
l i f e , with people, with th ings . Everyone fo r him 
seems to be a parody of exhausted and out-of-date 
emotions. To read his verse is to be thrown d e l i b 
e ra te l y into that mood which sometimes overcomes one 
in the s t ree ts of a crowded town when one is t i r e d 
and bewi ldered, the mood in which a l l passers-by look 
l i k e over-expressive marionettes pretending to be 
a l i v e and a l l the more mechanical f o r t he i r pretence. 
In such a mood one is morbidly aware of town squa lor ; 
everything seems to have been used and re-used again 
and aga in ; the symbol of a l l l i f e is c iga re t te ends 
and s ta le c iga re t te smoke; the very conversat ion is 
l i k e tha t , i t has been sa id a thousand times and is 
repeated mechanica l ly ; in fac t a l l things are done 
from hab i t , which has mastered l i f e and turned i t 
into an end less ly recur r ing squalor . 

("A New Byronism" 1920: 184) 

Gordon 1977: 45n, suggests, on the author i ty of a personal i n t e r 

view E l i o t gave to the Grantite Review 1962: 16-20, that he "used the 

notion of the s p l i t pe r sona l i t y , which was f i r s t studied and widely 

popular ized in his you th . " The problem he re ' i s that we are not given 

much sense of what soc ia l meaning the notion of the ' s p l i t pe r sona l i t y ' 

c a r r i e s , as a widely and popular ly d iscussed i dea , as "Pruf rock" passed 

through i t s var ious revisons in 1911, in 1915, in 1917? Who were i t s 

champions and what did they represent fo r those among whom the idea was 

"widely popular ized"? Against what cons t e l l a t i on of ideas and a t t i tudes 

did those who took up th i s doc t r i ne , e i the r as pro fess iona ls ( theoret i-
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cians and c l i n i c i a n s ) or popu l a r i ze r s , aim i t ? How does th i s encompassing 

popular i ty fo r the notion of ' s p l i t pe r sona l i t y ' appear in the poem? 

What kind of i n t e l l e c t u a l , mora l , and soc ia l a l l eg iances are unavoidably 

set up by the use of avant-garde psychologica l ideas , such as th i s one, 

in E l i o t ' s day? 
4 

This development in European thought i s a product of the eighteenth-

century Enlightenment, as i s well known, and can be seen in i t s ear ly form 
in the work of Giambatt ista V i co . See F isch 1968: xx ix . 

5 

See F. W. Bateson on the "mental d ishonesty" of L ionel Johnson's 

"Oxford" (1950: 235-240) and F. R. Leavis on Johnson's poetry of "spe

c i a l i z e d poet ica l experience where nothing has sharp d e f i n i t i o n , " in 

Living Principle (1975: 84). 
6 

Cf. Kenner 1966: 11, fo r a reading of these l i nes that assumes 

everyone knows what they re fe r to . 
^ Here a book l i ke Rosemond Tuve's Elizabethan and Metaphysical 

imagery (1947, 1968) can be very useful in surveying the cogn i t i ve 

topography and the paradigmatic and combinatory procedures of the 

l i t e r a r y mind in the per iod she examines. Indeed Tuve's spur in wr i t ing 

the book in the f i r s t place was her dismay at the programmatic new 

c r i t i c a l ignorance of the re levant soc i a l and aesthet i c contexts of 

Engl ish Renaissance wr i t i ng (5). Read in conjunct ion with accounts of 

the soc ia l dynamics of the t ime, say, a work l i k e David Mathew's Ford 

Lectures at Oxford in 1945, The Social Structure of Caroline England 

(1948), Tuve's book helps us reconstruct the appropriate soc iosemiot ic 

environment, one in which a rule-governed system of symbolic representa 

t ions allows us to perceive the operat ive semiot ic of l e v e l s , r o l e s , and 



events in the soc ia l s t ructure of l a te s ixteenth and ear l y seventeenth 

century a r i s t o c r a t i c l i f e in England. 

8 
E. M. W. T i l l y a r d in his Elizabethan world picture fo r example. 

g 

See Bradbury 1971: xxxn i-xxxv and fo r a more uncomprehending 

account of wr i ter-reader r e l a t i ons in ea r l y modernism, see Tay lor 1967 

179-180. 
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C h a p t e r T h r e e : U n d e r m i n i n g t h e f o u n d a t i o n s 

In " P r u f r o c k " E l i o t s t r i p s " l i t e r a t u r e " ba re o f i t s c o n v e n t i o n a l l y 

r o m a n t i c l i t e r a r i n e s s and o f t h e p r i v i l e g e s bes towed on i n d i v i d u a l i t y as 

t h e s o u r c e and t e s t o f a l l e x p e r i e n c e . Of c o u r s e , i t i s no t o n l y t h a t 

one poem w h i c h s h a r e s i n t h i s p u r p o s e ; i n f a c t most o f t h e poems i n 

E l i o t ' s f i r s t v o l u m e , Prufrock and Other Observations (1917),WOrk w i t h i n 

t h e e n t e r p r i s e announced by " P r u f r o c k . " . I n d e e d c a l l i n g t h e t e x t s i n t h a t 

vo lume " o b s e r v a t i o n s , " r a t h e r t h a n poems, i t s e l f s u g g e s t s a c r u c i a l 

r e f u s a l , o r n e g a t i o n , o f t h e l i t e r a r y . " P r u f r o c k , " howeve r , r ema ins t h e 

ma jo r document i n t h i s p r o c e s s o f t r a n s f o r m a t i o n . T h i s l i t e r a r y h i s t o r 

i c a l p r o c e s s ends i n t h a t poem l a y i n g ba re a s o c i a l v o i c e s p e a k i n g the 

r e s t r i c t e d i d i o m o f i t s s o c i a l c l a s s i n t h e c o n t e x t o f a wrecked l i t e r 

a r i n e s s , some o f t h e ' e f f e c t s o f w h i c h — m u s i c h a l l r h ymes , t h e s e l f -

c o n s c i o u s t r o p e s , e t c . - - s t i l l c l i n g i n a m i x t u r e o f i r o n y and n o s t a l g i a 

t o t h e poem's s o c i a l s p e e c h . But t h i s s t a t e o f a f f a i r s does not r e p 

r e s e n t a sudden b r eak i n t h e l i t e r a r y uses o f v o i c e and t o n e i n n i n e 

t e e n t h - c e n t u r y p o e t i c p r a c t i c e s . B rown ing and C l o u g h e x p e r i m e n t e d w i t h 

an e x t e n d e d range o f t o n e and v o i c e beyond t h e r o m a n t i c norms i n some o f 

t h e i r s t r o n g e s t w o r k . 1 A n d , o f c o u r s e , f o r E l i o t e s p e c i a l l y , t h e e x 

t e n d e d t o n a l range o f les symboiistes i n F r ance i s a w e l l - d o c u m e n t e d 

2 

i n f l u e n c e . In E n g l i s h p o e t r y , t h o u g h , i t was t h e " P r e f a c e s " t o t h e 

Lyrical Ballads t h a t c u l m i n a t e d t h e i n f l u e n t i a l c r i t i q u e o f A u g u s t a n 

p o e t i c d i c t i o n i n t h e l a t t e r p a r t o f t h e e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u r y , a r g u i n g 
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that real poet ic speech must stay c l o s e , l e x i c a l l y , s y n t a c t i c a l l y , and 

g e n e r i c a l l y , to the soc ia l speech of real men in the real world. The 

attack on Augustan poet ic d i c t i o n by the romantics, although fought in 

the name of the common tongue, i n i t i a t e d not the overturning of poet ic 

d i c t i o n as such, but a l ex i c a l and formal s h i f t towards a new poet ic 

d i c t i o n based on the p r i v i l e g i n g of a ce r ta in type of poet ic s e n s i b i l i t y 

that rooted i t s author i ty in the nature and process of imaginative ex

perience rather than in the pol ished mastery of the l i t e r a r y and soc ia l 

resources o f an achieved c i v i l i z a t i o n . A hundred y e a r s . l a t e r , "Prufrock" 

enacts the ru in of romantic s e n s i b i l i t y in the terms suggested in the 

previous chapter , in the same way that Co le r idge ' s "Frost at M idn ight , " 

in i t s very composit ional process, se l f -consc ious l y d isp laces the neo

c l a s s i c a l poet ic norms. " P ru f rock , " oddly enough, completes the r evo lu 

t i on in poet ic d i c t i o n which the Lyrical Ballads announced in 1798. 

However, with the shearing away of romantic l i t e r a r i n e s s , "Prufrock" 

does not lay bare a new literary domain based on some new rhe to r i c or a 

new metaphysics. The SOCial Voices Of Prufrock and Other Observations 

instead lay bare the bourgeois world to which these voices are nat ive . 

And in that soc ia l world lay the more important bourgeois orthodoxy, the 

socio-economic and ph i losoph ica l progenitor of romanticism: the l i be r a l 

legacy of the European Enlightenment (Jameson 1974: 94-95). 

Freed from the g rav i t a t iona l pu l l on poet ic form of an ancient 

rhe to r i ca l t r a d i t i o n and from the s u b j e c t i v i s t thematics of a surpassed 

metaphysics, ea r l y E l i o t , and modernism in genera l , began that t r ans 

formation of the elaborated d i s cu rs i ve codes of the Whig l i b e r a l i s m in 

which Engl ish soc ie ty from the 1820s and 1830s had learned to represent 
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i t s e l f to i t s e l f . In the Engl ish nineteenth century, the legacy of the 

Enlightenment, and i t s extensions into the aesthet ic regions of ideology 

through the poet ics of romanticism, was thoroughly i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d at 

every level of soc i e t y . This penetrat ion in depth of the bourgeois 

s t ructure of f ee l i ng focussed and legi t imated l i b e r a l assumptions and 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l behaviour. In i t s most elaborated form, the d i s cu rs i ve 

prac t i ce of the l i b e r a l world-view runs from Locke, through Adam Smith 

and the ear l y Burke, the Hartleyan psycho log i s t s , Bentham, and the M i l l s 

down to L. T . Hobhouse and J . A. Hobson in the la te V i c to r i an and 

Edwardian decades. This genealogy i s very well known and has been much 
3 

descr ibed , analyzed, and commented upon. I am of course not simply 

taking l i b e r a l i sm in i t s p o l i t i c a l and economic manifestat ions as the 

pa r t i cu l a r thematics of e i the r a formal philosophy or a parl iamentary 

programme. The centra l commitment to laissez-faire economics weakened 

and strengthened i t s p o l i t i c a l form according to the requirements of the 

day. What E l i o t was in teres ted to understand and, eventua l l y , subvert , 

was the way the f u l l array of l i b e r a l r e f l e c t i v e and d i scu rs i ve pract i ces 

had penetrated the semantics of the soc i a l r e a l i t y of everyday l i f e . 

Laissez-faire was the ba t t l e pennon under which a hundred p o l i t i c i a n s 
4 

entered the l i s t s at Westminster, but i t was also a su i tab le text that 
could leg i t imate (to himself ) a shopkeeper's dec i s ion not to extend any 

5 

more c r ed i t to a bankrupt. Of course, I have not said that a discursive 

practice alone can cause an agent to act, but i t does help expla in and 

l eg i t imate a c t i o n , or at l e a s t , de f l e c t a t tent ion from concrete de te r 

minants to a higher level semiot ic where the actual in te rac t ions of 

agent and pat ient are e i t he r c l a r i f i e d or obscured depending on one's 
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o r i en ta t i on to the prac t i ce (Habermas 1973: 77). At another l e v e l , i t 

i s only a poet ics dominated by the 1iberal-romantic over-valuat ion of 

personal i d en t i t y and the voice as access to Being (Abrams 1963: 37-42; 

Derr ida 1967, 1976: 22) that can give the quest fo r an authent ic voice 

and i d e n t i t y , the centra l concern o f , f o r example, Clough's Amours de 

voyage (1858), i t s moment and po in t . E l i o t , from his e a r l i e s t works, 

set out to d i s r u p t , a l i enate and, indeed, subvert the dominant ideo log ica l 

settlement e f fec ted by l i b e r a l i s m in the nineteenth century , and a l l i t s 

d i s t i n c t i v e i n t e l l e c t u a l and a f f e c t i v e themes,' 7 through a transformation 

of i t s e laborated d i s cu rs i ve p r a c t i c e s . 

E l i o t ' s great o r i g i n a l i t y as a subversive stems from the fac t that 

he grasped bet ter than most what was required to d i sp lace a dominant 

ideology. His reading of Durkheim at Harvard in 1913-1914 (Coste l lo 

1963: 74-75) no doubt suppl ied him with an understanding of the s t ructure 

of everyday soc ia l r e a l i t y and the prac t i ces that susta in i t . He knew 

that to shake the foundations of a p a r t i c u l a r system of ideo log i ca l 
o 

representat ions and leg i t imat ions i t is necessary to perturb i t in depth. 

This means s h i f t i n g a t tent ion from elaborated d i s cu r s i ve prac t i ces with 

t he i r f i n e l y d iscr iminated abst rac t ions to the l o c a l , the i n d i v i d u a l , 

and the mundane, prufrock and other observations operates e n t i r e l y in 

th i s domain, o f f e r i ng obl ique perspect ives on the domestic i n t e r i o r s of 

that l i b e r a l upper middle c lass in which E l i o t was ra ised (Gordon 1977: 

10-11). Many of these poems resemble those pecu l i a r l y vulnerable 

moments, when, on opening a door, someone catches s ight of some one or 

th ing that suddenly makes v i v i d l y c l ea r some hidden secret or hypocrisy 

or s e l f -de l u s i on : 
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The Dresden c lock continued t i c k i n g on the mantelpiece, 
And the footman sat upon the d in ing-table 
Holding the second housemaid on his knees--
Who had always been so carefu l while her mistress l i v e d . 

("Aunt He len , " CP 31) 

The poems in th i s volume are dense with knowledge of the tex tu res , decors , 

vo i ces , g lances , r e s t r i c t e d speech codes, in shor t , the en t i re p h y s i c a l , 

mora l , psychologica l sediment--the "dust in c r e v i c es " ("Rhapsody on a 

Windy N igh t , " CP 28)--of a whole way of l i f e . Moreover, i t is important 

to note that the de t a i l s in a poem l i k e "Aunt Helen" do not funct ion 

metaphor ica l l y , const ruct ing an analogica l canopy that ra ises the s t r a i g h t 

forward presentat ion of some inc idents in a household to a higher level 

abs t rac t i on . They funct ion metonymical ly; that i s , they defer metaphor 

by s h i f t i n g the i n t e rp re ta t i ve focus to the soc ia l ethos from which the 
9 

poem draws i t s props. A "Dresden c lock " i s both a Dresden c lock and a 

decorous metonym for a whole way of l i f e , a l i f e that E l i o t c l e a r l y knew 

his readers would i n s t an t l y p lace , and thus hear the poem a r i gh t . A l l 

the d e t a i l s in the poem funct ion metonymically to s i tua te the l i ved 

densi ty of th i s way of l i f e , and not only the objets, but a lso the small 

soc i a l a c t s , such as the open ease of the footman and housemaid in the 

absence of t he i r mis t ress . In a d d i t i o n , the poem i t s e l f , as an a r t i f a c t , 

funct ions metonymically. The poem focusses the d i f f e rence between i t s 

own weary, sardonic knowingness (no doubt a sound almost wholly derived 

from Laforgue and Corbiere [Bergonzi 1972: 7, 52]) and the earnest 

agonies and exert ions o f much la te V i c to r i an verse , Engl ish and American, 

where the 'music ' of domestic i n t e r i o r s was s t r a i ned , comica l ly to 

E l i o t ' s ear , to commit strenuously banal sp lendours . "^ Coventry Patmore: 
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Dead M i l l i c e n t indeed had been most sweet, 
But I how l i t t l e meet 
To c a l l such graces in a Maiden mine! 
A boy's proud passion free a f f e c t i on b lun t s ; 
His well-meant f l a t t e r i e s o f t are b l ind a f f r o n t s ; 
And many a tear 
Was M i l l i c e n t ' s before I, manl ier , knew 
That maidens shine 
As diamonds do, 
Which, though most c l e a r , 
Are not to be seen through; 

"Aunt He len ' s " f l a t music takes a l l i t s resonance from th i s p lac ing 

cont ras t , or i t s American equiva lents and im i t a t i ons . That Edmund Gosse 

was insp i red by Patmore's poem to enthuse that " ' Ame l i a ' gives evidence 

of a ta len t fo r i n te rp re t ing in most d i g n i f i e d language the homely 

emotions of mankind" (Patmore 1948: 18) ind ica tes the c r i t i c a l standards 

to which E l i o t was a lso eventua l ly dr iven to respond. 

The f i r s t theme in the c r i t i q u e of the soc io-cu l tura l ethos that 

gave r i s e to the twinned des t in i es of a Patmore and a Gosse was the re-

conquest of language, a language perceived to have been ' p o l l u t e d ' by the 

semantic accumulations of l i b e r a l i s m . E l i o t ' s well known fas t id iousness 

in d e f i n i t i o n (see the opening pages of The Sacred wood, on the words 

"organized" and " a c t i v i t y " ) ca r r i e s a double polemical charge: a fake 

schoolmaster ly concern fo r denotat ive p rec i s ion and a thorough c leansing 

of what he saw as the language's accumulations of semantic g r i t in the 

l i b e r a l epoch. E l i o t well knew that language i s not an innocent , neutral 

medium, into which only the meanings speakers and wr i ters e x p l i c i t l y 

intend get s tu f fed (Kenner 1966: 116). He knew that words t r a i l networks 

of connotative connections with a c t i o n , thought, and f ee l i ng in p a r t i c u l a r 

contexts . The denotative seren i ty of the d i c t iona ry did not l u l l E l i o t 
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into assuming that words are simply s t i p u l a t i v e devices (Kenner 1966: 

119-120). Words only ex i s t in s p e c i f i c contexts and always, loudly or 

s o f t l y , ac t i va te soc ia l meaning (Bateson 1950: 80). He knew that the 

use of a word l i k e " a c t i v i t y " by a leading l i b e r a l c r i t i c was an attempt 

to borrow the prest ige with which Enlightenment ideology had endowed the 

pos i t i ve sciences (sv 8 ) . That such a rhe to r i ca l manoeuvre could be 

unconscious or at least semi-conscious suggested the extraord inary power 

and control exerted by a s e t t l e d , es tab l i shed ideology through a s o c i e t y ' s 

speech codes, not j us t a d i c t i ona ry of words, but a reper to i re of ' t e x t s ' 

(Jameson 1982: 73). A deeply and ' f i n e l y ' i nsc r ibed common i n t u i t i v e 

l i f e can make the dumb speak; i t cou ld , in f a c t , E l i o t was to argue, 

12 

make some memorable plays 'happen' to several minor E l izabethan hacks. 

He would have understood, no doubt, Gabriel Pearson's important po in t : 

Words are not only 'echoes and recesses ' of t he i r 
own l i t e r a r y past . They are equal ly soc ia l deposits 
and r epos i to r i e s of soc ia l ac ts . Moreover, the 
d i s p o s i t i o n of words that makes them 'echoes and 
recesses ' i s i t s e l f soc ia l f a c t . The words of the 
s o l i t a r y poet impl icate a soc ie ty in which they once 
had meaning and being as communications. They imply 
a past in which audience was once community; wh i l e , 
of the present audience, some were once of that 
community and conscious of being so , some are un
conscious that they were, while some have never 
been so. A l l these states of audience are present 
in the t o t a l i t y of the poet ic ac t . (1970: 83) 

That E l i o t knew his audiences w e l l , knew them better than they knew 

themselves, i s not yet a c r i t i c a l commonplace, which is perhaps su rp r i s ing 

13 

seeing that the polemical mastery of his prose wr i t ings i s . Habituated 

to addressing the well-educated middle and upper middle c lasses of a l l 

persuas ions, whenever he ventured to address other c l a s s e s , such as the 
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working c lass in The Rock, E l i o t was a d i s a s t e r . Rest r i c ted to his 

'natural 1 audience, the audience who could hear and accept the embedded 

r e s t r i c t e d code of his formula t ions , he was devastat ing. His main t a c t i c 

in the supplant ing of the l i b e r a l d i s cu rs i ve hegemony was to ac t i va te a 

deeper layer of ind iv idua l response than the layer of i n t e l l e c t u a l and 

a f f e c t i v e sediment a hundred-odd years of l i b e r a l ' t a l k ' had deposited 

14 

in the c o l l e c t i v e psyche of the educated c l a s ses . This deeper l a ye r , 

absorbed in feudal ism and the age of f a i t h , with i t s roots in pre-

Enlightenment cosmologies, soc ia l h i e r a r c h i e s , and s cho l a s t i c notions of 

Natural Law and r a t i ona l i sm , could be act ivated i f enough of the l i b e r a l 

sediment were b lasted away. E l i o t ' s assessment of the f igures of the 

past , e s p e c i a l l y those who were i d e o l o g i c a l l y i n f l u e n t i a l , was p rec i se l y 

determined by t he i r a t t i tudes towards, and the i r a c t i v i t i e s in savaging, 

the s u p e r f i c i a l encrustat ions of the Enlightenment 'm ind ' . Of those 

whose e f f o r t s in th i s regard were not up to the mark, he o f fe red only 

his unique form of d i sda in . To i l l u s t r a t e , I would l i k e to glance at 

E l i o t ' s most important essay on Matthew Arno ld , the one he c a l l ed 

"Franc is Herbert Bradley" : 

On the other hand, the Ethical studies [by Bradley] 
are not merely a demol i t ion of the U t i l i t a r i a n 
theory of conduct but an attack upon the whole 
U t i l i t a r i a n mind. For U t i l i t a r i a n i s m was, as 
every reader of Arnold knows, a great temple in 
P h i l i s t i a . And of th i s temple Arnold hacked at 
the ornaments and cast down the images, and his 
best phrases remain fo r ever g ib ing and sco ld ing 
in our memory. But Bradley, in his ph i losoph ica l 
c r i t i q u e of U t i l i t a r i a n i s m , undermined the 
foundat ions. {FLA 58-59) 

E l i o t c l e a r l y sees himself as cont inuing the more e f f e c t i v e t a c t i c s 
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of Bradley in the vast work that Arnold was not well enough equipped to 

carry on. E l i o t ' s i n te res t in Bradley, although st imulated by the 

importance of neo-Hegelian idea l ism in Anglo-American philosophy 

(Wollheim 1959: 18-19 and 1970: 169-193. See a lso Bolgan 1973: 110-115), 

very soon developed into a wider apprec ia t ion of the Oxford phi losopher 

as a cultural i n f l uence , an in f luence nonetheless deserving of the same 

not ice and stature as the bet ter known, but fuzzier-minded, V i c to r i an 

sages. Possessor of a more d i s t ingu ished i n t e l l e c t , of a more re f ined 

s e n s i b i l i t y , and of a more l u c i d and i n c i s i v e prose s t y l e than e i the r 

Arnold or Ruskin, Bradley came to represent fo r E l i o t the true res is tance 

to the swagger of "Whiggery" (SE 18). Not that Arnold or Ruskin did not 

a lso r e s i s t what they saw as the encroaching ma te r i a l i s t ' ba rba r i sm ' ; 

they d i d , and E l i o t acknowledges t he i r e f f o r t s , but they were e f f o r t s 

l a rge l y wasted, because done s u p e r f i c i a l l y from confused premises and 

assumptions. What was required was p rec i se l y Bradley 's attack on the 

" foundat ions . " 

The po in t , for example, was not to convince some convent iona l ly 

ra t iona l person that Darwinian evo lut ion was 'wrong ' , but that to believe 

it was the symptom of a deep-seated disease in the soc ia l system as a 

whole. The soc ia l semantics of E l i o t ' s tone, insc r ibed in the r e s t r i c t e d 

speech codes of the middle c lasses he normally addressed, ca r r i ed the 

top ic beyond the reach of mere debate. The intent was always, in the 

e a r l y , as in the l a t e , E l i o t , to penetrate below the conceptual currenc ies 

[SE 250 and see Eagleton 1983: 39-41): here i s "Dry Salvages" (1941) 
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It seems, as one becomes o l de r , 
That the past has another pa t te rn , and ceases to be a mere 

sequence--
Or even development: the l a t t e r a pa r t i a l f a l l a c y 
Encouraged by s u p e r f i c i a l notions of e vo lu t i on , 
Which becomes, in the popular mind, a means of disowning 

the past. (CP 208) 

What are the social semantics of these l ines ? The tentat iveness of "It 

seems," the tone of th i s donnish f i l l e r funct ion ing as a s i g n , allows the 

convent iona l ly educated and convent iona l ly re f ined to recognized one of 

t he i r own, an i d e n t i f i c a t i o n re- inforced several times in the sequence. 

F i r s t , the sinewy conversat ional syntax i t s e l f underl ines the i d e n t i f i 

c a t i on . Then the d i sp lay of convent iona l ly ra t iona l arguments gathers 

to a minor climax in the pre l iminary d ismissa l of "mere sequence"--a 

d i s im issa l no one with any pretensions to a soph is t i ca ted view of h i s to ry 

could poss ib l y cha l lenge. Our assent to i t--of course "the past" i s not 

"mere sequence"--prepares the reader fo r the more important d ismissa l 

that fo l l ows : "Or even development." But th i s i s c l e a r l y a more ser ious 

tack running dead against a l l the ' l i be ra l - roman t i c ' connections of th i s 

key word: ' o r g a n i c 1 , ' p r o g r e s s ' , 'growth' to higher forms of ex i s tence , 

the soc i a l value the middle c lass assigns to ' complexi ty ' in maturation 

(Thomson 1981: 51), are a l l brought into c r i s i s by E l i o t ' s sudden erasure 

of "development." But the assaul t is too po inted, the anxiety i t pro

vokes too a l i e n a t i n g ; the q u a l i f i c a t i o n that fol lows the colon softens 

the blow by ass igning the abuse of the notion of e vo lu t i on , a notion 

which has not been e x p l i c i t l y re jected ye t , to the "popular mind, " the 

codeword fo r the grasping i n t e l l e c t u a l asp i ra t ions of the s o c i a l l y 

i n f e r io r--D . E. M. Joad's mob. The soc ia l d istance which the phrase 
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" i n the popular mind" marks accomplishes the f i n a l disarming of the 

educated middle c lass reader the poem addresses. It i s the i n t e l l e c t u a l 

arrivistes, i t turns out , who wallow in " p a r t i a l " f a l l a c i e s and super

f i c i a l i t i e s , not our l o t . The key l i b e r a l notion of developmental 

evo lut ion has not r e a l l y been erased, but having i t comfortably ins ide 

one's head has now become imposs ib le . Hardly anything has been s a i d , 

but the e f f e c t s are memorable. The r e s t r i c t e d speech codes of the 

educated middle c lass here achieve the status of l y r i c song. 

The attack on the legacy of the l i b e r a l Enlightenment had to be 

engaged at the point of contact of d iscourse and experience. The speech 

habits an educated ' e l i t e ' had come to use to represent h i s t o r y , soc ia l 
15 

r e a l i t y , and ar t to i t s e l f had to be re-wr i t ten. In that opera t ion , 

perception and cogni t ion themselves become batt legrounds. The pr ize? 

Nothing less than the system of representing the r e a l i t y of concrete 

experience (and of course the representat ions themselves). E l i o t d id 

not write or ut ter a word at any stage of his l i f e about concrete ex

perience that wasn't f i n e l y tuned, e x p l i c i t l y or i m p l i c i t l y , to the words 

and texts that a lready lay on men's tongues to ho ld , de f i ne , charac ter ize 

that experience (cf . PP 22). It seemed impossible fo r him not to wr i t e , 

in Mikhai l Bakht in 's term, " d i a l o g i c a l l y " (Bakhtin 1929, 1973: 163-167), 

that i s , to a c t i v e l y modify the s t ruc tu r e , meaning, and use of an 

utterance in order to take account of the use of words in the utterances 

to which his i s a response, or in the use of words in responses yet to 

come, which his own utterance seeks to s o l i c i t . E l i o t never writes 

without the context and audience of his words f u l l y in view, a l t e r i ng 

and qua l i f y ing his poetry or prose in the l i g h t of probable reac t ions . 
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His text i s , wi th in such a d i a l o g i c a l p r a c t i c e , constant ly looking over 

i t s shoulder and ever sens i t i ve to the words of o thers . It is subject , 

in shor t , to incessant mod i f i ca t ion and adjustment. Used in th i s way, 

his work r e f l e c t s and e f f ec t s a p a r t i c u l a r set of s o c i o - h i s t o r i c a l 

r e l a t i onsh ips between wr i te r and reader with in language i t s e l f and can 

only be f u l l y understood when i t s funct ion ing wi th in the context of such 

re l a t i onsh ips is proper ly apprec ia ted. Thus, his work is not only 

absorbed by the ' d i r e c t treatment 1 or presentat ion of concrete exper ience, 

but a lso by the knowledge that i t i s always already enveloped in words 

and so already thoroughly insc r ibed with meaning to which any new c o n t r i 

but ion must be pa t i en t l y and scrupulous ly adjusted. This accounts fo r 

the shaping of the piece of "Dry Salvages" analyzed above. There E l i o t 

i s wr i t ing fo r a member of his own soc ia l c l a s s , on whose d i r e c t i v e 

i n t e l l i g e n c e , or so the assumption goes, must rest the proper funct ion ing 

of the soc ia l system as a whole, although the voice in the poem knows 

th i s c lass has some bad ideas (about e vo lu t i on , for example) in i t s 

head, which, unless ex t i r pa t ed , w i l l hasten the dec l ine of the c lass 

from within {idea 1939: 7-24, 25). 

The world the young E l i o t l i v ed i n , as Lyndall Gordon has ins t ruc ted 

us in d e t a i l , was thoroughly upper middle c lass in the t r a d i t i o n of the 

New England Brahminate. He learned e a r l y , as d id 'Miss Helen S l i n g s b y 1 , 

the "secret codes" of his m i l i eu (1977: 18). But as Gordon shows, his 

a t t i tude towards th i s mi l ieu was ambivalent. He both enjoyed the 

benef i ts such a world had to o f f e r him--a Harvard educat ion , study 

abroad, etc.--and he loathed them. Enough at l eas t to grasp any excuse 

not to return to i t when he got away to Europe and England in 1914. 
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There he sk i r t ed the London bohemia, s e t t l i n g fo r a time in 'Bloomsbury' , 

before h is changing r e l i g i o u s s e n s i b i l i t i e s moved towards s o c i a l l y more 

centra l a f f i l i a t i o n s . His connection with Faber 's gave him that i n s t i 

tu t iona l substance that must have been the norm to which he had been bred 

among the inst i tut ion-bui Id ing-and-mainta in ing E l i o t s back home. Indeed, 

there was a rough equivalence between E l i o t ' s soc ia l des t ina t ion in 

England and his soc ia l o r i g ins in America. However, he experienced th i s 

cross A t l a n t i c t r ans l a t i on not as a hor izonta l movement so much as a 

v e r t i c a l one. He did not go from one f u l l y achieved cu l ture to another, 

subs t i tu t ing one fo r the other . His experience of immigration from 

America to England was keyed by his sense of America as "a fami ly exten

s i on " of England (Gordon 1977: 14), so that his immigration was a move

ment from the per ipher ies of a cu l ture back to i t s cent re , from the 

surface to the deep s t ruc tu re . 

From th i s view of i t s o r i g i n s , America had come into being as the 

consequence of a number of generative transformations in England in the 

seventeenth century. In i s o l a t i o n , i t had erected a sor t of cu l ture on 

the leas t promising fragments of Engl ish soc ia l and r e l i g i o u s l i f e in 

the seventeenth century; the emigres were people who could not stomach 

or survive the p o l i t i c a l and soc i a l settlements in England of the 

l a t t e r part of the century. These fragments, whose a f f e c t i v e l i f e was 

determined by i t s genesis in oppos i t ion to the es tab l i shed con t i nu i t i e s 

of Engl ish royal ism, a lso turned out to be the most open to Enlightenment 

ideas in the eighteenth century , in which the h inter land f i n a l l y 

glimpsed an acceptable future f o r i t s e l f . As an Enlightenment extension 

of E u r o p e , h a v i n g never l o s t i t s sense of i n f e r i o r i t y to the 
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source c u l t u r e , American soc ia l l i f e s t i f f ened in i n s t i t u t i o n a l ro les 

and behaviour cut to a pattern invented in the Home Count ies . Upper 

middle c lass soc i a l l i f e in nineteenth-century America, in i t s manners, 

i t s d ress , i t s physical and psychologica l decor , bore the same r e l a t i on 

to the Home County template as does. Ross in i ' s Gugiieimo Tell to t r ans 

a lp ine p o l i t i c a l h i s to r y . Indeed, i f E l i o t ' s New England poems, those 

in the Prufrock volume, are any i nd i ca t i on of the texture and densi ty of 

l i f e in his c l a s s , he experienced i t as i f i t were the p rov inc ia l vers ion 

of a s l i g h t l y out of date tragicomic opera come down from the cap i ta l fo r 

a short run , a production f u l l of mechanical armwaving, conventional 

vocal ornaments, and a rather limp l i b r e t t o : 

You w i l l see me any morning in the park 
Reading the comics and the sport ing page. 
P a r t i c u l a r l y I remark 
An Engl ish countess goes upon the stage. 
A Greek was murdered at a Po l i sh dance, 
Another bank de fau l te r has confessed. 
I keep my countenance, 
I remain se l f-possessed 
Except when a s t ree t-p iano , mechanical and t i r e d 
Rei terates some worn-out common song 

( " Por t ra i t of a Lady," CP 20) 

Quotidian bana l i t y r i ses to i t s lame crescendos in the conventional 

hys ter i cs of melodrama: 

Clasp your f lowers to you with a pained s u r p r i s e -
M i n g them to the ground and turn 
With a f u g i t i v e resentment in your eyes: 

("La F i g l i a Che P iange," CP 36) 

It is no surpr i se that an American wr i te r l i k e Wi l l iam Carlos 

Wi l l i ams, whose commitment to a c u l t u r a l l y autonomous America reached 
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the l e v e l , a lmost, of a r e l i g i o u s f a i t h , could not stomach the v i s i on 

of a c lums i l y and embarrassingly de r i va t i ve American soc ia l e l i t e to be 

found in the Prufrock volume, a v i s i on l imply and sa rdon i ca l l y to ld by 

one of i t s more p r i v i l eged sons.* ' 7 E l i o t , in his t u rn , was never to 

not ice such things in the upper middle c lass mi l i eu to and fo r whom he 

was dest ined to speak from the v i c i n i t y of the Gloucester Road tube 

s t a t i o n ; from there , his eye, famous fo r acute observat ion of the s ing le 

p lac ing d e t a i l , f e l l rather on the metegues (Gross 1972: 144), Eastern 

European Jews, the L ibera l arrivistes, and pushy petit bourgeois house 

agents' c l e r k s . For his B r i t i s h audiences, his enactment of what he 

experienced as the inner l i f e of t he i r American counterparts must have 

only confirmed and s a t i s f i e d the complacent B r i t i s h cl iche's about the 

'make bel ieve England' ra ised precar ious ly on the banks of the Char les . 

Cha rac t e r i s t i c of his soc ia l experience in the New England of his 
18 

student days i s "Mr. A p p l l i n a x . " This i s a p a r t i c u l a r l y important poem 

as i t places 'England' and 'New England' s ide by s ide . "Mr. Apo l l i nax " 

i s convent iona l ly read as E l i o t ' s response to the v i s i t of Bertrand 

Russel l to Harvard in ea r l y 1914. The r e l a t i on between the " i r r e spons ib l e 

foetus" (Apol l inax) and Boston g e n t i l i t y , among whom A p o l l i n a x ' s 

"centaur ' s hoofs" beat "over the hard t u r f , " i s sharply de l inea ted . 

Russel l is " l augh te r , " a blend of " F r a g i l i o n " and " P r i apus , " "submarine 

and profound," "the o ld man of the sea . . . Hidden under coral i s l a n d s , " 

a head "gr inn ing over a screen / With seaweed in i t s h a i r . " He i s a 

mecurial f i g u r e , p h y s i c a l l y , i n t e l l e c t u a l l y , to be experienced in a l l 

the sudden and de l i gh t fu l aspects his capacious and capr i c ious wit showers 

on his s t a r t l ed hosts. He embodies an energy only metaphor can hope to 
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enc lose , as he beats round the shrubbery and the teacups, provoking in 

the anxious "Mrs. Phlaccus" and the uncomprehending "Professor and Mrs. 

Cheetah" po l i t e r e t r ea t s . The conception of the ' rea l t h i ng ' in terms 

of myth i s a lso i n te res t ing as i t an t i c ipa tes the attempted in tegra t ion 

of symbolic t o t a l i t i e s in The waste Land. But, fo r the time be ing, myth 

here funct ions s o c i a l l y , not ep i s temo log i ca l l y . It provides an absolute 

re ference , both ra t iona l and rapturous, Apol lonian and Dionys ian, to be 

juxtaposed—with humour and with more than a l i t t l e s a t i s f i e d d i s d a i n -

to the appal led smiles of the Cambridge marionettes. If the abounding 

energy of ' Apo l l i n ax ' can only be enclosed by the play of metaphor, that 

associates him with an authent ic p ro fund i ty , i n t e l l e c t u a l and mythic , 

his e laborate and alarmed hosts are contained metonymical ly, in the minor 

props of t he i r wor ld: such things as "a s l i c e of lemon," "a b i t t en 

macaroon," and the b r i t t l e t a l k : ' "He is a charming man' . . . . 'There 

was something he said that I might have c h a l l e n g e d . ' " While his "dry 

and passionate t a l k " devours the a f ternoon, the sere , oppressive soc ia l 

mi l ieu answers only with incomprehension and impotence. The dead husks 

of conversat ion at the end of the poem do not simply r eg i s t e r fear and 

d i s l i k e of " A p o l l i n a x , " but express in the r e s t r i c t e d speech code of 

t h i s c lass the soc ia l a f f i rmat ions and s o l i d a r i t y of a c losed group, 
19 

putt ing ar ight t h e i r l i t t l e world recent ly v io l a t ed and bru i sed . Of 

course, E l i o t ' s loath ing of the Cambridge ethos passed with t ime; he 

grew indulgent , even f a i n t l y fond. When he had thoroughly immersed 

himself in the new element and celebrated his re-connection with the 

Engl ish E lyots in "East Coker , " he l a i d to rest the American ghosts in 

"Dry Sa lvages. " 
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When from the 1940s he looked back to the New England of his youth, 

he no longer heard the edgy voices of October evenings: '"I have been 

wondering f requent ly of la te . . . ' " ( " Por t ra i t of a Lady," CP 21). He 

r e ca l l ed instead " d i f f e r e n t voices / Often together heard" : 

the whine in the r i g g i n g , 
The menace and caress of wave that breaks on water, 
The d i s t an t rote in the gran i te t ee th , 
And the wa i l ing warning from the approaching headland 

("Dry Sa lvages, " CP 206) 

And, of course, d i f f e r e n t people came to mind: "anxious worried women / 

Lying awake," but not because they are alarmed at some gaffe in e t i que t t e , 

but because t h e i r men are " a l l those who are in sh ips , those / Whose 

business has to do with f i s h " (CP .211 ) . Of course, even in his youth 

he had known these "f ishmen" (r^e waste Land, CP 73), but only as 

s o c i a l l y d i s t an t characters beyond the wa l l s . When he did turn to them 

in the ear l y poetry , he i dea l i zed them, as in "The F i re Sermon" (CP 73) 

under the wal ls of Magnus Martyr , or more extens ive ly in the re jected 

longer vers ion of "Death by Water" in the Va le r i e E l i o t manuscript 

(Facsimile 1971). There the long sect ion on.the storm at sea is an 

awkward mixture of the se l f -consc ious l y fo lksy ("Marm Brown's j o i n t " ) 

and the se l f -consc ious l y l i t e ra ry-myth ic ("A t r i t o n rang.the f i n a l 

warning b e l l " [1971: 55-69]). In the 1940s the mannered observers of 

soc ia l boundaries had f i n a l l y melted away into the h i s t o r i c a l ob l i v i on 

that had devoured t he i r c a r e f u l l y ranked, ca tegor ized , and separated 

world. 

It was not that wor ld 's ranks, ca tegor i es , and separat ions E l i o t 

r e j ec ted . P ruf rock 's i s not the voice of the romantic hero who can 
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strenuously devote h imse l f , without hope of s a t i s f a c t i o n , to the pursu i t 

of an end that always eludes him, of an end, a f te r the ba r r i e r s f a l l , 

towards which des i re t u m u l t o u s l y and t r a g i c a l l y pours. The meaning of 

such gestures i s in the actual breach of the boundary. In "The Love 

Song of J . A l f r ed Prufrock" the f lood of des i re simply breaks and 

d isso lves at the foot o f the w a l l . But the soc ia l and emotional wal ls 

that d iv ide the Prufrock world seem to have no h i s t o r i c a l author i ty 

(Douglas 1973: 15). They enclose a world where ce r ta in conventions are 

observed ("And how should I presume?") but where other c ruc ia l ones 

(Michelangelo as the subject of salon ch i t-chat ) are not. It is a 

world whose l i v ed dens i t y , i t s s o c i a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t inner s t ruc tu re , i t s 

t yp i ca l r o l e s , vo i ces , and d i sc r imina t ions seem the product of an u l t i 

mately mot i ve less , perhaps even mal ign, capr i ce . And fo r a young man 

who was about to announce to the Harvard department of philosophy that 

his "p rac t i ca l metaphysic" impelled him "toward the Abso lu te , " th i s world 

would not do {KE 1915, 1964: 169). 

In Boston E l i o t was on the edge, where the cen t r i fuga l force of the 

source cu l ture was weak and f l a c c i d . At best , l i f e there was a mime-show; 
21 

i t was l i f e at a d is tance . In London he was at the centre . But l i f e 

here had had i t s ' n a tu ra l ' ranks, ca tegor i es , soc ia l boundaries obscured 

by a century of l i b e r a l i s m , the s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l text of the eighteenth-

century Enlightenment. The upper middle c lass e l i t e in whose stewardship 

the d i s c r im ina t i ve de l i cacy of a soc ia l system la rge ly l a y , or so E l i o t 

thought {idea 1939: 26-28, 35-43), had had i t s deeper, ' n a t u r a l ' r a t i o 

n a l i t i e s co l l apse . The texts of th i s 'more profound r a t i o n a l i t y ' were 

the soc ia l texts of an es tab l i shed national church, h ie rarchy , au thor i t y , 
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paternal ism (Kojecky 1971: 126-141, but c f . Harr ison 1967: 152-160). 

The boundaries and d i v i s i ons of soc ie ty are maintained symbo l i ca l l y ; in 

his reading of Durkheim, F razer , and Har r i son , E l i o t would have learned 

that the o r i g i n of t h i s soc ia l segmentation i s always r e l i g i o u s . The 

attempted in tegra t i ve funct ion of the 'mythic framework' of The waste 

Land (1922) has i t s o r i g i ns in th i s percept ion. In f a c t , I would go so 

fa r as to say that E l i o t ' s reading in the anthropologists of his student 

days was u l t imate ly much more important than his ph i losophica l t r a i n i n g . 

Philosophy c l e a r l y had an ear l y i n f l uence , but i t was the texts of the 

anthropologists that had the more profound e f f e c t throughout his l i f e , 

an e f f e c t that can be seen even in his la te Notes Towards the Definition 

of Culture (1948). 

What these ear l y anthropologis ts taught about the soc ia l organism 

was not to look so much to the thematics of the way a soc ie ty represents 

i t s e l f in i t s most elaborated form, but to read i t s symbolic representa 

t ions as a kind of machinery f o r maintaining i t s soc ia l s t ructure at the 

microcosmie l e v e l . E l i o t a lso took in the lesson that the soc ia l seg

mentation of space and time o r ig ina ted in re l ig io-myth ic consciousness. 

For him a soc ie ty that c lean ly r e f l e c t ed the sacred o r ig ins of i t s 

d i v i s i ons was in a heal thy, ' n a t u r a l ' s ta te . The l ibera l-democrat ic 

notion that the erected s t ructure of a soc ie ty came as a consequence 

of an o r i g ina l ' soc i a l con t rac t 1 was fo r E l i o t simply a pervers ion of 
23 

the o r i g i n . 

Modern s t ruc tura l anthropology has taught us of course "that a l l 

boundaries are artificial i n te r rupt ions to what i s na tu ra l l y continuous" 

(Leach 1976: 34). The boundaries zone soc ia l space both ho r i zon t a l l y 
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and v e r t i c a l l y . At the not ional l e v e l , to move from one zone to another 

is simply to switch ca tegor i es ; marriage is an example of such a re-

ca tegor i za t i on . But at the leve l of soc ia l ac t ion zone-switching i s 

the focus of considerable soc i a l a t t en t i on , e i the r in terms of s o c i a l l y 

regulated r i t u a l s of t r a n s i t i o n s , fo r example, r i t e s of i n i t i a t i o n , 

wedding ceremonies, funeral r i t e s , e t c . , or in terms of unregulated zone-

swi tch ing, which chal lenges and undermines the e f f i c a c y of the t r ad i t i ona l 

zoning. The number and kind of such d i v i s i ons are immense fo r any one 

soc ia l system. Segmentation of soc ia l space occurs at the macro leve l 

in such soc ia l i n s t i t u t i o n s as property ownership and the c a r e f u l l y 

marked and regulated borders of the national s ta te . But the f u l l y a r t i c 

ulated s t ructure d i s t ingu ishes and d iv ides at the micro leve l in much 

greater dens i ty . In th i s way we can " d i s t i ngu i sh domesticated areas from 

wi ld areas, town from country , sacred prec inc ts from secular dwe l l ings , 

and so on" (Leach 1976: 34). Time also is segmented in s im i l a r ways and 

the same p r i n c i p l e holds fo r psychologica l and e th i ca l space. 

This densely a r t i cu l a t ed s t ructure i s ac tua l i zed and maintained 

symbol ica l l y in the r e a l i t y of everyday l i f e . The most important s ign-

system in th i s operat ion i s language. Language both codes the soc ia l 

boundaries with meaning and helps us ' r e t r i e v e ' meaning; i t ' r e t r i e v e s ' 

meaning in one of two ways: (a) in a r e s t r i c t e d speech code that simply 

operates the meaning potent ia l of the soc ia l zones, the borders and the 

c ross i ngs , and (b) in an elaborated speech code that makes e x p l i c i t , 

no t i ona l l y or metaphor ica l l y , the s t ructure of the meaning potent ia l 

r e a l i z ed in ac t ion (Ha l l iday 1978: 108-126). Thus the bounding of soc ia l 

and psychologica l space impl ies a se r ies of metaphoric equivalences which 
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allow us to re t r i eve meaning in elaborated form: normal/abnormal; time/ 

e t e r n i t y ; c lear-cut categories/ambiguous ca tegor ies ; per iphery/centre ; 

secu la r/sacred ; n a t u r a l / a r t i f i c i a l ; h ea l t h y/ i l l and so on (Leach 1976: 

35). Although language ac tua l i zes and maintains the meaning potent ia l 

of the soc ia l s t ruc tu re , i t can a lso d is rupt and change the inher i ted 
24 

d i s c r im ina t i ons . E l i o t ' s great ins igh t in the face of these two fac ts 

was a d i a l e c t i c a l one; i f language could d is rupt what language had once 

sus ta ined , then language could d is rupt the d i s rupture . It i s th i s 

sharply focussed sense of the soc i a l funct ion of language that accounts 

fo r the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y d i a l og i c a l openings of many of his l i t e r a r y 

essays, namely t he i r concern to foreground the semantic obscur i ty into 

which the vocabulary of c r i t i c i s m had f a l l e n in his t ime: 

In Engl ish wr i t ing we seldom speak of t r a d i t i o n , 
though we occas iona l l y apply i t s name in deplor ing 
i t s absence. We cannot re fe r to "the t r a d i t i o n " 
or to "a t r a d i t i o n " ; at most, we employ the adjec 
t i v e in saying that the poetry of So-and-so is 
" t r a d i t i o n a l " or even "too t r a d i t i o n a l . " Seldom, 
perhaps, does the word appear except in a phrase 
of censure. If otherwise, i t i s vaguely approba-
t i v e , with the i m p l i c a t i o n , as to the work approved, 
of some pleas ing archaeologica l r econs t ruc t ion . 
You can hardly make the word agreeable to Engl ish 
ears without th i s comfortable reference to the 
reassur ing science of archaeology. {sw 47) 

This paragraph not only examines a word's d e f i n i t i o n , but conveys 

how that word is normally used and, thus, makes us aware of the small 

fragment of the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e which the word occupies . The 

in tent i s not simply to c l a r i f y , d i s i n t e r e s t e d l y , the meaning of the 

term, but to transform that b i t of the mental l i f e of soc i e t y . C l ea r l y 

the paragraph on " t r a d i t i o n " foregrounds the connotative t i ssue which 
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connects the content to the soc ia l space i t segments, where i t serves a 

va r ie ty of purposes. It i s one small example of the way segmentation 

of soc ia l space i s coded in the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e . The examination 

of the word in j u s t th i s way invokes, as a strong subtext , the presence 

of a small part of that densely a r t i cu l a t ed s t ructure in which a l l who 

belong to a soc ie ty pa r t i c i pa t e and which i s ac tua l i zed through the 

operat ion of language in everyday l i f e . 

The poems Of E l i o t ' s Prufrock and Other Observations and the 

fo l lowing Poems 1920 funct ion p rec i se l y in th i s way. They do not rest 

u n c r i t i c a l l y wi th in ah es tab l i shed set of soc ia l and aesthet i c norms. 

The poems do not innocent ly reproduce concrete exper ience. They f o r e 

ground the powerful ly determinative substrata of convent iona l ized 

meanings, customs, b e l i e f s , ideas of beauty, manners, sounds, and the 

l i k e in order to chal lenge and change them. This fo r me i s c l e a r l y the 

thrust of "Prufrock" and what ra i ses that poem fa r above the leve l of a 

mi ld l y i n t e r e s t i n g , but u l t imate l y f o rge t t ab l e , v ignette of t yp i ca l 

middle c lass anx i e t i e s . The anx ie t i es are there , but they are there in 

order to foreground and destroy the t r a d i t i o n a l l i t e r a r y and a f f e c t i v e 

system of represent ing them, a system romantic in aes the t i c s , comfortably 

subject ive in out look, that has drained l i f e , E l i o t imp l i e s , of i t s 

courage, i n t e l l i g e n c e , and t as te . The importance of " Po r t r a i t of a Lady" 

in the same volume and of a poem l i k e "Geront ion" in Poems 1920 l i e s 

wi th in the scope of the same purpose. 

Aga in , in " Po r t r a i t of a Lady," a poetry is made by the avoidance 

of poetry , or more p rec i se l y by the i r o n i c foregrounding of a l l the 

mater ia ls of poetry in the immediate la te romantic context , here for the 
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purpose of unve i l ing the psychologica l d i sas te r into which romantic 

a t t i tudes towards love have driven the bourgeois ie . And th i s i r on i c 

foregrounding is unre lent ing . It pervades, f o r example, the rhythmic 

shaping of the l i nes and makes the p o s s i b i l i t y of an innocent and con

ven t iona l l y ' b e a u t i f u l ' music imposs ib le . 

-- And so the conversat ion s l i p s 
Among v e l l e i t i e s and c a r e f u l l y caught regrets 
Through attenuated tones of v i o l i n s 
Mingled with remote cornets 
And begins. (CP 18) 

The rhythmic e f f e c t of the fourth l i n e is se l f -consc ious l y subsumed in 

the wider i rony , and thus a poss ib ly beaut i fu l l i n e is transformed so 

that we hear the e f f e c t i t s e l f as a s i g n , E l i o t w i l l have i t , of a 

ce r ta in kind of commonplace poe t i c i z i ng t yp i ca l of a debased romanticism, 

which only an ear coarsened by such an aesthet ics could s t i l l f i nd 

' b e a u t i f u l ' or 'charming' and not d iscern the ru in of the l i n e ' s beauty 

in the i n c o r r i g i b l y pervasive bana l i t y (c f . "A New Byronism" 1920: 184). 

By r a i s i ng i t s own often master fu l l y constructed e f f e c t s as a s ign of a 

debased l i t e r a r i n e s s , the poem is able to focus more c l e a r l y and more 

devastat ing ly the e t i o l a t ed and disembodied character of the personal 

r e l a t i onsh ip i t enacts. The epigraph from Webster with i t s evocation 

of B i b l i c a l ethics--"Thou hast committed--" and the brutal candour of 

the fo l lowing word, accentuated by the pause--"Fornicat ion . . . " (CP 

18) contrasts the " v e l l e i t i e s " of a submerged e ro t i c i sm that cannot f i nd 

any poss ib le outward express ion , except in obl ique and def lec ted forms, 

i n , as i t were, symbolic coup l ings , l i k e " f r i e n d s h i p s . " 
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'You do not know how much they mean to me, my f r i e n d s , 
And how, how rare and strange i t i s , to f i nd 
In a l i f e composed so much, so much of odds and ends, 
(For indeed I do not love i t . . . y o u knew? you are not b l i n d ! 
How keen you are! ) 
To f i nd a f r i end who has these q u a l i t i e s , 
Who has, and gives 
Those q u a l i t i e s upon which f r i endsh ip l i v e s . {CP 18-19) 

Here i s the c a r e f u l l y ca l cu la ted speech of the bourgeois salon 

(Kenner 1966: 22) , f o rmu la i ca l l y s i n ce r e , a l e r t a lso to a l l the subt le 

sh i f t s of f e e l i ng which the words cue and shape, s i l e n t l y conveying an 

unspeakable d u p l i c i t y at work of which the male persona i s only obscurely 

aware. The tenta t i ve and precar ious movement of the woman's conversat ion 

proceeds by repetit ions-, i n t e r rup t i ons , q u a l i f i c a t i o n s , and an exact ing 

syntax, a l l of which are the signs she o f f e r s of "a l i f e composed so 

much," but not , as she says , of "odds and ends. " This t a c t i c a l evocation 

of a d i s t r ac ted spontaneity v e i l s the actual sever i t y of the composi t ion, 

subcutaneously s igna l l ed in the exact a f f e c t i v e shaping of the syntax--

"To f i nd a f r i end who has these q u a l i t i e s , / Who has, and gives / Those 

q u a l i t i e s . . ."--the phrase "and g ives " here catching up the merest 

ghost of a poss ib l y concrete demand, to be immediately d isso lved in the 

genera l i t y that fo l lows . Design has become the hidden o r i g i n of authen

t i c i t y . We return to the epigraph from th i s l i k e a drowning man. Among 

the windings of these v i o l i n s a l l that seems s o l i d one moment in the next 

melts into. a i r . The memorableness of th i s process , however, is impossible 

without the value personal au then t i c i t y and candour acquire as the a f f e c 

t i ve medium of intimacy at the beginning of the bourgeois century 

( T r i l l i n g 1972, but c f . Adorno 1964, 1973: 122-130). Of course, what 

the poem does is unmask the subt le and de l i ca te she l l game that under l ies 
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the genuine. In the distance between the B ib l i c a l -E l i zabe than candour 

of " Fo rn i c a t i on " and the 'candour' of the love a f f a i r which the poem 

enacts l i e s a l l the transformat ive force of the poem. C l ea r l y the blunt 

tone of the epigraph funct ions as the measure against which the f a l se 

notes of the poem are s e t , a d i f f e rence which speaks to an audience tha t , 

E l i o t presumes, w i l l recognize and accept , within the province of the 

common i n t u i t i v e l i f e of the bourgeo is ie , the greater e f f i c a c y of the 

ep igraph 's tone as a sign of a more genuine candour, a more genuine soc ia l 

speech, and a more musical poet ic speech, than the dess icated husks that 

are the signs of an exhausted romanticism (Eagleton 1970: 146). 

What the poem makes v i s i b l e are the codings of the soc ia l boundaries; 

the experiences enact a t yp i f y i ng soc ia l drama that 'makes strange ' r i t u 

a l i z e d bourgeois soc ia l r e l a t i o n s . The i n e r t i a l drag of the r i t u a l , a 

weight that progress ive ly paralyzes the male speaker, provides a base l ine 

for the play of an ambiguous e ro t i c i sm which the woman commands. These 

soc ia l r i t u a l s and boundaries become the occasion fo r the provocation of 

d e s i r e , rather than funct ion ing as both the guarantors of the meaning of 

human acts in terms of a non-human absolute s i g n i f i e d , and the h i s t o r i c a l 

referents of that absolute s i g n i f i e d . This ambiguous e ro t i c i sm comes to 

l i f e when the woman's t a l k , or the man's, seems to threaten t ransgress ion 

of these boundaries, in what amounts t o , for th i s context at l e a s t , a 

r i sky t es t ing of the tolerances between the pressure of a poss ib l y 

anarchic des i re and the always coy ly deferred promise of i t s concrete 

f u l f i l l m e n t in some ac tua l l y genuine human contact . E l i o t ' s epigraph 

cuts through these tangles l i k e a c lean wire . The voice in the epigraph 

mobi l izes the a t t i tude we are being asked to take towards the represented 



122 

events. In i t s B i b l i c a l and E l izabethan evocations i t a lso serves to 

' l o ca t e ' h i s t o r i c a l l y the poem's enactments, to remind us, in shor t , of 

that pre-Enlightenment world in which the codes, which regulate and make 

sense of conduct, were not assumed to be a rb i t r a r y or cont ingent . With 

t he i r B i b l i c a l and r e l i g i o u s o r i g i ns obscured, these codes are now only 

devices fo r the a r t i f i c i a l s t imula t ion of d e s i r e , and, worse, the poem 

suggests, not even fo r the purpose of i t s f i n a l f u l f i l l m e n t , but fo r the 

purpose of observing i t s disembodied motions. This drawing room pornog

raphy is d e c i s i v e l y rebuked by an e a r l i e r form of moral l i f e fo r which 

the tone of the epigraph serves as metonymic s i g n . Later in E l i o t ' s 

developing c r i t i q u e of bourgeois forms of l i f e we sha l l see him assign 

the major blame fo r t h i s state of a f f a i r s to Enlightenment thought. The 

consequences of the loca t ion of a new absolute s i g n i f i e d in h i s to ry and 

the Enlightenment notion of a se l f - sus ta in ing human Reason as the qu in 

tessence of a s p e c i f i c a l l y human form of Being are taken up in one of 

E l i o t ' s greatest l y r i c s , "Geront ion" (1920). 

C r i t i c i s m has loquac ious ly paraphrased and debated the issues which 

the poem r a i s e s . H i s to ry , uprooted from the s o i l of a d iv ine telos, 

becomes a l aby r in th of b l ind c o r r i d o r s , a wi lderness of mirrors leading 

to human f u t i l i t y , van i t y , and moral pa ra l ys i s (Smith 1974: 61; Rajan 

1976: 10). Socia l l i f e cut o f f from a transcendental s i g n i f i e d as 

foundation and guarantor of the everyday i s emptied of s i g n i f i c a n c e . 

There i s no overwhelming ev idence, however, to suggest that the poem 

exac t l y reverses the sacramental meanings which E l i o t saw as underly ing 

a l l exper ience. The gestur ing of the four character-types near the 

beginning of the poem does not add up to the f u r t i v e ce lebra t ion of a 
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Black Mass, as Hugh Kenner t en t a t i v e l y suggests (1966: 112-113). The 

names are " e e r i l y suggest i ve , " but they are suggestive metonymically of 

a deracinated and id l e in te rnat iona l bourgeo is ie . The passage doesn ' t 

r e a l l y convey "some r i t e , not innocent" (Kenner 1966: 112) which seems 

to unite them. At l eas t i f they were united in such a " r i t e " i t would 

imply the motivated negation of a s t i l l v i t a l sacramenta l i ty . Such an 

intent led E l i o t to pra ise Baudelaire in his famous essay (1931) on his 

French precursor . C l e a r l y , Mr. S i l ve ro and the others are not extended 

the same kind of p ra i se . As in " Po r t r a i t of a Lady," the soc ia l ce re 

monies and boundaries of a sacramental ized cosmos ("the word with in a 

word," CP 39) lose t he i r meaning in a world in which the absolute or 

transcendental s i g n i f i e d has been re located wi th in h i s to r y . The real 

"moral s u i c i d e " (Kenner 1966: 113) of these character-types i s ne i ther 

t he i r ac t ive e v i l , nor t he i r acedia, but a corrupted r e l a t i onsh ip to the 

objects and r i t u a l s and d i s c re t i ons of a sacramental ized conception of. 

cosmic and soc ia l r e a l i t y . These ob jec ts , ceremonies, d i s c re t i ons are 

not the object ive co r r e l a t i v e s of f e e l i n g , the processes that culminate 

and g r a t i f y des i r e . They are handled, as in " Po r t r a i t of a Lady," as the 

props fo r i t s a r t i f i c i a l s t imu l a t i on , f o r the se l f-contemplat ion of one's 

own des i re rather than i t s e f f e c t i v e discharge in the achieved unity of 

human subject and God, s i g n i f i e d through a r i t u a l observance that connects 

the two. Thus, a l l that can be va l idated by "Ch r i s t the t i g e r " being 

" ea ten , " " d i v i d e d , " and "drunk" becomes the occas ion , i n s t ead , fo r the 

obscene s t imula t ion of aesthetes (Mr. S i l v e r o ) , denatured cosmopolites 

(Hakagawa), the p ro f e s s i ona l l y supers t i t i ous (Madame de To rnqu i s t ) , and 

the fashionably neurot ic (F rau le in von Kulp) . The t r a d i t i o n a l ' s i g n s ' 
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of the presence of the absolute as the target and s a t i s f a c t i o n of des i re 

now convey not i t s presence, but i t s absence. "Signs are taken fo r 

wonders" s t i l l , but the sentence has acquired a new and corrupted sense. 

These " s igns " have become the media of a l i m i t l e s s na r c i s s i sm, not the 

guarantors of the presence of a higher r e a l i t y . The " s i gns " through 

which one once caught glimpses of God now f e t i s h i s t i c a l l y render the 

ghost ly bodies of ungra t i f i ed des i r e . That is why, as Kenner notes, the 

syntax obscures whether Mr. S i l v e r o ' s hands are caress ing something, or 

are simply hands of a caress ing kind (1966: 112). 

The poem has usua l l y been celebrated fo r i t s e th i ca l daring and the 

suppleness and muscular i ty of i t s phras ing; but i t s real force l i e s in 

the i m p l i c i t recogni t ions the bourgeois reader makes of where the poem's 

voice locates i t s e th i ca l substance along the exper ien t i a l continuum 

s p e c i f i c to that c l a s s . I am speaking, of course, of the poem's vo i ce , 

not simply the voice of the character-type whose t o n a l i t i e s the voice 

of the poem enacts . It i s t h i s more i nc lus i ve voice that is d i a l o g i c a l . 

Ever sens i t i ve to the i n t u i t i v e l i f e of the bourgeois reader, "Geront ion" 

s i tuates the e th i ca l centre of that l i f e not in the f l i g h t towards a 

renewal of human s u b j e c t i v i t y , but in the f l i g h t away from i t . The sub

j e c t i v e as e th i ca l cent re , through the growing inf luence of the moral 

r e l a t i v i sm i t imp l i e s , eventual ly co l lapses in n a r c i s s i s t i c p romiscu i t i e s . 

The voice of "Geront ion" i s located on the journey back towards the 

d i s c i p l i n e s of b e l i e f , " a f t e r such knowledge." Its asser t ions gain 

t he i r t ransformative author i ty not from the f a m i l i a r C h r i s t i a n i t y they 

recommend, but from the l i fe-wear iness such asser t ions s ignal has been 

overcome and, a l s o , from the rout ine l i t e r a r y soph i s t i c a t i on which the 
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poem's unvarnished speech rebukes. It i s in th i s way that a ' s t y l e ' 

can have an e th i ca l content. This procedure c l e a r l y works to perturb 

the i n t e l l e c t u a l and e th i ca l sedimentations of the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e . 

For E l i o t , the sediment at the beginning of the present century represents 

the d i s tu rb ing legacy of Enlightenment ideas on the menta l i ty of the 

nat ional e l i t e s , ideas that d isrupted a u n i f i e d , s t ab l e , La t in-Chr i s t i an 

c i v i l i z a t i o n that had las ted fo r two thousand years . 

Undermining the foundations of the d isrupture in the name of an 

upper middle c lass national e l i t e became, then, the project at the centre 

(Stead 1967: 114-115; Bergonzi 1972: 61-62). And th i s meant, p r i n c i p a l l y , 

winning the e l i t e back to a r e l i g i o u s conception of soc ie ty as the 

' na tu ra l ' s tate of the soc ia l whole, the state where the d i v i s i ons on 

the soc ia l ground are rooted to absolute au thor i t y , and the s i g n i f i e r s 

that mark them to an absolute s i g n i f i e d . The v i s i on of such a soc i e t y , 

f i r s t f u l l y a r t i cu l a t ed in The Idea of a Christian Society (1939), i s 

evident everywhere in E l i o t ' s work before that summary statement. E l i o t 

used the word " Idea" to suggest i t s P la tonic a s soc i a t i ons , that i s , 

' Idea ' as generat ive form or ideal conception (Kojecky 1971: 134-135). 

The ' Idea ' was of a soc ie ty " in which a f i n e l y conscious e l i t e , " exer 

c i s i n g a monopoly over the e laborated codes of that s o c i e t y , " transmits 

i t s va lues , " not by transmission of the elaborated codes, but "through 

rhythm, hab i t , and resonance to the l a rge l y unconscious masses, i n f i l 

t r a t i ng the nervous system rather than engaging the mind" (Eagleton 1976: 

147). This i s a v i s i o n , of course, t ransplanted to the twentieth century 

from Co le r idge ' s late soc ia l and r e l i g i o u s wr i t ings and his notion of the 

' c l e r i s y ' as the primary c o l l e c t i v e subject in the transmiss ion and 
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control of cu l ture (Kojecky 1971: 131-132). The major d i f f e rence between 

Coler idge and E l i o t l i e s in the soc i a l s i t ua t i on they both addressed, 

thus a f f e c t i ng t he i r t ex t s ' mood and tone. E l i o t had a c l ea re r view, in 

the 1930s, p rec i se l y against what cons t e l l a t i on of p r i n c i p l e s and soc ia l 

act ions his ' Idea' had to contend; a f te r a l l , his text came at the end 

of the l i b e r a l e r a , whereas Co l e r idge ' s on the constitution of the church 

and state . . . (1830) was drowned in l i b e r a l i s m ' s r i s i n g t i d e . 

L i be ra l i sm , however, in E l i o t ' s t ime, was not an e n t i r e l y l i f e l e s s 

s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l force e i t he r . An important locus of ' l i b e r a l i z i n g ' 

thought, f e e l i n g , and act ion with which E l i o t had c lose contact was 

Bloomsbury (Gordon 1977: 85 and passim). Bloomsbury represented "a 

s p e c i f i c moment of the development of l i b e r a l thought, " res ta t ing and 

extending "the c l a s s i c a l values of the bourgeois enlightenment" (Wil l iams 

1980: 165). But what kind of " s p e c i f i c moment" in the h i s to ry of B r i t i s h 

l i b e r a l i s m does Bloomsbury represent? F i r s t there i s "the remarkable 

record of p o l i t i c a l and organ izat iona l involvement, between the wars, by 

Leonard Woolf, by Keynes, but a lso by o thers , inc lud ing V i r g i n i a Woolf 

. . . " (Wil l iams 1980: 155). Pub l i c , engaged work st imulated by a 

s p e c i f i c sense of " soc i a l conscience" and, in another c h a r a c t e r i s t i c 

phrase, a "concern for the underdog" should colour a l l our perceptions 

of Bloomsbury. But as Raymond Wil l iams notes 

. . . what has most c a r e f u l l y to be def ined is the 
s p e c i f i c assoc ia t ion of what are r e a l l y qui te un
changed c lass fee l ings--a pe rs i s ten t sense of a qui te 
c l ea r l i n e between an upper and a lower class--with 
very strong and e f f e c t i v e f ee l i ngs of sympathy with 
the lower c l ass as v i c t ims . Thus p o l i t i c a l ac t ion 
is d i rec ted towards systematic reform at a ru l i ng-
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c lass l e v e l ; contempt f o r the s tup id i t y of the dominant 
sectors of the ru l i ng c lass su rv i ves , qui te unchanged, 
from the e a r l i e s t phase. The con t rad i c t ion inherent in 
t h i s—the search fo r systematic reform at the level of 
a r u l i ng c lass which i s known to be, in major i ty , shor t 
s ighted and s t u p i d — i s of course not ignored. It is a 
matter of soc ia l conscience to go on expla in ing and 
proposing, at o f f i c i a l l e v e l s , and at the same time to 
help in organiz ing and educating the v i c t ims . The point 
i s not that th i s soc ia l conscience is unrea l ; i t i s very 
real indeed. But i t is the prec ise formulat ion of a 
p a r t i c u l a r soc ia l p o s i t i o n , in which a f r a c t i on of an 
upper c l a s s , breaking from i t s dominant major i ty, relates 
to a lower Class as a matter of conscience: not in 
s o l i d a r i t y , nor in a f f i l i a t i o n , but as an extension of 
what are s t i l l f e l t as personal or small-group o b l i g a 
t i o n s , at once against the c rue l t y and s tup id i t y of the 
system and towards i t s otherwise r e l a t i v e l y he lp less 
v i c t ims . (1980: 155) 

E l i o t saw c l e a r l y the cont rad ic tory character of such commitments 

and i nc reas ing l y S a i d SO in The Criterion, in For Lancelot Andrewes, 

and in After strange Gods, although he never unequivocal ly chal lenged 

the p o l i t i c a l a c t i v i t i e s of his f r i ends in Bloomsbury. The idea of a 

christian society represents his attempt to v i t i a t e these cont rad i c t ions 

by reso lv ing the genuine commitment of i n t e l l e c t u a l e l i t e s to the pursu i t 

of t ruth and j u s t i c e with the i r r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s fo r the governance of a 

soc ie ty and to the wider governing c lass from which such e l i t e s are 

normally drawn. The fee l ings of sympathy fo r the poor, the downtrodden, 

the v ict ims of a cruel and unresponsive socio-economic system were fo r 

E l i o t a dangerous l i n e fo r an i n f l u e n t i a l fragment of the governing c lass 

to take, whether i t was members of Bloomsbury, l i b e r a l c l e r i c s , or edu

ca to rs . In his prose he was quite c l e a r about th i s issue and he grew 

inc reas ing ly d i s tan t from the l i b e r a l minded i n t e l l i g e n t s i a , symbolized 

by Bloomsbury, as his hardening r e l i g i ous commitments in the twenties 
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chal lenged in too uncompromising a manner the root values of these 

e l i t e s . In his poetry the po r t r a i t s of the so-ca l led " v i c t ims " of 

B r i t i s h soc ie ty among the working c lass and the petite bourgeoisie 

more g ib ing l y chal lenged and denied what would have seemed to him the 

squishy romant ic iz ing of such characters by wet-eyed l i b e r a l dreamers. 

"Apeneck Sweeney" ( C P 59) , the broad-footed "Dor i s " ( C P 45) , and the 

cast of character-types in The waste Land are his answer to such 

i l l u s i o n s . 

Sweeney addressed f u l l length to shave 
Broadbottomed, pink from nape to base, 

Knows the female temperament 
And wipes the suds around his face . 

(The lengthened shadow of a man 
Is h i s t o r y , sa id Emerson 

Who had not seen the s i lhouet te 
Of Sweeney straddled in the sun.) 

( C P 44-45) 

If , as Wil l iams argues, the l i b e r a l i s m of "the Bloomsbury f r a c t i o n " 

represents the moment of soc ia l conscience and concern w i th in . the 

governing c lass i t s e l f , E l i o t ' s po r t r a i t s of "the s i l e n t ve r tebra te [ s ] " 

( C P 59) represent an uncompromising and even jee r ing response to that 

impulse. 

To conclude th i s chapter , I want to look at a fragment of The waste 

Land (1922) from the perspect ives developed so f a r . This f i r s t ' take ' 

on the major l i t e r a r y achievement of E l i o t ' s ea r l y work an t i c ipa tes a 

f u l l e r treatment of the poem in Chapter F i ve , but w i l l be useful at th i s 

point in al lowing me to show the relevance of the notions here developed 

to that large work. Because th i s perspect ive def ines a text as a 
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s i gn i f y i ng prac t i ce always entangled in an a c t i v e , t ransformat ive 

r e l a t i onsh ip with the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e readers carry around in 

t he i r heads, I w i l l a lso look at one of E l i o t ' s best readers , Cleanth 

Brooks, reading th i s fragment of the poem. I mean by "best " in th i s 

context something l i k e the kind of reader who br ings the appropriate 

l i t e r a r y background, t a c i t soc i a l assumptions and b e l i e f s to the poem 

which the poem i t s e l f requires in order that i t s transformat ive work 

proceed unhindered. In a d d i t i o n , we need a reader who brings a keen 

understanding of the way experiences—and ways of t a l k ing about them— 

are valued and h i e r a r ch i zed , in other words, a reader who brings to the 

poem, at a minimum, a t a c i t knowledge of the underly ing soc io-eth ica l 

codes which give meaning to representat ions of experience in a p a r t i c u l a r 

cu l tu ra l context . In the l a t e r chapter , I w i l l a lso have more to say 

about the 'mythic framework' of The waste Land, but , fo r the time be ing, 

I would l i k e simply to extend the ins ights of a number of commentators 

(Craig 1960: 241-252; Harr ison 1967: 148; Eagleton 1970: 138-178; 

Hamilton 1970: 104) by seeing the poem's 'mythic form' as a formal device 

that de f l e c t s a t tent ion from the actual s t ructure of the poem in the name 

of a higher order mythological semiot ic j e r r y b u i l t from a heterogeneous, 

and handy, heap of mythological and romance a l l u s i o n s . Indeed, I w i l l 

come to examine the poem's use of myth as an i n t eg r a t i v e , c losura l 

gesture that is better read as part of the poem's ' content ' than as a 

seed-pattern generating the poem's form. 

Only when The waste Land i s returned to the soc ia l region and 

s i t u a t i o n where i t o r ig ina ted and where i t had to make i t s way does i t s 

s t ructure become v i s i b l e . The c r i t i c a l debate about the poem's form 
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(what I've been c a l l i n g i t s pos i t i ve s t ructure ) which has raged s ince 
25 

1922 has o f la te sputtered to a stop as profess iona l i n te res t in the 

poem has dropped o f f to what seem to be mopping-up so r t i e s in the poem's 

more obscure a l l u s i v e recesses. The question of the unity of the 

poem's form cannot be thought by Anglo-American formalism. The poem, 

at most tu rns , defeats i t s own manoeuvres to put in place some integra-
27 

t i ve symbolic unity which formalism can r e t r i e ve . Instead, the poem's 

voices lapse into a small r eper to i re of r e s t r i c t e d speech codes that do 

not help us re t r i eve an exc lus i ve l y aes thet i c textual un i t y , but rather 

make v i s i b l e the pressure po in t s , the very p r i n c i p l e s of soc ia l i n t e l 

l i g i b i l i t y , of an e n c i r c l i n g extratextual soc ia l context of s i t u a t i o n : 

"the words of the poem re fe r us out t o , and br ing into p lay , elements 

and a t t i tudes o f the cu l ture we share with the poet" (Nowottny 1962: 

160). In sho r t , the poem's meaning as an a c t i v i t y in a p a r t i c u l a r 

soc ia l place in Engl ish soc ie ty accounts fo r the f i n a l determinations 

of i t s s t ruc tu re . The soc iosemiot ie s t ructure of that soc ia l p l ace , 

which is independent of the poem, i s of more account in the shaping of 

the poem's processes than any pa r t i cu l a r s i n t r i n s i c to the poem. 

The verbal and formal author ia l choices which account fo r the 

content of the poem only make sense in the soc ia l contexts from which 

they are chosen and which they a c t u a l i z e , the paradigms, in shor t , that 

give the actual choices t he i r pa r t i cu l a r resonance and meaning. The 
28 

sequencing dec is ions are a lso con t ro l l ed by the contrasts they set 

up with orders of l oquac i t y , con t i nu i t y , coherence p r i v i l eged by the 

p reva i l i ng l i t e r a r y cu l ture fo r the soc iety as a whole. An account of 

the form of the poem that tracks the poem's microst ructura l i n te rac t ions 
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with the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e in which i t 'makes' sense (Hal l iday 1978: 

126) d i sso lves not only some of the accumulated u n i v e r s a l i s t p r e s t i ge , 

but a lso the c r i t i c a l commonplace that the poem must be wr i t ten to a 

s ing le "marve l lous ly i n t r i c a t e p lan" (Hamilton 1970: 110; c f . McGrath 

1976: 22-34). 

In f a c t , the poem is qui te incomprehensible unless we already stand 

with i t at the soc ia l place from which i t speaks, e i the r because that i s 

our own soc ia l place or because we were educated to i t o r , perhaps, be

cause we aspire to i t . The poem is not an heroic text attempting to 

grasp immediate, concrete experience across a c u l t u r a l l y determined, 

exper ien t i a l anaesthes ia , as F. R. Leavis thought in his New Bearings 

in English verse (1934), but a poem, l i k e " P ru f rock , " that 'does ' ce r ta in 

i d e n t i f i a b l e soc ia l r e l a t i o n s , from a p a r t i c u l a r point of view, not 

simply to d i sp l ay them v i v i d l y , f e e l i n g l y , or whatever, but to comment 

on and judge them without r a i s i ng the poet ic d iscourse to the status of 

a v i s i b l e elaborated code. And in that process the poem's s i l ences are 

jus t as important and act ive semant ica l ly as the poem's actual words. 

To i l l u s t r a t e : j us t such an ac t i ve s i l ence occurs in "The F i re 

Sermon" sect ion of the poem, the sec t ion in which the seduction of the 

t y p i s t i s presented. But by saying that the seduction i s what the pas

sage i s 'about ' I'm already los ing touch with the a c t u a l i t y of the t ex t . 

The ' seduc t ion ' i s not presented as a moment of l i v ed exper ience, but 

rather as a complex a t t i tude towards such a s i t ua t i on and such characters . 

We are only in terested in the c le rk and t y p i s t , the text imp l i e s , as 

types , not as f u l l y r ea l i zed i n d i v i d u a l s , because T i r e s i a s cons t i t u t e s , 

at t h i s moment, the t e x t ' s substant ia l experiencing subjec t ; he i s f u l l y 
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r e a l i z e d , on the margins, by what he observes and suf fe rs through. His 

loca t ion in the text i s 'above' the events he witnesses, but his observ

ing and s u f f e r i n g , car ry ing a major u n i v e r s a l i s t charge, are hardly 

'above' i t a l l , e spec i a l l y i f he ' sees ' t h i s scene in this way (Craig 

1960: 246-247; Bergonzi 1972: 101). What we want to re t r i eve in fac t 

i s the soc ia l ethos where ' do ing ' the seduction in this way makes sense. 

We should take note of the strategy ( E l i o t presents i t as that in his 

notes to the poem) of mythologizing the exper iencing subject . Whatever 

e lse E l i o t intended, ' T i r e s i a s ' a c tua l l y funct ions to obscure the c l a r i t y 
30 

of the soc i a l tone and thus i t s i n t e rp r e t ab i1 i t y . The note to T i r e s i a s 

( C P 82) i nv i t e s us to see through his eyes; the r e s t r i c t e d speech code 

t e l l s . u s how and what to see. Instead, we hear in the s t i l t e d d i c t i o n 

and syntax of the desc r ip t ion of the seduction the hiss of sarcasm as an 

undertone, p lay ing against the ' T i r e s i a n ' fo resu f fe rance , rather than 

being asked to v i s u a l i z e or f e e l , even in a l l i t s sord id hor ror , the 

scene "Enacted on th i s same divan or bed . . ." ( C P 72). The fore-

s u f f e r a n c e 1 , of course, by suggesting th i s s p e c i f i c f e e l i ng-s t a t e , 

contro ls the way o f seeing the "substance of the poem" (Notes, C P 82). 

What the text teaches us to respond to i s not the f ac t that beyond a 

l i ne such as "Endeavours to engage her in caresses" something is a c tua l l y 

happening; rather we not ice and acknowledge, perhaps not even f u l l y 

consc ious l y , the d ismiss ive soc ia l gesture and the i rony that the 

language of the desc r ip t ion ("The time is now prop i t ious . . .") repre 

sents , in f a c t , the very language c le rk and t y p i s t , or characters of 

that type, be l ieve to be s o c i a l l y cor rec t and l i t e r a t e (Kenner 1966: 145). 

What ' t ypes ' E l i o t had in mind i s made pe r f ec t l y p l a in in the ear l y 
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draf ts of The waste Land, where c l e rk and t y p i s t are s i tuated s o c i a l l y 

by more c l e a r l y coded, t yp i f y i ng d e t a i l . As a ' reader ' of soc ia l codes 

E l i o t was i n im i t ab l e : 

The t y p i s t home at teat ime, who begins 
To c l ea r away her broken breakfas t , l i g h t s 
Her s tove , and lays out squa l id food in t i n s , 
Prepares the toast and sets the room to r i g h t s . 

Out of the window p e r i l o u s l y spread 
Her drying combinations meet the sun's l a s t rays , 
And on the divan p i l ed (at night her bed), 
Are s tock ings , d i r t y camisoles , and stays . 

A br ight kimono wraps her as she sprawls 
In nerveless torpor on the window seat ; 
A touch of ar t i s given by the f a l se 
Japanese p r i n t , purchased in Oxford S t reet . 

I T i r e s i a s , o ld man with wrinkled dugs, 
Perceived the scene, and fo r e to ld the r e s t , 
Knowing the manner of these crawling bugs, 
I too awaited the expected guest. 

A youth of twentyone, spotted about the f ace , 
One of those simple l o i t e r e r s whom we say 
We may have seen in any pub l i c place 
At [almost any hour of night or] day. 

Pride has not f i r e d him with ambitious rage, 
His ha i r is th ick with grease, and th ick with s cu r f , 
Perhaps his i n c l i n a t i ons touch the stage--
Not sharp enough to mingle with the t u r f . 

He, the young man carbuncular , w i l l stare 
Boldly about, in "London's one c a f e " , 
And he w i l l t e l l her , with casual a i r , 
Grandly, "I have been with Nevinson today" . 

Or e l se a cheap house agent 's c l e r k , who f l i t s 
D a i l y , from f l a t to f l a t , with one bold s t a re ; 
One of the low on whom assurance s i t s 
As a s i l k hat on a Bradford m i l l i o n a i r e . 

He munches with the same pers i s ten t s t a re , 
He knows his way with women and tha t ' s tha t ! 
Impertinently t i l t i n g back his cha i r 
And dropping c igare t te ash on the mat. 
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The time i s now prop i t ious . . . 
{Facsimile 1971: 33) 

"London's one ca fe " is i d e n t i f i e d as the Cafe Royal by Va le r i e E l i o t , 

"a favour i te London rendez-vous of wr i ters and a r t i s t s {Facsimile 1971: 

128). "Nevinson," of course re fe rs to the Royal Academician C. R. W. 

Nevinson. "The pa inter was an hab i tue 'o f the Cafe Royal" (128). The 

c l e r k ' s fe igned snobbish a t tent ion to fashion in knowing "London's one 

cafe" marks him not simply as a t yp ica l petit bourgeois c l e rk on the 

make, but a petit bourgeois c l e rk who fanc ies himself something of an 

' a r t i s t ' . The "b r igh t kimono," "nerveless t o r p o r , " and " f a l se / Japanese 

p r i n t " of the t y p i s t mark her as modishly up-to-date as the c l e r k , a f i t 

' a r t i s t i c ' consort for the young l i t e r a r y man s ta r ing bo ld ly about the 

Cafe Royal. 

Edwardian and Georgian l i t e r a r y l i f e was not unfami l i a r with th i s 

type of f r inge character . George G i s s i ng ' s New Grub street (1891) had 

already contr ibuted to an understanding of the socio-economic mutations 

which had brought a new kind of p r a c t i t i one r into the l i t e r a r y wor ld, 

much to the annoyance and contempt of the o lder generation and of those 

who f e l t themselves to be the p r inc ipa l guardians of t r u t h , goodness, and 

beauty in l i t e r a t u r e . Indeed, the degree of contempt in which the pushy 

hack was held is rather well captured by E l i o t in the quoted passage. 

Pound's ca r i ca ture of Arnold Bennett in Hugh seiwyn Mauberley (1922) 

remains, of course, the famous d i sm i s sa l . E l i o t ' s "young man carbuncular" 

31 

i s no Arnold Bennett. But the soc ia l and l i t e r a r y condi t ions which 

make a Bennett poss ib le at one end make poss i b l e , on the f r i n g e s , r e s i d 

ual " s cu r f " that in i t s pretent ious asp i ra t ions and i t s hunger f o r the 
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' r i g h t ' sponsorship (the reference to Nevinson) comes to cu l t i v a t e an 

e n t i r e l y e rsatz ex i s tence , a l i f e devoted to the consumption of pub l i c 

images as the vocabulary of a new conception of fame, the p u b l i c i s t ' s 

notion of c e l e b r i t y . The s t y l e s , the gestures , the objets d'art, even 

inwardness i t s e l f can be commercially 'had ' as a conscious mimicryyof •' 

the cu l tured and r e f i n ed . The t y p i s t , no less than the young man, 

purchases the 'p rops ' o f , f o r example, la vie boheme, on Oxford S t ree t ; 

Oxford Street had already acquired i t s connotations of vulgar commercial

ism and 'popu la r ' taste in E l i o t ' s t ime. E l i o t makes us aware not only 

that the objects themselves have been purchased, but , more important ly , 

the metropol i tan soph i s t i c a t i on they s i g n i f y . She has purchased her 

' sprawl ' as sure ly as she has bought he rse l f a piece of the publ i c taste 

fo r ' o r i e n t a l ' e f f e c t s . Such pub l i c consumption of imagery and ' e f f e c t s ' 

ra i ses up a system of f a sh ion , whose codes are incu lcated by the new 
32 

journa l i sm. This system prescr ibes the outward, and inward, r i t u a l s 

of consumption by which the commodity f e t i s h wishes to be worshipped 

(Benjamin 1955, 1978: 153). E l i o t ' s s a t i r e unmasks and v i l i f i e s not j us t 

the t yp i ca l emptiness of such a l i f e , but , very p r e s c i e n t l y , the psycho

l og i ca l r e a l i t y of a consumer-based cap i t a l i sm which was beginning to 

take shape at the turn of the century (Hobsbawm 1970: 192-193). 

There can be no doubt that the greater amount of blame fo r th i s 

state of a f f a i r s was placed not on the underly ing mutations of B r i t i s h 

c a p i t a l i s m , very d i f f i c u l t to perceive in i t s midst , but in such h ighly 

v i s i b l e and contentious ' l i b e r a l i z i n g ' a c t i v i t i e s as the (London) 

Education Acts of 1902 and 1903 (Read 1979: 436), which gave greater 

access to secondary education to students from 'the lower o r d e r s ' . The 
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appearance in soc ie ty of the "young man carbuncular" was E l i o t ' s p o r t r a i t 

of the t yp i ca l product of such ' l i b e r a l i z i n g 1 . J . A. Hobson, an important 

and widely read L ibera l ideologue in th i s pe r i od , had argued in The 

crisis of Liberalism (1909) for extension of soc ia l and cu l tu ra l equa l i t y 

to a l l : "It i s a broad, easy s t a i r , and not a narrow ladder , that i s 

wanted, one which w i l l ent ice everyone to r i s e , w i l l make fo r general 

and not se lected cu l tu re " (quoted in Read 1979: 250). E l i o t ' s young man 

and t y p i s t were not an answer to such thoughts; they were his fur ious 

rebuke. The l i t e r a r y pretensions of the young man and the attainments 

of a general cu l ture in Hobson's terms are put on the same level as the 

t y p i s t ' s consumption of fashionable sprawls and cheap p r i n t s . In the 

era of a c c e s s i b i l i t y , l i t e r a t u r e , i t s media and techniques, are subject 

to the same commodity f e t i sh i sm as the decorat ive s t y l es of the Ba l l e t s 

Russes, to use another contemporary source of once fashionable and 

consumable imagery. The c lumsi ly se l f-consc ious ' l i t e r a r y ' language of 

the seduction enacted in The waste Land has i t s o r i g i n in p rec i se l y 

these i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s . 

The short seduction fragment enacts a recognizable d i scu rs i ve voice 

making the t yp i ca l sounds ( in phonics, d i c t i o n , and syntax) of the 

s t ra ined l i t e r a r y language of la te nineteenth and ear ly twentieth century 

popular na r ra t i ves . It i s a language of s t y l i s t i c res idues , those that 

s i g n i f y the convent iona l ly l i t e r a r y as i t was received by the "low" 

ascending Hobson's broad and easy s t a i r , a recept ion which E l i o t always 

in terpreted as e n t i r e l y a matter of the uncomfortable a s s im i l a t i on of 

consumable e f f e c t s . The more important elements of th i s debased l i t e r 

ar iness are the l ex i ca l and generic residues of Augustan l i t e r a r y prac-
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t i c e s , e spec i a l l y the s t i f f l y labor ious e f f e c t of a non-ironic use of 

p e r i p h r a s i s ; the c lo t t ed ' M i l t o n i c ' syntax with i t s awkwardly pos i t ioned 

modif iers and obscure sentence agency; and, f i n a l l y , the studied e x p l o i 

t a t i on of s imi le ( l ines 233-234), the trope most f a m i l i a r to cheap 

journal ism and l i t e r a t u r e ' s only g i f t to that species of composit ion. 

It i s the same voice Joyce parodies f o r i t s humour in the "Eumaeus" 

sect ion of ulysses. In The waste Land, i t is not the humour of such 

speech that stands out ; here i t funct ions as a soc ia l s ign of cu l tu ra l 
33 

and moral d e s t i t u t i o n . Thus the double irony when, a f t e r the t yp i s t 

"with automatic hand . . . puts a record on the gramophone," we hear, 

fo l lowing a short pause in which the mixed tone of p i t y and contempt i s 

allowed to take shape, the rare music of The Tempest--"'This music crept 

by me upon the waters ' " (CP 72)--instead of the kind of music the text 

leads us to be l ieve this sort of woman is more l i k e l y to want to hear. 

The quotat ion picks up the 'music ' of the preceding scene, made e x p l i c i t 

by the gramophone, a scene sounding i t s own kind of mechanical and s t i f f 

' l y r i c i s m ' , and twists i t , by i r o n i c comparison, with the music of the 

enchanted i s l e , and then twists i t again into the "p leasant whining of 

a mandoline" a few l ines l a t e r , heard beside a "pub l i c bar in Lower 
34 

Thames S t r ee t . " Although the music d i r e c t s our at tent ion to cont ras t ing 

senses of what const i tu tes value (through the interna l s o c i a l l y determined 

hierarchy of values in the paradigm from which they are drawn--the gramo

phone does not have va lue , The Tempest does) , th i s i s nowhere made 

e x p l i c i t , except as we decipher the 'music ' of the tonal s t ructure (Craig 

1960: 243-244). 

To do tha t , our general a t t i tudes towards soc ie ty as a whole, 
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towards petit bourgeois sexual r e l a t i ons in p a r t i c u l a r , and towards 

i d e a l i z e d , but s o c i a l l y d i s t a n t , characters l i k e the "f ishmen" lounging 

at noon under the wal ls of Magnus Martyr , must co inc ide with those a t t i 

tudes that the tonal s t ructure of the passage consc ious ly enacts . When 

that coincidence takes p lace , the potent transformation which takes us 

from the knowing dismissiveness of the gramophone to the a c cep t ab i l i t y 

of The Tempest as social reference occurs in the s i l ence of the gap that 

separates them, occurs without having to be s p e c i f i e d . This ' seduc t ion ' 

syntagm reveals in i t s syntax, con t i nu i t y , and i t s l ex i c a l choices a 

ce r ta in a t t i tude towards the soc ia l and sexual r e l a t i ons of a p a r t i c u l a r 

c lass of people from another, qui te d i s t i n c t , soc ia l vantage. Although 

genera l ly acknowledging the c lass i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of t y p i s t and c l e r k , 

c r i t i c i s m has l a rge l y ignored the p o s s i b i l i t y that E l i o t ' s tone only 

makes sense when another c lass p o s i t i o n , E l i o t ' s own, is heard as the 

place from which the voice of the poem comes, the voice ( ca l l ed ' T i r e s i a s ' 

by the poem) that produces the sound-shape of the parody in the language 

of the ' seduc t ion 1 i t s e l f . Most c r i t i c s have chosen to hear the voice 

as coming from some place 'above 1 or 'beyond' soc ie ty that measures 

conduct by a universal and natural au thor i t y . This i s an i d e o l o g i c a l l y 

determined way of obscuring the r e s t r i c t e d code r e a l l y being spoken in 

these l i n e s . Sharing E l i o t ' s s o c i a l v i e w s about such events as are 

represented in the passage, c r i t i c s qu ick ly ' r a i s e ' the t e x t ' s c lass-

s p e c i f i c a t t i tude towards the ' seduc t ion ' to universal s ta tus . A l l an 

Tate : "The scene i s a masterpiece, perhaps the most profound v i s i on that 

we have of modern man" (1959: 345). Anne Bolgan: "The joy l ess and dreary 

automatism of contemporary sexua l i t y . . . " (1973: 87). Nancy Duvall 
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Hargrove: "The dark s t a i r s down which the young man gropes his way upon 

depart ing are symbol ic , suggesting the blackness and vacancy of his soul 

as i t descends into moral and s p i r i t u a l b l indness" (1978: 76). 

What is i n t e r e s t i ng about these t r ad i t i ona l judgements i s the 

absolute terms in which they are formulated. They are made often in a 

matter of f a c t , i t-goes-without-saying tone that can only be explained 

by the fac t that the c r i t i c s be l ieve they are not c o n t r o v e r s i a l ; thus 

they do not have to be formulated in another way, one sens i t i v e to the 

r e l a t i v i t y of E l i o t ' s own p lac ing judgement. Everyone, on th i s issue 

at l e a s t , speaks the same language. Stanley F i s h ' s notion of " i n t e r 

pret ive community" is re levant here, e spec i a l l y his sense of that sort 

of community as being e s s e n t i a l l y a social format ion, (1980) . 

As a soc ia l formation an i n t e rp re ta t i ve community occupies a place 

in soc i e t y , a place where, fo r example, a reference to Greek mythology 

ca r r i es a p a r t i c u l a r p r i v i l e g e and prest ige that does not need spec i f y ing 

because i t i s a component of the r e s t r i c t e d code which members of these 

pa r t i cu l a r soc ia l formations use to communicate t he i r a l l eg iance to the 

community to which they belong, by r e- in fo rc ing one of i t s touchstones 

of value. The case of Cleanth Brooks i s t y p i c a l : 

The fac t that T i r e s i a s is made the commentator 
serves a fur ther i rony. In Oedipus Rex, i t i s 
T i r e s i a s who recognizes that the curse which has 
come upon the Theban land has been caused by the 
s i n f u l sexual, r e l a t i onsh ip of Oedipus and Jocasta . 
But Oedipus' s in has been committed in ignorance, 
and knowledge of i t brings horror and remorse. 
The essent i a l horror of the act which T i r e s i a s 
witnesses in the poem is that i t i s not regarded 
as a s in at a l l - - i s pe r f e c t l y c a sua l , i s merely 
the copulat ion of beasts . (1939: 156) 
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Since the specific s in fu lness of Oedipus' r e l a t i onsh ip with Jocasta i s 

that i t offends the inces t taboo, the comparison Brooks decides to make 

with the c le rk and t y p i s t becomes absurd: the c le rk is not the t y p i s t ' s 

son. C l ea r l y that i s not what Brooks wants to say. What in fac t he 

intends comes down to t h i s : sexual r e l a t i ons should not be casual and i f 

they a re , they make the pa r t i c ipan t s no bet ter than beasts . Of course, 

that assumes that the sexual r e l a t i ons of beasts are ' c a s u a l ' , an e n t i r e l y 

i l l e g i t i m a t e assumption. The word ' c asua l ' only ac t i va tes meaning in the 

human wor ld , and i t i s only to that world which the word r e f e r s . Its 

eccent r i c amp l i f i c a t i on by Brooks in the "copula t ion of beasts" makes no 

b io log i ca l or l og i ca l sense; the phrase i s simply a term of social abuse, 

which, in the context of Brooks's paragraph, i s opposed by the cour tes ies 

paid Sophocles. The shade and shape of Brooks's ' e c c en t r i c ' amp l i f i c a t i on 

of the tone i s con t ro l l ed by the ideology the text s i l e n t l y a c t i v a t e s , an 

ideology that va lo r i zes the soc ia l pos i t i on where Brooks f inds himself by 

a v i s i b l e and, he must f e e l , acceptable contempt, not of f u l l y r e a l i z ed 

pa r t i c ipan ts in the ' s e d u c t i o n ' , but the sort of people they represent 

metonymical ly, who, in f a c t , can only be thought of in c lass terms. And 

who exact l y are these people? The message of the vo ic ing of the 'seduc

t i o n ' i t s e l f is p la in enough. The r e s t r i c t e d speech code of the poem is 

saying that t h i s is the way people of th i s sor t textuaiize t h e i r expe r i 

ence, that i s , in terms of the s t i l t e d and cliche'd formulat ions of the 

l i t e r a r y hack, i s n ' t i t pathet ic of them? From here the p o l i t i c a l point 

i s not much fur ther up; these are the people l i b e r a l i s m wants us to 

be l ieve are our equa ls , i s n ' t i t absurd? In Joyce 's parody of th i s 

s t y l e , the point i s : i s n ' t i t comical the way Bloom's voice apes the 
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l i t e r a r y s t y l e he knows, adjust ing to the s i t ua t i on of having to ta lk to 

a ' 1 i t e r a r y man' in a language Bloom thinks th i s ' l i t e r a r y man' w i l l 

accept. The comedy l i e s in our knowledge that th i s ' l i t e r a r y man's' 

l i t e r a r i n e s s is going through an i den t i t y c r i s i s . 

In the context of c r i t i c a l 'argument ' , Brooks's use of Oedipus Rex 

c l e a r l y funct ions to sandbag the conclus ion he wants to p r o f f e r , which 

i s , in e f f e c t , a r r i ved at by a silent reading of the poem's tone, a 

reading he cannot make e x p l i c i t because the thought processes he has gone 

through, i f that i s what they a re , have no scho la r l y p r i v i l e g e , being 

simply and in t imate ly bound up with the a t t i tude of one c lass towards 

another (Martin 1970: 20). In f a c t , i t might be useful to in te rp re t 

Brooks's response to E l i o t as the working out towards the reader of the 

intent of the poem, namely a c leans ing of the ega l i t a r i an crud that has 

obscured the c l a r i t y and soc ia l obviousness of fundamental c l ass d i s t i n c 

t i ons . Moreover, his judgement is the r esu l t of the funct ion ing of the 

r e s t r i c t e d code which Brooks shares with E l i o t and with other members of 

the i n t e rp re ta t i ve community who understand and accept the i m p l i c i t 

va lues , a t t i t u d e s , op in ions , p r i v i l eges that charac ter ize the code, in 

shor t , the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e of that community. What Oedipus Rex 

does in th i s context is work E l i o t ' s soc ia l contempt f ree of the c l ass-

bound code in which i t has i t s genesis and ra i se i t to a higher s ta t ion 

in an elaborated code that re-writes i t as a comment on the 'dec l ine of 

c i v i 1 i z a t i o n 1 . 

And i t was as a diagnosis of the malaise un i ve r sa l l y a f f l i c t i n g 

European c i v i l i z a t i o n that E l i o t ' s f i r s t readers chose to read The waste 

35 
Land. Of course, the idea of ' c i v i l i z a t i o n ' was not always q u a l i f i e d 
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by the adjective 'European1, European c i v i l i z a t i o n being taken often as 

ci v i l i z a t i o n as such. That Eliot in later years attempted to deflect 

attention from this sort of reading by suggesting that the poem's genesis 

was wholly in private experience and that its intention was, at least 
O f 

partly, therapeutic cannot efface the evidence of the poem i t s e l f , 

especially the evidence that can be derived from the way Eliot chose to 

enact his experience, private or ci v i c . The publication of the Facsimile 

edition of early drafts of the poem in 1971 has only strengthened the 

argument, I believe, that the poem very clearly intends to compass an 

historical and cultural situation, to present a vision of its time and 

of the 'collapse' of the 'natural' discriminations and continuities of 

history and culture. The Facsimile also, I might add in anticipation, 

makes quite clear that i t was Pound's suggested revisions which gave the 

'mythological framework1 of the poem the prominence i t has. Indeed on 

the crucial question of tone, the revisions of this section of the poem 

did not change or revoke the specific jibes or their original thrust, 

only obscured them somewhat in the increased salience of a tone Eliot 

decided to call 1foresufferance 1, in the interests of subordinating social 

contempt to the rigours of achieving at least a mythological coherence 

for the poem. 

The point of this analysis is to suggest that Brooks's reading of 

The waste Land, like Moody's of "Prufrock," is the kind of reading the 

poem i t s e l f has been designed to provoke. The particulars of the poem— 

the typist's "half-formed thought" (line 251) for example—do not simply 

name some narrative event but evoke the concrete social context in which 

such an event carries an important ideological message. From this 
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perspec t i ve , then, the meaning and funct ion of a s t y l e or poet ic form 

cannot be captured adequately in l i t e r a r y terms, e s p e c i a l l y in E l i o t ' s 

case , where the l i t e r a r y i t s e l f ( in i t s la te romantic forms) is remorse

l e s s l y subverted and d i sp l aced . The choice of one locu t ion over another 

in the cha rac te r i za t ion of a person or an event, wi th in a modernism that 

has worked i t s e l f free of ' l i t e r a t u r e ' and i t s t r a d i t i o n a l elaborated 

codes for the un i ve r sa l i z i ng of moral exper ience, becomes a more ove r t l y 

soc ia l ac t . E l i o t c a l l s the young man "carbuncular" and compares his 

assurance to a s i l k hat worn by a r i c h prov inc ia l arriviste (a source 

of regional power, one might add, of the L ibera l party in B r i t a i n at 

th i s time [Read 1979: 160, 322-323]), in order not only to present the 

deplorable r esu l t s of p a r t i c u l a r soc ia l developments, but , and th i s i s 

the important po in t , he does i t in order to knock any taste fo r the ideas 

and fee l ings that br ing about such condi t ions clean out of a reader ' s 

head. What we t r a d i t i o n a l l y mean by s ty le .and form requires considerable 

re-th inking from th i s perspect i ve . In f a c t , what I w i l l argue about The 

waste Land as a whole i s that the choices E l i o t has made to unify the 

poem within an anthropologica l framework do not represent a desc r ip t i on 

of the poem's unity at a l l but are an e f f e c t of a l a rger d i a l og i c a l demand. 

The unity of The waste Land i s ne i ther no t iona l l y monist ic nor does 

i t correspond neat ly to some a priori pa t te rn . Every attempt to account 

fo r the poem's uni ty on some such bases has foundered because parts and 

elements always remain unass imi lable or u n i n t e l l i g i b l e to any reading 

that s i t e s the unity of a text e n t i r e l y in the text i t s e l f . The waste 

Land d e l i be r a t e l y r e s i s t s a s s im i l a t i on to the conventional and t r ad i t i ona l 

coherences of the immediate l i t e r a r y context . That is why i t met with 
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such d isda in from the es tab l i shed l i t e r a r y generat ion, who f e l t i t s most 

cherished aesthet i c p r i n c i p l e s assau l t ed , indeed one might say decon

s t ru c t ed , by an approach to t ruth and beauty that threatened to d i sso l ve 

them in what was thought of as the poem's gloomy natural ism (Squire 1923: 

655-656). Instead the poem's uni ty l i e s in the coherence of i t s soc ia l 

prac t i ce as a motivated operat ion on the s i g n i f i c a t i o n s se t t l ed with in 

a pa r t i cu l a r soc io-cu l tu ra l environment. In th i s drama, the known wor ld 's 

complex, but f i n i t e , d i v e r s i t y i t s e l f becomes the only poss ib le s t ructure 

by which the poem's own d i v e r s i t y , e c l e c t i c i s m , d i s c o n t i n u i t i e s , ruptures , 

voices can be f i n a l l y seen to cohere. In f a c t , the poem's own c losura l 

moves, abstracted from the Cambridge an thropo log i s t s , are themselves 

constituents of the way the poem acts to transform a p a r t i c u l a r set of 

s i g n i f i c a t i o n s in the name of o ther , more leg i t imate ones. 

Here, of course , the work of S i r James F razer , J ess ie Weston, and 

Jane Harr ison is p a r t i c u l a r l y important, but important in ways not yet 

r ea l i zed by c r i t i c i s m . It i s the soc ia l meaning which ear l y Cambridge 

anthropology ca r r i e s in l a te V i c to r i an cu l ture that is important fo r the 

formal ac t ion of The waste Land. B r i e f l y , E l i o t appreciated more keenly 

than most (see his essay on Arnold in For Lancelot Andrewes) that the 

concerted act ion of s c i e n t i f i c material ism during the l i b e r a l century 

across the whole scope of human knowledge (even theology) had de fe r red— 

where i t hadn't destroyed—the acceptance of Ch r i s t i an explanat ions fo r 

the o r i g i n and source of European c i v i l i z a t i o n . In the work of the 

Cambridge an th ropo log i s t s , a s ignal product of the very s c i e n t i f i c and 

ma te r i a l i s t frame of mind he abhorred, he thought he glimpsed in what 

was unearthed of the e a r l i e s t European cu l tures an opportunity to peel 
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back the f ab r i c of modern l i f e and reveal a mythological deep s t ruc tu re , 

car ry ing a greater leg i t imacy fo r minds learned in the s c i e n t i f i c habits 

of thought sponsored by the Enlightenment and taught to d iscount , and 

even suspect , i f not r i d i c u l e , Ch r i s t i an teaching on matters of h i s t o r y , 

soc i e t y , and the foundations of cu l t u r e . If ' s c i ence ' i t s e l f had estab

l i shed that the o r i g i ns of soc ia l l i f e lay in the r e l i g i ous experience 

of pre-Chr is t ian peoples, then only a conception of soc ie ty b u i l t on 

those ancient seed-experiences and the way they nourish the codes of the 

everyday l i f e of a community could poss ib ly be acceptable as the actual 

foundation of thought and a c t i on . The legacy of the Enlightenment had 

d isrupted the operat ion of the ancient codes. The waste Land was wr i t ten 

to d i s rupt the se t t l ed calm of the l i b e r a l mind and to make i t responsive 

aga in , through i n s t i n c t and f e e l i n g , to the sub-rat ional pul l of the 

ancient codes. But before we turn to a de ta i l ed examination of E l i o t ' s 

masterpiece, we need to look more c l o se l y at the l i t e r a r y dimension of 

the problem as E l i o t himself conceived i t in his l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m . 
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Notes to Chapter Three 

* I have in mind Browning's dramatic monologues and Clough's 

Amours de voyage (1858), a poem which "Prufrock" echoes and whose main 

' c h a r a c t e r ' , Claude, i s a precedent ' type ' fo r E l i o t ' s Prufrock. The 

a f f i n i t i e s between Clough and E l i o t were f i r s t pointed out by Michael 

Roberts in his " In t roduct ion" to the Faber Book of Modern Verse (1936: 

11-14) and in Bowers 1966: 709-716. 

The most recent scho la r l y survey i s Perkins 1976, although 

Kenner's references to les symboiistes in The Pound Era (1974) are 

usual ly more percept ive , as are Keith A l l d r i f t ' s (1978: 15-33). The 

th i rd par t , "Baudela i re : Modernism in the S t r ee t s , " of Berman 1982: 131-

171 b r i l l i a n t l y evokes the s o c i a l , p o l i t i c a l , and cogni t i ve contexts of 

symboiisme in France, widening many of Walter Benjamin's observat ions 

about nineteenth-century Pa r i s . The fragments of Benjamin's famous 

"arcades" project have been published in Engl ish in Charles Baudelaire: 

A Lyric Poet in the Era of High Capitalism (1973) and in Reflections 

(1978: 146-162). Berman's book as a whole i s a most i n t e res t i ng study 

of the sources and cu l ture of modernism and modernity. 
3 

The best modern account of the i n t e l l e c t u a l o r i g i ns of l i b e r a l i s m 

is Macpherson 1962; l a t e r developments of the l i b e r a l idea are traced in 

Bul lock and Shock 1956. Rodney Barker 's Political ideas in Modem 

Britain (1978: 17-26, 50-68) i s a lso a very good survey of l i b e r a l i s m 

in B r i t a i n . An i n t e res t i ng recent apologia for l i b e r a l i s m , by a wr i te r 
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who has a lso explored E l i o t ' s a n t i - l i b e r a l i s m (1958), is Kathleen Not t ' s 

The Good Want Power: an Essay in the Psychological Possibilities of 

Liberalism (1977). In The Material World (1980: 226-244), David 

Silverman and Brian Torode present an important deconstruct ive reading 

of a centra l text of l i b e r a l i s m , Locke's chapter "Of Property" in his 

Second Treatise of Government (1690). 
4 

For a survey of the legal and admin is t ra t ive consequences of the 

idea Of laissez-faire See W. L. Burn's The Age of Equipoise (1965: 132-

231). 
5 

Nicholas Bu ls t rode 's conduct, before his f a l l , in George E l i o t ' s 

Middiemarch (1871-1872) d i s c loses the kinds of concrete enactments of 

laissez-faire theory wi th in the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e the novel c a r e f u l l y 

and s e n s i t i v e l y bu i lds up, an environment character ized by the t r a n s i t i o n 

from one set of socio-economic r e l a t i ons to another. Bu ls t rode 's 'pun

ishment' enacts the s t i l l potent pul l of e th i ca l demands appropriate to 

an as yet unsurpassed Gemeinschaft, a community not yet wholly subject 

to the a l i en imperatives of the new economic order overtaking t r a d i t i o n a l 

forms of communality. 

^ Arthur Hugh Clough, Amours de voyage, Canto I, Let ters VII and XI 

(1974: 98, 101). Contrast ing the nineteenth-century 'grand t o u r ' , such 

as C laude ' s , a tour in which the young man ' f i nds h i m s e l f , the e i gh 

teenth-century Grand Tour smoothed and pol ished an inher i t ed publ i c s e l f 

(Sennett 1977: 4 5 f f . ) . 

^ "What we want i s to d is turb and alarm the pub l i c " ( "Observat ions" 

1918: 69); and see his thrusts at the ' l i b e r a l ' and ' r a d i c a l ' in f luences 

on education in "Modern Education and the C l a s s i c s " (SE 455-458). 
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Cf. E l i o t ' s account of Montaigne's e f f e c t and inf luence on 

Pascal--"by the time a man knew Montaigne well enough to attack him, 

he would already be thoroughly in fec ted by him." From "The Pensees of 

Pasca l " {SE 362). 
9 

See Hans Osterwalder'S T. S. Eliot: Between Metaphor and Metonymy 

(1978: 9-23) fo r the general relevance of th i s d i s t i n c t i o n to l i t e r a t u r e . 

The rest of Osterwalder 1 s monograph explores the relevance of th i s d i s 

t i n c t i o n p r imar i l y to E l i o t ' s p lays . The fo l lowing from Ezra Pound, 

writ ten in 1917 as a review of Prufrock and other observations, suggests 

that th i s d i s t i n c t i o n is not e n t i r e l y inappropr iate and was recognized 

as ear ly as 1917 as having a centra l relevance to E l i o t ' s work: 

Were I a French c r i t i c , s k i l l e d in t he i r e laborate ar t 
of wr i t ing books about books, I should probably go to 
some length d i scuss ing Mr. E l i o t ' s two sorts of meta
phor: his wholly un rea l i z ab l e , always apt , ha l f i r on i c 
suggest ion, and his prec ise r e a l i z ab l e p i c tu re . It 
would be poss ib le to point out his method of conveying 

a whole situation and half a character by three words 

of a quoted phrase; his constant a l iveneSS, his mingling 

of a very subtle observation with the unexpectedness 

of a backhanded cliche. (1963: 419, my emphasis) 

Pound goes on to warn other poets that th i s "method is Mr. E l i o t ' s own." 

Cf. Ezra Pound's l i t t l e essay on Housman (1963: 66-67). This 

piece was o r i g i n a l l y publ ished in The criterion, January 1934. 

1 1 "Amel ia . 1878," in A Selection of Poems (1948: 61). 

12 

I be l ieve th i s i s an inescapable inference from E l i o t ' s comments 

on the minor E l izabethan dramatists in The sacred wood and selected 

Essays, a notion in fac t that grows more e x p l i c i t in his essays of the 

1940s: see his essay on K i p l i n g , fo r example, in on Poetry and Poets 



149 

(1957, 1969: 236). In the e a r l i e r period E l i o t ' s remarks on 'convent ion ' 

in " P h i l i p Massinger" in The sacred wood are p a r t i c u l a r l y apropos. This 

sense of the a c t i v e , shaping inf luence of a cu l t u r e ' s verbal habits a lso 

stands behind F. R. Leav is ' Revaluation (1936, 1964), e spec i a l l y his 

comments on Carew (22). 

13 

This i s c e r t a i n l y an assumption on which Roger Kojecky s r. s. 

Eliot's social criticism (1971) i s based. Roger Sharrock examines some 

of the persuasive techniques in " E l i o t ' s Tone" (1977: 169 f f . ) . See a lso 

Robinson 1978. 

1 4 Eagleton 1976: 147 and Nott 1974: 204. See a lso her e a r l i e r and 

more polemical "Mr. E l i o t ' s L ibera l Worms" (1958: 105-139). 
15 

See E l i o t ' s important essay in 1945 "The Social Function of 

Poetry" (PP 15-25). For the p rac t i ca l c r i t i c a l treatment of the ideas 

in th i s essay, see "Rudyard K i p l i n g " (PP 228-251). 

^ The standard text on th i s i n t e rp re ta t i on of American o r ig ins i s 

Henry Steele Commager's The Empire of Reason (1977). Chapter Nine (176-

197) is e s p e c i a l l y appropr iate . 

^ Will iams again and again returned to th i s theme (1918, 1971: 24; 

1958, 1967: 30; 1951, 1967: 174; Whittemore 1975: 190-191; Mariani 1982: 

249-250; 271-272). 
I Q 

Gordon 1977: 15-36 (Chapter Two) i s a de ta i l ed account of E l i o t ' s 

psycho log i ca l l y awkward experiences as a student in New England. 
19 

For "Mr. Apo l l i nax " Gordon provides the re levant background: "The 

scene i s a country house where he and Russel l were guests of a snob ca l l ed 

F u l l e r whom Russel l despised because he and his mother aped the Engl ish 

manner. E l i o t g l e e f u l l y descr ibed Russe l l ' s assaul t on the g e n t i l i t y of 
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the p ro fessor ' s tea-party with his passionate t a l k , his gr inning foetus 

f ace , and easy laughter . . . . E l i o t immediately a l l i e d himself with the 

a l i e n " (1977: 19-20). 

20 

Cf. Mary Douglas 1 ana lys is of T r o l l ope's The Eustace Diamonds and 

The Prime Minister from the perspect ive of the soc ia l conventions which 

attend the drawing up of guest l i s t s at dinner par t ies (Douglas and 

Isherwood 1980: 81-84). 

2 1 Cf . Gordon 1977: 66, 82-85. Although Gordon's book, Eliot's 

Early Years, i s f u l l of important and revea l ing biographica l d e t a i l , her 

shaping of th i s material in the in te res t s of what amounts to an 'autho

r i zed hagiography' of E l i o t unnecessar i ly b l inkers her perspect ive on 

the l i f e and work. For example, Gordon never conv inc ing ly expla ins why 

E l i o t , even in the face of much discouragement, chose to stay (some might 

say 'hang on 1 ) in London in the 1915-1919 pe r iod , i f h is l i f e ' s p r inc ipa l 

thrust a f t e r 1914 impelled him towards a knowledge of God and, through 

God, a knowledge of himself (130). She does not i l luminate why E l i o t ' s 

s p i r i t u a l development, aimed as i t was towards "the Abso lu te , " beyond 

the mere cont ingencies of time and p lace , necess i tated that he stay in 

London and doggedly pursue soc ia l acceptance, f o r example, through an 

acqua in tance with the s o c i a l l y better-placed Woolfs and the i r f r i e n d s , 

even as he was thought of as a b i t of "a fami ly joke" by them (83-84). 

This requires a bet ter explanat ion than Gordon prov ides. A f te r a l l , i t 

is no more necessary to seek the Absolute in the v i c i n i t y of the B r i t i s h 

Musuem than i t i s to pursue i t in the neighbourhood of the Fogg. In 

con t ras t , see Bergonzi 1972: 100. 

2 2 Cf . Righter 1977: 135-138. This essay and Wollheim 1970: 169-193 



151 

are c ruc i a l in est imat ing the importance of the ' p h i l o s o p h i c a l ' aspect 

of E l i o t ' s work. Profess ional phi losophers have tended to minimize th i s 

side of E l i o t ' s achievement, whereas l i t e r a r y c r i t i c s and scholars have 

usua l ly found E l i o t ' s ph i losophica l accomplishments very impressive. An 

amateur's overest imat ion of E l i o t ' s ph i losoph ica l soph i s t i c a t i on is one 

of the few weaknesses in Kenner's otherwise f ine book on the poet (1966). 

It e n t i r e l y overwhelms less resourcefu l c r i t i c s l i k e Bolgan (1973). The 

important fac t i s that the kind of philosophy E l i o t was doing in 1912-

1917 was slowly and i r revocab ly being demolished by new schools of thought. 

The ph i losoph ica l avant-garde of his time was not headed a f t e r Bradley. 

We do well to remember that i t was p rec i se l y in these years that 

Wittgenstein was already pu l l i ng his Tractatus (1918), propos i t ion by 

p ropos i t i on , from his notebooks. E l i o t ' s d i s se r t a t i on genera l l y sees 

the problem of the immediacy of experience in the context of a neo-

Hegelian epistemology, the famous "knowledge" of his t i t l e . But that 

was a way of conceptua l iz ing the problem that was already obsolete before 

he f i n i shed his f i n a l d ra f t in 1915. Knowledge and Experience in the 

philosophy of F. H. Bradley (1915, 1964) is a ph i losoph ica l elegy to a 

bypassed metaphysical t r a d i t i o n . Its concerns were current (those 

concerns always a re ) , but the terms and concepts in which philosophy 

would inves t igate the issue of knowledge and experience in the twentieth 

century were changing. With the wisdom of h indsight i t i s now d i f f i c u l t 

to read E l i o t ' s "Conc lus ion" (KE 153-169) and not see that even as he 

was defending that t r a d i t i o n i t was already in ruins a l l about him. The 

s i t u a t i o n has been t renchant ly descr ibed by A l l an Janik and Stephen 

Toulmin in Wittgenstein's Vienna: 
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. . . both Russel l and his c loses t a l l y , G. E. Moore, 
were in revo l t against the B r i t i s h post-Hegelian 
i d e a l i s t s , notably Bradley. Yet t he i r quarrel with 
Bradley was not so much with what he said; i t was 
with his f a i l u r e , as they saw i t , to say anything 
s i g n i f i c a n t at a l l . Absolute idea l ism was not so 
much a ph i losophica l doct r ine as an i n t e l l e c t u a l 
debauch. One could laugh.at i t - . . . ; one could 
c lea r i t out of the way and s t a r t again from sc r a t ch ; 
but one could not cont rad ic t i t , because i t s argu
ments were confused beyond the point of ra t iona l 
d i s cuss ion . So Moore and Russel l scorned to debate 
with the i r predecessors, and embarked rather on a 
'new ins taura t ion '--a c leans ing of the V i c to r i an 
ph i losoph ica l s t ab l e s , to be fol lowed by the recon
s t ruc t i on of phi losophy in new and unambiguous terms. 

(1973: 209) 

One wonders what E l i o t made of G. E. Moore's b r i l l i a n t "The Refutat ion 

of Ideal ism" in Mind (1903: 433-453), an essay that is as much a 

s t y l i s t i c t o u r de force as an unanswerable demol i t ion . E l i o t does not 

mention i t in Knowledge and Experience; the few references to Moore (KE 

40-41, 47) are on technica l points addressing the d e f i n i t i o n of terms. 

One wonders, too , how E l i o t responded to the admiration of Moore in 

Bloomsbury, the l i t e r a r y c i r c l e to which he was inc reas ing ly drawn a f t e r 

1917. 

On E l i o t ' s remark in the 1964 "Preface" to Knowledge and Experience 

that "to most modern phi losophers" th i s work must seem "qua in t l y a n t i 

quated, " we might comment that to many in 1915 i t would have seemed jus t 

as "qua in t l y an t iqua ted" ; c e r t a i n l y i t would have seemed so to Russel l 

and Moore. In th i s respec t , of course , E l i o t , the d e c i s i v e l y modernist 

poet, r e s i s t ed the philosophical modernism of his t ime. The problem 

with a book l i k e Anne C. Bolgan's study of The waste Land, what the 

thunder really said (1973), which rewrites the poem in the context of 
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Bradleyan metaphysics, is the lack of any apprec ia t ion that by the time 

E l i o t came to Bradley, Bradley, ph i l o soph i ca l l y speaking, was a dead 

l e t t e r and that E l i o t probably knew or suspected as much. It is very 

d i f f i c u l t to be l ieve that someone as as tu te , i n t e l l i g e n t , and f i n e l y 

a l e r t to the semantics of reputat ion as E l i o t was would not know. We 

should not forget the fac t that a f t e r 1917-1918 E l i o t read Bradley 

mainly as a masterful prose s t y l i s t , commanding a s t y l e whose vigour 

and c l a r i t y came to have, E l i o t thought, an e th i ca l importance fo r l a t e 

V i c to r i an cu l tu re . 

23 
Locke and Rousseau, of course, are the formulators of the mature 

form of such a notion of the o r i g i n and pers is tence of soc i e t y . 
24 

The e f f i c i e n t cause of such change occurs as a . r e su l t of changes 

in a so c i e t y ' s mode(s) of product ion. See Jameson 1981: 89-102, on the 

use of "the horizon of the mode of product ion" in the ana lys is of c u l 

tura l objects and processes. I leave the very complex issue involved 

here to the s ide . It requires an extended and separate treatment of i t s 

own. For the ' c l a s s i c a l ' texts of modes of production see Jameson 1981: 

89n. A useful d e f i n i t i o n is provided by Eagleton 1976: 45. "A mode 

of production may be charac ter ized as a unity of ce r ta in forces and 

soc ia l r e l a t i ons of material product ion. Each soc ia l formation i s 

character ized by a combination of such modes of product ion , one of which 

w i l l normally be dominant." 
25 

Typica l questions which have been exhaust ive ly debated include 

the fo l l ow ing : does the poem cohere? i s i t s p r i n c i p l e of i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y 

"musica l " (Bergonzi 1972: 91), "symboiiste" (Kenner 1974: 133), "modal" 

(Ba i ley 1978: 3-8), " d i a l e c t i c a l " (Bolgan 1974: 7 3 f f . ) , " a l l u s i v e " 
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(Williams 1968: 44-76), " e x p e r i e n t i a l " (Rajan 1976: 30), "mytho-logical" 

(Smith 1974: 72-98), or i s i t held together a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l l y (as James 

E. M i l l e r argues i n hi s c o n t r o v e r s i a l T. S. Eliot's Personal Waste Land 

[1977]) o r , i n more d i s p l a c e d form, as Lyndall Gordon argues, seeing the 

autobiographical material transmuted to a symbolic working out of "the 

t r i a l s of a l i f e i n the process of becoming [ s p i r i t u a l l y ] exemplary" 

(1977: 110)? 
26 

For example, Barbara Everett's recent " E l i o t ' s Marianne: The 

waste Land and i t s Poetry of Europe" (1980: 41-53) i s a b r i l l i a n t piece 

of d e t e c t i v e work. 
27 

Cf. E l i o t ' s own remarks on The waste Land's incoherences i n the 
Paris Review i n t e r v i e w with Donald H a l l (1963: 96, 105). 

28 
See E l i o t ' s comments on the sequencing of images and the " l o g i c 

of imagination" i n the Preface to hi s t r a n s l a t i o n of St. John Perse's 

Anabasis (1930, 1959: 9-10). 
29 

Stead 1967: 165-166, provides the t y p i c a l treatment of these 

l i n e s , making a convenient d i s t i n c t i o n between "a detached account of an 

event" and "an enactment" of i t . How the status of enacted contents, or 

the processes of s e l e c t i o n and combination, change because a t e x t 'enacts' 

r a t h e r than 'reports' i s not s p e c i f i e d . Stead r i g h t l y senses that the 

passage does not merely 'r e p o r t ' , but by saying i t 'enacts' an event, 

without s p e c i f y i n g how the enactment works and how we recognize the d i f 

ference, he does not c l a r i f y matters. What e x a c t l y i s being 'enacted' 

i n these l i n e s ? I t i s c e r t a i n l y not a s e l f - e v i d e n t and un i v e r s a l "image 
of human l i f e " (165). 

30 
Eagleton 1970: 161: "The o b j e c t i o n which can be r e g i s t e r e d to 
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th i s i s then the c r i t i c i s m which can be made of much of the poem: in so 

fa r as the l im i t s of the mythology remain unquestioned, the whole pro jec 

t i on (as i t s automatic rhythms tend to imply) is ' n a t u r a l ' , and T i r e s i a s ' s 

detachment the impotence of an observer of how l i f e ' r e a l l y ' i s ; in so 

f a r as that soc ia l mythology i s quest ioned, his detachment becomes, not 

a qua l i t y of response, but a qua l i t y of the tendentious mind out of which 

the inc ident i s c r ea t ed . " See a lso Hamilton 1970 on T i r e s i a s : " O l d , 

b l i n d , b i sexua l . Why should we take these c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s to denote 

unusual wisdom (espec i a l l y about sex) when they can more eas i l y be taken 

to confess unusual ignorance" (109)? 

31 
This i d e n t i f i c a t i o n is not as far-fetched as i t sounds. It 

occurred to C l i ve Bel l in his review of The waste Land in the Nation 

and Athenaeum (1923: 772-773). 
32 

The commercial consumption of mechanical ly reproducib le cu l tu ra l 

commodities in the twentieth century was f i r s t descr ibed and analyzed in 

de ta i l by the Frankfurt School . Walter Benjamin's "The Work of Art in 

the Age of Mechanical Reproduction" (1936, 1968: 219-253) remains the 

d e f i n i t i v e s t a r t i ng point in the ana lys i s of th i s process. Horkheimer 

and Adorno, in the context of t he i r study of the Enlightenment (1944, 

1969), developed and extended Benjamin's ins ights in the serv ice of a 

c r i t i q u e of an i n d u s t r i a l l y mature, p ro f i t - ru l ed " cu l tu re indust ry " as 

one of the l im i t s of the Enlightenment, namely, the l i m i t at which the 

emancipatory, ant i-feudal project at the heart of the Enlightenment i s 

turned by the " cu l ture indust ry " in on i t s e l f and i r o n i c a l l y defeats i t s 

own deepest purposes and a sp i r a t i ons . "Freedom to choose . . . proves 

to be freedom to choose what i s always the same" (166-167). 
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Bergonzi 1972: 101, f inds that the language of the seduction 

has "a pecu l i a r austere beauty," a response aimed at d i scomf i t ing Ian 

Hamilton's sense of these l i nes as u n s a t i s f a c t o r i l y p r i s sy and f a s t i d i o u s . 

Hamilton has not recognized that the e f f e c t is in tent iona l (Hamilton 

1970: 109). 

34 

Hargrove 1978: 76, ignores the l i nk i ng funct ion of the 'music ' 

and connects the syntagmatic chain by reference to the geography of the 

C i ty of London, the d i r e c t i o n , in shor t , in which someone ca l l ed "the 

protagonis t " heads in order to end up in Lower Thames S t ree t . Moody 

1979: 92-93, acknowledges the music 's connective func t i on . 

35 

"As Stephen Spender sees i t , what E l i o t took to Pound was 'a 

ser ies of sketches in a modernist manner about modern l i f e . What we 

get a f t e r Pound seemed to be about the breakdown of everyth ing. There 

were a great many ideas about breakdown around at the t ime--Spengler 's 

Decline of the Nest, f o r ins tance , and wr i ters were concerned about the 

breakdown of pub l i c l i f e and ind iv idua l 1 i v e s . 1 " Spender quoted in 

Herbert 1982: 20; see a lso Press 1966: 29; Bateson 1977: 8-9. 
36 

T. S. E l i o t , quoted by Theodore Spenser during a l ec ture at 

Harvard Un ivers i ty (Facsimile 1) and James E. M i l l e r (1977: 152-159). 
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Chapter Four: An incessant a c t i v i t y 

A man of ideas needs ideas , or pseudo-ideas, to f i g h t 
aga inst . ("Imperfect C r i t i c s , " sw 46) 

When we inves t igate the o r i g i ns in 1910-1920 of Engl ish l i t e r a r y 

'modernism' (Bradbury 1971: 69-105; Perkins 1976: 329-347, 490-526) we 

not ice tha t , although i t was an energet ic and ac t i ve movement among young 

wr i ters and a r t i s t s , i t came into view less by i t s own exert ions at se l f-

advertisement than by the f a l l i n g away, panel by pane l , of the i n t e l l e c 

tual and a f f e c t i v e synthesis which had given V i c to r i an cu l ture i t s look 

of uni ty and coherence. It was not so much, of course, that the V i c to r i an 

era was un i f i ed and coherent by v i r tue of having only one thing to say; 

i t was un i f i ed and coherent because a l l the contending voices spoke 

within a conceptual framework that they shared, what Walter Houghton has 

ca l l ed the " V i c to r i an frame of mind" (1957: x i i i - x v i i ) . Without that 

sense of the V i c to r i an syn thes i s , i t would be d i f f i c u l t indeed, i f not 

imposs ib le , to r eg i s t e r the tone of a text l i k e Lytton Strachey 's Eminent 

Victorians (1918). But by 1918 the massive, even c l aus t rophob ic , enc lo 

sures of the V i c to r i an synthesis had l a rge l y d i s i n t eg ra t ed , unable to 

survive the eventual ly impossible cont rad i c t ion that jo ined a l a rge l y 

i m p l i c i t b e l i e f in pragmatic mater ia l i sm, the f i r s t wedding of empir ical 

sc ience and indus t ry , and an e x p l i c i t b e l i e f in transcendent aes thet i c 

and moral values (Mott 1966: 215, and his comments on J . S. M i l l , 220-

221). But as the pace of Engl ish economic expansion slowed and p o l i t i c a l 
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confidence f a l t e r ed in the period a f t e r 1865, soc ia l tensions began to 

perturb the V i c to r i an ' equ ipo i se ' (see Burn 1965 on " con t r ad i c t i ons " in 

la te V i c to r i an soc i e t y , 298-332; Hobsbawm 1969: 172-194; Shannon 1976: 

208-214, 221). The prosper i t y of Palmerstonian England and the moral and 

soc ia l author i ty of the dominant Whig l i b e r a l haute bourgeoisie obscured 

the condi t ions fo r the p o l i t i c a l , s o c i a l , and economic c r i ses that broke 

through the surface calm with increas ing frequency in the l a s t t h i r t y 

years of the century. These were the years of p o l i t i c a l L ibe ra l i sm ' s 

apogee and the prelude to i t s ca tas t rophic dec l ine a f t e r World War I. 

The fate of L i be ra l i sm , as a p o l i t i c a l f o r c e , was sealed in those years 

by the f a l l i n g r e l a t i v e f i n anc i a l pos i t i on of the V i c to r i an middle c lass 

a f t e r 1881 (Shannon 1976: 212) which p a r a l l e l e d , i n ve r se l y , the increas ing 

soc ia l and p o l i t i c a l tensions in soc ie ty as a whole. 

Rather l i ke dinosaurs at the onset of a new and 
uncongenial geologica l epoch, the generation at i t s 
prime in the 1860s, s t i l l at the head of a f f a i r s in 
the 1870s and 1880s, groped about in the wreckage 
of t h e i r f a m i l i a r landscape, already being t r ans 
formed and imposing new condi t ions of adaptation 
and s u r v i v a l . Gladstone 's famous c o l l i s i o n with 
Tennyson in 1887 over Locksley Hall Sixty Years 

After apt ly i l l u s t r a t e s th i s sense of lurch ing 
mastadonic creatures thrashing about in the 
shallows of a swamp inexorably drying up on them. 

(Shannon 1976: 199) 

In the cu l tu ra l domain the r esu l t of these transformations was the 

passing of Matthew Arno ld ' s and John Stuart M i l l ' s dream of a nat ional 

e l i t e superintending a coherent, un i f i ed national cu l ture (Will iams 1961: 

65-84, 120-136). Instead, dynamic cu l tu ra l elements in Engl ish l i f e 

abandon the centra l social pos i t i on which the Arnoldian v i s i on i n s i s t ed 
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they must share with the p o l i t i c a l and economic e l i t e s in order to sus 

ta in values t ranscendenta l ized by t he i r h i s t o r i c a l longevi ty ( there in 

l i e s t he i r " p e r f e c t i o n , " Arnold 1869, 1960: 68-69). During the l a s t ha l f 

of the nineteenth century a fragment of the B r i t i s h i n t e l l i g e n t s i a i n 

c reas ing ly f l ou r i shed in more or less de l ibera te oppos i t ion to Whig-

l i b e r a l ideas , often f ind ing in the pas t , the Middle Ages f o r example, 

or the f u tu re , spurs to c r e a t i v i t y and a soc ia l c r i t i q u e of mercant i le 

and i ndus t r i a l c i v i l i z a t i o n . Some of these i nd i v idua l s and movements 

provided an i n t e l l e c t u a l ancest ry , o r , at l e a s t , part of one, f o r 

modernism. The cont inuing inf luence of the Oxford Movement from the 

1830s and 1840s (see Arnold 1869, 1960: 62) through the wr i t ings of 

Newman and his c i r c l e , pre-Raphael i t ism, the ph i losoph ica l oppos i t ion to 

u t i l i t a r i a n i s m associated with the name of F. H. Bradley, the Arts and 

Craf ts movement, the i n t e l l e c t u a l a t t r ac t ions of Gui ld Soc i a l i sm, 

Whist ler and the impact of cont inenta l movements in pa in t i ng , the impact 

of French symboiisme through Yeats and the 1890s, and, f i n a l l y , the 

impact of cont inental natura l i sm, were a l l pos i t i ve expressions of new 

s t y l e s , programmes, and ideas , but , nonetheless, a p o s i t i v i t y shaped by 

t he i r purposeful d i f f e rences from the i n t e l l e c t u a l underpinnings of 

Whig-l iberal ism ( for recent d e f i n i t i v e summaries of l i b e r a l thought, see 

Harvie 1976: 19-49 and McCallum 1983: 11-37). In t he i r var ious ways 

these movements and ind i v idua l s a r t i cu l a t ed d i r e c t contrasts and oppos i 

t ions to l i b e r a l i s m ' s centra l a r t i c l e s of f a i t h : namely, the c e n t r a l i t y 

of the mercant i le funct ion as the loam on which cu l t u r e ' s de l i ca te blooms 

are permitted to grow to the extent that ' a f f a i r s ' can ' a f f o r d ' to keep 

them; the c e n t r a l i t y of the empir ica l sciences and the induct ive methods 
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that shape them for use in industry (Horkheimer 1974); and the c e n t r a l i t y 

of the v a r i e t i e s of r ea l i sm, in phi losophy, in a r t , and in p o l i t i c s . 

Pre-modernist movements and modernism i t s e l f are formulated consc ious ly 

against the soc ia l and p o l i t i c a l dominance of such a f a i t h : 

Mani festat ions of an t i - r a t i ona l i sm , myst ic ism, 
explorat ions of myth and i t s regenerat ive powers 
for mankind abounded in the 1880s and 1890s, with 
many interweavings with both aesthet ic ism and 'back 
to na tu re ' . One r e l a t i v e l y simple aspect of i t was 
a return to dogmatic Ch r i s t i an b e l i e f , abjur ing any
thing in the way of ra t iona l a ids or supports. Roman 
Cathol ic ism e s p e c i a l l y enjoyed a vogue with many 
i n t e l l e c t u a l s who yearned fo r a rock of ce r t a in t y . 
Huysmans himself ended his days in an abbey; and 
Wilde, Beardsley and the poet Lionel Johnson were 
converts . More complex were the various searches 
fo r the source of i n s t i n c tua l knowledge and i t s 
heal ing powers. Yeats was a t t rac ted by Madame 
B lavatsky 's ' theosophical 1 mediations of Tibetan 
Buddhism, and sought fo r the o r i g i ns of human 
c r e a t i v i t y in myth, the 'Great Memory' of mankind. 
S i r James F raze r ' s The Golden Bough (1890), a 
monument of V i c to r i an evolut ionary anthropology, 
was i r o n i c a l l y a major source of mater ia ls fo r 
such quests . (Shannon 1976: 285) 

The sense of such developments as growing in a s p i r i t of oppos i t ion 

to a pa r t i cu l a r cu l tu ra l settlement cannot be i n s i s t ed upon too much. 

The problem with a book l i k e Frank Kermode's Romantic image (1957) i s 

that i t s treatment of the growing i s o l a t i o n of the a r t i s t in the n ine 

teenth century does not s u f f i c i e n t l y take into account the oppos i t iona l 

character of the process he traces (cf . Heyck 1982: 221-238). When an 

a r t i s t i s marginal ized by some network of p a r t i c u l a r soc ia l and cu l tu ra l 

determinants, he does not , then, abandon e n t i r e l y any connection with the 

soc io-cu l tu ra l context which he now experiences and knows from the 

margins. In f a c t , i t i s s t i l l there in a l l i t s densi ty and se t t l edness , 
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harbouring no s t r i c t l y neutral place from which to speak, no p lace , in 

shor t , that i s n ' t a lready f u l l y pervaded by cu l tu ra l and soc ia l meanings. 

Indeed, one might argue that the soc io-cu l tu ra l context is more 

d i s ce rn ib l e on the margins than when one i s c en t r a l l y p laced. Stimulated 

by Co le r idge ' s and Arno ld ' s notion of a cu l tu ra l e l i t e (Co le r idge ' s 

' c l e r i s y ' ) , an i n t e l l i g e n t s i a 'd i sbohemian ised ' , as i t were, E l i o t saw 

i t taking up residence in the social place from where i t could perform 

i t s p a r t i c u l a r c u l t u r a l , r e l i g i o u s , and aesthet ic func t ions . What i s 

i n te res t ing about and pecu l i a r to E l i o t ' s pursu i t of th i s idea i s that 

while seeming to speak to a general audience about poetry and cu l ture 

in the e laborated codes of l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m , he was speaking in a more 

r e s t r i c t e d way about the funct ion of the a r t i s t in soc ie ty to the mar

g ina l i zed i n t e l l i g e n t s i a i t s e l f , arguing to them the necess i ty of moving 

consc ious l y , and without d i l u t i o n of basic p r i n c i p l e s , towards the centre 

of the soc ie ty through the occupation of i t s c en t r a l l y placed cu l tu ra l 

and soc i a l i n s t i t u t i o n s (Bantock 1969: 53-62). If language maintains the 

in te rsub jec t i ve r e a l i t y of the d i v i s i ons on the soc ia l ground, i t i s 

through i n s t i t u t i o n s that these d i v i s i ons are t rans la ted into the r e a l i t y 

of soc ia l ac t ion (Berger and Luckmann 1966, 1979: 72). And in E l i o t ' s 

time the ' i n s t i t u t i o n s ' of l i t e r a t u r e and c r i t i c i s m were dominated by 

romant ic- l ibera l gentlemen l i k e Edmund Gosse, Arthur Symons, L e s l i e 

Stephen, Edward Dowden, A. C. Bradley, J . W. Macka i l , and John Drinkwater, 

to name only a small c ross-sec t ion . The problem with the l o t of them 

from the perspect ive of an outs ider was that they did not sharply enough 

appreciate t he i r cu l tu ra l i r r e l evance . To E l i o t , the choice of Algernon 

Swinburne as t he i r i n t e l l e c t u a l and l i t e r a r y mentor c l e a r l y s igna l l ed 
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t he i r i r r e l evance . Swinburne's end less ly i t e ra ted romanticism, his Whig 

ancestry , his ea r l y p o l i t i c a l r ad i c a l i sm , and the eventual re-af f i rmat ion 

of his own essent ia l Engl ishness provided jus t the cor rec t mixture of an 

a t t r a c t i v e ea r l y r e b e l l i o n against the au thor i t a r i an mid-Victor ian f a the r , 

an He l l en ic aesthet ic ism derived in part from Walter Pater and the Whig 

v a l o r i z a t i o n of ancient Greek cu l ture ( Bu t t e r f i e ld 1931, 1968: 96; 

Wil l iams 1983: 3 ) , and an incontestable l a t e r period of soc ia l and 

cu l tu ra l r e l i a b i l i t y as the l a s t of the V i c to r i an sages (Chew 1929, 1966: 

292). Unfortunate ly , with the passing of Edwardian l i t e r a r y cu l t u r e , i t 

is d i f f i c u l t to re-capture the shape and savour of the l i t e r a r y author i ty 

Swinburne's work enjoyed in his contemporaries ' minds in the two decades 

before the Great War.* His were the p lac ing judgements of th i s l i t e r a r y 

s i t ua t i on and one s i tuated onese l f in some re l a t i onsh ip to them i f one 

wanted to be v i s i b l e in th i s environment. The weight and f lavour of 

Swinburne's pos i t i on can s t i l l be sensed in James Douglas' b i o c r i t i c a l 

entry in the t h i r d volume of the contemporary Chambers's Cyclopedia of 

English Literature (1922): 

In many respec ts , indeed, Mr Swinburne i s more 
E l izabethan than V i c t o r i a n . Like Ben Jonson 
he i s 'pass ionate ly kind and angry 1 , and l i k e 
Marlowe he i s ' a l l a i r and f i r e ' . No modern poet 
i s more u t t e r l y born and more u t t e r l y made a poet. 
There seems to be no thread of prose in his nature. 
His imagination is perpetua l ly incandescent, his 
poet ic energy always at white heat. He sees every
thing in terms of poetry. He has no g i f t of prose 
compromise or secular c o n c i l i a t i o n . His i n t e l l e c t 
i s worked by his imagination so sw i f t l y that i t 
seems uncont ro l l ab le ; but in r e a l i t y he i s a per fect 
master of his v eh i c l e . It i s poss ib le fo r a poet to 
be too poet ica l fo r his t ime, fo r in a l l save the 
golden ages of l i t e r a t u r e , poetry i s a fo re ign 
language to four men out of f i v e and to nine c r i t i c s 
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out of ten. Learning does not endow a man with the 
power of knowing poetry when he sees i t . That is 
why so much modern c r i t i c i s m is preoccupied with the 
unpoetic elements of poetry--with i t s phi losophy, 
i t s mora l i t y , i t s message to the age, i t s anecdotes, 
and so f o r t h . Before poetry l i k e Mr Swinburne's 
d idac t i c c r i t i c i s m is dumb, searching in vain fo r 
the f a c i l e nove le t te , the easy p l a t i t u d e , the pious 
t ru ism. He i s a s inger and nothing but a s inger . . . . 

(674) 

I have quoted at length in order to make c l ea r the extent of the pra ise 

heaped on Swinburne and a lso to suggest through an actual contemporary 

text the terms and categor ies against which E l i o t ' s ea r l y c r i t i c i s m was 

de l i be r a t e l y and aggress ive ly aimed. 

Put back into the context of the l i t e r a r y h i s t o r i c a l moment in which 

i t appeared, The sacred wood (1920), rather than being a miscel laneous 

c o l l e c t i o n of essays from which a few profound l i t e r a r y apercues have 

survived into our t ime, can be seen in i t s proper guise as the l a rge l y 

successful demol i t ion of Swinburne's reputat ion as poet and c r i t i c . The 

book is a lso E l i o t ' s f i r s t important, systematic assaul t on romantic-

l i b e r a l ideas in l i t e r a t u r e and c r i t i c i s m . Although the book l i m i t s 

i t s e l f to l i t e r a t u r e and c r i t i c i s m , the la rger prey, the wider soc ia l 

and p o l i t i c a l t a rge t , is everywhere impl i ca ted . 

The centra l l i t e r a r y apo log is t of that wider concern with post-

Enlightenment cu l ture was of course Matthew Arnold rather than Swinburne 

and i t is therefore with Arnold that the Introduct ion to The sacred wood 

2 

begins. In his c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y obl ique way E l i o t takes the measure 

of Arnold as he f inds himself able "to make amends to a wr i te r whom one 

has vaguely depreciated fo r some yea r s . " 
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The f au l t s and f o ib l e s of Matthew Arnold are no less 
evident to me now than twelve years ago, a f t e r my 
f i r s t admiration fo r him. . . . And what makes 
Arnold seem a l l the more remarkable i s , that i f he 
were our exact contemporary, he would f i nd a l l his 
labour to perform again. (sw x i ) 

His ine f fec tua l stewardship of the cu l tu ra l inher i tance was to remain 

E l i o t ' s c r i t i c i s m of Arno ld ' s work a l l through his l i f e . Not only d id 

Arnold ignore the centra l p r ac t i c a l c r i t i c a l questions (the ques t ion , 

fo r example, of "why the author of Amos Barton i s a more serious wr i t e r 

than Dickens") but Arnold a lso misunderstood the wider issues of l i t e r 

ature and cu l ture that underlay such quest ions : 

In Culture and Anarchy, if) Literature and Dogma, 

Arnold was not occupied so much in es tab l i sh ing 
a c r i t i c i s m as in at tacking the u n c r i t i c a l . The 
d i f f e rence i s that while in const ruct ive work some
thing can be done, des t ruc t i ve work must incessant l y 
be repeated; and furthermore Arno ld , in his des t ruc 
t i o n , went fo r game outs ide of the l i t e r a r y preserve 
a l toge ther , much of i t p o l i t i c a l game untouched and 
unv io lab le by ideas . This a c t i v i t y of Arno ld ' s we 
regre t ; i t might, perhaps have been ca r r i ed on as 
e f f e c t i v e l y , i f not qui te so nea t l y , by some d i s c i p l e 
(had there been one) in an e d i t o r i a l pos i t i on . . . 

(sw xi i i ) 

Several points are worth taking not ice of here. F i r s t of a l l , the 

i m p l i c i t devaluat ion of Dickens in comparison with the "author of Amos 

Barton" stares dead in the face of that va luat ion of Dickens as the great 

and benef icent genius who through the course of a whole generation had 

held the minds of Engl ish-speaking fo l k spel lbound. The t a c t i c of using 

Dickens' proper name, as opposed to i den t i f y i ng George E l i o t by the t i t l e 

of one of her noveiie, d e f t l y and cu t t i ng l y makes the point that i t is 

the work of ar t i t s e l f rather than the c e l e b r i t y of i t s author that 
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counts. The sentences on "des t ruc t i ve work" that fo l low emerge d i r e c t l y 

from the submerged tension the references to Dickens and George E l i o t 

e s t ab l i sh with the mental environment in which 'Dickens ' is not simply 

the name of a well-known author, but the 'name' of a ce r ta in kind of 

se t t l ed complacency and d iminut ion. The ins i s tence on the work of 

c r i t i c a l dest ruct ion as an incessant a c t i v i t y s igna ls to a l e r t readers , 

those in f ac t of E l i o t ' s own generation and temper, the nature of the 

essays to fo l low. The r i d i c u l e of " p o l i t i c a l game" w i l l become program

matic in E l i o t ' s l i f e (see Notes 1948, 1972: 14-15n.) and emphasizes that 

i t is the th inker who mints the i n t e l l e c t u a l currency of his soc i e t y , 

which o thers , l i k e p o l i t i c i a n s , debase and devalue (Chase 1973: 145). 

But from th i s reference to " p o l i t i c a l game" i t would be a mistake to 

th ink , as many of E l i o t ' s fo rma l i s t commentators do, that he saw an 

unbridgeable gu l f between a separate l i t e r a r y realm and l i f e . C lea r l y 

in th i s paragraph E l i o t perceives some r e l a t i on of l i t e r a r y and c r i t i c a l 

prac t i ce to s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l p r a c t i c e s . His c r i t i q u e i s not that the two 

are divorced but that the "des t ruc t i ve work" needs to be ca r r i ed on at 

many l eve l s by d i f f e r e n t sorts of i n t e l l i g ence su i ted to the operat ional 

tasks of the appropriate l e v e l . A rno ld ' s i n t e l l i g ence should have been 

devoted to the master ranks of the hierarchy of p r a c t i c e s , instead of 

spending i t s e l f on minor prey. The remark about the ' d i s c i p l e ' is 

p a r t i c u l a r l y cu t t ing because i t not only dismisses a vast amount of 

Arno ld ' s work as mere journa l i sm, but dismisses journal ism i t s e l f as a 

ser ious form of l i t e r a r y a c t i v i t y . The remark a lso shines a sardonic 

l i g h t on Arno ld ' s tac t and his i n a b i l i t y to d i s t i ngu i sh c l e a r l y the tasks 

appropriate to the master i n t e l l i g ence and those f i t to be tossed to 
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minds of the second rank. Imp l i c i t in t h i s , of course, is the ranking 

of d i f f e r e n t orders of i n t e l l e c t u a l endeavour. Occupying an e d i t o r i a l 

pos i t ion on a mere newspaper, the parenthesis t e l l s us, requires a l esse r 

t a l en t than, say, " e s t ab l i sh ing a c r i t i c i s m , " or any of the other a c t i v 

i t i e s which are the proper business of a mind of the f i r s t order . The 

remark suggests as well the p o l i t i c a l necess i ty of having people of one's 
3 

own 'pa r ty ' occupying the c u l t u r a l l y centra l i n s t i t u t i o n s . 

The sacred wood, however, does not take d i r e c t aim at A rno ld ; 

Arno ld ' s i s the reputat ion on the hor izon ; the eye of th i s book f a l l s on 

shapes and colours c lose r to hand. Ra in ing, at the end of the Introduc

t i o n , ' a ser ies of swif t blows on "Mr Edmund Gosse, " E l i o t pu l l s the 

reader within s ight of the book's three p r inc ipa l t a rge t s : Swinburne, 

Swinburnianism, and the Swinburnians. Of them in general and of Gosse 

in p a r t i c u l a r E l i o t g ib ing l y asks , putt ing the quest ion so that the 

answer goes without say ing , " i s i t w h o l l y the f a u l t of the younger gen

e ra t ion that i t i s aware of no author i ty that i t must respect?" {sw xv ) , 

i n c l ud ing , one hardly needs to add, an " au thor i t y " l i k e Gosse himsel f . 

The prec ise sense in which we are to take the word "au thor i t y " i s made 

c l ea r some sentences on: "It i s part of the business of the c r i t i c to 

preserve t radi t ion—where a good t r a d i t i o n e x i s t s " (xv). The proposi-

t iona l confidence of th i s formulat ion back l i gh t s , momentarily, the 

hundred f a i l i n g s of Gosse's generat ion, as i t looks ahead to the sub

stance of the essays to fo l low . The form of the general statement should 

not obscure the polemical i n ten t . The delayed de f in ing q u a l i f i c a t i o n of 

the general statement concentrates the whole meaning of the sentence on 

the word "good , " serv ing not ice that the l i t e r a r y t r a d i t i o n as received 



167 

in 1920 from the hands of the o lder generation may not be a "good" one, 

and i f not, i t may not need preserva t ion . But the re-examination of the 

l i t e r a r y t r a d i t i o n is not simply a. question of re-reading the works of 

the past ; before they can be got at they have to be rescued from the 

Babylonian c a p t i v i t y into which the c r i t i c a l p rac t i ces of romantic t r a 

d i t i ons of reading have cast them (but c f . Lobb 1981).^ Tac t less in 

d i s c r im ina t i on , impaired in perception and judgement, d i f f u s e , naive in 

psychologica l understanding, the la te romantic view of l i t e r a t u r e takes 

i t on the chin in The sacred wood. E l i o t holds up fo r d i sp lay the 

catch-phrases and stock not ions , in shor t , the romantic texts about the 

nature of the aes thet i c object and the experiences i t provokes. He set 

out to demonstrate that these aes thet i c formulae have no roots in the 

deeper r a t i o n a l i t i e s and a r t i c u l a t i o n s of human exper ience, and thus, 

have no " a u t h o r i t y . " C lea r l y th i s is one reason why his major statements 

on poet ics have no theory of the Imagination to o f f e r , an absence that 
5 

has troubled many commentators. Indeed, the avoidance of such theory 

seems ax iomat ic , not that a theory of Imagination cou ldn ' t be formulated 

on acceptable p r i n c i p l e s , but in the moment of The sacred wood a loud 

s i l ence on the issue is t e l l i n g enough. 

In The sacred wood even a forget tab le formulat ion ("poetry i s the . 

most h igh ly organized form of i n t e l l e c t u a l a c t i v i t y " ) of a second-rate 

l i t e r a r y j o u r n a l i s t ("a d i s t ingu ished c r i t i c observed r e cen t l y , in a news-

paper a r t i c l e " ) i s savaged at length and with a vengeance (sw 1, 8-10). 

The formulat ion as such is not the object of the a t tack ; i t i s f l i c k e d 

o f f the shoulder by a deft s o c i o ! i n g u i s t i c ana lys is of i t s terms: 

" ' A c t i v i t y ' will wean for the t ra ined s c i e n t i s t . . . " (8, my emphasis). 
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E l i o t ' s aggressive i ron ies are reserved fo r the frame of mind from which 

the formulat ion der i ves . The texts in which that frame of mind is ac tu 

a l i z e d are scored by the mental re f l exes and commonplaces which insc r ibe 

the l i b e r a l ethos. E l i o t here i s attending to one of the central i n s c r i p 

t i o n s : the one that makes "the vast accumulations of knowledge—or at 

l eas t of informat ion—deposi ted by the nineteenth century" (9) a text 

fo r the triumphs of science and i t s inves t iga tory and ana l y t i c a l methods. 

For E l i o t th i s becomes the text of "an equal ly vast ignorance" (9). The 

prest ige of science in the l i b e r a l ethos is being used by the " inventor " 

(10) of the formulat ion as a s t i f f e n i n g agent in cooking his d e f i n i t i o n ; 

he borrows a l i t t l e of the s t i p u l a t i v e hardness of sc ience through the 

assoc ia t ions his choices of words, phrases, and propos i t iona l s t y l e 

car ry . Against th i s p r i v i l e g i n g of ' s c i ence ' in the l i b e r a l ethos E l i o t 

leans Mr Arthur Symons and the p r i v i l eges of romanticism. 

Symons represents the other c r i t i c a l tendency in th i s ethos: the 

" aes the t i c " or " i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c . " E l i o t ' s d ismissa l of th i s tendency 

in c r i t i c i s m i s , of course, famous.^ This sort of c r i t i c i s simply 

t r y ing to force a c reat ive impulse, which should f ind i t s ob ject ive 

co r r e l a t i v e in some c rea t i ve form of i t s own making, into a c r i t i c a l 

medium that is unsuited to carry the energies of c r e a t i o n , but eminently 

su i ted to perform i t s own appointed tasks of critical ana lys i s and judge

ment. Here again i s the d i s c r im ina t i ve clumsiness of the romantic frame 

of mind, b l u r r i ng the edges of adjacent , but c l e a r l y separated, domains. 

Unlike the ' s c i e n t i s t ' whose borrowing of the lus t re of sc ience i s an 

attempt to do by purely connotative legerdemain d i s c r im ina t i ve t r i c k s 

that his i n t e l l i g e n c e alone cannot propose, the ' imp res s i on i s t ' melts 



169 

down the d i s t i n c t i o n s into an emotion-soaked vacuousness spun out of 

rainbow f i l m and moonshot mist . 

The jux tapos i t i on of ' s c i e n t i s t ' and ' impress ion i s t ' i s of course 

s i g n i f i c a n t . E l i o t is c l e a r l y not in teres ted in explor ing these two 

pos i t ions in depth. For him both pos i t ions are known q u a n t i t i e s ; he has 

already encompassed them conceptua l ly . What he i s d i sp lay ing fo r us are 

not ser ious theore t i ca l a l t e r n a t i v e s , but the debased form of the c r i t 

i c a l p rac t i ces that make up the framework in which poet ics were thought 

in the nineteenth century. The sacred wood looks beyond th is impasse, 

to a c r i t i c i s m which does not trade in s c l e r o t i c precepts and ru les (11), 

but simply e luc idates so r i go rous l y that the reader can be t rusted to 

"form the correct judgement fo r h imsel f " (11, my emphasis). The ' c o r r e c t ' 

judgement cannot be formed by c r i t i c a l prac t i ces grown soft-headed through 

something E l i o t c a l l s " ve rba l i sm, " a condi t ion in which the fac t that 

"words have d e f i n i t e meanings" is taken fo r granted, "over looking the 

tendency of words to become i n d e f i n i t e emotions" (9). 

But t he i r corrupt ion has extended very f a r . Compare 
a mediaeval theologian or myst ic , compare a seven
teenth-century preacher, with any " l i b e r a l " sermon 
since Schleiermacher, and you w i l l observe that 
words have changed the i r meanings. What they have 
l o s t i s d e f i n i t e , and what they have gained i s 
i n d e f i n i t e . (9) 

In essay a f t e r essay, The sacred wood t racks notions and words that E l i o t 

judges ought to be brought down to ea r th , or at l eas t dragged b l ink ing 

into a l i g h t of his own s h i n i n g , so that no one w i l l e r r through igno

rance of the actual state of a f f a i r s that surrounds them. His t a rge t s , 

of course, are a l l the nineteenth-century commonplaces and cliche's about 
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l i t e r a t u r e and the l i t e r a r y t r a d i t i o n , saws deeply contaminated by roman

t i c i s m , the f i r s t spo i led c h i l d of the Enlightenment, or as E l i o t himself 

c a l l ed i t in 1923, the "Inner Voice of Whiggery" (SE 18). 

Nowhere i s that voice heard more c l e a r l y than in the achievements of 

minor but t yp i ca l characters l i k e George Wyndham, the "Romantic A r i s t o 

c ra t " (sw 24-32). This is a short essay that takes to pieces the l i b e r a l 

b e l i e f , der ived u l t imate ly from Renaissance not ions , in the e f f i c a c y of 

the well-rounded ind iv idua l applying common sense and tac t to the a f f a i r s 

of l i f e , the unabashed amateur whose existence supposedly unites many 

competencies: 

From these and other sentences we chart the mind 
of George Wyndham, and the key to i t s topography 
i s the f ac t that his l i t e r a t u r e and his p o l i t i c s 
and his country l i f e are one and the same th ing . 
They are not in separate compartments, they are 
one career . Together they made up his world: 
l i t e r a t u r e , p o l i t i c s , r i d i ng to hounds. In the 
real world these things have nothing to do with 
each other . But we cannot be l ieve that George 
Wyndham l i ved i n : t h e real wor ld. (26) 

What begins as something sounding l i k e pra ise swerves progress ive ly into 

the r i d i c u l e of the f i n a l p lac ing sentence. Of course the e f f e c t of 

E l i o t ' s i rony i s more pronounced in the accumulating tonal s t ructure of 

the whole Wyndham p iece . The absurdi ty of Wyndham's pretensions are 

foregrounded even more in the next paragraph when the B r i t i s h p o l i t i c i a n 

is b landly compared to Leonardo da V inc i (the women come and go t a l k i n g . . . ) 

--"his wr i t ings give a d i f f e r e n t e f f e c t from Leonardo's notebooks" (27). 

However, the shaping of "A Romantic A r i s t o c r a t , " the choice of p lac ing 

words and ep i t he t s , the sequencing of the sentences are a l l determined 
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by the context of s i t ua t i on of the essay and E l i o t ' s antagonism to the-

p r i v i l eged place the ' ta lented amateur' has in that context . The essay 

def la tes the text of the ' ta lented amateur' in that t e x t ' s own idioms 

and accents . Wyndham, i t i s asse r ted , has the mind and f ee l i ng of a man 

who could compass a va r ie ty of a c t i v i t i e s , a l l the way from "a conspicuous 

career as I r i sh secretary " (26) to being "very sharp in perce iv ing the 

neglected beauties of the second-rate" (29). 

E l i o t ' s f i r s t readers would have been more in touch than we are 

with the s p e c i f i c i ron ies and tone shaping the word "conspicuous" to 

descr ibe Wyndham's bungled a c t i v i t i e s as I r i sh secretary in Ba l four ' s 

admin is t ra t ion in 1904-1905. His i nd i s c re t i ons in the I r i sh Land 

Purchase po l i c y of the t ime, his i l l - f a t e d appointment of a Catho l i c 

Home Ruler as his permanent under-secretary, and his f i n a l res ignat ion 

in 1905 as a consequence of i nd i s c re t i ons committed by th i s cont rovers ia l 

subordinate give the word "conspicuous" and the ep i thet "very sharp" 

t he i r prec ise semantic force in the context (Shannon 1976: 367-368). 

The g i f t ed amateur i s not shown to be a graceful d i l e t t an t e in p o l i t i c s 

and l i t e r a t u r e , but the Edwardian gentleman dabbler , who, planted " f i r m l y 

in his awareness of cas te " (sw 32) , be l ieves simply that jus t being a 

member of the gentry permits him to carry competently the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 

fo r I r i sh a f f a i r s and permits him to speak with author i ty a "few words 

fo r Drayton" (30). The demol i t ion is d e f i n i t i v e , unanswerable. 

The only quest ion that t h i s "des t ruc t i ve work" leaves i s : why did 

E l i o t bother? Why, in his f i r s t major opportunity to begin the process 

of e s t ab l i sh ing an e f f i c a c i o u s body of c r i t i c a l p r i n c i p l e s did he bother 

to devote so many pages to such a s l i g h t and r i d i cu lous f igure? I think 
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there are two reasons. F i r s t l y , E l i o t wanted to demonstrate how the 

romantic " co r rup t ion " was not simply a misguided e c c e n t r i c i t y of a few 

marginal ized w r i t e r s , hurt ing no one but themselves, but had in f ac t 

penetrated to men l i k e Wyndham, penetrated the textures and t r a j e c to r i e s 

of ordinary l i f e . And i t was dangerous, keeping in mind Wyndham's 

p o l i t i c a l a f f i l i a t i o n s and substance, to have the managers of a f f a i r s 

not l i v i n g in "the real wor ld . " 

Secondly, Wyndham's soc ia l c e n t r a l i t y contrasts sharply with E l i o t ' s 

own marginal ized status as an i n t e l l e c t u a l without a f i rm c lass pos i t i on 

in England. The fac t that the Wyndham s i t ua t i on was assumed to be the 

normal state of a f f a i r s must have been g a l l i n g to a h ighly t ra ined 

i n t e l l e c t without a s o l i d place to stand, as ye t . As E l i o t moved more 

dec i s i v e l y towards the centres of soc i a l and p o l i t i c a l power in England 

a f t e r 1927 his sever i t y with men l i k e Wyndham softened. His sever i t y 

found other t a rge ts . But in 1920 E l i o t ' s own s o c i a l l y per ipheral 

pos i t i on accounts, I i b e l i e v e , fo r the particular grasp he has of Wyndham's 

s i gn i f i c ance and the conc lus ion i t provokes: "The Arts i n s i s t that a man 

sha l l dispose of a l l that he has, even of his fami ly t r e e , and fo l low 

ar t a lone. For they require that a man be not a member of a family or 

of a caste or of a party or of a c o t e r i e , but simply and s.olMy himsel f " 

(32). This very unEnglish d e c l a r a t i o n , i t s French inf luences peeping 

out from underneath i t s stern asse r t i veness , i s p a r t i c u l a r l y i n te res t ing 

in the l i g h t of E l i o t ' s own commitments and in that i t seems to suggest 

Wyndham, or anyone e lse from his c l a s s , could w i l l i n g l y "d ispose . . . 

of his fami ly t r ee " and " fo l low ar t a lone . " It is cu r i ous , then, that 

twelve years l a t e r in After strange Gods (1934), D. H. Lawrence, an 
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a r t i s t who d id s l i p away from fami ly and c lass to " fo l low ar t a lone , " 

i s f i rm ly cemented, by E l i o t , to his c l ass o r i g i n s . It seems freedom 

is a l a t e ra l arabesque. 

Lawrence, E l i o t seems to be say ing , cannot escape the cu l tu ra l 

determinations of his c l a s s , whereas Wyndham, should he so choose, can. 

The d i f f e rence here t e l l s us p r e c i s e l y from which soc ia l place E l i o t 

is speaking and i t a lso t e l l s us that one of the spec ia l s k i l l s of the 

c lass from which a Wyndham emerges i s the a b i l i t y to transcend the 

determinant s t ructures that frame the ordinary experience of that c l a s s , 

a s k i l l denied members of the c lass from which Lawrence comes. This is 

an inference that E l i o t himself w i l l develop and s o l i d i f y in his notion 

of a nat ional e l i t e l a t e r in his l i f e , an e l i t e which has access to the 

grounds of experience in the e laborated codes which def ine i t s spec ia l 

u n i v e r s a l i s t i c competence, an access denied the ' lower orders ' (Bantock 

1969: 64-68). 

But these are a n t i c i p a t i o n s ; The sacred wood is more c l e a r l y 

focussed on at tacking the verbal cu l ture of the l i b e r a l ethos. Though 

the book i s f i l l e d with the turbulence of i t s under ly ing polemical i n 

t e n t i o n , contending with many 'enemies ' , some named, some not , a kind of 

s t ruc tura l se ren i ty does f i n a l l y dome the work. The book has an overa l l 

connecting form, so that the thrusts at people, postures , and opinions are 

conta ined, or at l eas t put in perspec t i ve , by the c o n t r o l l i n g s t ruc tu re . 

. . . the essays taken together are planned to form 
a whole and give a statement of p r i n c i p l e s of gen
era l app l i ca t ion--a study of past poetry fo r the 
appraisement of the present. 

(from the dust jacket of the f i r s t e d i t i o n , 
quoted in Moody 1979: 52) 
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The t i t l e of the book, in f a c t , is the f i r s t h int of th i s l a rger per 

spec t i ve : i t der ives from F raze r ' s account of the pr iesthood at Nemi 

with which The Golden Bough opens. John Vickery was the f i r s t to catch 

s ight of the s t ruc tura l relevance of the reference to F razer : 

The pr ies t-k ing who guards the sacred grove ru led so 
long as he could defeat in r i t u a l combat anyone who 
chose to oppose him. (GB, I, 9) When we remember 
that the volume is sub t i t l ed "Essays in Poetry and 
C r i t i c i s m , " and when we regard the composition of 
the volume—beginning with "The Perfect C r i t i c " 
and ending with Dante, the perfect p o e t — i t seems 
c l ea r that i f poetry i s the sacred goddess, then 
c r i t i c i s m is her war r io r-pr ies t who defends her 
honor and s a n c t i t y , and whose funct ion i s to prevent 
i n f e r i o r poetry and c r i t i c i s m a l i ke from usurping 
unworthily the ro le of de i t y or p r i e s t and attendant. 

(1973: 234) 

The use of such a t i t l e from such a source, with i t s melodramatic 

solemnity and i t s r i d i cu lous pre tens ion , the very same qua l i t y in o the rs , 

George Wyndham, Professor Murray, e t c . , E l i o t happi ly exposes, could not 

but have amused E l i o t and his c i r c l e . For them the t i t l e and much of 

the inc identa l i rony in the book probably const i tu ted a c losed code, to 

the same degree that much of Strachey 's Eminent Victorians would have 

only been access ib le to those ' i n the know', or another book from the 

same soc ia l r eg ion , John Maynard Keynes's The Economic consequences of 

the Peace (1919), working the same i r on i c vein but with a smal ler ta lent 

than Strachey fo r s l a p s t i c k . Like Keynes's cont r ibu t ion to a generat ion 's 

complaints about t he i r fathers and grandfathers , E l i o t ' s sacred wood 

ca r r i e s a heavier charge of ser iousness than Strachey 's biographies 

a f te r the knowing smile has faded. E l i o t i s , a f t e r a l l , defending a 

t r a d i t i o n of poetry that he bel ieves has been l o s t s ight of and must be 
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found again i f poetry i s to hold i t s t r ad i t i ona l pre-eminence in the 

cu l ture of Europe. This seriousness f inds c l ea r and sure expression 

in a shor t , and to a l l appearances very s l i g h t , review essay in the 

middle of the volume. Of course, " T r ad i t i on and the Indiv idual Ta lent " 

expresses most f o r c e f u l l y and e x p l i c i t l y the kinds of poet ics which 

E l i o t wanted his contemporary readers to come to understand. But i t i s 

an essay that i s very well known and i t s sustained attack on the idea 

of persona l i t y as the source of poetry has become canonic (Mowbray 1972. 

and Lee 1979). The essay I want to examine instead i s "Eur ip ides and 

Professor Murray." 

If the whole content of the book i s bracketed, as John Vickery has 

no t i ced , by two modal i t ies of p e r f e c t i o n , in the intermediate contents 

we f i nd the d iverse issues of imperfect ion and none of these comes in 

for more rebuke than Professor G i l b e r t Murray, the imperfect t r a n s l a t o r : 

" . . . and that he [Murray] should s t re tch the Greek brev i t y to f i t the 

loose frame of Wi l l iam Mor r i s , and b lur the Greek l y r i c to the f l u i d 

haze of Swinburne; these are not f au l t s of i n f i n i t e s ima l ins igni f icance ' . ' 

(sw 74). The icy r i d i c u l e in the l a s t phrase narrows to E l i o t ' s famous 

d ismissa l a l i t t l e l a t e r in the essay: "Professor Murray has simply 

interposed between Eur ip ides and ourselves a ba r r i e r more impenetrable 

than the Greek language" (75). The ba r r i e r i s the verbal legacy of 

late V i c to r i an poet ic d i c t i o n . 

However, as a prelude to these p lac ing judgements, E l i o t expands 

the essay to take in a much wider context where we glimpse the real 

in ten t ion of the volume, namely, a concrete d iagnosis of the decay of 

the r e l a t i on between word and event, s ign and t h i ng , and of the s c l e r o t i c 
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states into which the rhe to r i c of l a te nineteenth-century l i t e r a t u r e had 

hardened. But E l i o t never bel ieved that these condi t ions were the resu l t 

simply of the l o ca l i z ed i n d i s p o s i t i o n of art a lone. The decay of a r t , 

f o r him, was the v i s i b l e s ign of a distemper in the whole cu l tu ra l organ

ism. This organism is composed of complex, interwoven, l aye red , i n fo ld ing 

networks of h i s t o r i c a l l y determined c r y s t a l l i z a t i o n s of meaning and the 

enabl ing condi t ions for the generation of new meaning. The complex 

environment that resu l t s encompasses and permeates, in depth, the s t r u c 

ture of r e l a t ionsh ips in the en t i r e soc i a l whole, a l l the way from the 

fundamental r e l a t i onsh ips of mater ia l production to the r i t u a l condensa

t ions in act ion of everyday l i f e and on to the re l a t ionsh ips that charac

t e r i ze s o c i e t y ' s meditat ions on i t s e l f through the s e l f - r e f l e x i v e a c t i v i t y 

of i t s subjects . Nothing ex i s t s that is not s i t ed or lodged or in t r a n s i t 

or in some s p e c i f i c region in the system as a whole. When E l i o t speaks 

of soc ie ty or cu l tu re as cons t i t u t i ng organic wholes or when he speaks of 

"the mind of Europe," he does not expect his readers to act as i f "the 

mind of Europe" were an und i f f e r en t i a t ed , vague ' s t a t e ' or a museum c o l 

l e c t i on of empedestalled momuments. The "European mind" (73) is not 

made up of th ings ; i t i s composed of meanings. 

This i s what makes sense of E l i o t ' s sudden movements of thought, 

connecting a key metonym, say a s p e c i f i c , technica l d i scuss ion of Pro

fessor Murray's t r ans l a t i on of Eu r ip ides , and a contiguous meditat ion 

on the cu l tu re of Europe as a whole. For E l i o t "the mind of Europe" i s 

already f u l l y a r t i cu l a t ed in de ta i l and his c r i t i ques of s p e c i f i c texts 

are a t r a c ing and re-t rac ing of the re levant sequences in the f u l l y a r 

t i c u l a t ed whole, l i k e fo l lowing the curve of a r i v e r fo r a few miles of 
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i t s course, in order to make s p e c i f i c judgements about the status of the 

whole. He sees in parts the temper of the whole; he sees in what to 

others appears to be simply a heap of broken s i g n i f i e r s the d i s t i ngu i sh ing 

marks of a f u l l y coherent s i g n i f i e d . Each pa r t i a l event or en t i t y i s 

l i k e a d is lodged piece of masonry from a vast bu i ld ing whose whole s ize 

and shape can be discerned from the i n t e rp re ta t i on of the nature of the 

fragments at hand. The acute awareness of these interconnect ions from 

part to whole and from part to part na tura l i zes fo r E l i o t the often sur 

p r i s i ng s h i f t s of a t tent ion from the pa r t i cu l a r to the general in his 

essays (see Lobb 1981: 113-115). So i t i s not su rp r i s i ng tha t , in a 

short essay d iscuss ing Edwardian t r ans l a t i ons from the Greek, E l i o t 
o 

s h i f t s to a general meditat ion on the "European mind" and, in keeping 

with the design of The sacred wood, formulates the e th i ca l centre of the 

book, at mid-point in i t s course, as a v i s i on of pe r f e c t i on ; 

But few persons r e a l i z e that the Greek language 
and the Lat in language, and, therefore, we say, 
the Engl ish language, are wi th in our l i f e t ime 
passing through a c r i t i c a l per iod . The C l ass i c s 
have, during the l a t t e r part of the nineteenth 
century and up to the present moment, l os t t he i r 
place as a p i l l a r of the soc ia l and p o l i t i c a l 
system—such as the Establ ished Church s t i l l i s . 
I f they are to su rv i ve , to j u s t i f y themselves as 
l i t e r a t u r e , as an element in the European mind, 
as the foundation f o r the l i t e r a t u r e we hope to 
c rea te , they are very badly in need of persons 
capable of expounding them. We need some one--
not a member of the Church of Rome, and perhaps 
pre ferab ly not a member of the Church of England--
to expla in how v i t a l a matter i t i s , i f A r i s t o t l e 
may be said to have been a moral p i l o t of Europe, 
whether we sha l l or sha l l not drop that p i l o t . 
And we need a number of educated poets who sha l l 
at l eas t have opinions about Greek drama, and 
whether i t i s or i s not of any use to us. And 
i t must be sa id that Professor G i l be r t Murray i s 
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not the man fo r t h i s . Greek poetry w i l l never 
have the s l i g h t e s t v i t a l i z i n g e f f e c t upon Engl ish 
poetry i f i t can only appear masquerading as a 
vulgar debasement of the eminently personal idiom 
of Swinburne. These are strong words to use against 
the most popular He l l en i s t of his t ime; but we must 
witness of Professor Murray ere we die that these 
things are not otherwise but thus. (73-74) 

Those are "strong words," and E l i o t , in u t te r ing them in "wi tness , " 

courts being accused of melodramatic pos tur ing , a p o s s i b i l i t y the begin

ning of the next paragraph acknowledges—but qu ick ly overcomes—by s h i f t 

ing p rec i se l y to the r i gh t note of e th i ca l ser iousness : "This is r e a l l y 

a point of cap i t a l importance . . ." (74). This concern fo r the whole of 

European c i v i l i z a t i o n gives The sacred wood i t s coherence and au thor i t y , 

saving i t u l t imate ly from being mere pamphleteering, admittedly of a high 

order , but pamphleteering nonetheless. Many other passages have been 

c i t ed by recent commentators to i l l u s t r a t e the pervasiveness of t h i s 

concern (see Dpnoghue 1977: 20-41). But what I would l i k e to p inpoint 

at t h i s time are the ways in which E l i o t communicates th i s concern w i th 

out necessar i l y resor t ing to d i r e c t statement, not even as ' d i r e c t ' as 

i rony . 

The semantics of j ux tapos i t i on are well known and much commented 

upon in E l i o t ' s poetry and in the poet ics of modernism genera l l y . Jux

t apos i t i on has t r a d i t i o n a l l y been treated as a technica l innovat ion , as 

a technique fo r the more accurate presentat ion of the real in poetry. 

The ra t iona le has gone th i s way: experience does not process along gram

matical pe rspec t i ves ; language enfolds experience in layers of syntax, 

whereas experience const i tu tes consciousness and f ee l i ng p a r a t a c t i c a l l y . 

Syntax, in shor t , has more to do with the nature of language than with 
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the nature of exper ience. Thus, the jux tapos i t i on of elements, normally 

aural and v isua l images, more accurate ly represents exeperience in 

language. E l i o t ' s i n te res t in Bradley 's phi losophy, as Hugh Kenner 

(1966: 35-59) and Richard Wollheim (1970: 169-193) have t r i e d to show, 

stemmed in part from the fac t that Bradley 's form of idea l ism seemed to 

provide a coherent and sound epistemology fo r an aesthet ics based on the 

view of human experience which the poet ics of j ux tapos i t i on assumes. 

The pul l of Ernest Feno l losa ' s i n t e rp re t a t i on of the Chinese wr i t ten 

character fo r Pound o r ig ina tes in the des i re to underpin with a sound 

theory the technique of j ux tapos i t i on without connect ives. Moreover, 

j ux tapos i t i on opened fo r poetry a s tochas t i c perspect ive tha t , aga in , 

seemed to capture more accurate ly the nature of exper ience, e spec i a l l y 

as i t is negotiated in the c i t y . This aspect of j u x t a p o s i t i o n , more 

f u l l y exp lo i ted by Dada, s h i f t s the idea of surpr i se or shock, as an 

e s s e n t i a l , perhaps the essent ia l qua l i t y of poetry (SE 254), to e x p e r i 

ence i t s e l f (Benjamin 1968: 165). Juxtapos i t ion a l s o , and from my point 

of view more important ly , o f fe red a way f o r the marginal ized poet , f o r 

the avant-garde w r i t e r , to avoid speaking late V i c to r i an forms of coher

ence and con t i nu i t y , the syntagms and paradigms contaminated by the 

Swinburnianism against which modernism def ined i t s e l f . Unt i l forms of 

cont inu i t y could be imagined untouched by the suave v o l u b i l i t y of 

Swinburne and Tennyson and t he i r thousand crooning d i s c i p l e s , then the 

technique of j ux tapos i t i on permitted an idiom in oppos i t i on . 

For Pound the technique eventual ly came to have an epistemologica l 

importance which def ined the p o s s i b i l i t i e s of a new sort of knowing, 

adjusted more s e n s i t i v e l y to the contours of concrete knowledge derived 
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from the peripium of d i scovery ; f o r E l i o t , however, j ux tapos i t i on se t t l ed 

qu i ck l y into a technique fo r the management of the tonal s t ructure of his 

poetry . He used i t p r i n c i p a l l y fo r a small number of poet ic tasks . It 

becomes a way of marking the space of parody in some contexts or a way of 

comparing, or holding up to s c ru t i n y , quotations or arch iva l d iscourses 

or a way of enhancing the m u l t i p l i c i t y of organizat ions which a reader 

experiences from l i ne to l i ne and sect ion to sect ion in a poem. It i s 

a lso a way of managing the play of ' v o i c e s ' , i n Four Quartets wi th in a 

'mus i ca l ' pos i t i ve s t ructure ( A l l d r i t t 1978). It i s a lso used, in "Ash 

Wednesday" fo r example, as a way of de fe r r ing i n d e f i n i t e l y the f i n a l 

a f f ec t i ve , contentment into which the poetry of r e l i g i ous experience a l l 

too often threatens wanly to subside. Although much has been wr i t ten on 

jux tapos i t i on as a technique in the poetry , as a working method in the 

c r i t i c i s m , however, i t has not been examined except , t a n g e n t i a l l y , in the 

microst ructura l terms of inc ident i rony . My aim here i s to look fo r a 

moment at the jux tapos i t i on of units of d iscourse in The sacred wood to 

e s t ab l i sh the centra l method E l i o t uses to create the p a r t i c u l a r over 

arching contexts that make s p e c i f i c sense of the cu l tu ra l and l i t e r a r y 

judgements that dot the book. 

The arrangement of the contents of The sacred wood has c l e a r l y been 

done with an eye to design and the semantic p o s s i b i l i t i e s of placement 

and jux tapos i t i on (cf . Lobb 1981: 137). When perceived from th i s per 

spec t i ve , the p lac ing of the two essays on Swinburne near the beginning 

and the end of the volume gives him a prominence that we might not suspect 

he has in E l i o t ' s mind i f we merely were to read the two short essays on 

him or i f E l i o t had combined the two into one longer treatment. Instead, 
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that poss ib le s ing le essay has been cut in two and the bulk of the 

contents of the volume interposed between them. Swinburne becomes a kind 

of bounding l i ne that ' con ta ins ' the material in between, a bounding l i ne 

that marks o f f a c r i t i c a l champs de Mars where E l i o t attempts to wrest 

the t r a d i t i o n from Swinburne and the Swinburnians, over the t e r r a in that 
9 

Swinburne, in his many studies of Tudor and Stuart w r i t e r s , had made his 

own. It was the views in these books and other c r i t i c a l wr i t ings that 

const i tu ted the dominant i n t e rp re ta t i ve community of the E l izabethan and 

Jacobean wr i ters in the years p r i o r to the F i r s t World War. By cu t t ing 

his Swinburne essay in two, E l i o t makes us aware, o b l i q u e l y , of the 

' p o s i t i o n ' of Swinburne in the mental map of Edwardian cu l tu re . The 

sacred wood is best read as a sometimes d i r e c t but most often obl ique 

dialogue with Swinburne. It is important to introduce Swinburne as a 

c r i t i c f i r s t because E l i o t saw i t was necessary to break Swinburne's 

i n te rp re ta t i ve grasp (and the grasp of his more i n f l u e n t i a l c r i t i c a l 

d i s c i p l e s , l i k e Arthur Symons) on the Engl ish t r a d i t i o n in poetry , l a n 

guage, and drama, a grasp that had shaped th i s material in a charac ter 

i s t i c a l l y romantic way fo r a wide audience. In f a c t , i t i s important to 

keep in mind that i t was not E l i o t , as some commentators have supposed, 

who f i r s t brought a t tent ion to long-neglected Tudor and Stuart poets and 

p laywr ights ; i t was Swinburne's generation that began the process of 

making the e a r l i e r poets ava i l ab le aga in . Symons, G r i e r son , Swinburne 

h imse l f , and others supervised the c r i t i c a l response to th i s body of 

' c l a s s i c a l ' work in the Engl ish t r a d i t i o n . " ^ For E l i o t , however, t he i r 

supe rv i s i on , valuable in that i t brought the material into currency aga in , 

had not been e n t i r e l y sa lu ta ry . 
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The attack on Gilbert Murray and his handling of another 'classic' 

text, as mentioned above, is specifically an attack on his Swinburnianism. 

And the adaptation of some lines from Swinburne's Ataianta by Eliot in 

the Murray essay to establish the sincerity of his attack--"but we must 

witness of Professor Murray ere we die that these things are not other

wise but thus . . . " (74) — is devastatingly ironic; especially so, 

because seventy-four pages later, Eliot delivers the unkindest cut of 

a l l . He blandly quotes the lines from which his adaptation is drawn, 

not as an authenticating sign, as above, but as an example of loosely 

choric poetry that unintentionally parodies the vigour and terse beauty 

of the chorus in Attic tragedy. Of the Swinburnian chorus, Eliot writes, 

that i t is "sententious," and has not "even the significance of common

place. " His example? 

At least we witness of thee ere we die 
That these things are not otherwise, but thus. . . . 

(148) 

A reader who remembers the earlier use of these lines cannot help but 

be amused at the sudden reversal of meaning and function in their re

occurrence. The semantic charge that leaps across seventy-four pages 

of intervening text is a remarkable exploitation—for the purposes of 

subversion—of the possibilites of juxtaposition, even when the elements 

are widely separated. 

There are many examples of this sort of incident play back and forth 

in the volume; all of i t takes specific forms in response to, and as an 

argument against, certain attitudes and idees fixes in the Edwardian 

reading public. The cult of Shakespearean idolatry was particularly 
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v i r u l en t in the years in which these essays were penned and one of the 

major funct ions of The sacred wood i s to locate Shakespeare the writer 

(not the Shakespeare of his u n c r i t i c a l devotees) in the context of the 

E l izabethan drama to which his achievement belongs and by which i t can 

be best understood and appreciated (Kenner 1974: 442-443). C l e a r l y , 

"Hamlet and his Problems" i s a d i r e c t chal lenge to the ido la to rs and, 

although i t i d e n t i f i e s a minor 'problem' of cons t ruc t i on , the point E l i o t 

makes in the essay only gains moment wi th in the s p e c i f i c polemical con

text which the essay f i r s t addressed. Many commentators have acknowl

edged th i s state of a f f a i r s and the essay i s now read as an important 

inc ident in the development of a t ex t-ana ly t i ca l modern c r i t i c i s m (Wellek 

and Warren 1949, 1973: 209). However, E l i o t d id not write one essay on 

Shakespeare; he wrote two. The second one immediately precedes the 

"Hamlet" text in the sequence of essays. This other essay on Shakespeare 

E l i o t c a l l ed "Notes on the Blank Verse of Chr istopher Marlowe." 

The 'negat ive ' subject--Shakespeare--of t h i s essay on 'Marlowe' 

emerges c l e a r l y in the l a s t sentence of the f i r s t paragraph when the 

ear l y Shakespeare i s sa id to have borrowed extens ive ly from Marlowe, a 

comment already treading on the toes of the i d o l a t o r s . But what must 

have ga l l ed the bard 's devotees was the f i n a l clause of the sentence, 

where E l i o t says of the borrowing that "Shakespeare e i the r made something 

i n f e r i o r or something d i f f e r e n t " of i t (86). E l i o t ' s re fusa l to mouth 

the received opinion that whatever Shakespeare borrowed he would have 

unerr ingly improved, would have made, in f a c t , something super io r , not 

jus t merely d i f f e r e n t , gives to the c los ing of the sentence an acerb i ty 

and sharpness that one can perhaps s t i l l fee l today when Shakespeare's 
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' p e r f e c t i o n ' remains a given in the common cu l tu re . And E l i o t ' s compar

isons of Marlowe and Shakespeare develop a de l i be r a t e , negat ive ly s t ruc 

tured a f f ron t to the i d o l a t o r s . The en t i re essay holds two edges of 

c r i t i c i s m in a f l u c tua t i ng r e l a t i o n s h i p : one, a b land, ana l y t i ca l d i s 

cuss ion , in the academic s t y l e , of two El izabethan dramat is ts , as i f 

they are of equal importance and repu ta t ion , a c r i t i q u e that seems 

wri t ten by an i n t e l l i g e n t v i s i t o r from Mars who does not know and thus 

cannot acknowledge the d i f fe rences in esteem between the two poets ; the 

other edge, a white provocative b i t ch iness by a man who knows only too 

well the scales in which reputat ions are weighed and wishes to d i scomf i t 

the uses to which Shakespeare i s put by pedant and f o o l : 

The "v ices of s t y l e " of Marlowe's and Shakespeare's 
age is a convenient name fo r a number of v i c e s , no 
one of which, perhaps, was shared by a l l of the 
w r i t e r s . It i s pe r t i nen t , at l e a s t , to remark that 
Marlowe's " r h e t o r i c " i s not , or not c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y , 
Shakespeare's r h e t o r i c ; that Marlowe's rhe to r i c con
s i s t s in a pret ty simple huffe-snuffe bombast, while 
Shakespeare's i s more exact ly a v ice of s t y l e , a 
tor tured perverse ingenuity of images which d i ss ipa tes 
instead of concentrat ing the imaginat ion, and which 
may be due in part to inf luences by which Marlowe was 
untouched. Next, we f i nd that Marlowe's v ice is one 
which he was gradual ly a t tenuat ing , and even, what is 
more miraculous, turning into a v i r t u e . And we f i nd 
that th i s bard of t o r r e n t i a l imagination recognized 
many of his best b i t s (and those of one or two o the r s ) , 
saved them, and reproduced them more than once, almost 
i nva r i ab l y improving them in the process. (sw 88) 

On the ears of E l i o t ' s readers more attuned to the conventional 

reading of the r e l a t i v e merits of Shakespeare and Marlowe, such a para 

graph of ' a n a l y s i s ' must have f a l l e n with the force of a personal i n s u l t . 

The suggestion that Shakespeare wrote ' r h e t o r i c ' , even i f in the passage 
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E l i o t does not gr ip i t in quotat ion marks, would have been eas ie r to 

bear, perhaps, had not E l i o t fol lowed that up with the judgement that 

Shakespeare's v ice i s "more exactly a v ice of s t y l e . " What the d i s t i n c 

t ion i s , exac t l y , between "a pret ty simple huffe-snuffe bombast" and 

"more exact ly a v ice of s t y l e " cannot r e a l l y be spec i f i ed without r e f 

erence to the context in which the d i s t i n c t i o n is a r t i c u l a t e d . The 

impl ied d i s t i n c t i o n i s one that asser ts Marlowe's essent ia l innocence 

(how ser ious a f t e r a l l i s a "huffe-snuffe bombast"?) and a more deeply 

rooted " v i c e " in Shakespeare, a v ice tha t , by contrast to Marlowe, seems 

less responsive to reform and co r r e c t i on . Injury i s added to i n s u l t in 

the next l i ne when Shakespeare i s accused of "a tor tured perverse inge

nu i t y " and contamination by " i n f l uences " which did not touch Marlowe. 

The f i n a l a f f ron t comes with the suggestion that Marlowe was "a t tenuat ing" 

his problems and turning them into virtues of s t y l e . In the l a t t e r part 

of the paragraph, Shakespeare is not mentioned at a l l as Marlowe's 

happier development is desc r ibed , leav ing the uneasy reader with the 

impression that no such happy ending is poss ib le in Shakespeare's case. 

That the usual commonplace phrase of popular Edwardian lore about 

Shakespeare--the "bard of the t o r r e n t i a l imagination"--should then be 

appl ied shamelessly to Marlowe seems l i t t l e more than out and out the f t 

by E l i o t . That the thef t i s one of the more resounding c l i ches about 

Shakespeare not only brings a smile to the 'knowing' reader but a lso 

helps us see the passage's double s t ruc ture—the two edges of c r i t i c i s m — 

which the paragraph t races . 

The things E l i o t refuses to say or acknowledge, as a de l ibera te 

negative s t r u c tu r e , opposed to his reading of the already f ixed network 
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of meanings which Shakespeare's name and reputat ion a c t i v a t e s , are as 

important in the tonal a r t i c u l a t i o n s of the "Marlowe" essay as the p o s i 

t i ve elements, the punc t i l i ous academic d iscourse which meets the c r i t e r i a 

fo r the elaborated code in which such performances are convent iona l ly 

spoken. But t h i s id iom, although cons t i t u t i ng the ' su r f ace ' of the essay, 

must be heard in i n v i s i b l e quotat ion marks; i t s semantic centre l i e s be

yond the pool of meaning which the uncontextual ized words themselves con

s t i t u t e . No s i n g l e , un i f i ed semantic s t ructure i s poss ib le wi th in the 

l im i t s of the essay as such; i t s meaning is everywhere decentered.** The 

essay 's meaning extends beyond the l i m i t s of i t s verbal s k i n , beyond the 

s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y of i t s symbolic r epresenta t ions , out into the field, and 

i t s i n te rac t ions with the re levant organized conf igura t ions of meanings 

(Ha l l iday 1978: 181). But th i s i n t e rac t i on is never neutral or b l ind or 

innocent. The pos i t i v e text ca r r i e s with i t s p e c i f i c a t t i tudes towards 

the arena and i t s conf igurat ions which the text en te rs ; i t c a r r i e s , a l s o , 

a sense of the ro le i t is p lay ing in the soc iosemiot ic f i e l d (Ha l l iday 

1978: 142-145). This sort of s t ruc tura l reading takes note of the t e x t ' s 

embedded r e s t r i c t e d code. Only those who share the context of ut terance, 

share the context ' s potent ia l fo r concrete semios is , can f u l l y understand 

the t e x t ' s whole form. The usual congru i t i es of p o s i t i v i s t c r i t i c i s m — 

the in terna l symmetries, ordered and resolved systems of equiva lences , 

patterns of recurrence and r e p e t i t i o n , the poet ic equiva lent of the 

Second Law of Thermodynamics—adequate as they are in mapping the d i s t r i 

butions of the pos i t i v e s t ructure of a t ex t , do not r eg i s t e r a t e x t ' s 

whole s t ructure as here proposed. This i s p a r t i c u l a r l y c l ea r in E l i o t ' s 

essays, simply because a c r i t i c a l reading of an essay does make some 
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e f f o r t to include argumentative s t ructure (necess i ta t ing an environment 

in which the 'argument' i s meant to do something) as a category of 

c r i t i c i s m . In the next chapter I w i l l t ry to extend th i s sense of form 

to The Waste Land, 

The Marlowe essay is i n t e n t i o n a l l y placed next to "Hamlet and his 

Problems" and E l i o t ' s purpose in th i s jux tapos i t i on should be qui te c l ea r 

from the perspect ive I have developed. E l i o t intends that Shakespeare be 

taken se r ious l y as a dramat is t , not by the avoidance of c lose c r i t i c i s m 

of his actual product ions , but by remembering, as Coler idge and Goethe 

could not , that a play l i ke Hamlet i s "a work of a r t , " not simply a 

f a s c i n a t i n g , complex character in whose stage existence the c r i t i c l i v e s 

" v i c a r i o u s l y " his "own a r t i s t i c r e a l i z a t i o n " {sw 95). The argument of 

t h i s essay needs no lengthy desc r ip t i on since i t has become canonic and 

i t i s perhaps very easy to see in i t s semantic s t ructure i t s a c t i v i t y in 

the environment i t f i r s t addressed, an environment which i s c r y s t a l l i z e d 

in the t e x t ' s negative s t ructure by a pos i t i v e judgement: "We must simply 

admit that here Shakespeare tack led a problem which proved too much fo r 

him" ( 1 0 2 ) . 1 2 

Of course, the s t ruc tura l anomalies of the p lay , as perceived by 

E l i o t , i f they are there at a l l , need not be character ized in th i s way. 

E l i o t ' s choice of th i s p lac ing judgement, put into these words, c a r r i e s 

towards the context of ut terance, ca. 1919, an in te res t ing and character 

i s t i c tone. F i r s t l y , the essay ' s ana l y t i ca l procedure impl ies that E l i o t 

has come upon the s t ruc tura l problem in the play without any u l t e r i o r 

motive, simply through an ana lys is of the t e x t ' s in terna l o rgan iza t ion . 

Later th i s t a c t i c a l procedure would be ra ised by Anglo-American formalism 
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to the level of a p r i n c i p l e of aes thet i cs (Seldes 1922: 614-615). 

Secondly, E l i o t ' s choice of words and phrases impl ies no s c i e n t i f i c 

o b j e c t i v i t y , but a p a r t i c u l a r a t t i tude towards the p a r t i c u l a r d i spos i t i on 

on the issue of Shakespeare of a pa r t i cu l a r reading p u b l i c , a pub l i c 

whose veneration of Shakespeare the essay quite c l e a r l y attempts to 

13 

shake. And t h i r d l y , the a i r of ob ject ive ana lys is seems to absolve 

the c r i t i c of r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r the judgements that fo l low even though 

how he puts these judgements, his se izure of every opportunity to under

mine his contemporaries' worship of the ' b a r d ' , u l t imate ly withdraws the 

abso lu t ion . Also the c los ing .suggestion of the determinant in f luence of 

Montaigne's Apoiogie de Raimond sebond whets the reader ' s c u r i o s i t y as 

i t cha l l eng ing ly subordinates , in matters of f e e l i ng and thought, the 

Englishman to the Frenchman. That subordinat ion is p a r t i c u l a r l y g a l l i n g 

in a moment of Engl ish h i s to ry when Engl ish national pr ide i s sore i n 

the period a f t e r the F i r s t World War. From th i s perspec t i ve , E l i o t ' s 

"Shakespeare" is not r e a l l y the Renaissance Shakespeare but one more 

'eminent V i c t o r i a n ' in need of appropriate d e f l a t i o n . 

That E l i o t understood p rec i se l y the c lose and i n t r i c a t e r e l a t ions 

between a work of ar t and i t s environment and, moreover, that he not only 

understood but himself used, c r i t i c a l l y , the idea of negative s t ructure 

is made e x p l i c i t in the essay on Ben Jonson which fol lows "Hamlet." 

Contrast ing the methods of presentat ion of character by Jonson and 

Shakespeare with F lauber t , E l i o t wr i tes : 

The characters of Jonson, of Shakespeare, perhaps 
of a l l the greatest drama, are drawn in pos i t i ve 
and simple o u t l i n e s . They may be f i l l e d i n , and 
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by Shakespeare they are f i l l e d i n , by much de ta i l 
or many s h i f t i n g aspects ; but a c l ea r and sharp 
and simple form remains through these—though 
i t would be hard to say in what the c l a r i t y and 
sharpness and s i m p l i c i t y of Hamlet c o n s i s t s . But 
Fre'de'ric Moreau [Education Sentimentale~\ i s not 
made in that way. He i s constructed par t l y by 
negative d e f i n i t i o n , b u i l t up by a great number 
of observat ions . We cannot i so l a t e him from the 
environment in which we f i nd him; i t may be an 
environment which is or can be much u n i v e r s a l i z e d ; 
nevertheless i t , and the f igure in i t , cons is t of 
very many observed p a r t i c u l a r f a c t s , the actual 
wor ld. Without th i s world the f igure d i s s o l v e s . 

{sw 111) 

Or we might re-cast th i s formulat ion to say that as we sense a character 

change, his ac t i ve r e l a t i onsh ip to the whole, actual world he inhabi ts 

a lso changes. Recent ly , in a review''of Raymond Wi l l iams ' ' cu l tu ra l l ex 

i con ' Keywords (1976), the Cambridge p o l i t i c a l s c i e n t i s t Quentin Skinner 

made the same general point in terms of the d e f i n i t i o n s and uses of words, 

words 1i ke 1 a r t ' : 

So an argument over the app l i c a t i on of the term ' a r t ' 
i s p o t e n t i a l l y nothing less than an argument over two 
r i v a l (though not of course incommensurable) ways of 
approaching and d i v id ing up a large t r a c t of our c u l 
tura l exper ience. Wil l iams appears in short to have 
overlooked the s t rongly h o l i s t i c impl i ca t ions of the 
fac t tha t , when a word changes i t s meaning, i t a lso 
changes i t s r e l a t i onsh ip to an en t i re vocabulary. 
What th i s t e l l s us about such changes i s that we must 
be prepared to focus not on the ' i n t e rna l s t ruc tu re ' 
of p a r t i c u l a r words, but rather on t h e i r ro le in 
upholding complete soc i a l ph i losoph ies . (1978: 213) 

In a nutshe l l th i s is the p r i n c i p l e that The sacred wood labours 

to demonstrate, although the book does so in more widely h i s t o r i c a l and 

cu l tu ra l terms, an in tent ion that doesn ' t emerge f u l l y un t i l the l a s t two 

essays (c f . Sharrock 1977: 171). But the book's centra l p r i n c i p l e must 
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contend with an already f u l l y a r t i cu l a t ed l i t e r a r y and soc ia l context 

dominated by Swinburne's grasp of the Engl ish t r a d i t i o n . While John 

Vickery is r igh t in po int ing to the combatative s i gn i f i c ance of the t i t l e 

of the book (1973: 234), he has misread who E l i o t intended the defender 

of the 'sacred grove 1 to be and who the a t tacker : E l i o t does not see 

himself as the defender of the goddess of poetry , i f she i s to be 

Swinburne's consor t ; on the cont ra ry , E l i o t presents himself as the 

d is lodger of the o ld p r i e s t of Nemi. Swinburne i s , in f a c t , d is lodged 

by E l i o t ' s a ssau l t . E l i o t , thus, becomes the usurper. The c i r c l e which 

the two Swinburne essays complete i s i t s e l f contained by one of greater 

c i rcumference, fo r what the s t ruggle with in the Swinburnian c i r c l e 

represents i s the de ta i l ed demol i t ion of that way of th ink ing about and 

p rac t i c i ng poetry. Beyond that inner c i r c l e l i e s the wider c i r c l e of 

' p e r f e c t i o n ' occupied by A r i s t o t l e ("a man of . . . universa l i n t e l l i 

gence") and Dante. 

The f i n a l two essays, on Blake and Dante, very c l e a r l y under l ine 

the point E l i o t makes about Swinburne's ' w o r l d 1 . These two essays con

t r a s t the preceding one on Swinburne. The contrast can be most c l e a r l y 

def ined by a t tent ion to the d i f f e rences in the 'wor lds ' which the poetry 

of these poets p ro jec ts . Swinburne's is a world in which "the object 

has ceased to e x i s t , " a world ha l l u c i na t ed , sustained by a " language, 

uprooted, that has adapted i t s e l f to an independent l i f e of atmospheric 

nourishment" (149). Blake and Dante are set f i rm ly against th i s p rac t i ce 

and the theore t i ca l and c r i t i c a l consequences and a t t i tudes which r esu l t 

from i t . Blake i s pu l led free of the Swinburnian fin de siecie view of 

him, which would have him "a n a i f , a wi ld man, a wi ld pet fo r the super-
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c u l t i v a t e d " ; E l i o t does him instead as a remarkable and wholly o r i g i n a l , 

but f lawed, a r t i s t , whose l im i t a t i ons can only be glimpsed when his 

achievement i s juxtaposed to the work of a true ph i losoph ica l poet. 

Dante, too , is brought out from under his pre-Raphaelite c e l e b r i t y , . a n 

image, or v e r s i on , of Dante that t e l l s us more about the s t ructure of 

thought and f ee l i ng in a mid-Victor ian bohemia than i t does anything 

about Dante and his work. The oppos i t ion E l i o t asserts in juxtaposing 

Swinburne and the two culminat ing f igures turns on the contrast between 

an e n t i r e l y c l o sed , s e l f - r e f e r e n t i a l poetry , which has no productive 

connection with f r u i t f u l h i s t o r i c a l and i n t e l l e c t u a l contexts , and the 

poetry of Dante, which is nour ished, as Car l y l e s a i d , by the voice of 

"ten s i l e n t centur ies " and helps shape, not only s p e c i f i c l i t e r a r y 

p r a c t i c e s , but h i s t o r i c a l l y centra l t r ad i t i ons of thought and f e e l i ng 

t i e d to a conta in ing and enabl ing ph i losoph ica l and cu l tu ra l framework. 

"Dante appears great to u s , " Goethe remarked to Eckermann, "but he had 

a . cu l tu re of centur ies behind him" (October 20, 1828, quoted in Curt ius 

1948, 1973: 378). 

Yet , while prov id ing th i s contrast to Swinburne, the two l a s t essays 

themselves cont ras t . Blake and Dante are themselves compared from the 

point of view of the t o t a l i t i e s which the i r works form, both as l i t e r a r y 

wholes and as whole v i s ions of the human and natural worlds they i nhab i t . 

In t h i s , Dante i s seen to be the super ior a r t i s t . His s u p e r i o r i t y , as 

expressed in these two essays, and the culminat ing contrast they form, 

def ines more c l e a r l y than anywhere e lse the ru l i ng idea of E l i o t ' s c r i t 

i c i sm. Nowhere again i s th i s axiom put with more f o r c e , a force E l i o t 

creates through designing the whole of The sacred wood in such a way as 
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to place th i s p r i n c i p l e in the most e f f e c t i v e l y rhe to r i ca l pos i t ion in 

the volume, outs ide the reach of Swinburne's inf luence and at the point 

where the whole s t ructure of The sacred wood i s d e c i s i v e l y c l o sed , while 

s imultaneously asser t ing a new opening, the p o s s i b i l i t i e s of a dec i s i ve 

re-evaluat ion of the " t r a d i t i o n , " i t s true course now unearthed a f t e r a 

century of romantic obfuscat ion and i r re l evance . This p r i n c i p l e , as the 

wider bounding l i ne completes the metaphor, is implied in the t i t l e from 

Frazer . E l i o t asserts his own occupation of the 'sacred g rove ' . The 

Swinburnian universe i s squeezed into a ba l l by E l i o t ' s s t r a teg i c en-

compassment. But what exact l y i s the p r i n c i p l e by which the encompass-

ment i s e f fec ted? It can be most c l e a r l y seen by constat ing two short 

quotat ions from the two e s s a y s — f i r s t from "B lake" : 

Blake was endowed with a capac i ty fo r considerable 
understanding of human nature, with a remarkable and 
o r i g i na l sense of language and the music of language, 
and a g i f t of ha l luc ina ted v i s i o n . Had these been 
con t ro l l ed by a respect fo r impersonal reason, fo r 
common sense, fo r the o b j e c t i v i t y of sc i ence , i t would 
have been better fo r him. What his genius r equ i r ed , 
and what i t sadly l acked , was a framework of accepted 
and t r ad i t i ona l ideas which would have prevented him 
from indulging in a philosophy of his own, and concen
t ra ted his a t tent ion upon the problems of the poet. . . . 
The concentrat ion r e su l t i ng from a framework of myth
ology and theology and philosophy i s one of the reasons 
why Dante i s a c l a s s i c and Blake only a poet of genius. 
The f au l t i s perhaps not with Blake h imse l f , but with 
the environment which f a i l e d to provide what such a 
poet needed; perhaps the circumstances compelled him 
to f a b r i c a t e , perhaps the poet required the phi losopher 
and mythologis t ; although the conscious Blake may have 
been quite unconscious of the motives. (sw 157-158) 

Without what E l i o t c a l l s the "framework of mythology and theology 

and phi losophy" B lake 's work const i tu tes an i d i o s ync r a t i c psychograp.hycdf 
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the forms and contents of ind iv idua l consc iousness, e s s e n t i a l l y s im i l a r 

to Wordsworth's less elaborated mapping of the developing consciousness, 

through the progressive displacement of the o ld rhe to r i ca l cu l t u r e , and, 

thus, an accession in two d i r e c t i o n s , in towards the s t ructure of the mind 

and out towards nature, the boundary between them los ing i t s Cartes ian 

s u f f i c i e n c y in the process. E l i o t in te rpre ts B lake 's narrat ives as the 

t ex tua l i za t i ons of the ' f an t a s i a of the unconscious' through a personal 

cosmology with no cu l tu ra l e f f i c a c y , that i s , a cosmology without an 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l presence, in other words, a h a l l u c i n a t i o n . 

Dante, on the other hand, d id not labour under B lake 's l i m i t a t i o n s , 

l i m i t a t i o n s , I might add, which E l i o t saw as environmental ; the Divina 

commedia i s s i tuated in a t r a d i t i o n of ph i losophica l poetry that has i t s 

genesis in Parmenides and Empedocles (160; McLuhan 1976: v i i i - i x ) , c u l 

minat ing, in the ancient world at l e a s t , in De Rerum Natura. Had E l i o t 

had the opportunity to read E r i c A. Havelock's studies of Homeric and 

pre-Socrat ic l i t e r a t u r e , Preface to Plato (1964) and The Greek Concept 

of justice (1978), he would have been g r a t i f i e d to see his apperception 

of the broadly ph i losophica l and encyclopaedic character of ear ly Greek 

philosophy and epic argued conv inc ing ly by the Yale scho la r . He would 

have seen, as a consequence, an even c lose r intimacy between the ear l y 

Greek metr ica l ph i losophers , the epic poets , Luc re t i us , and, f i n a l l y , 

Dante. For E l i o t , however, Dante's achievement in the commedia f a r 

exceeded any s ing le poet in the t r a d i t i o n in which E l i o t places him. 

And E l i o t i d e n t i f i e s th i s supe r i o r i t y in terms which i n t e n t i o n a l l y fo l low 

from, and contrast point by po in t , his remarks on B lake 's f a u l t s . With 

Lucret ius as his port of departure, E l i o t a sse r t s : 
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The phi losophy which Lucret ius tackled was not 
r i ch enough in va r ie ty of f e e l i n g , appl ied i t s e l f 
to l i f e too uni formly , to supply the material fo r 
a wholly successful poem. . . . (162) 

Dante had the benef i t of a mythology and a theology 
which had undergone a more complete absorption into 
l i f e than those of Luc re t ius . (163) 

The idea of a "phi losophy" which both poets tack le soon gives way to the 

no t ion , as in Blake, of a "framework" and i t s coherence: 

But we must def ine the framework of Dante's poem 
from the r esu l t as well as from the i n t en t i on . The 
poem has not only a framework, but a form; and even 
i f the framework be a l l e g o r i c a l , the form may be 
something e l s e . The examination of an episode in 
the comedy ought to show that not merely the a l l e 
gor i ca l i n te rp re ta t i on or the d idac t i c i n t en t i on , 
but the emotional s i gn i f i c ance i t s e l f , cannot be 
i so l a ted from the rest of the poem. (165) 

E l i o t i s arguing here fo r a view of the to ta l i n t e g r i t y of the work of 

a r t , an i n t e g r i t y won through, and permeated by, a un i f i ed soc io-cu l tu ra l 

environment which const i tu tes a network of meanings that the work a c t u a l 

izes in every d e t a i l . He i s not simply argu ing, as formalism has heard 

him say ing , fo r the i n t e g r i t y of a work of art independent of i t s enabl ing 

contexts . Instead, he i s l i nk ing the o rder l iness of a work of a r t to the 

appropriate common i n t u i t i v e l i f e : "We are not here studying the p h i l o s 

ophy, we see i t , as part of the ordered world" ( 1 7 0 ) . 1 4 It fo l lows then 

that the aim of the poet i s "to state a v i s i o n " of l i f e , "and no v i s i on 

of l i f e can be complete which does not inc lude the a r t i c u l a t e formula

t ions of l i f e which human minds make" (170). 
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It is one of the greatest merits of Dante's poem 
that the v i s i on is so nearly complete; i t i s 
evidence of th i s greatness that the s i gn i f i c ance 
of any s ing le passage, of any of the passages 
that are se lected as "poe t r y , " is incomplete 
unless we ourselves apprehend the whole. (170) 

Here then is what the c i r c l e of per fec t ion cons is ts i n : completeness 

of v i s i o n , a completeness that expresses the o rder l iness of the ind iv idua l 

mind as a moment in the evo lut ion of "the ordered wor ld . " And that means 

that the ind iv idua l mind must have absorbed the standards of i n t e l l i g i 

b i l i t y es tab l i shed in a p a r t i c u l a r cu l ture by which i t insc r ibes i t s 

exper iences, inc lud ing the experience of inner processes (Maclntyre 1964: 

126). From th i s perspect ive now we can see how the Blake essay func t ions : 

B lake, rescued from the grasp of the Swinburnians, among whom he was seen 

i n e f f e c t u a l l y and inappropr ia te ly as a cu l ture-hero , the true romantic 

a r t i s t endowed with a l i m i t l e s s capac i ty fo r inward experience from which 

an Imaginative phantasmagoria poured l i t t e r i n g art with a r i ch harvest of 

unique, personal images, takes the penultimate pos i t i on of The sacred 

wood as a way of int roducing negat ive ly the out l ine of the pos i t i ve 

argument which E l i o t makes in "Dante." Against the romantic-1iberal 

idea he pos i ts an idea of greater h i s t o r i c a l substance and weight, not 

the cookbook psychography of the ' n a t u r a l ' man. 

But E l i o t does not f i n i s h here. At the end he r e c a l l s the reader 

to the contemporary s i t ua t i on in poetry , culminat ing in a skein of r e f 

erences that run through the volume's en t i re course. The qua l i t y of 

Dante's achievement, he avers , is something to which the modern poet 

can s t i l l a s p i r e , a sp i r e , in shor t , to a poetry of cu l tu ra l and h i s t o r 

i ca l relevance and amplitude: 
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When most of our modern poets conf ine themselves 
to what they had perce ived , they produce fo r us , 
u sua l l y , only odds and ends of s t i l l l i f e and 
stage p rope r t i e s ; but that does not imply so much 
that the method of Dante i s obso le te , as that our 
v i s i on i s perhaps comparatively r e s t r i c t e d . 

(171) 

The waste Land, and l a t e r Four Quartets, attempt to approach the 

15 

ideal of completeness of v i s i on which E l i o t ascr ibed to Dante. Each 

is an attempt to t o t a l i z e and s i tua te the soc ia l world in the face of a 

l i b e r a l i n te rp re ta t i on of the r e a l , and l a t e r , in the 1930s and 1940s, 

the claims of h i s t o r i c a l mater ia l i sm, a f t e r the l i b e r a l dragon had been 

s l a i n . In The waste Land, however, the ideal of completeness seems 

e n t i r e l y contradic ted by i t s fragmentary form, i t s technique of j ux t a 

pos i t i on without connect ives . This cont rad i c t ion has troubled most of 

the c r i t i c i s m of the poem*^ and, in f a c t , no convincing account of the 

poem's form has yet been advanced. The poem does e f f e c t a t o t a l i z a t i o n 

of sorts and although i t i s , in a fo rma l i s t sense, a formal f a i l u r e 

(Rajan 1976: 29-30), the poem does cohere but only with in the kind of 

c r i t i c a l framework I have descr ibed . Its unity has l i t t l e to do with 

those skeins of r e f e rences—anth ropo log i ca l , mytho log ica l , A r thu r i an— 

that are usua l ly advanced as the l o c i of the poem's interna l connectedness. 

The poem's ' un i t y ' cons is ts of the coherence of the soc ia l p rac t i ce i t 

embodies as part of the ideo log i ca l problematic that provides the poem 

with i t s s p e c i f i c t o t a l i z i n g v i s i o n . If the poem can be sa id to have a 

' un i t y ' (a term deeply contaminated by the work i t does in fo rma l i s t 

c r i t i c a l p r a c t i c e ) , i t i s a unity that comes into view with the poem's 

immediate soc io-cu l tu ra l environment, an environment in which the 
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materia l of the poem and the poss ib le forms and sequences ava i l ab le have 

already been v a l o r i z e d , sorted out , and normalized by use. The method of 

j ux tapos i t i on which seems to fragment the surface of the poem becomes, in 

E l i o t ' s working of i t , a way of br ing ing into view, making us hear, a 

t o t a l i z a t i o n of the soc ia l process from a pa r t i cu l a r coherent vantage in 

that soc ia l whole without having to make i t e x p l i c i t . E l i o t understood 

that the audience of his work, whether they knew i t or not , or wanted to 

admit i t or not , shared that place with him in the soc ia l h ierarchy. The 

"ordered world" provides a vocabulary and log i c that makes sense of j ux t a 

posed elements; i t provides a meaning-full context in which no elements 

are semant ica l ly empty or a d r i f t . The point was to b las t away the th in 

layer of l ibera l- romant ic ' c l a p t r a p ' that had tex tua l i zed the centra l 

human exper iences--love, death, b e l i e f , power--for a century. The su r 

face s t ructure of the poem i s a d i r e c t attack on the norms and standards 

of i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y of a p a r t i c u l a r soc ia l c lass--the haute bourgeoisie--

deeply penetrated by the of fending ideas ; the d i s c o n t i n u i t i e s of the 

surface funct ion as a kind of s t r a t e g i c , d iscourse- leve l ungrammatical i ty, 

in the name of o l de r , deeper, more ' au thent i c ' t ex tua l i za t i ons of funda

mental human experience. This deeper leve l E l i o t understood at f i r s t as 

the generat ive province of mythology; l a t e r i t would be the i n s t i t u t i o n a l 

substance of C h r i s t i a n i t y . The sacred wood was part of the same p ro j ec t , 

a t tack ing the very same ' c l a p t r a p 1 , but in th i s case with the aim of 

breaking i t s g r i p , not over experience as such, but over ' r ead ing ' and 

the i n t e rp re ta t i on of the verbal monuments of the past . It proceeded in 

the name of two kinds of ' p e r f e c t i o n 1 , one c r i t i c a l , the other c r ea t i v e ; 

t he i r ' p e r f e c t i o n ' cons is ted in the ' p e r f e c t ' consonance of three th ings : 
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(a) a keen ind iv idua l i n t e l l i g ence ( "A r i s t o t l e . . . in his short and 

broken t r ea t i s e . . . provides an eternal example . . . of i n t e l l i g ence 

i t s e l f sw i f t l y operat ing the ana lys is of sensation to the point of 

p r i n c i p l e and d e f i n i t i o n " [sw 11] ) ; (b) a f i n e l y t ex tua l i zed (textured) 

cu l ture ("There i s a book to be wr i t ten on the commonplaces of any great 

dramatic pe r iod , the handling of Fate or Death, the recurrence of mood, 

tone, s i t u a t i o n . We should see then jus t how little each poet had to 

do . . . . The great ages d id not perhaps produce much more ta len t than 

ours ; but less ta lent was wasted" [64] ) ; and (c) a ' d e f i n i t e ' language 

("The poet does not aim to exc i te . . . but to set something down" [170]). 

Wittgenstein commented in his "Notes on L o g i c , " September 1913, that 

"D i s t rus t of grammar i s the r equ i s i t e fo r ph i l osoph iz ing " (1961: 93). 

Oddly enough, Bertrand Russel l brought these "notes" to Harvard with him 

in May 1914 and gave a copy to Harry T. Cos te l l o (Wittgenstein 1961: 93) , 

one of the members of Josiah Royce's seminar that sp r ing . E l i o t a lso 

attended. There i s no way of knowing whether E l i o t ever looked at these 

notes by the young Viennese mathematician then working out the ideas that 

would produce his Tractatus, a work that did in fac t "set something down." 

But whether he did or not , Wi t tgenste in 's comment i s a useful t e x t , be

cause i t t e l l s us p rec i se l y that one cannot think in a vacuum, but only 

in a framework or s t ructure that i s , or at l eas t seems, p r i o r to thought, 

and that thought begins when the frame i t s e l f comes into view. E l i o t ' s 

th ink ing about l i t e r a t u r e and c r i t i c i s m in his ear ly essays comes into 

being when the l ibera l- romant i c framework is s ighted as the horizon of 

contemporary c r i t i c a l p r a c t i c e s . The sacred wood i s the text of his 

d i s t r u s t of the grammar of c r i t i c i s m as he found i t in his day. Perhaps 
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in that d i a l e c t i c a l s i t ua t i on we can see more c l e a r l y what 'meaning' 

means and the sense in which I use that word in th i s study. 

J . R. F i r t h c r i t i c i s e s "some scho la r s " who when deal ing with 

meaning "have supposed s ing le words l i s t e d in a d i c t i ona ry and s ing le 

sentences each bounded by f u l l stops could be sa fe ly examined as to 

t he i r meaning in complete abs t rac t ion from s p e c i f i c environment[s ] . " 

Logic ians continue to t r ea t words and sentences as 
i f they somehow could have meanings in and by them
se l ves . Some l i n g u i s t s fo l low th i s centur ies-o ld 
method of l i n g u i s t i c ana lys is merely because of the 
weight of ph i losoph ica l and logico-grammatical 
t r a d i t i o n . ( F i r th 1968: 12) 

Against t h i s ' i n t r i n s i c ' view of meaning, which corresponds in c r i t i c i s m 

to an Anglo-American formalism based on the rad ica l autonomy of the 

l i t e r a r y text and the i n t r i n s i c a l i t y of i t s meaning, F i r t h posi ted an 

opposing view that presents a much more complex p ic ture of meaning than 

the t i dy formalism some l i n g u i s t s , l o g i c i a n s , and l i t e r a r y c r i t i c s can 

en te r t a in . 

The meaning of any p a r t i c u l a r instance of every
day speech i s in t imate ly in ter locked not only with 
an environment of p a r t i c u l a r s ights and sounds, but 
deeply embedded in the l i v i n g processes of persons 
maintaining themselves in soc i e t y . 'Spoken language 
i s immersed in the immediacy of soc ia l in te rcourse ' 
[A. N. Whitehead], and 'voice-produced sound i s a 
natural symbol fo r the deep experiences of organic 
e x i s t e n c e . ' The sounds of speech are ex intimis. 
They are not merely molecular disturbances of the 
a i r . It i s not the acoust ic disturbances which 
matter, but the disturbances in the bodies of speakers 
and l i s t e n e r s . The dominating i n te res t of the imme
d ia te s i t u a t i o n , the urge to d i f f u se or communicate 
human exper ience, the int imate sounds, these are the 
o r i g i ns of speech. (1968: 13) 
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As a l i n g u i s t F i r th formulates his thes is in the terms of that d i s c i p l i n e ; 

i t s relevance to the study of l i t e r a r y texts should be qui te c l ea r when 

we put into a t e x t ' s environment the d i scu rs i ve and cu l tu ra l t r ad i t i ons 

in which i t s author is working. So that the notion of ' g en re ' , fo r 

example, from th i s point of view, is an aspect of a t ex t ' s external 

environment rather than an i n t e r n a l l y funct ion ing generative programme. 

By th i s I mean that the meaning a genre ca r r i e s is the kind of va luat ion 

i t is given in i t s t ime: who uses i t and why and fo r what kinds of d i s 

curs ive tasks? fo r the purposes of a f f i rming a p a r t i c u l a r p rac t i ce or 

of cha l lenging i t ? what kind of statement i s being made by a nove l i s t 

in the ninth decade of the twentieth century i f he or she chooses to 

write a novel l i k e Thomas Hardy? As with genre, so , too , with the t rop i c 

and f i gu r a t i v e t r ad i t i ons and conventions with in which works are s i tuated 

or wi th in which they refuse to be ass im i l a t ed . 

Modernist i n t e r es t in j ux tapos i t i on and parataxis as a working 

procedure can be understood as a method of generating new meaning in a 

common i n t u i t i v e l i f e a lready f u l l y wr i t ten in depth by recombining i t s 

s i g n i f i e r s in unconventional ways. The process of re-combination along 

the paradigmat ic , syntagmatic, and semantic planes a r t i cu l a t e s in i t s 

tonal s t ruc ture s p e c i f i c a t t i tudes towards the appropriate region of the 

environment and the conventional modal i t ies of composi t ion, inc lud ing 

the norms by which texts cohere or are i n t e l l i g i b l e in a soc ie ty as a 

whole or in i t s f i n i t e provinces of meaning, the sub-universes in which 

the process of re-combination i s opera t ing . This then i s the l og i ca l 

extension of Richards ' d e f i n i t i o n of tone in practical criticism and the 

way in which ' tone ' can be made a c r i t i c a l category of some d i sc r im ina t i ve 
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de l i c a cy . 

Because i t must always work a soc iosemiot ic geography already in 

p l ace , the method of j ux tapos i t i on func t ions , in pa r t , as a device of 

seismic displacement, that i s , a device that d is rupts or d i s t o r t s the 

already ac tua l i zed meaning i t encounters in the world in order to pre 

pare the blank space where i t s pos i t i v e s t ructure w i l l c r y s t a l l i z e . 

For example, as I demonstrated above, the jux tapos i t i on of the two 

f i n a l essays in The sacred wood, "Blake" and "Dante, " outs ide the c i r c l e 

of imperfect ion bounded by the two essays on Swinburne, by simple con

j u n c t i o n , d isp laces the dominant view of Wi l l iam Blake formulated by 

Swinburne in Edwardian l i t e r a r y cu l ture and reclaims him, flawed as he 

i s , fo r the t r a d i t i o n to which his work ac tua l l y belongs, the t r a d i t i o n 

of Dante. The important lesson here i s that jux tapos i t ion cannot occur 

in a semant ica l ly empty space. The wor ld , as Yannis Ritsos wr i t e s , is 

a "deep closed song" 

What can you choose? he s a i d . 
How can you choose between the already chosen? 

(1979: 73) 

The t r ans l a t i on cannot catch the ph i losoph ica l and rad ica l resonance of 

the Greek word Ri tsos chooses fo r the verb "choose"--"Ti na diaiexis." 

Here again the frame comes into view, one of the l im i t s of what can be 

thought and a lso the threshold to what can be be l i eved . It i s in th i s 

context that an annoyed re jo inder by E l i o t to a classmate in Royce's 

seminar, 1913-1914, the proceedings of which were preserved by Harry T. 

C o s t e l l o , can be f r u i t f u l l y read: 
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We had another student in the group in 1913-14, whom 
none of us thought of as a genius. I spe l t his name 
" E l l i o t " instead of " E l i o t " in my ear l y notes, and 
knew him l a t e r as Tom E l i o t from St. Lou is . But in 
course of time he was to make the name T. S. E l i o t 
more famous than a l l the res t of ours put together. 
His f i r s t paper was on the in te rp re ta t i on of p r im i t i ve 
r e l i g i o n s . He had been reading Durkheim, Jane Har r i son , 
and F razer , and wanted to know what i s " i n t e r p r e t a t i o n " 
as opposed to "desc r ip t i on " ? His year ' s work c i r c l e d 
around th i s quest ion of the t ruth of i n t e rp re t a t i ons . 
He had been reading Francis Herbert Bradley, and sa id 
no simple statement was t rue . Brogan, of course, had 
to intervene to inqui re i f E l i o t thought that l a s t 
statement true? The argument waxed hot, and f i n a l l y 
E l i o t to ld Brogan, "You can ' t understand me. To 
understand my point of view, you have to be l ieve i t 
f i r s t . " Royce intervened . . . (1963: 193-194) 

E l i o t spent most of the res t of his l i f e t r y ing to get his audience 

to believe his point of view in order to be able to understand i t . In 

th i s endeavour conjunct ive techniques were c e n t r a l , f o r , rather than 

being mere s tochas t i c c o l l i s i o n s of autonomous elements, they helped to 

foreground the "a lready chosen," helped to lay bare such framing s t r u c 

tures as E l i o t ' s notion of 'human nature ' or ' o r i g i n a l s i n ' , fundamental 

data that mere mortals cannot choose not to choose. Thus, he recognized 

that i f one takes fo r granted the assumptions on which an argument r e s t s , 

the argument already dominates the f i e l d . Thus jux tapos i t i on fo r E l i o t 

becomes a device by which the reader of his prose and poetry is made 

in tense ly aware of the environment the reader seems to share with the 

poem or essay he or she is reading. The t ex t , then, in a l l i t s pa r t s , 

cannot choose not to funct ion d i a l o g i c a l l y . 
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Notes to Chapter Four 

* Swinburne's eminence in the l a s t decade of his l i f e informs Samuel 

C. Chew's 1929 biography of the poet more by Chew's own hero-worship than 

by any s p e c i f i c references in Chew's text i t s e l f . Chew assumes his 

reader i s aware of Swinburne's p o s i t i o n . The best survey of Swinburne's 

reputat ion before and a f t e r World War I is Hyder 1933, 1963: 222-269. 

Edward Lobb (1981: 93 f f . ) prefers the term " r e t i c e n c e . " I f i nd 

the connotations of modesty or shyness that th i s word ca r r i e s uncharac

t e r i s t i c of E l i o t . 
3 

Cf. E l i o t in 1918: "The i n t e l l i g e n c e of a nat ion must go on 

deve lop ing, . . . every wr i te r who does not help develop the language 

is to the extent to which he is read a pos i t i ve agent of de t e r i o r a t i on " 

( "Observat ions" 1918: 69-70). But see Robert M. Adams' comments on the 

' p o l i t i c s ' of th i s idea (1973: 131). 
4 

The notion of a ' romant ic ' E l i o t i s not new. The l a t e s t champion 

of th i s tendency is Edward Lobb. Lobb (1981), l i k e George Bornstein 

(1976) before him, argues tha t , in f a c t , E l i o t i s a c tua l l y working well 

wi th in the prec incts of romantic aesthet ics and of what might be ca l l ed 

the 'romantic frame of mind ' . Lobb's case rests on the observat ion that 

E l i o t ' s c r i t i c i s m , e s p e c i a l l y in the unpublished Clark Lectures of 1926, 

betrays a yearning fo r a mythic Eden. This observat ion owes much to 

Northrop Frye 's theo r i z ing about the importance of Edenic yearnings in 

romanticism. As in most c r i t i c a l p rac t i ces that see 'myth' as the 
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fundamental generative level of a work of a r t , a great deal of f i l i n g 

down of the rough edges, i . e . the untidy s p e c i f i c s , of a text i s necessary 

to urge the work to resemble, fo rma l l y , i t s generative pa t te rn . Such an 

opera t ion , which annuls the force of a work's concrete pa r t i cu l a r s by 

looking through them to an over ly general mythic pa t te rn , can usual ly 

make the work confess whatever the c r i t i c would l i k e to hear i t say. 
5 

I r e fe r here to E l i o t ' s assaul t on romantic notions of Imagination 

in "T rad i t i on and the Individual Ta l en t , " notions which f i nd the i r c l e a r 

est formulat ion in Engl ish in Co le r idge ' s Biographia Literaria. It is 

in "T rad i t i on and the Individual Ta lent " that E l i o t comes c loses t to 

formulat ing a theory of imagination by way of the wonderful ly deadpan 

wit of the famous chemical analogy, culminat ing in the f i n a l metaphor: 

"The mind of the poet i s the shred of plat inum" {sw 54). I f we don ' t 

hear th i s d r o l l p ropos i t ion in the context of la te romantic aesthet ics 

in which the Coleridgean view of the power of the Imagination was r e 

peated and embell ished ad nauseam, we miss e n t i r e l y the po in t , and 

splendid humour, of E l i o t ' s c r i t i q u e . The best , i . e . most level-headed, 

modern account of th i s essay and E l i o t ' s ideas on the imagination can be 

found in Lee 1979: 41-75. 

Raymond Wil l iams was the f i r s t to d i r e c t sustained a t tent ion to 

E l i o t ' s " b r i l l i a n c e and nervous energy of d e f i n i t i o n " (1961: 227-228). 

^ In his essays and reviews fo r the l i t e r a r y press in London during 

th i s per iod E l i o t indulged his knack fo r mimicry in very amusing parodies 

of the ' i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c ' c r i t i c i s m he demolishes in The sacred wood. One 

of the very best examples i s the opening of his i n t e r e s t i n g , but l i t t l e 

read, essay on the "Prose-Poem" (1917: 157-158). 
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Eliot's use of a metonymic mode of argument in his prose antici

pates one kind of 'poetic logic 1 in The waste Land which I discuss in 

the next chapter. Cf. Eliot's remark in the Egoist about Clive Bell: 

"Mr Bell will survive not as an individual, but as the representative 

of a l i t t l e world of 1914" (1918: 87). 
g 

Studies SUCh as: A Study of Shakespeare (1880); A Study of Ben 

Jonson (1889); Studies in Prose and Poetry (1894); Christopher Marlowe 

(1914); and Contemporaries of Shakespeare (1919). This last t i t l e , 

edited by Edmund Gosse and Thomas Wise, appeared a year before the 
publication Of The Sacred Wood. 

10 

The necessity of establishing the corpus and canon of English 

literature as an area of scholarly investigation has been explored 

recently by Eagleton 1983: 17-53. A major study of this important aspect 

of the institutional organization of literary studies is examined in a 

work forthcoming from Oxford University Press by Christopher Baldick, 

called The Social Mission of English Criticism (1983). The Standard 

account of the 'rise of English' before the current interest in this 

issue has been D. J. Palmer's The Rise of English studies (1965). 

** I am using this term in a narrower, rhetorical, sense than 

Pierre Macherey's use Of the term in A Theory of Literary Production 

(1978). The decentering of meaning through the force of the non-said 

in this essay is an entirely deliberate and conscious manoeuvre. 

Macherey employs the term to describe the effect on a text of a contra

diction between figuration and representation, between what is said by 

the text and what is 'said', silently, and in spite of i t s e l f , by the 

text's relationship to ideology. 
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Compare the tone of A. C. Bradley 's few words about Shakespeare's 

"de fec t s " (1904, 1956: 71-74) and his cur ious apology fo r these "de fec ts " 

(75-78). 

13 

See the anonymous account of why The waste Land was awarded the 

Dial p r ize in 1922. This short piece begins with an assessment by a 

contemporary of the impact of The sacred wood (1922: 685-686). The 

pub l i ca t ion of E l i o t ' s views on Hamlet set o f f a considerable controversy 

in the ear l y 1920s that cont inued, on and o f f , well into the 1940s. 

14 

E l i o t ' s comments here form an in te res t ing contrast with recent 

th ink ing about ideology. A l thusser : "Men ' l i v e ' t h e i r ideo log ies as the 

Cartes ian 'saw' or d id not see--i f he was not looking at i t--the moon 

two hundred paces away: not at all as a form of consciousness, but as an 

object of their 'world'--as t h e i r 'world' i t s e l f " (1977: 233). I am not 

saying here that E l i o t was engaged, i m p l i c i t l y or e x p l i c i t l y , in formu

l a t i ng a theory of ideology. For him a "phi losophy" in the world was 

s t i l l a phi losophy. Today we would want to examine the work such a 

philosophy does in the world along l ines suggested by A l thusser and 

others . 

15 

Sharrock i n s i s t s on the c lose connection between The waste Land 

and The sacred wood (1977: 173-174). In th i s he returns to an assumption 

that under l ies most of the ear l y c r i t i c i s m of The waste Land, a c r i t i c i s m 

which saw the poet ic ente rpr i se as part and parcel of the c r i t i c a l one. 
16 

The confusion over the uni ty of form in the poem began with i t s 

pub l i ca t i on and has not abated fo r s i x t y years . Indeed The waste Land 

probably has more accounts of i t s formal un i t y/d i sun i t y than any other 

poem in the language s ince The canterbury Tales. 
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Chapter F ive : A deep c losed song; or the argument of The waste Land 

To speak and write involves more than the g iv ing and taking of 

in format ion; to use language a lso means to def ine and acknowledge one's 

place in the world. 'The wor ld ' with which The sacred wood contends is 

the very 'wor ld ' of meaning in which The waste Land a lso takes i t s p lace . 

The two texts def ine two modal i t ies by which the orders of meaning in 

'the world ' are experienced and in te rp re ted . For l e t there be no mistake 

about t h i s : The waste Land i s an in te rp re ta t i on of exper ience, not a 

' p resenta t ion ' of i t , as E l i o t perhaps intended i t to be on the evidence 

of his remarks in The sacred wood (64-65) and as so many of E l i o t ' s com

mentators have simply and u n c r i t i c a l l y accepted i t as be ing .* Not the 

least of these i s E l i o t ' s l a t es t major commentator, A. D. Moody, who 

puts that view of The waste Land with the conv ic t ion of a true be l i e ve r : 

There is no i l l u s i o n or evas ion ; no r a t i o n a l i s i n g 
and no sent imenta l i s ing . The speakers express t he i r 
s tate f u l l y and l u c i d l y in the bare e s s e n t i a l s . And 
th i s honesty, th i s a r t i c u l a t e i n t e g r i t y , i s the ra re l y 
heard voice of self-knowledge, g iv ing a direct vision 
of the life that is being lived. 

(1979: 94, my emphasis) 

E l i o t may have thought he wanted to "put an end to Engl ish romanticism" 

by meaning "to l i v e the r e a l i t y behind the [romantic] myth" (Moody 1979: 

109), but what he accomplished was the d i s rup t ion of the la te V i c to r i an 

vers ion of the romantic rhe to r i c of f e e l i ng in the name not of "immediate" 

experience i t s e l f , but of pre-Enlightenment ways of represent ing 
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exper ience. What a f t e r a l l are the references and a l l u s i ons to in The 

waste Land: Chaucer, the B i b l e , Dante, the Roman poets, August ine, and, 

beyond the European t r a d i t i o n , the Upanishads. . . ? In The waste Land 

value i s assigned to a l l those texts that the spectra l hand of the 

Enlightenment has not touched and to post-eighteenth century t ex t s , 

those, l i k e Baude l a i r e ' s , that E l i o t bel ieved de l i be r a t e l y re jected and 

undermined that f a i t h (SE 373-375). That he chose to represent those 

e a r l i e r texts of experience as if they const i tu ted experience itself is 

an important t a c t i c , one that has c l e a r l y worked rather well i f the wide

spread c r i t i c a l acceptance of th i s view is any i n d i c a t i o n . Those commen

tators who bel ieve that The waste Land simply presents experience so that 

the reader can fee l d i r e c t l y the l i v ed experience the text enacts are 

overest imat ing E l i o t ' s est imat ion of them as readers. C lea r l y E l i o t ' s 

r e l i g i o u s views were not pur i tan in the theo log ica l sense of the word; 

in r e l i g i o n E l i o t was an ep i s copa l i an , that is to say, one could not, 

without the intervent ions of an h i s t o r i c a l ecciesia, experience God or 

the manifestat ions of his d i v i n i t y immediately with any hope of t r u l y 

understanding the exper ience; more often than not , so the argument goes, 
2 

that sor t of transcendental experience leads to de lus ion . Every man i s 

not , according to E l i o t , his own p r i e s t (ASG 58-59). E l i o t could hardly 

be expected to t rus t that his readers could simply 'exper ience ' co r r e c t l y 

the ' l i v e d r e a l i t y ' his poem ' immediately ' enacts . Every man i s not , 

according to E l i o t , his own best i n te rp re te r (cf . Berger and Luckmann 

1979: 129). Ce r ta in l y he wanted to blow away the heady odours of roman

t i c i sm that hung about men's n o s t r i l s , but not in the name of the imme

diate and the e x i s t e n t i a l . More l i k e l y , he wanted to r e- i n s t i t u t e the 
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world of f e e l i ng Enlightenment r a t i ona l i sm , l i b e r a l i s m , and romanticism 

had obscured (see E l i o t ' s comments on Hopkins in ASG 48). 

In the prose c r i t i c i s m E l i o t attempted to break the in te rp re ta t i ve 

g r ip of th i s exhausted romanticism on the l i t e r a r y past . His thrusts in 

The sacred wood might be seen as acts of a proto-deconst ruct ion , the un

r a ve l l i ng of the century-old romantic textual weave, the romantic exp la 

na t ions , i n t e rp r e t a t i ons , and va luat ions of the past in which the nine-

3 

teenth-century l i t e r a r y i n t e l l i g ence tended to wrap i t s e l f . The attack 

was not in the name of a novel standard but of the scales of ' p e r f e c t i o n ' 

represented in c r i t i c i s m by A r i s t o t l e and in poetry by Dante. This i s 

hardly revo lut ionary in the accepted sense of the word. The novelty 

advanced i s , in f a c t , something very o l d , or so E l i o t thought. And we 

should keep in mind that the s u i t a b i l i t y of A r i s t o t l e and Dante fo r E l i o t 

cons i s t s in t he i r capac i ty fo r captur ing the relevance of ind iv idua l 

f ee l i ng to the se t t l ed orders of meaning of an eternal whole. Thus the 

ind iv idua l act of imagination necessar i l y shares in the orders of meaning 

which the soc i a l order enacts rather than occur ing , as formalism suggests, 

in i s o l a t i o n and in forms of i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y s p e c i f i c only to the h i s to ry 

and conventions of l i t e r a t u r e . What E l i o t was l a t e r to c a l l the p u r i f i 

ca t ion of "the d i a l e c t of the t r i b e " ( " L i t t l e G idd ing , " CP 218) has i t s 

o r i g i n in t h i s submerged theme of The sacred wood: namely that l i t e r a t u r e 

must set experience down d e f i n i t e l y in words that cannot be pared down 

fu r the r ; thought,, he says , " s t r ipped to the essent ia l s t ruc tu re " (sw 65) 

makes fo r a great writer and th i s means the avoidance of mere ' l i t e r a t u r e ' 

(Sisson 1978), ruminat ion, comment, spec ia l ' e f f e c t s ' , fakery . To 

"present" the essent ia l s t ructure allows the i r r educ ib l e t ruths of 
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nature, human and otherwise, to shine out. His f i r s t naming of those 

deepest r a t i o n a l i t i e s borrowed the text of mythology; l a t e r his text 

would come from pre-Enlightenment ( e s sen t i a l l y pre-Deist) C h r i s t i a n i t y 

(cf . ASG 4.1). Not iona l l y t h i s i s remarkably, as ton ish ing ly anti-modern; 

a f t e r a l l , while E l i o t spent the 1920s get t ing acquainted with the 

Absolute , most everybody e lse was coming to gr ips with the idea of c u l 

tura l r e l a t i v i t y and with the completion of the revo lut ion in human 

thought impl ied in V i co ' s revo lut ionary de- r e i f i c a t i on of the human in 

the eighteenth century. 

The s p e c i f i c a l l y modern experience of the universe of r e l a t i v e 

values which the conventional reading of the cu l tu ra l h i s to ry of moder

n i t y proposes, the anxiety and ver t igo which the loss of the absolute 

status of framing cosmologies i n s t i t u t e , is in f ac t not what E l i o t sees 

as the fundamental problem. His own sense of modernity, that which 

begins to surface in The sacred wood and grows c l ea re r with every sub

sequent prose work, is the notion that the experience of the r e l a t i v i t y 

of value i s simply an invent ion of the legacy of the Enlightenment, 

simply an obscuring of those eternal values that we glimpse in men l i k e 

A r i s t o t l e and Dante (Nott 1958: 222). The point he makes again and again 

a l l through his l i f e is not that we should seek an immutable f a i t h , 

b l i n d l y accepting the fac t that we inhabi t a thoroughly contingent un i 

verse , but that the notion of a universe fundamentally contingent is no 

fact at a l l ; i t i s simply part of the programme of the Enlightenment to 

be l ieve that i t i s . This i s a notional programme without ' n a tu r a l ' 

p r i v i l e g e , leading to the anx ie t ies and uncer ta in t ies that charac ter i se 

modernity. 



211 

In a negative l i b e r a l soc ie ty you have no agreement 
as to there being any body of knowledge which any 
educated person should have acquired at any p a r t i c 
u lar stage: the idea of wisdom disappears , and you 
get sporadic and unrelated experimentat ion. 

(idea 41) 

The task i s not to f i nd an acceptable absolute f a i t h within the 

chaos and s i l ence of an i n d i f f e r e n t universe . To a c t i v e l y oppose a 

world-view that obscures or devalues the essent ia l o rde r l i ness of the 

world i s the real p ro jec t . Nothing comes into the f i e l d of knowledge, 

as real knowledge, except broken fragments, in a world in which "sporadic 

and unrelated experimentat ion" i s the ru l i ng h e u r i s t i c mode (idea 16). 

For E l i o t the l i b e r a l legacy of the Enlightenment represented an h i s t o r 

i c a l regress ion and a soc io-cu l tu ra l philosophy that was at heart against 

nature, indeed even a pern ic ious pervers ion of nature. Genera l l y , t h i s 

i s the burden of a l l his work from The sacred wood on. In his "Choruses" 

from The Rock t h i s i s made e x p l i c i t : Enlightenment is dismissed as mere 

c leverness : 

0 miserable c i t i e s of designing men, 
0 wretched generation of enl ightened men, 
Betrayed in the mazes of your i ngenu i t i e s , 
Sold by the proceeds of your proper invent ions : 

(CP 169) 

"Negative l i b e r a l soc i e t y " runs counter to the determinations of human 

nature, determinations that "enl ightened men" cannot simply and conve

n ien t l y disengage. For Lancelot Andrewes (1927) sets out to rescue an 

older notion of human nature from what E l i o t saw as i t s t r i v i a l i z a t i o n 

by the l i b e r a l ethos (cf . ASG and see Bantock 1969: 41-44). The essay 

on Niccolo Mach iave lT i , fo r example, comes to revolve around the idea 
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of human nature obscured by l i b e r a l "myth"; M a c h i a v e l l i , E l i o t dec l a res , 

"merely to ld the t ruth about humanity. The world of human motives which 

he depicts i s t r u e . " 

It i s therefore to l e r ab l e only to persons who have 
a lso a d e f i n i t e r e l i g i o u s b e l i e f ; to the e f f o r t of 
the l a s t three centur ies to supply r e l i g i o u s b e l i e f 
by b e l i e f in Humanity the creed of Machiave l l i i s 
insupportab le . Lord Morley voices the usual modern 
hos t i l e admiration of Machiave l l i when he int imates 
that Machiave l l i saw very c l e a r l y what he did see, 
but that he saw only ha l f of the t ru th about human 
nature. What Machiave l l i did not see about human 
nature i s the myth of human goodness which fo r 
l i b e r a l thought replaces the b e l i e f in Divine 
Grace. (FLA 50) 

The " ha l f " of human nature that Morley suggests Mach iave l l i saw i s fo r 

E l i o t the whole of i t . The other " h a l f , " Mor ley 's " h a l f , " i s simply an 

invent ion of " l i b e r a l thought. " 

Choosing John Morley as an adversary, furthermore, is i t s e l f s i g 

n i f i c a n t in a number of ways. Morley was an important L ibera l p o l i t i c i a n , 

ideologue, and man of l e t t e r s ; his was the formidable ideo log i ca l task of 

l i nk i ng the l i b e r a l consc ience, the ideas and moral energy of the Br ights 

and the Cobdens, to the exerc ise of power during the Gladstone years 

(Shannon 1976: 173-176). In 1897 fo r the Romanes Lectures at Oxford he 

chose Mach iave l l i as his top ic and th i s i s obviously the text to which 

E l i o t r e f e r s . Fur ther , the Romanes Lectures themselves have a contextual 

s i gn i f i c ance that has l a rge l y disappeared as the polemical environment 

which helps shape E l i o t ' s essay has changed. The Romanes Lectures as 

such no longer mean to us what they represented to the educated middle 

c lasses in the e a r l i e r part of th i s century. The Lectures are named 
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a f t e r George John Romanes, a nineteenth-century Canadian s c i e n t i s t , 

educated at Cambridge, f r i end of Darwin and one of his major apolog is ts 

in the nineteenth century, professor at Edinburgh and the Royal I n s t i 

t u t i o n . The Lectures s ince the i r foundation in 1891 have served as a 

p r i nc ipa l cu l tu ra l platform fo r the a r t i c u l a t i o n of the Whig-l iberal 

view of s c i ence , a r t , and l i t e r a t u r e (Harvey 1933: 674). That they are 

named a f te r a Darwinian gives b i te to E l i o t ' s invocat ion of Morley, the 

teeth marks of which come c l ea re r in the context of his jabs and gibes 

at evo lut ion and the evo lut ionary menta l i ty in For Lancelot Andrewes as 

a whole. 

For E l i o t , the a r t i cu l a t ed forms of the l i b e r a l ethos and the 

menta l i ty that susta ins them cons t i tu te a kind of th ick encrustat ion of 

pecu l i a r and perverse growths and motifs that occlude ' r e a l i t y ' beneath. 

Whereas the essays in The sacred wood and For Lancelot Andrewes attack 

the propos i t iona l out-croppings and thematics of the l i b e r a l world-view 

and i t s ph i losoph ica l and i n s t i t u t i o n a l points of view, The waste Land 

moves c lose r to i t s subject and 'does ' the inward, a f f e c t i v e l i f e of the 

l i b e r a l ethos. Thought and act ion that are not adjusted to the e t h i c a l , 

r a t i o n a l , and psychologica l demands of the foundations of existence (the 

domain of Divine Grace) are not grounded in ' ob j e c t i v e ' r e a l i t y , but , 

l i k e Swinburne's language, have adapted themselves " to an independent 

l i f e of atmospheric nourishment" {sw 149). In the la te 1930s he developed 

the argument at l ength , cu lminat ing , in his Chr i s t Church l e c tu r e s , pub

l i shed as The Idea of a Christian Society (1939), around the notion of a 

h i e ra rch i ca l soc ie ty which achieves consonance at a l l l eve l s of cosmology, 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l s t ru c tu r e , ind iv idua l psychology, and concordance in the 
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means of expression (Douglas 1978: 95). E l i o t ' s own sense of th i s 

consonance, and i t s foundat ions , comes ear l y in i d e a : 

Thus, what I mean by a p o l i t i c a l philosophy i s not 
merely even the conscious formulat ion of the ideal 
aims Of a people, but the substratum of collective 
temperament, ways of behaviour and unconscious 

values which provides the material for the formu

lation. What we are seeking i s not a programme 
for a party , but a way of l i f e fo r a people: i t 
i s t h i s which t o t a l i t a r i a n i s m has sought pa r t l y 
to r ev i ve , and pa r t l y to impose by force upon i t s 
peoples. (18, my emphasis) 

Educat ion, of course, const i tu tes the means by which a "way of l i f e " is 

t ransmi t ted , but a transmission wr i t ten as 'wisdom' rather than as the 

transmiss ion of technica l s k i l l s and procedures [TCC 90). For E l i o t , 

the "substratum of c o l l e c t i v e temperament" and "a way of l i f e fo r a 

people" were not vague abs t rac t i ons ; they were phrases that set down 

something concrete and to ta l {ASG 18-19). 

A soc ia l c o l l e c t i v e d isp lays system and order . Every i so l a t ed 

aspect of a cu l t u r e , or almost every aspect , is re la ted to every other 

aspect in ways that may be d i r e c t and apparent on the one hand, or 

c i r cu i t ous on the other . Moreover, these r e l a t i ons have a form or an 

order as well as contents. Soc ia l organ izat ion has a va r ie ty of l i m i t i n g 

cond i t i ons , such as cu l t u r e-spec i f i c forms of ideat ion (Needham 1972: 

1 5 2 f f . ) , the economic base, or the s e l f - i n f l i c t e d p r i n c i p l e s of soc ia l 

grouping, perhaps as l eg i t imat ion s t ructures fo r the va l i da t i on of the 

ru le of a p a r t i c u l a r c l ass (Mi l l iband 1977: 53-57; Habermas 1979: 178-

183). But, wi th in any p a r t i c u l a r c u l t u r e , there always ex i s t s some 

element of f ree p l ay , or of permiss ib le content dissonance, some 'g i ve ' 
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in the system that permits disagreement and contention and l o ca l i z ed 

renovation (Berger and Luckmann 1979: 142-143). Moreover, some cu l tu ra l 

features are simply not compatible with others and thus set up the system 

of a c u l t u r e ' s e s s e n t i a l l y contested concepts, for example, nominalism as 

against r ea l i sm, mater ia l ism as against idea l ism (Gal l i e 1955-1956: 167-

198). These very often set up contested l im i t s and, a l s o , suggest and 

propose d i r e c t i o n s , goa l s , or va lues. Certa in dominant cu l tu ra l features 

are f requent ly more associated with some values than with o thers , as , fo r 

example, emphasis on the i r r e d u c i b l e i n t e g r i t y of the fami ly as a soc ia l 

uni t is a tenet p a r t i c u l a r l y v i t a l to Chr i s t i an th ink ing about soc ie ty 

(Bantock 1969: 82). This complex system is what an inhabi tant a ss im i 

la tes day to day, year to year , wi th in the conf ines of a cu l t u r e . In 

gaining a measurable competence in the use of cu l ture and in reading i t s 

codes the inhabi tant i s able to in te rpre t the s ingu la r events and the 

sequence of events , p h y s i c a l , mental , and a f f e c t i v e , that cons t i tu te the 

l i ved s u b j e c t i v i t y of the cu l ture (Leach 1976: 53-54). Not only is the 

inhabi tant able to understand and act upon in te rpre ta t ions of the content 

of d i sc re te segments of behaviour and event, but a lso he or she can 

in te rpre t the expressiveness of the form of these contents . In a d d i t i o n , 

the nat ive learns how to segment sequences meaningful ly wi th in the flow 

of soc ia l ex is tence . The e l a s t i c i t y of a c u l t u r e ' s ' g i v e ' can be and 

usual ly is marked and def ined . We can t e l l when sound passes from music 

to no i se , or to put i t an th ropo log i ca l l y , when sound passes from the 

combination of notes and tones which the cu l ture accepts as 'mus ica l ' to 

those that i t does not. We recognize and can in te rpre t in a cu l ture with 

which we are f am i l i a r the passage of a text from making sense to making 
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nonsense and begin to reconstruct the reason or purpose fo r the conscious 

and de l ibera te c ross ing of these conventional l i nes (Leach 1976: 51-52). 

An inward f a m i l i a r i t y with the scaled orders of meaning and va lue , 

with the theory and prac t i ce of soc ia l being that d i s t i ngu i sh a given 

c u l t u r e , i s necessary in dec id ing (or reading) what cons t i tu tes not only 

consonance and concordance, but what d issonances, d i s c o n t i n u i t i e s , and 

incoherences are s i g n i f i c a n t . 

'Trams and dusty t r ees . 
Highbury bore me. Richmond and Kew 
Undid me. By Richmond I ra ised my knees 
Supine on the f l o o r of a narrow canoe. 1 

'My feet are at Moorgate, and my heart 
Under my f ee t . A f te r the event 
He wept. He promised "a new s t a r t . " 
I made no comment. What should I resent? 1 

'On Margate Sands. 
I can connect 
Nothing with nothing. 
The broken f i n g e r n a i l s of d i r t y hands. 
My people humble people who expect 
Noth ing. ' 

l a l a 

To Carthage then I came 

Burning burning burning burning 
0 Lord Thou pluckest me out 
0 Lord Thou pluckest 

burning (CP 74) 

A. D. Moody t e l l s us that the f i r s t fourteen l ines of th i s fragment that 

c loses "The F i re Sermon" sect ion cons t i tu te a sonnet; E l i o t is put t ing 
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"immediate l i f e into the t r a d i t i o n a l verse form" (1979: 95 and see Harr is 

1974: 112-113). The strophes are "as simple and natural as speech can 

be, an inev i t ab l y r igh t order of words bearing the common st ress and 

emphasis" (95). This use of the E l izabethan form Moody reads as a r e 

newal, as the brac ing ly d i r e c t r e-un i f i c a t i on of d i s soc i a ted s e n s i b i l i t y . 

Granted--the fourteen l i nes he marks are the same number as we f i nd in a 

sonnet; but how are we to in te rpre t the ser ious i r r e g u l a r i t i e s of the 

form? A f te r a l l , i t is a sonnet only in length and through the use of 

mixed Shakespearean and Petrarchan rhyme schemes. A f te r those external 

f ea tu res , how is i t a sonnet? M e t r i c a l l y , i t ' s a pasticcio, a r u i n ; i t 

d isp lays none of the in terna l developmental dynamics of theme and f igure 

which is the en t i re life of the E l izabethan o r i g i n a l . Indeed the poem 

as poem is dead, s t a t i c themat ica l l y and f i g u r a t i v e l y , get t ing nowhere, 

even as the 'Thames-daughters' d r i f t downriver. The 'sonnet ' i s s t i l l 

born; rather than renewal of an E l izabethan form, th i s smells pungently 

of parody. 

Its "simple and na tu ra l " speech is a lso rather suspect ; a f t e r a l l , 

in terms of soc ia l d i a l e c t "sup ine" s t i cks , out l i k e a sore thumb, a f ac t 

Moody acknowledges. And i t is rather doubtful that the "common" speech 

t y p i c a l l y lapses into the sor t of Angst which can push up from i t s depths 

"I can connect / Nothing with no th ing . " The soc ia l sound that the sen

tence makes resembles more the anx ie t ies of the bourgeois couple in "A 

Game of Chess" 

' . . . What i s the wind doing? ' 
Nothing again nothing. 

(CP 67) 
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than i t does the kind of remark ( i f such a one could be conceived at a l l ) 

that s t r i k e s so sharply to the bare e s s e n t i a l s of existence that i t t r a n 

scends the determinations of the voice of place and i n t e n t i o n . "The song 

[of the daughters] expresses a s t a t e of being," Moody i n s i s t s , a s t a t e of 

being "as i t i s a c t u a l l y and immediately known. . . . the Thames-daughters 

are r e a l l y s u f f e r i n g the f a i l u r e and breakdown of sensual passion, and 

. . . the poet has placed himself (and h i s readers) i n s i d e t h e i r s u f f e r 

i n g . Judgement i s consumed i n a sympathy such as Dante f e e l s f o r c e r t a i n 

souls i n H e l l and Purgatory: a r e c o g n i t i o n that one i s or might be as the 

other i s . The Thames-daughters sing a common predicament, a permanent 

human s t a t e " ( 9 4 - 9 5 ) . 
What that "human s t a t e " i s we are never t o l d . The issue i s not 

whether E l i o t has put himself and h i s readers at the heart of "a common 

predicament," the breakdown, we assume, of sensual passion. That view, 

i t seems to me, i s simply t r y i n g to r a i s e E l i o t ' s contempt f o r the s o c i a l 

and sexual r e l a t i o n s of the lower orders to some u n i v e r s a l order of 

meaning that claims f o r the poem the enactment f o r a more humanistic 

v i s i o n of human r e l a t i o n s h i p s , one th a t i s achieved, i n the bourgeois 

mind, p a r a d o x i c a l l y as a c i r c u i t through degradation. Indeed i f we 

con t r a s t t h i s 'sonnet' with the splendid and s t a t e l y passage about 

E l i z a b e t h and L e i c e s t e r which immediately precedes i t , a passage c l e a r l y 

enacting a more v i t a l v i s i o n of human passion, we can only conclude two 

t h i n g s : e i t h e r human passion was more v i t a l l y experienced among the 

Elizabethans than among contemporary i n h a b i t a n t s of London, or sensual 

passion i s more v i t a l the c l o s e r i t i s to p o l i t i c a l and s o c i a l power. 

Trying to c l a i m the 'sonnet' f o r a more hopeful view of human a f f a i r s 
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through a submerged "sympathy" which E l i o t intends us to feel fo r these 

people i s simply A. D. Moody's response to his own embarrassment in the 

face of E l i o t ' s rather v i c ious a t t i tudes towards the nameless Thames-

daughters, l a c o n i c a l l y and remorsefu l ly su f f e r ing through these sexual 

humi l ia t ions (cf . Drain 1974: 44). 

The issue i s why E l i o t chose to represent the sexual r e l a t i ons of 

the sort of people these are (working c lass? ) in th i s way? For whom i s 

th i s i n te rp re ta t i on of human experience t yp i ca l in the common i n t u i t i v e 

l i f e E l i o t inhabi ts? If one i s concerned that such a question i s somehow 

i l l e g i t i m a t e in l i t e r a r y a n a l y s i s , perhaps we can remind ourselves that 

i t is the kind of question that is very often asked of the l i t e r a t u r e s 

of the e a r l i e r per iods . If the soc ia l l i f e and i n t e l l i g ence of a cu l ture 

are e n t i r e l y human products , the a t t i tudes towards sexual experience do 

not simply gather i nev i t ab l y in the a i r of t he i r own obviousness; they 

o r ig ina te somewhere in the human environment, in some soc ia l p l ace , and 

are t yp i ca l of the represented r e a l i t y of some exper iencing and knowing 

sub jec t , e i t he r an ind iv idua l or a group. 

And what is this way of represent ing these re l a t i ons ? F i r s t l y , 

there i s the matter of the embedded 'sonnet ' and what funct ion i t serves . 

Seeing that i t i s const i tu ted only of the bare essen t i a l s of the form we 

can hardly be l ieve i t s use as a renewal of a t r a d i t i o n . That these r i v e r 

'nymphs' speak in sonnet form seems e n t i r e l y i r on i c when we attend the 

voice that 'does' t he i r vo i ces . The irony i s p a r t i c u l a r l y wel l-def ined 

as i t comes a f t e r the "E l i zabeth and Le i ces te r " passage which locates at 

t h i s p a r t i c u l a r place in the poem our locus of va lue , e x p e r i e n t i a l l y , 

h i s t o r i c a l l y , and s o c i a l l y . The small barrage of fragments that 
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immediately fo l low the 'sonnet ' in the sequence has st imulated in 

c r i t i c i s m e i the r an assiduous search of the texts from which these f r a g 

ments are derived (Smith 1974: 89-91) or have been treated as 'mus i c ' , 

what Moody c a l l s "a bridge-passage" (see p a r t i c u l a r l y Harr is 1974: 113-

115). Neither of these tacks r e a l l y addresses the issue of how one makes 

sense of them. Perhaps they cannot be made sense of in any conventional 

appeal to t h e i r i n t r i n s i c l o g i c . One of the problems i s that they demon

s t ra te no development; they have no semantic movement. Indeed the ent i re 

passage that c loses "The F i re Sermon," from l i ne 266 to the end at l i ne 

311, has no semantic development. The contents , what the fragments and 

passages are about, are f rank ly not of paramount i n t e r e s t , but funct ion 

as a kind of b a l l a s t . The contents of the passages are simply g ivens , 

a l l of them evocations (metonyms?) of other t ex t s : Conrad's Heart of 

Darkness (Drew 1949: 91-92), Froude's Elizabeth, Wagner's Rheintb'chter 

in Der Ring des Nibeiungen, the Anglo-Cathol ic Prayer Book, St. August ine, 

the Buddha's Fire Sermon. 

These givens do not funct ion as the bu i ld ing blocks of conventional 
4 

semantic sequences; the approach here i s not t yp i ca l of r a t i o n a l i s t modes 

of d i scourse , whereby the parts of the sequence act as immediate semantic 

environments fo r what fo l lows ( E l l i s 1966: 84) . Here we have the pro 

cessing of meaning on e n t i r e l y d i f f e r e n t grounds. The ind iv idua l pas

sages are cues to semantic environments beyond the text . What provides 

the connective t i ssue (one cannot c a l l i t a ' l o g i c ' of development) of 

the piece i s the Voice that 'does ' the voices (c f . Schuchard 1976: 220-

221; Gordon 1977: 106; L ine t t 1978: 47-49). That knowing Voice has no 

interna l pos i t i v e s t ructure that embodies i t ; the en t i r e poem is i t s 
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embodiment. This knowing Vo ice , which speaks the poem as a whole, opens 

the poem's s t ructure towards the deeper r a t i o n a l i t i e s and nature--"the 

substratum of c o l l e c t i v e temperament, ways of behaviour and unconscious 

values"--that E l i o t bel ieved underlay "negative l i b e r a l s o c i e t y . " The 

voices of the poem do not foreground t he i r contents ; they foreground the 

dissonances they set up with the l ibera l-romant ic explanat ions of th ings . 

The embedded 'sonnet ' of the Thames-daughters i s an in tent iona l 
5 

formal catast rophe, a harsh discordance which, in t u rn , i s the sign of 

the psychologica l catastrophes (the givens of the daughters ' song) of 

"negative l i b e r a l s o c i e t y . " The sonnet waits pa t i en t l y (that i s why i t 

has none of the in terna l dynamics of a sonnet) f o r i t s authent ic content 

in an age when we are a l l deceived (the deception of the Rheintb'chter i s 

the key a l l u s i on here) . The backward glance to the E l izabethan Thames 

suggests, metonymical ly, the kind of soc ia l world in which an authent ic 

content can be won again. Its pos i t i ve a r t i c u l a t i o n comes in The idea of 

a christian society. The p ic ture we have of soc ie ty there i s qui te 

c l e a r l y an ' i n t e r e s t e d ' conceptual snapshot of the soc ia l and p o l i t i c a l 

s t ructure of E l izabethan soc i e t y . E l i o t ' s perception of E l izabethan 

soc ie ty as one which achieves consonance at a l l l eve l s of experience 

producing a corresponding consonance among the means of expression r e 

solves soc ie ty to a lucent soc i a l harmony, s t a t i c , beyond the reach of 

h i s t o r y , and upset only by " impu lses , " of varying degrees of va lue , of 

greater vehemence and pass ion. In that p ic ture "the substratum of c o l 

l e c t i v e temperament, ways of behaviour and unconscious va lues" cons t i tu te 

the ' n a tu r a l ' beyond the easy grasp of ind iv idua l v o l i t i o n and thus 

const i tu te the norms and standards of i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y in the system. 
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The d i s c o n t i n u i t i e s and dissonances of the sort which The waste 

Land enacts f i r s t come to be i n t e l l i g i b l e (and i n t e l l i g i b l e they are) as 

emblems of a suspended or deferred or de l i be r a t e l y withdrawn i n t e l l i g i 

b i l i t y . The attack on the s o c i a l l y and a e s t h e t i c a l l y p r i v i l eged forms 

of i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y is e f fec ted as a penetrat ion of the i n t e l l i g i b l e , as 

the i n t e l l i g i b l e i s conceived in the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e of the l i b e r a l -

romantic world-view, a penetrat ion to what E l i o t took to be i t s funda

mental incoherence. If we l i s t e n deeply enough to the noises that 

"negative l i b e r a l soc i e t y " makes, we w i l l r e a l i z e that they make nonsense 

or they pervert ' n a tu r a l ' sense. Deeper s t i l l l i e s the "substratum" to 

which the v i o l a t i ons and unve i l ings of The waste Land, E l i o t hoped, would 

dr ive us. The waste Land knowingly makes i t s e l f the d i a l e c t i c a l counter-

image to the l i t e r a r y prac t i ces of his time (Jameson 1974: 35). The poem 

is not t r y ing to say something as d i r e c t statement; i t i s t r y ing to avoid 

making the noises that John Drinkwater was making, and, in that avoidance 

of ' l i t e r a t u r e ' , saying something rather profound. The poem's pos i t i v e 

s t ruc tu re , i t s form, i s composed of a m u l t i p l i c i t y of f i g u r e s , rhythms, 

de fami1 i a r i za t i ons , suspensions of l o g i c , and in te r rupt ions of the usual 

'music ' of verse , contr ivances at the leve l of l i n e a t i o n , i ndus t r i a l 

images, a l l of them roughly and very success fu l l y ' u n i f i e d ' by the mytho

l og i ca l framework, a framework antagonis t i c to the perceived f a l s i t y of 

the l i b e r a l 'way of l i f e 1 inwardly experienced. Indeed the recourse to 

myth as a framing st ructure i s a moment in the process of the poem when 

the poem f l i n c h e s , when i t pu l l s back from the rad ica l en te rpr i se on 

which i t i s embarked. Yet t h i s f a l s e step towards a pos i t i ve unity of 

the text i s swamped by the wider p ro j ec t ; myth i t s e l f is done as a 
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d i a l e c t i c a l other in the poem, fo r i t i s deployed in the terms of newly 

won anthropologica l understanding rather than in the context of literae 

humaniores, as i t was reshaped fo r the Whig in te rp re ta t i on of h i s to ry by 

Jowett and his d i s c i p l e s in the l a s t ha l f of the nineteenth century. 

The waste Land does not begin in a blank p lace , a place without 

fea tures , s i l e n t , without geography or c l ima te , without form and content; 

the poem begins against a f u l l y a r t i cu l a t ed and ass imi la ted backdrop 

which i t refuses to re-produce as i s and th i s re fusa l i s marked by syn-

tagmatic f r a c t u r i n g , the d i s c o n t i n u i t i e s which c r i t i c i s m has genera l l y 

taken as comments on 'the dec l ine of c i v i l i z a t i o n ' or as the s t ruc tura l 

stammering of the a l ienated consciousness (Rajan 1976: 37f f . i s t y p i c a l ) . 

In the d i a l e c t i c a l antagonisms which the poem sets up, E l i o t communicates 

his understanding of the ideo log i ca l const ra in ts of his readers and of 

the discourses which are p r i v i l eged with in the bounds of the accepted 

r a t i o n a l i t y . The e f f e c t of a fragmented surface s t ructure on the coher

ence of the poem is to c a l l on the reader to f i l l in the gaps from an 

already ass imi la ted cu l tu ra l competence.. In commenting on th i s aspect 

of the poet 's technique, Chr istopher Ricks in 1973 chose to consider 

E l i o t ' s attempt to invoke the reader 's i m p l i c i t knowledge as the poet ' s 

manipulation of the reader ' s " p r e j ud i c e . " The report of Professor 

R i cks ' s pub l i c lec ture at Oxford appeared in the TLS. 

At Oxford on October 25, Chr istopher Ricks lec tured 
on 'Tone in E l i o t ' s Poe t ry ' . He began by speaking 
of E l i o t ' s pre judices (not excluding or excusing 
his ant i-semit ism) , his i n te res t in p re jud i ce , and 
how in his poetry , E l i o t exp lo i t s pre judice in the 
reader. Thus, the l i nes "In the room the women 
come and go / Ta lk ing of Michelangelo" u t i l i z e 
t he i r reader 's preconcept ions. We know that people 



224 

never say anything in te res t ing at pa r t i e s . And ye t , 
Professor Ricks pointed out , the l i nes are completely 
neu t ra l : i t is poss ib le that the women were t a l k ing 
with the i n c i s i v e verve " o f , say, Lord C l a r k . " (The 
laughter of the audience at th i s point i l l u s t r a t e d 
the importance of tone—here, the tone of " say . " ) 
I f , Professor Ricks argued, we add to the l i nes an 
ad jec t ive ("In the room the women come and go / 
Ta lk ing of marv ' l lous Michelangelo") they become 
an heroic couplet with recognizable s a t i r i c i n ten t . 

But E l i o t de l i be ra t e l y l e f t the l i nes toneiess--
they are a vacuum which has to be f i l l e d by a p r e j 
udice of the reader ' s cho ice . [Cf. Moody's comment] 

Professor Ricks found the technique best exem
p l i f i e d in The waste Land. "Quotations removed from 
the i r contexts and fo re ign languages create a h e s i 
t a t i on in the reader—how are we to say them?" 

( [Ricks] 1973: 1345) 

The correspondence in the l e t t e r s columns of the TLS continued to the 

l a s t number of the year and included qui te heated exchanges among R icks , 

F. R. Leav i s , F. W. Bateson, Jack L indsay, Wi l l iam Scammel, and Lucy 

Beckett. F. R. Leav is ' f i n a l examination of Four Quartets in The Living 

principle (1975) advances in a s im i l a r d i r e c t i o n , but more se r i ous l y and 

thought fu l l y . 

Ca l l i ng on the reader 's t a c i t knowledge in th i s way cannot simply 

be dismissed as a manipulative t a c t i c ; i t is not something dishonourable 

done to a defenceless reader. For E l i o t the dishonour has already 

happened and the d i s c o n t i n u i t i e s and juxtapos i t ions of The waste Land 

are procedures fo r d i s rup t ing the d i s courses , such as Lord Mor ley 's for 

example, of the l i b e r a l e thos, d i s cu rs i ve prac t i ces that not only give 

information about some p a r t i c u l a r object from a p a r t i c u l a r point of view 

but a f f i rm and va l ida te (or attempt to) a way of see ing. The waste Land 

operates wi th in a pa r t i cu l a r system of soc ia l representat ions of human 

r e a l i t y ; the ruptures and f i s su res that d is turb i t s aes thet i c surface 
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funct ion by shock e f f e c t s to co l l apse the in te rsub jec t i ve s o l i d i t y of 

the l i b e r a l way of see ing. By unrave l l ing the i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y of the 

emotional l i f e of that way of see ing , the poem unvei ls the deeper c o l 

l e c t i v e temperament which, i f permitted to exert i t s e n t i r e l y ' n a tu r a l ' 

in f luences a l l through the system, would recons t i tu te the soc ia l whole 

along what fo r a l l intents and purposes are feudal l i n e s . Cer ta in l y 

most of E l i o t ' s soc ia l c r i t i c i s m seems to be proposing a re- feuda l i za t ion 

of soc ie ty ("Eeldrop and Appleplex, I" 1917: 9 and Nott 1958). 

Had E l i o t wanted to red i rec t his arguments only s l i g h t l y , he would 

have been encouraged in th i s kind of th ink ing by Emile Durkheim's and 

Marcel Mauss's c l a s s i c text Primitive classification publ ished in 1903. 

For the i nhe r i t o r s of the European Aufkiamng, in shor t , fo r us, Durkheim 

and Mauss write that soc ia l "space i s formed of s im i l a r parts which are 

subst i tu tab le one fo r the other" (1903, 1963: 86) , which i s , perhaps, why 

bureaucrat ic forms of organ izat ion and the ' l o g i c s ' that operate them are 

apt emblems of the s t ruc tura l i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y of post-Enlightenment 

s o c i e t i e s . The s i tua t ions of soc ia l l i f e , and t he i r representa t ion , 

however, are qui te d i f f e r en t " f o r those who are ca l l ed p r im i t i v e " (85-

86). For them, "species of things i s not a simple object of knowledge," 

s t ructured s t r i c t l y in accordance with the laws of pure understanding and 

reason, ava i l ab le only to the i n t e l l e c t . Instead, things "are above a l l 

sacred or profane, pure or impure, f r i ends or enemies, favourable or 

unfavourable; i . e . t he i r most fundamental c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s are only ex

pressions of the way in which they a f f e c t soc ia l s e n s i b i l i t y . . . . And 

i t is th i s emotional value of notions which plays the preponderant part 

in the manner in which ideas are connected or separated" (86). This 
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"substratum" of object- or inst i tut ion-dependent and pos i t iona l affec-

tivity is p rec i se l y the dimension of soc ia l l i f e which post-Enlightenment 

r a t i ona l i sm , i t s l og i ca l ca tegor i es , and i t s elaborated codes of d i s 

course obscure or cannot f u l l y r e g i s t e r ; th i s a f f e c t i v i t y i s measured in 

the p o s i t i v i s t models as s t a t i c in ter ference or i r r a t i o n a l i s t ' n o i s e ' . 

Durkheim and Mauss go on to show that t h i s "substratum" of a f f e c t i v e 

values and the concrete soc ia l space i t helps const i tu te " i s profoundly 

d i f f e r e n t i a t e d according to reg ions . This i s because each region has i t s 

own a f f e c t i v e value system. Under the inf luence of d iverse sentiments, 

i t i s endowed with v i r tues sui generis which d i s t i ngu i sh i t from a l l 

others" (86). 

E l i o t , unl ike Durkheim and Mauss, d id not be l ieve that the two sorts 

of contrasted soc ia l r e a l i t i e s were mutually exc lus i ve . He read the 

soc ia l and psychologica l r e a l i t i e s const i tu ted by s c i e n t i f i c r a t iona l i sm 

as powerful and complicated chimerae. Beneath the impressive su r face , 

beyond the material e f f i c i e n c y of sc i en t i sm 's f i r s t - o r d e r l o g i c s , lay the 

o l d e r , but now repressed, ' p r i m i t i v e ' consciousness of the people, t he i r 

"natural conservat ism" in the words of Lord Hugh Cec i l in 1912 ( in 

O 'Su l l i van 1976: 124). It i s to that leve l of consciousness that The 

waste Land attempts to penetrate, the densi ty and reach of which the poem 

attempts to enact (see sw 115). It is as a t o t a l i z a t i o n of th i s domain 

that the poem is conceived and executed. However, E l i o t was not working 

wi th in a " p r i m i t i v e " so c i e t y , but one thoroughly pervaded by a l l the 

features of 'developed' s o c i e t i e s , inc lud ing a h i e ra r ch i ca l soc i a l orga 

n i za t i on whose r e l i g i o u s sanct ions had been na tura l i zed to the p reva i l i ng 

ra t iona l i sm and whose c lass character was f u l l y in view, e x p e r i e n t i a l l y 
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and conceptua l ly . The formal problem E l i o t faced was rather prodig ious . 

He was t r y ing to re-write the psycho-ethical i n f r a s t ruc tu re of a c lass 

soc ie ty of a modern sort in terms of the "substratum" of a f f e c t i v e values 

more appropriate to t r i b a l soc i e t i e s where r e l i g i o u s sanct ions are s t i l l 

pass ive ly in p lace . The choice of myth as the formal framework of the 

poem is an important, and from his perspect ive an obvious, d e c i s i o n , but 

one unfortunate ly that i s not consonant with the tonal s t ruc ture of his 

treatment of contemporaneity. The ind iv idua l enactments of the poem owe 

t he i r tonal i n t e g r i t y and coherence to the s t ructure of c l ass a t t i tudes 

which E l i o t and his middle c lass readers shared. 

The ' r e g i o n ' , which fo r Durkheim is co inc ident with the e f f e c t i v e 

occupation of i t s geography by a t r i be (1903, 1963: 87) , cannot be 

s t r i c t l y appl ied to a p lura l c lass soc i e t y . In c lass soc ie ty there are 

many regions and not a l l co inc ide with c lass d i v i s i ons or geographical 

locat ions ( for example, see Wil l iams 1980: 155-156 on the c lass character 

of Bloomsbury). Classes themselves are f rac t ioned and cons t i tu te 'sub-

r e g i o n s ' , sometimes co inc id ing with a p a r t i c u l a r geographical l o c a l e , 

but most often over lapping phys i ca l l y with other soc ia l regions of the 

c lass s t ruc tu re , although in terms of soc ia l act ion the boundaries of 

the soc ia l region are c l e a r l y perce ived, expressed, mainta ined, and, in 

more r i g i d s o c i e t i e s , well pa t ro l l ed by natives of each reg ion . E l i o t ' s 

soc ia l c r i t i c i s m , i t should be remembered, aims to d e p o l i t i c i z e these 

boundaries by ass igning to them r e l i g i o u s sanct ions . His i s not a soc ia l 

unity won by the erasure of soc ia l d i v i s i ons and ranks, but a unity in 

which these d i v i s i ons are sacramental ized. The s t ruc tu r e , the procedures, 

the ceremonies, the sacred ob jec t s , and the p r i v i l eged forms of connection 
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and sequence c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of each soc ia l region are in t imate ly known by 

each inhab i tant . What the forms and objects a re , t he i r importance in that 

context , and the a t t i tude towards them are expressed in the r e s t r i c t ed 

codes of p lace , codes whose centra l semantic category i s d e i x i s . Each 

soc ia l region has i t s own r e s t r i c t e d code by which i s expressed and 

aff i rmed the s o l i d a r i t y of the group. But each region with in the context 

of a supra-reg iona l , nat ional cu l ture has access to e laborated modes of 

expression by which the s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l and s c i en t i f i c -bu reauc r a t i c 

abst rac t ions are negotiated and kept in p lace . 

What th i s desc r ip t i on has l e f t out , of course, i s the e f f e c t on each 

region of i t s r e l a t i onsh ip to the s t ructure of power in the soc ia l whole. 

Indeed soc ia l regions can be c l a s s i f i e d according to t he i r proximity to 

and exerc ise of power. Some soc i a l regions are more powerful than others 

and the a t t i tudes expressed with in regions w i l l be profoundly inf luenced 

by the power, or lack of i t , which each region and which each ind iv idua l 

within the region enjoys. The forms of the representat ion of other 

soc ia l reg ions , and of one's own, w i l l depend on t he i r proximity to the 

centres of power in the nat ional soc ie ty as a whole. The p a r t i c u l a r 

forms of representat ion of the most powerful group in the nat ional c u l 

ture w i l l dominate (Marx 1970: 64-65) and be p r i v i l eged by the elaborated 

codes of that c u l t u r e ; the r e s t r i c t e d codes w i l l not simply reproduce 

that p r i v i l e g e b l i n d l y , but 'do ' i t so that an a t t i tude towards that 

p r i v i l e g e is s i l e n t l y , t o n a l l y , communicated to the other users of that 

r e s t r i c t e d code (Bernstein 1981: 327-328). The "substratum of c o l l e c t i v e 

temperament," which is society-wide in p r imi t i ve t r i b e s , i s c l ass and 

sub-class s p e c i f i c in developed l i b e r a l soc ie ty . Every nat ive of a 
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p a r t i c u l a r soc ia l region ass imi la tes the en t i re a f f e c t i v e value and 

meaning st ructure of his or her r eg ion , and has it whole, and learns 

to recognize , acknowledge, use, and a f f i rm the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e 

which the r e s t r i c t e d codes express (Evans 1977: 173-174). Indeed, in 

having i t whole, each nat ive only requires the appropriate phrases or 

words or id ioms, only needs appropriate fragments of the already known 

s t ruc tu re , in order fo r the whole of i t to be implied or suggested. 

For Kenneth Burke th i s recogni t ion led him to think of synecdoche 

as the "bas i c " f igure of speech, not metaphor. I have been using the 

term metonymy and metonymic in order to conform to contemporary use, 

but his remarks about synecdoche apply equal ly to metonymy. 

The more I examine both the s t ructure of poetry 
and the s t ructure of human re l a t i ons outs ide of 
poetry , the more I become convinced that t h i s i s 
the "bas i c " f igure of speech, and that i t occurs 
in many modes besides that of the formal t rope. 
I fee l i t to be no mere accident of language 
that we use the same word fo r sensory, a r t i s t i c , 
and p o l i t i c a l representation. . . . Stress upon 
synecdochic representat ion is thus seen to be a 
necessary ingredient of a t r u l y r e a l i s t i c p h i l o 
sophy (as against a n a t u r a l i s t i c one, that would 
tend to consider our sensory representat ions as 
" i l l u so ry " * ) . As to a r t i s t i c representa t ion , the 
term needs no fur ther comment: the co lors and forms 
in the pa int ing of a tree represent the t ree . In 
theor ies of p o l i t i c s p reva i l i ng at d i f f e r en t periods 
in h i s t o r y , there have been quarre ls as to the pre 
c i se vessel of author i ty that is to be considered 
" representa t i ve " of the soc ie ty as a whole ( ch i e f , 
nobles , monarch, churchmen, parl iamentary de legates , 
poet, l eader , the major i ty , the average, the prop
e r t i e d , or the p roper t y l ess , e t c . ) but a l l agree in 
assuming there i s some part representat ive of the 
whole, hence f i t to stand fo r i t . 

(Burke 1941, 1961: 23, my emphasis) 
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I think Burke here overemphasizes somewhat the status of synecdoche/ 

metonymy as the "bas i c " f igure of ( re )presentat ion . Tropic preference 

between metonymic and metaphoric modes of representat ion can probably 

be mapped along two axes. 

The f i r s t i s the axis def ined by level of speech code in use, 

e i the r r e s t r i c t e d or e laborated . The metonymic mode of representat ion 

is " bas i c " (but not exc lus ive ) to r e s t r i c t e d forms of expression and i s 

c l o se l y t i ed to the heavy de ix i s of that mode. The soc ia l monitoring 

of d ress , fo r example, not as imaginative costume regulated by an auton

omous system of f a sh ion , but fo r the marks dress and dress ing carry of 

the d resse r ' s a f f i l i a t i o n s to a soc ia l r eg ion , requires metonymic reading. 

This reading only makes sense with in the pa r t i cu l a r context of s i t ua t i on 

in which the event occurs , a s p e c i f i c sense that can only be expressed 

in a r e s t r i c t e d code. Of course, the system of fashion i so l a ted as an 

autonomous language, such as i s attempted by Roland Barthes (but see 

Cu l l e r 1975: 32-40), is e s s e n t i a l l y a metaphoric en t e rp r i s e , an enter 

pr ise which attempts to make the language of modishness speak an e l ab 

orated code. Metaphor is more c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of such elaborated forms 

of express ion. This basis in metaphor helps to give elaborated codes a 

kind of t rans- loca t iona l s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y . The metaphoric veh ic les 

cons t i tu te a d i f f e r en t order of r e a l i t y , resembling in some way, no 

doubt, the t enor ' s domain, but nonetheless c l e a r l y separated from i t . 

In th i s way, metaphorical s u f f i c i e n c y and autonomy can be thought, 

drawing a t tent ion away from the tenor ' s r e l a t i on to the real and towards 

a world of the v e h i c l e ' s own making. This world can either be l inked to 

the cosmological assumptions of a c u l t u r e , o r , when such assumptions are 



231 

problemat ic , i t can create an anti-world pa ra l l e l to the r e a l , perhaps 

even commenting on the real from afar (Ha l l iday 1978: 177). 

The second axis on which the prominence of metaphoric and metonymic 

modes of representat ion can be mapped i s def ined s o c i a l l y by the states 

of perturbat ions of a soc ia l system. In periods of i deo log i ca l se t t l ed-

ness, that i s , in times when the cosmological assumptions of a soc ie ty 

are widely shared and ra re l y quest ioned, d iscourse seems more absorbed 

by metaphorical modes: a l l ego r y , moral f a b l e , exempia of var ious s o r t s , 

t ypo log ica l and analogica l treatment of narrat ive are c h a r a c t e r i s t i c . 

The metaphorical bias of t h i s sor t of l i t e r a t u r e undervalues ' r e a l i sm ' 

because the ' r e a l ' i s not thematized as the arena of contending ways of 

seeing. However, in a soc ia l system deeply traumatized by c r i s i s , of 

whatever k ind , where the representat ion and in te rp re ta t i on of the ' r e a l ' 

carry heavy semantic s t ress and the category of the 'whole' or ' t o t a l i t y ' 

is revived from i t s theo log ica l slumber, ' representa t i veness ' becomes a 

c ruc i a l and hot ly debated theme, e spec i a l l y in the ass igning of ' r ep re 

senta t i ve ' status to elements of the perturbed whole. 

Periods of soc ia l c r i s i s occur when an au thor i t a t i ve 
c l a s s , whose purpose and idea ls had been genera l ly 
considered as representative of the to ta l s o c i e t y ' s 
purposes and i d e a l s , becomes considered as antago

nistic. The i r c lass charac ter , once f e l t to be a 
culminating part of the whole, is now f e l t to be a 
divisive part of the whole. 

(Burke 1941, 1961: 23n. , h is emphasis) 

Modernism's anti-metaphorical b i a s , i t s s t ress on the d i r e c t pre 

sentat ion of the ob jec t , or the natural object i t s e l f as the adequate 

symbol (Pound 1964: 5 ) , makes sense in terms of the schema out l ined 
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above. In a period of great social disturbance and transformation, where 

the 'real 1 itself becomes essentially contested, it is not surprising to 

see an aesthetic so clearly grounded in metonymic modes of representation 

and a resultant poetry which speaks an aggressively defended restricted 

code of the object. 

I am extending here my earlier exposition of Bernstein's theory of 

speech codes (see Chapter Two), an exposition that emphasized the point 

that restricted and elaborated forms of expression do not divide neatly 

along class lines. Elaborated speech codes are forms of expression used 

by a society's socio-economic elites in addition to the specific restric

ted codes into which members of these classes are born. Members of sub

ordinated classes will or will not have access to elaborated codes 

depending on the relative openness of a society to the social mobility 

of its subordinated members. My connection here of metonymic and meta

phoric figuration to these speech codes attempts to establish more 

clearly the literary relevance of these codes. It seems fairly obvious 

that a predominantly context-bound form of expression, deeply penetrated 

by the shared 'reality' of collective l i f e , uses metonymy as a figurative 

norm (cf. Jakobson 1956: 80-81), The poetics of the restricted code tend 

to be, in short, the poetics of contiguity. The less context-bound a 

speech code becomes the more i t tends towards abstraction, that is, tends 

to divorce meaning from a necessary dependence on an immediate concrete 

context. The more a speech code frees itself from context the more ab

stract, symbolic, even magical, become its characterizing operations. 

The perception of relationships of difference and similarity, or the 

identification of unity in diversity, or the delighted appreciation of 
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v i v i d symbolic mutations enacted f i g u r a t i v e l y as metaphor, or as other 

metaphor ica l ly based tropes and modes, const i tu tes a poet ics of the 

e laborated code. Because most schools of l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m and scho la r 

ship are f i n e l y equipped to recognize and respond to a poet ics of meta

phor, a poetry whose f i gu r a t i v e i n t e l l i g ence l i e s in metonymy often seems 

pecu l i a r l y unpoetic ( in periods of change such as E l i o t ' s , i t can even 

seem aggress ive ly an t i poe t i c ) . 

S i m i l a r i t y in meaning connects the symbols of a 
metalanguage with the symbols of the language 
re fer red to . S i m i l a r i t y connects a metaphorical 
term with the term for which i t i s subs t i tu ted . 
Consequently, when construct ing a metalanguage 
[an elaborated code in Bernste in ' s terms] to 
in te rpre t t ropes , the researcher possesses more 
homogeneous means to handle metaphor, whereas 
metonymy, based on a d i f f e r e n t p r i n c i p l e , e a s i l y 
def ies i n t e rp r e t a t i on . (Jakobson 1956: 81) 

For the l i t e r a r y i n t e l l i g ence soaked in nineteenth-century Engl ish 

l i t e r a r y cu l t u r e , with i t s e laborated metaphorical p r a c t i c e s , i t s uni-

v e r s a l i s t o r i en ta t i on to meaning, modernism cannot be anything but 

'obscure ' or ' u n i n t e l l i g i b l e 1 . When an object "hath a code and not a 

core" (Pound 1926, n . d . : 63) , there is no p a r t i c u l a r reason to confect 

a metaphor to enclose and express i t s essence; a l l such an object requires 

is to be ' r e a d ' , metonymical ly, an object such as the "her" in Pound's 

"The Garden," who i s the s ign of "the end of breeding" juxtaposed to the 

s ign of the i nhe r i t o r s of the ea r th , "a rabble / Of f i l t h y , s turdy , 

unk i l l ab l e in fants of the very poor" (1926, n . d . : 83). 

Thus, we know how to read the de ta i l that Mr Eugenides has "a pocket 

f u l l of cur rants " {The waste Land, CP 71) , not simply as a 'presentat ion 
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of the ob jec t ' (sw 149) but, more genuinely , as a presentat ion of an 

a t t i tude towards that type of character , an a t t i tude that can only be 

understood by those for whom th i s small d e t a i l , ac t ing metonymically 

(along with the other d e t a i l s ) , impl ies the a f f e c t i v e whole in an Engl ish 

mind an unshaven Smyrna merchant "with a pocket f u l l of cur rents " i n 

hab i t s . Frank Kermode's i n t e rp re ta t i on of th i s qua l i f y i ng phrase, so 

obvious to him he presents i t as a parenthet ica l afterthought--"base 

Levantine t rade"—suggests the ease and s p e c i f i c i t y with which an implied 

whole swings into place as a to ta l s t ructure of meanings and values that 

makes sense of fragments and d e t a i l s (Kermode 1968: 73). To recognize 

and make sense of the references in the passage to the s p e c i a l i s t reg 

i s t e r of the C i ty import t rade , the Cannon Street Hotel ("at th i s per iod 

a common and convenient meeting place fo r fore ign businessmen and t he i r 

B r i t i s h col leagues . . . " [John Hayward, quoted in Hargrove 1978: 74-75]), 

and the Metropole ("had at the time a nortor ious reputat ion as a l i c e n 

t ious pleasure spot fo r wealthy businessmen" [Hayward, in Hargrove 75]) 

suggest a necessary cu l tu ra l competency ava i l ab le to a rather l im i t ed 

soc ia l group, namely, the Metropol i tan middle c lasses and those on the 

f r i n g e s , who, knowing the r e s t r i c t e d code of that c l a s s , aspired to a 

place in i t . Indeed the expressive s ty l e of the language used to portray 

the "house agent 's c l e r k ' s " seduction of the t y p i s t and the f u l l e r por

t r a i t , g i v ing a s o c i a l l y more d e f i n i t e p ic ture of the kind of character 

E l i o t had in mind, in the f a cs im i l e and t r ans c r i p t of the o r i g ina l d ra f ts 

of The waste Land, h igh l igh t more c l e a r l y the kind of soc ia l asp i ra t ions 

to which I r e f e r , a s p i r a t i o n s , i t hardly needs say ing , encouraged by the 

e g a l i t a r i a n doctr ines of the l i b e r a l i dea , f i xed metonymically in the 
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poem by the c l e r k ' s "one bold s ta re " (repeated three times in Facsimile). 

The unity of The waste Land, as of any discourse based on a meto-

nymic mode of representa t ion , l i e s not in the pos i t i v e t e x t , but in the 

unity of i t s transformative act ion on the se t t l ed s i g n i f i c a t i o n s and 

s i gn i f y i ng prac t i ces of the soc ia l ' r eg ion ' to and from which i t is 

wr i t ten . In the l i t e r a t u r e of c l a s s i c a l and neo-c lass ica l moments, the 

d i s ce rn ib l e uni ty of the text cons is ted in a unity achieved in and 

through the rhe to r i ca l programme, fundamentally metaphoric, of l i t e r a t u r e . 

Such a unity d id not supplant or supersede the formal marks of the soc ia l 

region in which the text was produced. It simply repressed them or 

turned them to account in the pos i t i v e formal s t ructure which the system 

of l i t e r a t u r e encouraged and sanct ioned.^ With romanticism, the centre 

of unity of a text sh i f t ed towards the metaphysical notion of consc ious 

ness, i t s space subdivided into a set of sense-making po t en t i a l s : fancy , 

imaginat ion, reason, w i l l , e t c . , each with i t s own objects of knowledge 

and i t s own mode of express ion. The pressure of the soc ia l region on 

the form of the romantic text i s not as e a s i l y or as smoothly natura l ized 

as in the e a r l i e r l i t e r a t u r e . 

Anglo-American'formal ism's hopeless f r e t t i n g about genre in romantic 
g 

l i t e r a t u r e i l l u s t r a t e s i t s i n a b i l i t y to conceptual ize a r e l a t i on between 

the text and the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e of a real wor ld. The reason fo r 

the r e l a t i v e e f f i c i e n c y of fo rma l i s t readings of seventeenth-century 

l y r i c s l i e s , I be l i e ve , in the f ac t that the r e l a t i on between textual 

object and semantic environment i s c l e a r l y and cons i s ten t l y a r t i cu l a t ed 

by the rhe to r i ca l system of l i t e r a t u r e (Tuve 1947, 1968) through the 

t rop i c and schematic, always reader-focussed, design of the tex t . 
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Readers (and authors ) , i t should be r e c a l l e d , ca r r y , more or l e s s , the 

meaning potent ia l s of the semantic environment around in t he i r heads. 

Part of the horror one fee l s in The Dunciad occurs as a r esu l t of Pope's 

dawning awareness that the h i s t o r i c a l unity of the system of l i t e r a t u r e 

was rap id l y d i s so l v i ng in his time (1742: II, l i n es 347-428). Individual 

dev iat ions in making the system work, in achieving the expected u n i t i e s , 

are very often perceived and v i l i f i e d as ' d u l n e s s 1 , ' s t u p i d i t y ' , ' i n 

competence' by those who superintend the operat ion of the o lder system. 

And when the 'grammar' of a system cannot hold . . . what then? Roman

t i c i sm imposed a new unity in seeing the textual object as a mental event 

(Borenstein 1976: 24) wi th in the context of a p a r t i c u l a r i d e a l i s t meta

phys ics . The mind, unfor tunate ly , was regarded by idea l i sm as the con

s t ruc t of a ser ies of formal onto log ica l pred icat ions (Kant) , rather than 

as a product of and agent in h i s to r y . When the metaphysics on which th i s 

view of the mind co l l apsed , the romantic textual object suddenly seemed 

to become an untidy pathology of nervous gestures , which is the way E l i o t 

and his generation treated the poems of that ph i losophica l and h i s t o r i c a l 

moment and, of course, that moment's V i c t o r i a n , l a te V i c t o r i a n , and 
g 

Edwardian d iminut ions . 

With modernism, the rhe to r i ca l t r a d i t i o n and the synthet ic view of 

consciousness become a r c h i v a l ; that i s , when the i r remnants appear in a 

t ex t , l i k e The waste Land, they are always ' quo t ed ' , presented as framed 

fragments of the past . Kenner on the rhyming of the seduction scene: 

"The rhymes come with a weary i n e v i t a b i l i t y that parodies the formal 

elegance of Gray; and the episode modulates at i t s c lose into a key to 

which Goldsmith can be transposed" (1966: 145). In the same category 
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we can lump Moody's and Hargrove's i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of at l eas t three 

embedded sonnets in "The F i re Sermon." These formal and metr ica l quo

ta t ions are presented in p rec i se l y the same way an ancient Greek vase, 

los t to the context in which i t was made and used and, thus, s t r ipped 

of i t s o r i g i na l use-value, gains another kind of ' va lue ' when i t i s 

placed on a pedestal in a glass case in a museum. Normally th i s new 

value in the case of a Greek an t iqu i t y i s n ' t parodic as Kenner suggests 

the rhymes in the passage are. This empedestal1 ing of the object u t t e r l y 

transforms i t by a subtle ro ta t ing of the lens of observat ion away from 

a c lea r focus on the object in i t s environment, inc lud ing the seeing of 

the marks of i t s making on concrete shape and s t ruc tu re , to seeing i t s 

features in terms of a developmental h i s to ry of ar t a r t i cu l a t ed as an 

autonomous sequence of i n t r i c a t e l y re la ted period mutations. In these 

new terms i t s value as an object i s u t t e r l y transformed. 

The quest ion a r i s e s , however, from where does th i s new value come? 

The Whig i n te rp re ta t i on of p o l i t i c a l h i s to ry transposed to the h i s to ry 

of ar t answers that quest ion by pos i t i on ing the vase in a p a r t i c u l a r 

h i s t o r i c a l continuum, d i sp lay ing that vase as an important step or phase 

(formal and techn ica l ) in the progressive refinement of ar t and s e n s i 

b i l i t y leading i nev i t ab l y to the ' s tandards ' of c i v i l i z a t i o n acknowledged 

and ce l ebra ted , say, in the Home Count ies , ca. 1910 (Hadj in icolaou 1979: 

44-68). It was s p e c i f i c a l l y against th i s view that E l i o t formulated his 

own, famous notion of the simultaneous existence and order of the l i t e r 

ature of Europe. The polemical sharpness with which he drew his p i c ture 

of the " idea l order" of a r t in "T rad i t i on and the Individual Ta lent " (sw 

49-50) i n d i c a t e s , negat i ve ly , the set t ledness of the Whig order of th ings . 
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Both E l i o t and those against whom such a formulat ion i s wr i t ten 

acknowledged, in d i f f e r e n t ways, that the past always must be perceived 

from the vantage of the present ( Bu t t e r f i e ld 1931, 1968: 10-11). The 

problem i s , of course, what sense does the 'present ' make? For Whig 

thought, the 'p resent ' always culminates, in a me l i o r i s t sense, the pro

gress ive movement of h i s to r y . For E l i o t , and the conservatism for which 

he speaks, the ' p r e s e n t ' , dominated in his time by the l i b e r a l vers ion of 

r e a l i t y , provoked res is tance to the idea of progress and 'improvement'. 

[The poet] must be quite aware of the obvious fac t 
that art never improves, but that the material of 
art is never quite the same. He must be aware that 
the mind of Europe--the mind of his own country--
a mind which he learns in time to be much more 
important than his own pr iva te mind--is a mind which 
changes, and that t h i s change i s a development which 
abandons nothing en route, which does not super
annuate e i t he r Shakespeare, or Homer, or the rock 
drawing of the Magdalenian draughtsman. (sw 51) 

The demater ia l ised sense of h i s t o r y sanctions the erasure of a work of 

a r t ' s actual h i s t o r i c a l context , in order to f ree i t , not from history 

as Such, but from the role a work plays in Whig interpretative practices. 

This l i b e r a t i o n of ar t from the serv ices i t renders l i b e r a l i s m is 

proposed in the name of a transcendental s i g n i f i e d , an ideal order ex

i s t i n g above and beyond material h i s to r y . So goes the argument in 

E l i o t ' s rescue of l i t e r a r y texts of the pas t , and i f the nature, s t r u c 

tu re , and c r i t e r i a of the " idea l order" remain somewhat vague, one hardly 

notices in the damage done to the Whig text on these matters. The waste 

Land attempts the same rescue in terms of the representat ion of the 

profoundest human exper iences: love , death, despa i r , surrender , tran^ 



239 

scendence. As a metaphorical c los ing of the t e x t ' s meaning p o t e n t i a l s , 

The waste Land, in an oddly anti-modernist f l i n c h i n g from the metonymic 

l og i c of modernism, proposes a ragtag c o l l e c t i o n of legends, myths, and 

references to the l i t e r a r y past as that generative matrix from which we 

can catch s ight of an " idea l order" of experience. This ' f e i n t ' towards 

the imposit ion of a metaphor ica l ly based unity has been the source of 

considerable anxiety among the poem's commentators. The search fo r the 

master i n te rp re ta t i ve code, fo r which myth and i t s cu l tu ra l cognates are 

the key, has gone on fo r f i f t y years without much success except in terms 

so general and vague that the exert ions have hardly seemed worth i t . No 

one has exerted himself in th i s d i r e c t i on more than Grover Smith, and 

his account of the poem's range of a l l u s i on to myth, romance, and the 

l i t e r a r y cu l ture of Europe i s as impressive as i t is exhaust ive. But 

Smith's f i n a l statement about the poem seems hardly in need of the 

scho la r l y e d i f i c e he has erected to house i t . The waste Land, he wr i t e s , 

dramatizes the speaker 's " e f f o r t to appease the gnawing of f l e s h l y and 

s p i r i t u a l des i r e " (Smith 1974: 98). That may be so , but we hardly need 

to be brought to th i s apercu by way of "the decay of . . . the Seven 

Churches of As i a " (87). Myth in The waste Land is used as a metaphor of 

the " idea l order" of exper ience, o r , put another way, a metaphor of the 

deepest layer of human consciousness, the nadir of which i s reached in 

the successive DAs of the thunder, a descent to the primary sy l l abary 

of Indo-European c i v i l i z a t i o n . Myth attempts to contain or encompass 

metaphor ica l ly a poem E l i o t could not ' c l o s e ' . He could not ' c l o s e ' i t 

because i t s execution was almost e n t i r e l y metonymic, leading the sense 

the poem makes, out of the confines of i t s own unsteady metaphors, 
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towards the soc iosemiot ic f i e l d in which i t i s lodged, out to where i t s 

uni ty ac tua l l y l i e s . This r a d i c a l l y decentered a c t i v i t y suggests that 

the use of myth to designate the encompassing framework is i t s e l f meto

nymic, an emblem of the d i f f i c u l t search fo r an e f f i c a c i o u s t o t a l i z i n g 

framework in a period when ideo log ica l disturbances run deep (Shannon 

1976: 269 f f . ; Read 1979: 494-513). 

The melange of mythical elements, labouring manfully to erect a 

convincing t o t a l i z i n g framework, is imposed on the present of the poem 

as a way, not of d e h i s t o r i c i z i n g the poem's enactments, but of demate-

r i a l i z i n g the h i s to ry which they cannot avoid suggesting or imply ing. 

In other words, the poem, unable to f ind a poss ib le t o t a l i z i n g framework 

in the contemporary present , dreams a discovery of that framework in myth 

(Eagleton 1970: 156-157). Yet the poem does d i s c lose a t o t a l i z i n g s t r u c 

ture l inked to the present , one might say, in sp i te of i t s e l f , and d i s 

ce rn ib le in the very ' incoherence ' of the " chao t i c " misce l lany E l i o t 

spread before Pound in Paris in 1921 (Kenner 1966: 125). Indeed, i t is 

in that very ' incoherence ' that the poem's modernity l i e s . Of course, 

by ' incoherence ' I mean only the rev ised c r i t e r i a fo r making sense that 

contrast and chal lenge the syntagmatic norms and convent ions.of l a te 

V i c to r i an and Edwardian d i scu rs i ve p rac t i c e s . The defer ra l of a s p e c i 

f i c a l l y textual semantic unity projects that substant ia l centre out into 

the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e which the mythic metaphor attempts c lumsi ly to 

r e t r o j e c t . The t o t a l i z i n g framework that does l i nk the poem to the 

present comes into view when we fo l low the poem's metonymic l og i c and 

see i t as a s i gn i f y i ng cu l tu ra l p rac t i ce (Eagleton 1976: 98) , ac t ing 

upon a s p e c i f i c soc i a l s t ructure in which the representativeness of 
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ce r ta in ideo log ica l representat ions const i tu tes the p r inc ipa l theme. 

To i den t i f y the t o t a l i z i n g framework of the poem with the 'present ' 

in which the poem i s lodged may sound l i ke a c r i t i c a l manoeuvre that 

verges on the mystical and i f I were to use the 'p resent ' as a p h i l o 

sophical abs t rac t ion i t would. For my purposes here I use the 'present ' 

as an e n t i r e l y soc ia l category (Mead 1932, 1980: 47-67). Thus I do not 

mean the 'present ' as concret Migemeine, the concrete u n i v e r s a l , but , 

in a more homely sense, the 'present ' as l i v e d , in the p a r t i c u l a r con

juncture of h i s t o r y , c lass p o s i t i o n , and personal psychology that i t was 

the w i l l and fate of E l i o t to l i v e . The c y c l i c a l world of thoroughly 

demater ia l ised "vegetat ion ceremonies," o p p o r t u n i s t i c a l l y adapted fo r 

the occas ion , cannot conv inc ing ly assuage the d i f f i c u l t i e s of the con

temporary world the poem invokes and of E l i o t ' s ambiguous pos i t i on in i t , 

ca. 1920 (Bergonzi 1972: 73; Eagleton 1976: 148). The uneven, untidy 

i n t r a c t i b i l i t y of h i s to ry cannot be so e a s i l y schematized and h i s to ry 

i t s e l f transcended in order to ' recover ' i t s l a rger s i g n i f i c a n c e . In 

context , the poem's use of myth contr ibutes a major element to the ant i-

language the poem speaks as a whole, and speaks i t as i f i t were language 

i t s e l f (Ha l l iday 1978: 171). Just .as the poem enacts the psychosexual 

catastrophes of l i b e r a l soc ie ty in order to sca t te r l i b e r a l i s m ' s melio-

r i s t optimism, myth, funct ion ing as a metaphor of the mind's deep s t ruc 

tu re , g lad ly invents a recess to which the r a t i o n a l i s t instruments of 

Enlightenment thought cannot penetrate. Thus the use of myth i s con

t r o l l e d by the cont ras t i ve ro le E l i o t wants i t to play in the 'present ' 

when set against the re igning ra t i ona l i sm. The ed i t i ng of the poem which 

Pound and E l i o t began in Par is in 1921 {Facsimile x x i i f f . ) had the e f f e c t 
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of r a i s i n g the mythical elements to the level of the frame and thus 

' o b j e c t i f y i n g ' the point of view. The e f f e c t of t h i s is to contr ive a 

suprah i s to r i ca l ' p l a ce ' from which to speak which i s not thoroughly 

impl icated in the a c tua l i t y of contemporary London. But of course the 

manoeuvre i t s e l f i s thoroughly impl icated in the h is tory and soc ia l 

a t t i tudes of i t s time and in the context of E l i o t ' s immediate personal 

exper ience. A f te r a l l , ' a c t u a l i t y ' seems rather the problem than the 

so lu t ion from the perspect ive of an over-educated, underemployed L loyd 's 

c l e r k , on the f r inges of the l i t e r a r y wor ld , immersed in a c laustrophobic 

marr iage, and in the midst of a ser ies of emotional c r i s e s (Gordon 1977). 

Later in his l i f e , at the centre of the l i t e r a r y wor ld , i n s t i t u t i o n a l l y 

secure at Fabe r ' s , s o c i a l l y rooted , f ree of messy personal attachments, 

"now and in England" (CP 215) would seem an a l together more promising 

place from which poems might come. In The waste Land, "now and in 

England" can only be looked at s t ead i l y from behind a lea fy hedge of 

"vegetat ion ceremonies" (CP 80). 

An examination of the e a r l i e r d r a f t s , a s p u b l i s h e d by Va le r i e E l i o t 

in 1971, reveals the extent to which the poem was conceived in a concern 

for the s o c i a l , h i s t o r i c a l , and polemical present. What the ed i t i ng 

process excised more than anything e lse in the f i n a l vers ion was pre 

c i s e l y a large part of the s p e c i f i c i t y of the poem's s o c i a l , s a t i r i c 

focus. E l iminated are representat ive personae l i k e the Ladies Katzegg 

{Facsimile 29) and Kleinwurm (23), the v ignette of F resca 's morning 

ceremonies which opens "The F i re Sermon" (23-29; 39-41), as well as a 

number of other sec t ions . Other, parts of the poem which were reta ined 

underwent considerable change, fo r example, the "young man carbuncular" 
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played a more prominent, i nd i v i dua l i zed ro le in an e a r l i e r d ra f t than is 

his f i n a l fate at the l a s t . The kind of material in which the poem was 

conceived provides a p ic ture of London soc ia l l i f e in the period around 

the f i r s t Great War. 

It i s a p i c ture that i s h igh ly s e l e c t i v e , as one might expect , but 

i t is not se l e c t i ve in a way that is uniquely E l i o t ' s . This view of 

things in that period was l a rge l y i den t i ca l to the vers ions of soc ia l 

r e a l i t y which r ight-wing, Conservative polemic is ts saw as the derac in-

at ion and corrupt ion of the Engl ish ru l i ng e l i t e and, thus, in the 

metonymic l og i c of conservat ism, the corrupt ion of Engl ish l i f e i t s e l f 

(Jones 1974: 33). Of course, th i s was the message of much cont inenta l 

conservatism as well and E l i o t no doubt came upon i t as ea r l y as 1910-

1911 in i t s French form (Gordon 1977: 54). His i n te res t in Charles 

Maurras and the theory and prac t i ce of Action Francaise probably begins 

in that winter of d iscontent he spent in the French c a p i t a l , whose 

p o l i t i c s s t i l l l i v ed under the shadow of the Dreyfus case (Kojecky 1971: 

59-60). 

For conservat ives in England the causes of Engl ish soc ia l decay were 

no mystery, though Whig p o l i t i c i a n s were often accused of obscuring them 

fo r s i n i s t e r purposes with the i r race and colour b l ind ideas of equa l i t y 

and freedom. It was ' f o r e i g n ' , e spec i a l l y German-Jewish, elements that 

were p r i n c i p a l l y the scapegoats on whom Engl ish conservat ives t y p i c a l l y 

decided to f i x t he i r a t t en t i on . The immediate o r i g i ns of t h i s a t tack , 

ca r r i ed on mainly in the press , were a ser ies of dubious f i nanc i a l and 

commercial t ransact ions in England and abroad that involved some more or 

less prominent German-Jewish p a r t i c i p a n t s , along with many others . 
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This corrupt ion was l inked by the Right with the 
a c t i v i t i e s and inf luence of what Garvin in the 
observer termed the "plunderbund." This term he 
appl ied to the group of f i nanc i e r s and bus iness 
men, mostly of German-Jewish o r i g i n ( for ins tance , 
A l f r ed Moritz Mond, S i r Edgar Speyer, and S i r John 
Tomlinson Brunner) who were act ive in the rad ica l 
wing of the L ibera l party . The Right , as in C o n t i 
nental coun t r i e s , denounced these men as a l i e n s -
worse, as t r a i t o r s serv ing the in te res t s of the 
nat ional enemy, Germany. . . . This abuse had un
pleasant undertones. Right speakers and wr i ters 
(apart from the separate Chesterton-Bel loc group) 
d isc la imed ant i-Semit ic f e e l i n g s , not very con
v i n c i n g l y , but went on to assert that anti-Semitism 
was being generated by the ant inat iona l and corrupt 
a c t i v i t i e s of a few wealthy Jews, as well as by the 
economic competit ion created by des t i tu te refugees 
from Russia who were crowding into the East End of 
London—with explos ive e f f e c t s twenty-five years 
l a t e r . (Jones 1974: 49-50) 

That the e a r l i e r dra f ts of The waste Land should contain a lengthy 

s a t i r i c attack on German-Jewish elements in Engl ish soc ie ty i s in i t s e l f 

nothing new from the sense we already have of E l i o t ' s soc ia l and p o l i t i c a l 

a t t i tudes (Harrison 1967: 149-152; but see Kojecky 1971: 12-13, 215); 

what i s s i g n i f i c a n t i s the assoc ia t ion between these men (and t he i r 

f ami l i e s ) and Engl ish Whig cu l ture (Tuchman 1966: 18-19). S i r A l f r ed 

Mori tz Mond had already made an appearance in an e a r l i e r E l i o t poem 

S t i l l to be found in Collected Poems: 

I sha l l not want Capi ta l in Heaven 
For I sha l l meet S i r A l f r ed Mond. 

We two sha l l l i e together , lapt 
In a f i v e per cent.Exchequer Bond. 

(46) 

E l i o t ' s experience as a C i ty banking c le rk from 1917 to 1925 no doubt 

contr ibuted to his views, e spec i a l l y s ince with in Engl ish f i nanc i a l 
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c i r c l e s the 1 plunderbund 1 were seen p r imar i l y as f i s c a l p i ra tes and 

buccaneers who a f t e r the war were thought to have unconscionably p ro f i t ed 

from the c o n f l i c t (Jones 1974: 49-50). It was a lso widely bel ieved among 

C i ty men before the war that the German-Jewish f i nanc i e r s operated under 

the personal sponsorship and protect ion of the K ing, Edward VII (Blake 

1972: 192). At the very heart , then, of Engl ish soc ie ty the ant i cs of 

F resca , Lady Katzegg, Lady Kleinwurm, B l e i s t e i n {Facsimile 119, 121) 

and S i r A l f r ed Mond, Burbank, and S i r Ferdinand Kle in from other poems 

(poems, 1920) are not simply "cosmopolitan in t ruders " (Gross 1972: 154) 

cheapening and commercial iz ing ' c i v i l i z a t i o n ' in some general sense of 

the ' dec l i ne Of the wes t ' , but are references of a more specific kind. 

The obvious anti-Semitism here is not the major point the poem is exer 

c i s i n g in the context of Engl ish soc ia l and p o l i t i c a l l i f e . The contemp

tuous a t t i tude towards Jews i s , as i t was in much European ant i-Semit ism, 

i n c i d e n t a l . The polemical thrust of such sentiments was aimed at those 

' au thent i c ' elements in the nat ional cu l ture who were perceived to be 

sponsors and protectors of the decay and d i l u t i o n of race and cu l tu re . 
11 

(The famous reference to the Jews in ASG 19 is t y p i c a l ) . 

As Maurras c a l l ed them, the meteques (gk. metoikos) had a r r i ved in 

the European cosmopol i , c i t i e s overrun by men of mixed race and ambiguous 

soc ia l o r i g i n s . In England the soc ia l proximity of wealthy, Whig-l iberal 

Jews to the monarchy i t s e l f insured not only t he i r commercial, but a lso 

t he i r s o c i a l , pre-eminence: 

From which, a Venus Anadyomene 
She stept ashore to a more var ied scene, 
Propel led by Lady Katzegg's guiding hand 
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She knew the wealth and fashion of the l and , 
Among the fame and beauty of the stage 
She passed, the wonder of our l i t t l e age; 
She gave the tu r f her i n t e l l e c t u a l patronage. 
But F[resca] ru les even more d i s t ingu ished spheres, 
Minerva in a crowd of boxing peers.. 

(Facsimile 28-29) 

Va le r ie E l i o t i d e n t i f i e s the Marquis of Queensberry and the F i f t h Earl 

of Lonsdale as two "well-known boxing peers" (127); both men, needless 

to say, were a lso well-known Whig a r i s t o c r a t s . The po in t , of course, 

is not to prove that E l i o t was an t i-Semi t i c ; that quest ion has been and 

w i l l be debated fo r so long as E l i o t ' s reputat ion as a major poet 

p e r s i s t s . The more i n t e res t i ng issue i s the p a r t i c u l a r semantics of the 

p o l i t i c a l and soc ia l context of London, ca. 1920, and E l i o t ' s complex 

a t t i tudes towards those meanings that account fo r the poet ic dec is ions 

he makes at the leve l of the microstructure to give the poem the de ta i l ed 

shape i t has. 

No doubt most of E l i o t ' s middle c l ass readers recognized the s a t i r i c 

thrust of the poem, reading out from the p lac ing metonymy the appropriate 

a t t i tudes being brought into play and, reading back from those a t t i tudes 

and t a rge t s , the soc ia l place from which the poem was coming. A revea l ing 

comment by Pound on an e a r l i e r d ra f t of the poem perhaps i l l u s t r a t e s th i s 

po in t . "The F i re Sermon" s e c t i o n , o r i g i n a l l y longer than the sect ion 

which appears in the publ ished vers ion of the poem, was rather heav i ly 

ed i ted by Pound. One example of t h i s i s v i s i b l e in the fo l lowing stanza 

from the t y p i s t ' s seduct ion , only ha l f of which appeared in the f i n a l 

ve rs ion . 
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-Bestows one f i n a l pat ron is ing k i s s , 
And gropes his way, f i nd ing the s t a i r s u n l i t ; 
And at the corner where the stable i s , 
Delays only to u r ina te , and s p i t . 

{Facsimile 47) 

Pound scored out the f i n a l two l i nes of the quatra in and added marginal ly 

"probably over the mark." M. L. Rosenthal suggests that Pound's comment 

acknowledges that the "best ava i l ab le reading publ i c f o r poetry" in 1922 

would not have been ready fo r such desc r ip t i ve candour (1972: 189). Of 

course he is r i g h t , but the point should be pursued a l i t t l e fu r the r . 

What exact l y is the "mark" that th i s passage is "probably over"? Pound 

is not over ly squeamish about such candour (c f . cantos 14-16); the rest 

of the passage, in some places as equal ly candid , drew no e th i ca l objec 

t i o n s . C lea r l y Pound i s r e f e r r i ng to the tone of the excised l i n e s ; 

they are over the mark tona l l y and the d i f fe rence between those two l i nes 

and the passage as rev ised points d i r e c t l y to the intensity of the 

contempt the l i nes express. The hatred and scorn fo r people of ' that 

s o r t ' , which in the e a r l i e r vers ion stands out l i v i d l y as merely personal 

abuse, are pushed fur ther back in the interna l perspect ive and the 

T i r e s i an foresuf ferance allowed to muffle by jus t that r igh t amount the 

f r e e , but embarrassing, play of the speaker 's f e e l i n g . Nothing the 

matter with the contempt, i t j us t c an ' t be paraded as openly as a l l that . 

Foresufferance is the gesture of a mind that has reworked the e s s e n t i a l l y 

soc ia l drama of what i s presented in the e a r l i e r d ra f t in order to avoid 

the consequences in the 'present ' of i t s hatred. The hatred is not 

transformed; i t i s simply not d i sc losed in the framework of the soc ia l 

arena which is i t s o r i g i n . Its edges are b lurred with in the mythological 
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haven tha t , by d e f i n i t i o n , presents states of a f f a i r s in a form in which 

they can no longer be argued, though in th i s case the force of the 

speaker 's contempt is unmit igated. 

Harvey Gross contends that the rev i s ions gave The waste Land "the 

r i gh t amount of aes thet i c d i s t a n c e , " thus e l iminat ing E l i o t ' s "kinky 

expressions of d isgust with the human animal and i t s und ign i f i ed func

t i ons " (1972: 145). The absorpt ion of a pa r t i cu l a r soc ia l contempt aimed 

at a pa r t i cu l a r c lass of people in the all-encompassing category of "the 

human animal" is t yp i ca l of much c r i t i c i s m that shares these a t t i tudes 

with E l i o t . The r e v i s i o n s , Gross dec ides , were done with a view to what 

the poem's readers might stomach (145). The contempt d i s tanced , "The 

waste Land enjoyed an immediate l i t e r a r y success" (145). Since the 

contempt has not been e l iminated from the f i n a l v e r s ion , we might take 

Gross as saying that some of the rev i s ions at l eas t were done not p r i 

mar i ly to come to terms with personal f ee l ings of d isgust towards ce r ta in 

sorts of people and to explore these f ee l i ngs as express ions , not only of 

a personal nature, but f ee l i ngs impl icated in the hatred of one c lass 

towards another. Instead, these rev i s ions helped make the contempt 

pa l a tab le , f i r s t l y , by cut t ing the rougher language and, secondly, by 

l i nk ing i t a l l to a mythical framework that un i ve rsa l i zes i t . 

Again my point is not to prove that E l i o t hated the pushy petit 

bourgeois, but that The waste Land's coherence, and the coherence of 

modernist poems genera l ly (and post-modernist ones even more so ) , l i e s 

beyond the text i t s e l f to the cu l tu ra l and d i s cu rs i ve prac t i ces in which 

i t had to make i t s way. In the primacy of the 'present ' as the encom

passing and t o t a l i z i n g framework a d i s t i n c t l y modernist poetry gets i t s 
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s t a r t . Tone, then, becomes the p r inc ipa l f i r s t point of access to the 

poem's present , f o r tone is always s i tuated in the here and now of the 

poem, a here and now that terminates, at one end of a continuum, in 

h i s t o r y , and at the other , in the act of composition i t s e l f , the compo

s i t i o n a l present as i t were. In other words, d i s t i n c t i v e l y modernist 

poems are wr i t ten exc lus i ve l y in the present tense of thought and f e e l i n g , 

even Pound's h i s t o r i c a l cantos, the Chinese or the Adams sec t ions . But 

i t i s a mistake to bel ieve that the 'present ' i s simply an onto log ica l 

no t ion , as does Lukacs in his c r i t i q u e of modernism, taking modernism as 

proclaiming an a n t i h i s t o r i c a l e x i s t e n t i a l i s m . 

Lukacs has f a i l e d to see. that such a stance was in r e a l i t y not a 

modernist a r t i c l e of f a i t h , but a polemical weapon aimed against the 

1iberal-bourgeois view of the past , v i z . that a l l previous h i s to ry simply 

ex is ted in order to have given b i r t h to the bourgeois order of things in 

Europe. Yet even Luka'cs must admit h i s t o r y ' s ine luc tab le demand on 

modernism: 

A g i f t ed w r i t e r , however extreme his theore t i ca l 
modernism, w i l l in prac t i ce have to compromise 
with the demands of h i s t o r i c i t y and of soc ia l 
environment. Joyce uses Dub l in , Kafka and Musi! 
the Hapsburg Monarchy, as the locus of t he i r 
masterpieces. But the locus they l ov ing l y depict 
is l i t t l e more than a backc lo th ; i t is not basic 
to t h e i r a r t i s t i c i n t en t i on . (1969: 21) 

This i s a very narrow view of ' h i s t o r y ' ; and c e r t a i n l y a man wr i t ing a 

novel i s wr i t ing a nove l , not an h i s t o r i c a l t r ea t i s e that contr ibutes to 

s c i e n t i f i c knowledge. Novel and t r ea t i s e are two very d i f f e r e n t types 

of d i s cu rs i ve p r a c t i c e s . Luka'cs is l im i ted to searching through works 
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to see what can be e a s i l y t rans la ted to the elaborated categor ies of 

s c i e n t i f i c thought. 

uiysses (1922) speaks the concrete h i s tory of i t s place in a r e 

s t r i c t e d mode of express ion , a mode in which every sentence and word and 

intonat ion is permeated by the orders of meaning, h i s t o r i c a l l y determined, 

that const i tu te the soc ia l environment. For example, who but a reader 

versed to a degree in the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e of Ireland and Dublin can 

read with accuracy the intended e f f e c t of the reference to John Howard 

Parnel l in the 'Wandering Rocks' sect ion of the nove l , the sect ion which 

i s framed by the twin journeys of the p r i e s t John Conmee, S.J. across the 

north of the c i t y and of the Earl of Dudley's v iceregal procession in the 

opposite d i r e c t i on across the south. One of the many scenes which these 

two great a r c s , emblematic of the powers that be in Dub l in , ca. 1904, 

bracket i s the scene of John Howard P a r n e l l , Charles Stewart 's brother , 

p lay ing chess. Chess! The game of state and s t ra tegy . A game that 

Charles Stewart, in his t ime, l o s t when he mi splayed the endgame. 

Against t h i s , Buck Mul l igan i s toadying up to the,Englishman Haines and 

the abjectness of that performance has i t s en t i re tone and resonance, 

i t s semantic s t ru c tu r e , in the recogni t ions of the Engl ish cu l tu ra l and 

p o l i t i c a l dominance in I re land: 

As they trod across the th ick carpet Buck Mul l igan 
whispered behind his panama to Haines. 

— P a r n e l l ' s brother . There in the corner . 
They chose a small tab le near the window opposite 

a long-faced man whose beard and gaze hung i n t en t l y 
down on a chessboard. 

— Is that he? Haines asked, tw is t ing round in his 
seat . 

—Yes , Mul l igan s a i d . That ' s John Howard, his 
brother , our c i t y marshal. 
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John Howard Parnel l t rans la ted a white bishop 
qu i e t l y and his grey claw went up again to his f o r e 
head whereat i t r es ted . 

An instant a f t e r , under i t s screen, his eyes looked 
qu i ck l y , ghostbr ight , at his foe and f e l l once more 
upon a working corner . (248) 

P a rne l l ' s s to len glance catches b e a u t i f u l l y the ambiguity of his p o s i t i o n ; 

with his hand over his eyes there i s the suggestion of the shamed man and, 

at the same t ime, the suggestion of the cunning man. His brother was 

both, though in the end the shame outplayed the cunning. But the scene 

i t s e l f doesn ' t r i s e to i t s true semantic substance un t i l the Dudleys, 

representat ives of the power in England that destroyed Charles Stewart 

and set back the cause of Home Rule fo r a generat ion, pass the D. B. C. 

There, while Buck, Haines, and the others s t r a i n to catch a glimpse of 

the process ion , Irishmen paying what is obviously intended to be taken 

as shameless homage to the conf ident d i sp lay of the oppressor , Parnel l 

does not move from the chessboard: "From the window of the D. B. C. Buck 

Mul l igan g a i l y , and Haines grave ly , gazed down on the v iceregal equipage 

over the shoulders of eager guests , whose mass of forms darkened the 

chessboard whereon John Howard Parnel l looked i n t en t l y " (253). No matter 

how " i n t e n t l y " Parnel l looks at the chessboard, the game ends in pre 

c i s e l y the same way. The s p e c i f i c shape of the p o l i t i c a l impotence of 

the I r i sh in the face of the Engl ish f ac t is e n t i r e l y captured in a 

s ing le word, the adverb " g a i l y . " C l ea r l y Joyce has chosen this adverb 

in order to set up a contrast with the modi f i ca t ion of Haines 's gaz ing , 

done "g rave l y . " This contrast is ne i ther simply an imagiste presentat ion 

of the object nor a simple pa r a l l e l const ruct ion of no more s i gn i f i c ance 

than the s t r i k i n g of a textura l chord--gai ly/gravely--suddenly heard in 
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the movement of the music of the syntax. Undoubtedly both these perspec

t i ves are v a l i d , but the s p e c i f i c meaning and the play of a t t i t u d e s , in 

sho r t , the tone of the passage, can only make sense in the p o l i t i c a l 

context of the I r i sh 1890s and 1900s. H is tory does not need the con

ventions of " c r i t i c a l r ea l i sm ' in order to act upon and modify "aes thet ic 

i n t e n t i o n . " 

The "present " , as I've t r i e d to argue, appears as a. fundamentally 

soc ia l category, as the product of an h i s t o r i c a l process that is every

where v i s i b l e , sometimes in the content of a work, but always in i t s 

verbal s t ructures of thought and f e e l i n g . Language never occurs in a 

soc ia l vacuum, though i t occas iona l l y adopts fo r s t r a t eg i c purposes 

(purposes con t ro l l ed by the s i t ua t i on in which i t is lodged) the point 

of view that i t does. The conventional a f f e c t of such a stance, i n t en 

t iona l or not , i s the des i re or necess i ty the poet fee l s to penetrate 

to the level of immediate exper ience, the d i r ec t apprehension of the 

real and concrete beyond the convent iona l , dying forms which the t ime, 

h i s t o r y , and the dominant c lass have p r i v i l eged in a p a r t i c u l a r p lace . 

The message of t h i s approach is not that such an onto log ica l project i s 

achievable or even poss i b l e , but the re j ec t ion that i t implies of the 

scales and orders of s i gn i f i c ance 'immediate exper ience ' accumulates in 

time and of the languages in which that order is represented. In the 

case of The waste Land, the t r a d i t i o n a l fo rma l i s t account of the r e l a 

t ionsh ip of the text to i t s soc ia l and cu l tu ra l environment has been to 

ignore completely the p o s s i b i l i t y that the poem is an emblem of the 

soc ia l wor ld 's i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y . More recent fo rma l i s t accounts, however, 

responding to the pressure of a resurgent h i s t o r i c i s t l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m , 
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have sought to def ine a new r e l a t i onsh ip of text to world. A. D. Moody's 

formulat ion of th i s new re l a t i onsh ip is c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of the tack 

formalism in general has taken: 

I f , [ in the pr ivate agony of the poet] . . . the 
poem becomes a c r i t i q u e of i t s c u l t u r e , i t does so 
in order to give the f u l l e s t poss ib le expression to 
the poet ' s own mind and f e e l i n g s . What we are given 
is not a world ' i n i t s e l f , as the anthropologis t 
or h i s to r i an would observe i t , but the world as the 
poet sees i t . And what he i s seeing is p r imar i l y 
h imsel f . He is completing the o b j e c t i f i c a t i o n and 
ana lys i s of his experience by magnifying i t into a 
v i s i on of the world. If he presents a c r i s i s or 
breakdown of c i v i l i s a t i o n , th i s has to be understood 
as f i r s t of a l l a c r i s i s or breakdown in h imsel f . 
If he achieves a cure i t w i l l be by re in tegra t ing 
and transforming himself in poetry. Whether the 
poet ic achievement w i l l have any v a l i d app l i ca t i on 
to the state of c i v i l i s a t i o n i s a very large question 
and one best l e f t un t i l we have the evidence of the 
poem quite c l ea r in our minds. (1979: 79-80) 

Here is c r i t i c i s m that acknowledges a so l ips i sm so fundamental that when 

the 'poet ' perceives the world "he i s seeing pr imar i l y h imse l f . " Moody, 

however, l im i t s th i s so l ips i sm to the 'poet ' f o r we learn Jhat "anthro

po l og i s t " and " h i s t o r i a n , " on the other hand, a c tua l l y present "a world 

' i n i t s e l f " and what they see and what the poet sees 'out there ' are 

two orders of r e a l i t y . As an idea formulated in 1979 th i s i s as ton i sh ing , 

f o r i t was p re c i s e l y th i s no t ion , at the heart of romantic poe t i c s , that 

modernism made i t i t s de l ibe ra te dest iny to defeat . The poet sees pre 

c i s e l y the same world ' i n i t s e l f as anthropologist and h i s t o r i a n , but 

sees i t s ' thereness ' more c l e a r l y than they. The only region that counts , 

according to Moody's fo rmula t ion , is the poet ' s inwardness, his psycho l 

ogy, ye t , we l e a r n , " t h i s i s no i n v i t a t i o n to probe his pr ivate l i f e " 
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(79). A cur ious c r i t i c i s m i t is t ha t , responding to the c r i t i q u e of 

formalism in our t ime, acknowledges, but then transforms, h i s tory into 

psychology and psychology into the formalism of o l d . 

Language, to repeat , never occurs in a soc ia l vacuum. It always 

bears the marks of the soc ia l world and bears a lso i d e n t i f i a b l e a t t i tudes 

towards that world. "Ap r i l i s the c r u e l l e s t month . . . " because i t 

reminds us of Chaucer and the medieval wor ld , which, from as ear l y as 

1917, was the emblem of soc ia l and s p i r i t u a l values and the deeper c i v i c 

r a t i o n a l i t y and order that E l i o t always sought fo r contemporary England 

("Eeldrop and Appleplex, I" 1917: 7-11; "A Contemporary Thomist" 1917: 

312, 314; Nott 1958). In th i s sudden, su rp r i s i ng context , however, i t 

i s not Chaucer as such who i s pu l led into the poem but what 'Chaucer' 

had come to s i g n i f y fo r the Engl ish (Lucy 1960: 64). This new context 

rescues 'Chaucer' from the c l i ches generations of V i c to r i an schoolboys 

and Oxbridge men had acqu i red , the c l i ches about the warm, comic poet 

laureate of a qua in t , merry, order ly o ld England, the first nat ional poet 

in whom that super ior nat ive Englishness i s f i r s t d i sce rned , the very 

Engl i shness , so the t a c i t nat ional ep ic goes, that guided the showers of 

arrows at Agincourt and Cre'cy and the f i e r y salvoes of grapeshot and lead 

that shattered the French at Aboukir , Ushant, and T ra fa lga r and the 

Englishness a lso that bloodied the ditchwater of Passchendaele and Ypres. 

This p i c t u r e , formed p r imar i l y in the nineteenth century, denies the real 

Chaucer's cosmopolitanism, the formation of his mind, not by a narrow 

p rov inc i a l i sm (a medieval 'eminent V i c t o r i a n ' ) , but by his contact with 

and respect fo r L a t i n , Catho l i c Europe. This, as a chal lenge and as an 

a f f r o n t , i s the Chaucer that E l i o t brings into The waste Land. 
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The choice of " c r u e l l e s t " a lso sharply a c t u a l i z e s , negat i ve ly , the 

avers ion to and d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n with the voice and idiom of the v i l l a 

Swinburnianism that would make of a l i ne about ' Sp r ing ' beginning with 

" A p r i l " something sweet and s i c k l y , something pathet ic and vague, in 

itself the l i n e , as E l i o t wrote i t , i s no less vague than 

My r e s t l e s s blood now l i e s a-quiver, 
Knowing that always, e x q u i s i t e l y , 

This Ap r i l tw i l i gh t on the r i v e r 
S t i r s anguish in the heart of me. 

(Rupert Brooke, "Blue Evening, " 1970: 130) 

It gains i t s c l a r i t y and d e f i n i t i o n the moment a reader f ee l s his or her 

way into the contrast which " c r u e l l e s t " in th i s context es tab l i shes with 

the more ' p o e t i c a l ' d i c t i on from which "anguish" i s normally drawn. The 

force of E l i o t ' s r e j ec t ion i s not simply l i t e r a r y ; i t impl icates the r e 

j e c t i on of a whole view of l i t e r a t u r e and of the cu l tu re fo r which that 

view is p r i v i l e g e d . He had spent the en t i re extent of The sacred wood 

dismant l ing i t s c la ims . Again the anti-Georgian 'nature ' l y r i c that 

fol lows 

. . . breeding 
L i l a c s out of the dead land , mixing 
Memory and d e s i r e , s t i r r i n g 
Dull roots with spr ing r a i n . 
Winter kept us warm, covering 
Earth in fo rge t fu l snow, feeding 
A l i t t l e l i f e with dr ied tubers . 
Summer surpr ised us . . . (CP 63) 

i s not simply a pained evocation of the seasonal c y c l e , vaguely gestur ing 

to some as yet unspec i f ied inward mala ise. In the o lder rhe to r i ca l t r a 

d i t i o n such a set of seasonal re fe rences , met icu lous ly d i sp l ayed , would 
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have put in place the t r op i c and thematic patterning a reader would 

expect to see f u l l y deployed and l a t e r resolved in the poem's develop-
13 

ment. By the 1890s and 1900s those who s t i l l manipulated the o ld 

bellows of song had come to i nhe r i t a p e t r i f i e d and p r e t t i f i e d l i t e r a r y 

language. 

--Spr ing, dancing l i gh t- foo t down the woodland ways; 
Summer, the f ragrant queen of long d e l i g h t , 
Languid with roses ; Autumn, o ld and wan, 
Wearily creeping graveward; and at l a s t 
Winter 's o b l i v i o n . 

(Brooke, "The B a s t i l l e , " 1970: 174) 

It was p rec i se l y th i s verbal veh ic le that E l i o t could not br ing himself 
14 

to d r i ve . Of course, th i s kind of poetry did not merely a f f ron t 

E l i o t ' s more soph is t i ca ted t a s t e , his scorn had a deeper draw; such 

poetry could not be made to speak the t ruth because i t had u t t e r l y l e t 

atrophy "the d i s c i p l i n e of f e e l i n g " {sw 58). The values i t proposed 

were abandoned by the c i v i l i z e d mind in the 1820s {sw x i i i ) . As E l i o t 

argued, the matured discourse of the European nineteenth century was to 

be found in French prose and, l a t e r , the symboiistes. Stendhal , 

F l auber t , Baudela i re , Mallarme'', Laforgue had made a l i t e r a t u r e that 

d ry l y turned i t s back on the t r a d i t i o n which 'cu lminated ' in Rupert 

Brooke, a t r a d i t i o n l e f t to smother in the carbon monoxide of i t s own 

exhaust ion. Thus his changing of the 'seasons' is not a pageant of 

quaint p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n s , but , by de l ibe ra te con t ras t , a pained, malev

olent seeth ing. His 'summer' is not a " f ragrant queen of long d e l i g h t , " 

but a Ba l t i c German p ro tes t i ng : "Bin gar keine Russ in , stamm' aus 

L i tauen, echt deutsch . . . " (CP 63) . 
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The waste Land, as I mentioned e a r l i e r , does not need to construct 

a world of i t s own; i t f inds i t s e l f in the world a l ready , but not 

innocent ly . The poem f inds i t s e l f in the world already armed with an 

a t t i tude towards i t : "[Myth] is simply a way of c o n t r o l l i n g , of o rde r ing , 

of g iv ing shape and s i gn i f i c ance to the immense panorama of f u t i l i t y and 

anarchy which is contemporary h i s to r y " {"ulysses, Order and Myth," 1923: 

483). C r i t i c s have been so quick to se ize on the 'mythical method' as 

the key to The waste Land's coherence and meaning that they 've accepted 

as f ac t the more i n t e res t i ng and contentious remark by E l i o t in the 

famous Dial review of ulysses, namely, that contemporary h i s tory is an 

"immense panorama of f u t i l i t y and anarchy." The important quest ion i s 

not what formal s t ra teg ies E l i o t used to shape th i s chaos, taking fo r 

granted that i t is a chaos, but why E l i o t chose to view contemporary 

h i s to ry in this way and why he used this attitude towards soc ia l and 

p o l i t i c a l r e a l i t y in Europe in The waste Land. Indeed to accept the 

Dial review's formulat ion of contemporary h i s to ry is simply to co l l apse 

thought into journa l i sm. E l i o t was too acute to reproduce crudely j ou r 

n a l i s t i c cl iche's without some purpose in mind. The question remains: 

why take th i s a t t i tude towards a c tua l i t y when the 'o rder ' o r , s imply , 

the h i s t o r i c a l reasons shaping the s i t ua t i on in Europe in the immediate 

post-war years were as ava i l ab le to E l i o t as they are to us today, or 

ava i l ab le to E l i o t ' s contemporary, John Maynard Keynes, who i n c i s i v e l y 

and pass ionate ly out l ined a vers ion of that s i t ua t i on in The Economic 

15 

Consequences of the Peace (1920)? 

The dec la ra t ion by the Ba l t i c German Frau may be some help here. 

Her c la im to being German--echt deutsch--as opposed to being Russian 
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makes sense not as a general statement about personal i d e n t i t y , but as 

a s p e c i f i c reference to the s i t ua t i on in the Ba l t i c states a f t e r the 
1 Fi 

F i r s t World War. These states and prov inces , nominally part of the 

T s a r i s t empire before the October Revolution in 1917, were in r e a l i t y 

economic and soc ia l appendages of the Junker n o b i l i t y of East P russ ia . 

A f te r the defeat of Germany in the war and tsar ism in Russ ia , the natives 

of the Ba l t i c states took the opportunity to declare themselves indepen

dent of Russ ia . Because Germans had const i tu ted the land lord and upper 

c lass of these areas , seen by the Germans as extensions of German c u l t u r e , 

they were sometimes not t reated with the respect they had grown accus

tomed to over the centur ies of c o l l e c t i n g rents from the seventy per cent 

of the Ba l t i c populat ion that were peasants and farmers (Watt 1968: 373). 

The native governments of the newly independent Ba l t i c s t a t e s , L i thuan ia , 

Es ton ia , L a t v i a , moved against some of the big junker estates in an 

attempt to r ed i s t r i bu te the land and wealth, of the mainly German land 

owners. Undoubtedly the Soviet Revolution had insp i red some of these 

land reform p o l i c i e s , though h i s to r i ans agree that the governments of 

these pocket states were con t ro l l ed by the small merchant bourgeois ie 

in the c i t i e s . 

When the war in the West ended, the defeated German armies began 

to return to the homeland, but as i s well known, with the s t r a t eg i c 

withdrawal of the o f f i c e r corps from the command s t ructure of the German 

Army, many s o l d i e r s , l e f t to d r i f t , jo ined roving columns of armed men 

led by m i l i t a r y o f f i c e r s who could command the personal l oya l t y of t he i r 

t roops. These freikorps columns became mercenary m i l i t a r y formations 

ready to f i g h t fo r whoever would pay. The hardpressed junkers of the 
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B a l t i c states began to i nv i t e freikorps columns to t he i r lands to protect 

t h e i r ancestra l possess ions. These columns of defeated and f rus t ra ted 

men took t he i r revenge on the nat ive populat ions of these states (cf . 

"Who are those hooded hordes swarming . . . " [CP 77]) . The governments 

in Riga and Reval appealed to the v i c to r ious A l l i e s at the Peace Confer 

ence at Ve r s a i l l e s to help disarm the nmarauding remnants of the wehr-

macht. The B r i t i s h , apart from sending some warships to stand o f f the 

coast of Es ton ia , d id noth ing, seeing the v i c to r i ous German columns as 

a bulwark aga ins t , what Church i l l c a l l ed at the t ime, "the baboonery of 

Bolshevism" fu r ther East (Taylor 1965: 137). 

Although the Ba l t i c states survived th i s c r i s i s as p o l i t i c a l e n t i 

t i e s , t he i r sovereignty was severe ly hedged by the imposit ion again of 

German hegemony. The i n t e g r i t y of the junkers' lands was preserved and 

the r e l a t i v e weakness of the Soviets in Russia insured that o ld Wi lhel-

mine Germany survived in East Prussia and the Ba l t i c areas even during 

the palmiest days of the Weimar Republ ic . The woman's dec la ra t ion in 

The waste Land es tab l i shes her as a member of the German e l i t e in 

L i thuan ia : her care in d i s t i ngu i sh ing herse l f from Russians is p r imar i l y 

a way of e s t ab l i sh ing her soc ia l c r e d e n t i a l s , though the Ba l t i c German 

she is speaking (Edwards 1975: 18) undercuts her claims to soc ia l supe

r i o r i t y . Why i s i t important to e s t ab l i sh such a pos i t ion? On the 

shores of the Starnbergersee, a f a vo r i t e summer resor t f o r the middle 

European a r i s toc racy and haute bourgeoisie, or in the Munich Hofgarten, 

nothing could be more important. In the s p e c i f i c i t y of the Ba l t i c vo i ce , 

we have ne i ther a simple physical f a c t , nor a piece of contrast ing vocal 

'music' (Edwards 1975: 18), nor a vague and general comment on the 
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dec l ine and f a l l of the West through the decay of the European n o b i l i t y 

(Kenner 1966: 136; Knust 1967: 8-9); rather we hear a concrete fragment 

of t a l k . Its concreteness is achieved by the kind of soc ia l s e l f - d e f i 

n i t i o n that i s being attempted, unsuccess fu l l y , wi th in the context of the 

world that the sentence, i t s accents , i t s overa l l tone, imply. In the 

context of the soc ie ty of the Ba l t i c states to be "echt deutsch" i s to be 

everything s o c i a l l y . But to be s o c i a l l y wel l-placed in one of the soc ia l 

h inter lands of Europe does not car ry much substance in the context of the 

more r e f i n e d , e legant , and p r i v i l eged world in the Hofgarten or on the 

shores of the Starnbergersee. The abject note of the s o c i a l l y per ipheral 

character c la iming a ' b e t t e r ' place in the f i n e l y gradated c lass s t r u c 

ture of the European a r i s t o c r a c y , and c l e a r l y not convincing anyone, con

s t i t u t e s the l i ved densi ty of p a r t i c u l a r c lass r e l a t i onsh ip s . The Ba l t i c 

German accents have a s p e c i f i c meaning that i s l os t when the l i v ed 

densi ty of the soc ia l text is vaporized in order to re-write i t s p a r t i c 

u l a r i t i e s in an elaborated l i t e r a r y code that s i l ences the t e x t ' s 

h i s t o r i c i t y . 

The sudden change of perspect ive from the anti-Georgian nature l y r i c 

to the s p e c i f i c s of centra l European soc ia l and p o l i t i c a l r e a l i t y in 1919 

makes very l i t t l e sense in terms of any of the usual l i t e r a r y codes 

through which syntagmatic incompatabi1i t ies such as th i s one might be 

said to cohere. If the passage from the f i r s t l i n e of the poem to the 

break a f t e r l i ne 18 cons t i tu tes an opening syntagm, then there is very 

l i t t l e that allows us to move from an a l l u s i on to the opening of the 

Canterbury Tales to a fragment adapted from a book of r e co l l e c t i ons 

[Facsimile 125-126) of the centra l European a r i s toc racy by Countess 
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Marie Louise E l izabeth Lar isch von Monnich in the usual ways (see Morris 

1954: 231-233 and Knust 1967: 3, 39-43, 53-55, 62-65). The syntagmatic 

connections in th i s opening sequence are a l l contextual ("The Idea of a 

L i t e r a r y Review" 1926: 3) . That is where t he i r coherence l i e s , why the 

passage can be voiced or read as i f i t const i tu ted a s ing le connected 

utterance. The de t a i l s and fragments of d i scourse , through the s p e c i f i c 

kinds of s i gn i f y i ng opposi t ions with which they score the common i n t u i t i v e 

l i f e of the poem's 'here and now 1, accumulate a densi ty and p a r t i c u l a r i t y 

of reference that accounts fo r the e f f e c t i v e and l a s t i ng power of the 

render ing , i r r e spec t i ve of a l l the attempted re-writ ings of the here and 

now to a t o t a l i z i n g semiot ic code in myth, or whatever. What i s being 

re fer red t o , though, are not simply the events and people of concrete 

h i s t o r i c a l contexts , but the environment in which these events are 

immersed and inscr ibed with p a r t i c u l a r meanings and va lues. The flow 

of d e t a i l s , discont inuous in terms of the i n t r i n s i c semantics of the 

t ex t , f inds i t s uni ty in the context of s i t ua t i on (and the wider context 

of cu l ture ) in which these de t a i l s are lodged. And as the context of 

s i t u a t i o n , semant ica l ly experienced and s t ruc tu red , i s i t s e l f thoroughly 

t ex tua l i zed (we experience the object always already enveloped in 

meaning), the poem cannot help but be a cento of quotat ions h i g h l i g h t i n g , 

shading, suggesting an a t t i tude towards the semantics of the f i e l d . The 

quotat ions , in a d d i t i o n , have two general modes of ex is tence . 

F i r s t l y , they ex i s t as mimicry of the set of voices and texts which 

map the c o l l e c t i v e socio-verbal consciousness, that i s , the capac i ty to 

make and authent icate sense, of a p a r t i c u l a r e ra . This mimicry, a kind 

of subject less ven t r i l oqu ism, can be ingenuous ( i . e . un re f l ex i v e ) , such 
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as we f i nd in Rupert Brooke, or i t can de l i be ra t e l y foreground these 

voices and texts as part of a wider c r i t i q u e , as in the opening eighteen 

l i nes of The waste Land. Which i t i s to be i s p r i n c i p a l l y con t ro l l ed by 

the r e l a t i onsh ip one in tends , or wishes, to e s t ab l i sh with the s t ructure 

of material power in the soc i e t y . This i s e s s e n t i a l l y a metonymic vo ice . 

Secondly, the quotat ions can set up an anti-language that es tab l i shes 

an antagonis t i c semantic r e l a t i onsh ip with the norms and standards of the 

semantics of the context of s i t u a t i o n . This i s not an other kind of 

language, making a completely d i f f e r e n t kind of sense; i t i s as much an 

instance of the p reva i l i ng s o c i o l i n g u i s t i c order as the language of 

everyday l i f e (Ha l l iday 1978: 164). It d i f f e r s from i t in the kind of 

r e l a t i o n s h i p - s p e c i f i c instances of sense-making es tab l i shed with in the 

p reva i l i ng d i scu rs i ve orders . This can mean simple r e l e x i c a l i z a t i o n of 

language or i t can mean the re-order ing of syntax and phonics ; in sho r t , 

i t can mean the r ev i s i on of d i s cu rs i ve prac t i ce as a whole. Such an 

anti-language can der ive from minor i ty environments, as i t often does, 

say, in the f i n i t e provinces of meaning of a cr iminal underc lass , such 

as Dickens enacts in Oliver Twist, or of pr ison l i f e (cf . One Day in the 

Life of Ivan Denisovich), or an a r t i s t i c bohemia (symboiisme f o r example). 

The ' p e l t i ng speech' of "the countercul ture of vagabonds, or ' c u r s i t o r s ' 

in Thomas Harman's (1567) mock-styl ish des igna t ion , a vast populat ion of 

c r imina ls who l i ved o f f the wealth of the es tab l i shed soc i e t y " (Ha l l iday 

1978: 164f f . ) in E l izabethan England is another example. An anti-language 
r 

can a lso der ive from the surpassed or forgotten d i s cu rs i ve t r a d i t i o n s . o f a 

cu l ture or from minor i ty t r a d i t i o n s , e spec i a l l y ones that themselves had 

elements of semantic oppos i t ion about them, fo r example, the cu l ture of 
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the Alb igensians in the twel f th century , smashed as here t i ca l by the up

holders of the p reva i l i ng order . The c ruc i a l po in t , of course , i s that 

the a l t e rna t i ve in te rsub jec t i ve r e a l i t y which an anti-language counter-

poses can only ex i s t in a r e l a t i onsh ip with the meaning environments of 

everyday l i f e as long as these p e r s i s t . As they change or vanish so does 

the r e a l i t y of the a l t e rna t i v e . This is e s s e n t i a l l y a metaphorical voice 

(Ha l l iday 1978: 174-175 and c f . Merre l l on "metaphor izat ion" 1980: 292). 

If the f i r s t eighteen l i nes of The waste Land quote in the f i r s t 

mode, that i s , 'do ' a set of texts (and voices) representat ive of a 

p a r t i c u l a r soc ia l environment, not in the form of experience as such, 

but in the way p a r t i c u l a r men and women in p a r t i c u l a r circumstances 

choose to ta lk about i t , the next sect ion of the poem, l i nes 19-42, con

t r a s t i n g l y , quotes in the second mode. To put i t another way, E l i o t 

a l te rnates two voices in the poem that quote in the two modes. The f i r s t 

voice i s p r i n c i p a l l y s a t i r i c and speaks his c r i t i q u e of the e f f e c t s of 

ph i losophica l and p o l i t i c a l l i b e r a l i sm on the mind and body of Europe by 

a s a t i r i c mimicry of representat ive t ex t s . This i s the voice that tends 

to su f f e r most in the rev i s ions of the d r a f t s . It is the voice Pound 

bel ieved we should hear less o f . * ' ' However, enough of i t remains in the 

poem, p r e c i p i t a t i n g the soc ia l world which E l i o t , as a se l f-de f ined 

ou t s ide r , chose to see as corrupted by a var ie ty of f rauds , i n t e r l o p e r s , 

and people whose "nerves are bad . " Against t h i s , a second voice claims 

fo r i t s e l f a special p r i v i l e g e , not contingent on the soc ia l world the 

s a t i r i c voice condemns, but gaining whatever s i gn i f i c ance i t has by 

ac t i ve eschewing of that world. It resembles the voice of the solo 

instrument in a c l a s s i c a l concerto emerging as a s ing le stream of notes 
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from the polyvocal background of the orches t ra . The mythical framework 

of The waste Land funct ions p a r t i a l l y to authent icate th i s second vo ice . 

It i s compounded of the prophetic s t r a i n in Blake and the B i b l e , and of 

the d i s t i n c t i v e l y r i c i s m of Wagner's operas (Kenner 1966: 146-147; Knust 

1967 passim; Harr is 1974: 105-116). 

This second voice occupies the wastes beyond the margins of the 

l i b e r a l middle c l a s s , against which i t i s arrayed as a speech more au

thent ic than any ava i l ab le wi th in that c l a s s . It i s e lementa l : "What are 

the roots that c l u t c h , what branches grow / Out of t h i s stony rubb i sh? " ; 

i t occupies the obscure hidden places of the urban world: the abandoned 

banks of the Thames, "round behind the gashouse," one of the more obscure 

of Wren's churches, "empty c i s t e rns and exhausted w e l l s . " From these 

places in and beyond the margins of soc i e t y , both voices 'do ' E l i o t ' s 

v i s i on of the wor ld , a v i s i on made necessary by the percept ion , in the 

words of E l i o t ' s Bloomsbury acquaintance John Maynard Keynes, that "the 

forces of the nineteenth century have run t he i r course and are exhausted" 

(1920: 254). 

These two vo i ces , i t i s important to note, are not opposed to each 

other ; they are complementary. They are two p a r t i c u l a r responses to the 

soc ia l and l i t e r a r y r e a l i t y in England, ca. 1914-1922, that E l i o t could 

not accept. Its l i t e r a r y aspect was dominated by a narrow p rov i n c i a l i sm , 

for which Swinburne provided one l i m i t and his successors , the Georgians, 

provided the other ; they were the analogues in l i t e r a t u r e of Whig l i b 

era l i sm in p o l i t i c s . The F i r s t World War destroyed the i d y l l i c dreams 

of the Georgians, reveal ing, , to the modernists at l e a s t , the sord id out 

l i nes of a grubbi l y mercant i le c i v i l i z a t i o n . The s t r i pp ing back of the 
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Edwardian l i t e r a r y regime d i sc losed a cu l ture steeped in i t s own spec ia l 

sent imenta l i t y and the soft-headed nat ional ism of men l i k e Rupert Brooke, 

who, speaking of himself in the t h i r d person, wrote the fo l lowing in The 

New Statesman, August 29, 1914. 

He was immensely surpr ised to perceive that the 
actual earth of England held fo r him a qua l i t y 
which he found in A , and in a f r i e n d ' s 
honour, and scarce ly anywhere e l s e , a qua l i t y 
which, i f he'd ever been sentimental enough to 
use the word, he'd have c a l l ed ' h o l i n e s s ' . His 
astonishment grew as the f u l l f lood of 'England' 
swept over him on from thought to thought. He 
f e l t the triumphant helplessness of a lover . Grey, 
uneven l i t t l e f i e l d s , and sma l l , ancient hedges 
rushed before him, wi ld f lowers , elms and beeches, 
gent leness , sedate houses of red b r i c k , proudly 
unassuming, a countrys ide of rambling h i l l s and 
f r i e n d l y copses. . . . And con t inua l l y he seemed 
to see the set of a mouth he knew to be his mother 's , 
and A 's f a ce , and, i n exp l i c ab l y , the face of 
an old man he had once passed in a Warwickshire 
v i l l a g e . To his great d i sgus t , the most commonplace 
sentiments found utterance in him. At the same time 
he was ex t r ao rd ina r i l y happy. (1956: 199-200) 

Performances such as these endeared Brooke to the Engl ish press at the 

outbreak of the war. Here was an England worth f i g h t i n g f o r . With th i s 

England in mind Brooke and a m i l l i o n others were swept to t he i r deaths. 

It was E l i o t who helped descr ibe the 'wasted' England to which the sur 

v ivors returned. 

A rat crept s o f t l y through the vegetat ion 
Dragging i t s sl imy be l l y on the bank 
While I was f i s h i n g in the du l l canal 
On a winter evening round behind the gashouse 
Musing upon the king my bro ther ' s wreck 
And on the king my f a t h e r ' s death before him. 

( C P 70) 
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Those contemporary readers fo r whom The waste Land was p r imar i l y a 

comment on the e th i ca l ru ins of a c i v i l i z a t i o n and, thus, meant something 

they could hardly put into words because the poem made i t c l ea r that they, 

too, were impl icated in that r u i n , knew, as part of the cu l tu re that had 

formed t he i r thought and f e e l i n g , exact ly how to read the jux tapos i t i on 

which these l i nes from the opening of "The F i re Sermon" set up hors de 

texte with the c i v i l i z a t i o n and values on which the Brooke text r e s t s . 

I am not arguing that E l i o t ' s h o s t i l i t y was aimed at England as a whole. 

Nothing could be fu r ther from the t r u t h . E l i o t ' s attack sought to per 

turb the ru l i ng ideas of a p a r t i c u l a r sect ion of the metropol i tan upper 

and upper middle c lass and the i n t e l l i g e n t s i a that a r t i cu l a t ed them, 

'p rogress i ves ' of Shaw's, Bennet t ' s , and Wel l s ' s type {sw x i i i - x i v ) , as 

well as softer-headed l i b e r a l s l i k e Brooke, the Brooke of the "Democracy 

and the A r t s " lec ture to the Cambridge Un ivers i t y Fabian Society in 1910 

(1956: 68-82). E l i o t was never the anglophobe Ezra Pound became, the 

Pound of cantos 14-16 and the war broadcasts from Rome. Indeed E l i o t ' s 

own pecu l i a r ang loph i l i a had already begun to take shape in The waste 

Land per iod and his s p e c i f i c s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l a l l eg iances already become 

v i s i b l e . At one end, the content of these a l l eg iances even led E l i o t to 

p u b l i c l y approve o f , in a l e t t e r to the e d i t o r , the f i r s t mass c i r c u l a 

t ion newspaper in England, the r igh t wing Daily Mail; his l e t t e r , pr inted 

January 8, 1923, found the paper cor rec t "on near ly every pub l i c quest ion 

of present importance" (Gallup 1969: 209 and Jones 1974: 51). 

The metonymic Voice 'does ' the p a r t i c u l a r voices of the c r i s i s of 

post-war Europe memorably and the poem's f i r s t readers no doubt heard 

them a l l to pointed e f f e c t . But i f we move in c lose r to the Voice that 
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'does ' or mimics the voices of the catast rophe, we can hear the hes i ta-
1 o 

t ions of a deeper c r i s i s , namely, 'the l eg i t imat ion c r i s i s ' . of the 

poem's saeva indignatio (Kernan 1971: 261-262). This Voice cannot c la im 

an inher i ted soc ia l place from which to speak, nor an inher i ted network 

of precedent meanings and d i s cu rs i ve prac t i ces that enacts them, as , f o r 

example, Sam Johnson could when he wrote his Juvenal ian s a t i r e , "London," 

in 1745, or the E l izabethan s a t i r i s t s of the 1590s whom a l i v i n g d i s c u r 

s ive t r a d i t i o n supported. E l i o t must va l ida te his r i gh t to speak in some 

other way. It is as the psycho log i ca l l y daring explorer of the per ipheral 

'waste lands ' of the l i b e r a l ethos that E l i o t chooses to ground the 

genuineness of the g i b i n g , mimicking Voice . With an ear qu ick ly a l e r t 

to the cogn i t i ve and perceptual dissonances on the underside of the 

re igning l i b e r a l order of r e a l i t y , there , where the psycho-social wrecks 

and d i sas te rs are encountered, where the i r r e d u c i b i l i t y of the su f f e r i ng 

consciousness cannot be d isso lved by the smooth manoeuvres of En l igh ten 

ment r a t i o n a l i t y , where -the most appropr iate l y r i c i s m is the Wagnerian 

l y r i c i sm of e r o t i c misery , there E l i o t chose to speak from. It i s 

because the metaphoric Voice can s ing 

I w i l l show you fear in a handful of dust 
(CP 64) 

and can then pe r f e c t l y adjust i t s tone and p i t ch with 

Frisch weht der Wind 

Der Heimat zu 

Mein Irisch Kind, 

Wo weilest du? 

(CP 64) 
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that makes i t poss ib le to do the representat ive soc ia l voices of "A Game 

of Chess" with an earned au thor i t y . For th i s Wagner was a b r i l l i a n t 

choice as one of the cons t i t u t i v e 'sounds' of the metaphorical Voice . 

The l eg i t imat ion of the metonymic Voice simply on the basis of the 

dubious p r i v i l eges a Bohemian marg ina l i ty claims fo r i t s e l f could make 

very l i t t l e favourable impression on minds accustomed to the psycho-

e th i ca l r i g i d i t i e s Of Punch, the Standard, "the British Banner, Judge 

Edmonds, . . . and the Commercial T r a v e l l e r s " (FLA 59). The persona of 

le poete maudit c a r r i ed no spec ia l p r i v i l ege as a soc ia l observer and 

in te rp re te r in a world in which F. L. Lucas presided over the fate of 

l i t e r a t u r e in the l i t e r a r y pages of a major weekly (Lucas 1923: 117). 

Of course, we now recognize Wagner, Baudela i re , and Rimbaud as major 

a r t i s t s , a pos i t i on they d id not occupy f o r t he i r own t ime, a time which 

assigned them to a c u l t u r a l l y unassimi lable and s o c i a l l y i r r e spons ib l e 

avant-garde. Wagner, however, gave the poem's metaphorical Vo ice , with 

i t s impressive Rimbaldian and, of course, Baude la i r i an , sub j e c t i v i t y and 

i n t e n s i t y , an author i ty grounded in the mytho-anthropological framing 

s t ra tegy . The l i nk of the intense inwardness associated with Rimbaud and 

Baudelaire and the scho la r l y o b j e c t i v i t y of Jess ie Weston, S i r James 

Frazer , and Jane Harrison through Wagner is one of the more amazing 

syntheses in twentieth-century poetry. C l ea r l y i t was Jess ie Weston's 

remarks on the Wagnerian t ransformat ion, in psychologica l terms, of the 

ancient myths of quest and i n i t i a t i o n in From Ritual to Romance (1920) 

that suggested the l inkage. The funct ion th i s l i nk served was to give 

the metaphorical Vo ice , with i t s prophet ic and l y r i c a l pass ions , an 

object ive basis in myth as understood by an i n s t i t u t i o n a l l y respec tab le , 
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but e t h i c a l l y ob j e c t i v e , anthropology. F. L. Lucas was confounded, as 

was the whole Gladstonian generation of l i t e r a r y men, whose moral s e n s i 

b i l i t i e s had been formed in a comfortable Engl ish mix of cont rad ic tory 

th i rds by John Morley 's Cobdenite earnestness, Randolph C h u r c h i l l ' s 

cyn ica l r ea l i sm, and Joseph Chamberlain's trade dr iven Imperial ism. For 

Lucas, the anthropology meant nothing more than the s a c r i f i c e of ar t to 

"some f an tas t i c mumbo-jumbo" (1923: 117), yet i t was a mumbo-jumbo that 

did have the Cambridge Un ivers i t y Press emblem on i t s t i t l e -page , a f ac t 

E l i o t was not above exp lo i t i ng in his notes to the poem (CP 80) . But the 

anthropology served to es t ab l i sh fo r E l i o t ' s primary (and most sympathetic) 

audience a new object ive author i ty fo r the exert ions of le poete maudit, 

a f igure whose s p e c i f i c l y r i c i sm from the margins of soc ie ty had come to 

s i g n i f y an ar t of wearisome se l f -abso rp t i on , hys te r i ca l a t t i t u d i n i z i n g , 

and melodramatic shock e f f e c t s ( c f . Pound's Mauberley). E l i o t c l e a r l y 

i d e n t i f i e s his primary audience in the acknowledgements in the headnote 

to "Notes on the Waste Land" : "To another work of anthropology I am i n 

debted in genera l , one which has influenced our generation profoundly; 

I mean The Golden Bough (CP 80, my emphasis). Whether The Golden Bough 

had had the e f f e c t E l i o t claims fo r i t or not ( i t probably hadn ' t ) , he 

was putt ing his own generation on not ice that the o ld l i t e r a r y manoeuvres 

that had worked in the 1870s for Swinburne, and in the 1890s fo r his 

successors , could no longer be attempted in the psycho-ethical wreckage 

of the 1920s. 

The author i t y of the metaphoric Voice with i t s roots in the deepest 

recesses of the c o l l e c t i v e consciousness leg i t imated the poem's represen

ta t ions of the soc i a l wor ld , l eg i t imated , in shor t , the ' representat i veness ' 
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of E l i o t ' s se l ec t i on of soc ia l d e t a i l , the f i g u r e s , s i t u a t i o n s , t ex t s , 

and voices which, metonymical ly, foreground the recognizable soc ia l 

semantics of contemporary London. "A Game of Chess" i s The waste Land's 

most sustained attempt to render through a c a r e f u l l y chosen ensemble of 

p lac ing character-types, s i t u a t i o n s , master t ex t s , and voices the sub

j e c t i v e experience of the soc ia l whole, not as chron ic le and physical 

event, but the experience of i t s in te rsub jec t i ve r e a l i t y . 

The conventional reading of "A Game of Chess" asserts that here the 

poem unequivocal ly laments the betrayal and d i s s o l u t i o n of romantic 

passion at a l l cu l tu ra l l eve ls (Smith 1976: 79). But i t does much more 

than that . Hugh Kenner has accurate ly observed that the c ruc i a l thematic 

element of th i s game of chess is the absence of the k ing. His absence is 

emphasized by the implied imagery of the s t r i cken king drawn from the 

poem's inc identa l mythology. Without the v i r i l e presence of the k ing , 

the Gra i l legend t e l l s us , a " f r o s t y s i l en ce " (CP 76) gr ips the kindgom; 

the k ing 's i n f e r t i l i t y becomes an "agony in stony p laces" (76). In "A 

Game of Chess" the absent k ing , an emblem of the t r a v a i l s of Amfortas, 

f reezes the soc ia l world in three cha rac te r i z ing verbal tableaux. 

Our a t tent ion is focussed on the queen (Kenner 1966: 131) and she, 

although a 'presence' in the s e c t i o n , is v i r t u a l l y s t a t i ona r y , r e f l e c t i n g 

in her inoperancy the e f f e c t of the k ing 's absence, an e f f e c t that mani

fes ts through the soc ia l h ierarchy that the 'game of chess ' f i g u r e s . The 

heroic-epic blank verse of the f i r s t th i r t y- three l i nes (77-110) is unable 

to se t t l e in the substant ia l centre of the epic experience an heroic 
19 

action worthy o f , or appropriate t o , the 'e levated r h e t o r i c . The 

verse , ins tead , i s a l l texture and e f f e c t ; the swollen d i c t i o n , the 
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syntac t i c p o l i s h , the nerveless met r i c s , are none of them the signs of a 

moral act (Kenner 1966: 132). We have only the noise that heroic poems 

make and, thus, no i ssue . Without the ' k i n g ' there is no speaker, no 

sub jec t , who can authent icate the vo ice . When the scene changes a f t e r 

the l i n e break at l i n e 110, a break that appears in every d ra f t publ ished 

by Va le r i e E l i o t , the blank verse to t te r s on fo r four more l i n e s , but the 

carr iage and s t i c h i c s o l i d i t y are already se r i ous l y impaired. White 

spaces appear, ha l f and quarter l i nes c lose at the f i s s u r e s , un t i l s ing le 

words--"Do" (121), ' "No th ing ? 1 " (123), "But" (127)—remain as the merest 

traces of the former massing. The change from the a r ch i t ec ton i c blank 

verse to th i s s h i f t i n g metr ica l ru in is of course master fu l l y manipulated 

by E l i o t and i t more evocat i ve ly than any other wr i t ing of the t ime, 

except perhaps D. H. Lawrence's Swiss scenes between Gerald and Gudrun 

in women in Love (1921), captures that panicky, f r i g i d nervousness that 

charac ter izes the post-War exhaust ion, what Micheal Mac L ianmoir , the 

I r i sh wr i te r and ac to r , c a l l e d in his autobiography "those f a r -o f f days 

of icy peaks and shattered nerves and b i l l i o n s of marks" (1947: 106). 

The more d e f i n i t e l i n e break a f t e r l i n e 138 (again appearing in a l l 

published d r a f t s ) , while c l e a r l y marking the dec i s i ve c lass d i v i s i o n of 

soc i e t y , a lso re t r i eves the verbal texture to continuous d i s course , but 

the metr ica l salad that resu l t s o f f e r s no so lu t ion to the sec t i on ' s 

de l i be r a t e l y problematic textura l e f f e c t s . This metr ica l casualness is 

perhaps appropriate to the a c t i v i t y of the pawns. A f te r the breakdowns 

and arrested states ' above ' , the poem s h i f t s a t tent ion to what E l i o t ( in 

a rather middle c lass way) took to be the central working c lass soc ia l 

arena, the pub (cf . Bergonzi 1972: 100-101). But the overa l l impression 
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of the monologue that resu l t s i s of a c lass not yet f u l l y conscious of 

i t s e l f as a class and, thus , an h i s t o r i c a l en t i t y of no importance. The 

pub l i can ' s c a l l s , as has often been remarked, are a quickening dev ice ; 

the monologue grows more rushed as the Time comes. Is i t too f anc i f u l 

to suggest that the c a l l s and the quickening tempo gesture towards the 

pressure of h i s to ry i t s e l f (cf . Smith 1974: 83)? "Time" i s shor t , f o r 

the whole system, not j us t f o r part of i t . Without i t s centre of grav i ty 

--the 'k ing '--the soc ia l whole is doomed to s t a s i s . However, the issue 

of th i s quickening and i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n in the soc ia l semantics of the 

text comes to noth ing: the pawns, B i l l , Lou, May, et al., simply get up 

and go home to the rhyming of whole utterances across three centur ies of 

verbal h i s to ry (Smith 1974: 83). E l i o t suspends the working c lass fo r 

the time be ing ; i t i s there , in the 'game', but i t i s caught up in the 

snares of i t s own j e a l o u s i e s , l im i ted commitments, anx i e t i e s . With the 

reference to the ' abor t ion ' though, a more s i n i s t e r element creeps i n , 

fo r E l i o t seems to be presenting th i s c l ass in a state not only of i n t e l 

l e c t u a l , but of b i o l og i c a l s t a s i s as w e l l , denying even the h i s t o r i c a l 

dest iny to which the ' lower orders ' have usua l l y been assigned by the 

conservat ive myth of good order and ' n a tu r a l ' con t inu i t y (cf . Kenner 

1966: 135). 

When th i s sect ion of the poem is immersed again in the h i s t o r i c a l 

context from which i t was w r i t t en , the resonances of i t s theme can be 

more c l e a r l y d iscerned. If we are j u s t i f i e d in reading th i s s e c t i o n , 

metonymically, as E l i o t ' s v i s i on of the para l ys i s which gr ips the psycho-

eth ica l l i f e of the whole soc i a l system, a kind of snapshot of the inter-

subject ive r e a l i t y of three p r inc ipa l soc ia l d i v i s i o n s , d i v i s i ons 
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d e c i s i v e l y marked in the t ex t , we might learn much by asking why i t 

occurred to E l i o t to represent the l i ved densi ty of post-War England in 

th i s way. Of course, there are some immediate observat ions that should 

be made. Chess sans king i s a game without a motive fo r a c t i o n , in other 

words, a game frozen in s t a s i s . Extending t h i s master metaphor to the 

soc ia l arena over which i t spreads a canopy of a t t i tudes and va lues , we 

might note that in fac t the issue of defec t ive and defect ing l eadersh ip , 

of the passing of t r ad i t i ona l kinds of au thor i t y , and of the c r i s i s of 

the hero and the r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s of the pub l i c man of a f f a i r s were the 

themes that cha rac te r i zed , indeed obsessed, the l i t e r a r y and i n t e l l e c t u a l 

cu l ture of Europe in those years . E l i o t , the re fo re , i s very much in step 

with many other wr i ters and i n t e l l e c t u a l s of his own generation (see 

Wohl 1979: 229 and passim). 

No s ing le book more c l e a r l y underl ines the c r i s i s of ac t ion and 

leadership in the war years and a f t e r than Lytton Strachey 's Eminent 

Victorians (1918). This was a book of moment in i t s t ime, and although 

i t no longer ca r r i e s the s t ing i t d id in 1918, i t s c e l e b r i t y then h igh 

l i gh t s fo r us now an important network of meanings v It appeared at the 

moment of the greatest ideo log i ca l d i sa r ray and confusion in that f i r s t 

post-V ic tor ian generat ion, which, founding i t s author i ty on the values 

of the e a r l i e r epoch, saw them permanently deranged by the senseless 

carnage of the Great War. The generation in pos i t ions and o f f i c e s of 

author i ty and power under Edward VII and George V were the sons of the 

'eminent V i c t o r i a n s ' . S t rachey 's generation were the grandsons and 

granddaughters. It was t he i r fa thers who had accepted the dogmas, va lues , 

b e l i e f s , ideas , and standards of order and i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y from the 
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V i c to r i ans and t r i e d , unsuccess fu l l y , to apply them to r a d i c a l l y changed 

circumstances. Although i t s pos i t i v e theme i s to e luc idate the world of 

the grandparents, the book, read in the context of the physica l and 

e th i ca l d i sas te rs of war and the ensuing peace in 1918 and 1919, i s , 

nega t i ve l y , about the world of the fathers as we l l . Indeed the book of 

the grandson, the he i r of a l l t h i s , seems to be asking the fa ther who 

has jus t sat through the War's carnage why he ever thought that grand

fa ther (or grandmother fo r that matter) was anything more than an 

e c c e n t r i c , psycho log i ca l l y unstab le , e th i ca l hoo l igan , both dangerous 

(Florence Night ingale) and clownish (Thomas Arnold) at the same time. 

The f i n a l b iographica l sketch can be read simply as an account of 

an i n te res t ing persona l i t y in the annals of B r i t i s h imperia l ism in the 

nineteenth century. But no one a l i v e to the m i l i t a r y absurd i t i es to 

which the successors of General Gordon on the Imperial General S ta f f had 

condemned hundreds of thousands of B r i t i s h so ld i e r s can miss the b i t i n g 

irony of the concluding sentence of that essay. 

At any r a t e , i t had a l l ended very happi ly--in a 
g lor ious s laughter of 20,000 Arabs, a vast add i t ion 
to the B r i t i s h Empire, and a step in the Peerage 
fo r S i r Evelyn Bar ing. (266) 

In 1918, when the book appeared, the s laughter of m i l l i ons of Europeans 

had nothing " g l o r i ous " about i t , nor did i t a l l end "very happ i l y . " The 

reference to Bar ing 's cyn ica l career ism, with which the book ends, is a 

d i r e c t attack on the o ld V i c to r i an standards of v i r i l e leadership and 

productive a c t i on . Bar ing, l i k e MiTner in Southern A f r i c a and Curzon in 

20 
India , was one of the great proconsuls of Empire in the l a s t decades 
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of the nineteenth century , a type who came to represent in the popular 

imaginat ion, t ex tua l i zed by K ip l ing and the Imperia l ist , p ress , the 

epitome of the V i c to r i an idea of manhood and author i t y . These men 

managed the co lon ia l legacy with a mixture of a r i s t o c r a t i c hauteur, 

hypocr isy , cunning, absolute e th i ca l c e r t a i n t y , and the blunt instruments 

of coercive power. However, t h e i r moment in h i s to ry had l a rge l y passed 

by the time the A l l i e d Powers convened at Ve r s a i l l e s in 1919; the Barings 

and the Mi lners had been replaced by Lloyd George, a leader of qui te 

another k ind. 

In John Maynard Keynes's The Economic Consequences of the Peace 

(1920), nothing comes through more c l e a r l y than the u t te r defect ion of 

moral and i n t e l l e c t u a l leadership of the A l l i e d leaders . His devastat ing 

p o r t r a i t of Woodrow Wilson at the Peace Conference, a man " f a r too slow-

minded and bewildered" (44) to be able "to cope with the subt le and 

dangerous spe l lb inders whom a tremendous c lash of forces and persona l 

i t i e s had brought to the top as triumphant masters in the swif t game of 

give and take, face to face in Counc i l " is s t i l l pa infu l to read (39). 

The American P res ident ' s "pres t ige and . . . moral i n f luence " (38) were 

" s t i f l e d in the hot and poisoned atmosphere of Pa r i s " (48), and from 

which they never recovered. And Lloyd George, more competent than Wilson 

in "the a g i l i t i e s of the counci l chamber" (43), is dismissed as an abject 

opportunist out "to do a deal and br ing home something which would pass 

muster fo r a week" (226). That the Welsh wizard represents . the, best that 

p o l i t i c a l L ibe ra l i sm could exa l t to the highest p o l i t i c a l author i ty in 

England did not escape the not ice of the younger generation [SE 16). If 

Keynes's text is the h o r r i f i e d response to the dishonourable deals 'done' 
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at V e r s a i l l e s , E l i o t ' s "A Game of Chess" names the necessary psycho

l og i ca l and e th i ca l desens i t i z a t i on in which such deals can be done. 

The c o l l e c t i v e f a i l u r e of leaders and the e l i t e s who susta in them was 

epochal fo r the younger generation (Wohl 1979: 206). It was not a matter 

of loca l surgery here and there ; the whole corpse stank. And i t had to 

be got r i d o f . For E l i o t th i s meant returning to the o r i g i n , some fun 

damental cu l tu ra l point of departure, which, t ex tua l i zed as myth, deter 

mined and va l idated the fus ion of inward experience and object ive r e a l i t y . 

The f i r s t o r i g i n he se t t l ed on was a f a l se one. 

In "What the Thunder Sa id" the metaphorical Voice co l loca tes 

Wagnerian l y r i c i s m (the Pa rs i f a l a l l u s i o n s ) , the B ib l i c a l -p rophe t i c voice 

(apoca lypt ica l imagery), and what E l i o t at the time t r i e d to advance as 

the impersonal , superhuman, ob j e c t i f y i ng voice of our c u l t u r e ' s o r i g i n in 

myth, understood, of course, an th ropo log i ca l l y . This is the voice which 

E l i o t 'does ' that d i sc loses the primary e th i ca l imperat ives--give, c o n t r o l , 

sympathize—which he chose, at t h i s t ime, as the ones that erect cu l t u r e , 

and a l l i t s numberless d iscr iminated forms and meanings, in the context 

of a sacramental ized nature (Leach 1976: 71-75). A number of exce l l en t 

commentaries on the a l l u s ions and references to the myths, legends, and 

sc r ip tu re from which E l i o t abstracted key de t a i l s f o r th i s f i f t h sect ion 

already ex i s t from a va r ie ty of qui te i n t e res t i ng perspect ives (Smith 

1974, e t h i c a l ; Bolgan 1973, Bradleyan; Kenner 1966, e x p e r i e n t i a l ) . 

However, none of them tack les the c ruc ia l question that ought always to 

be asked when a text represents a cu l tu ra l o r i g i n . Assuming that an 

o r i g i n is p r e h i s t o r i c a l , the point from which a recuperable h i s to ry 

sp r ings , i t i s i t s e l f unrecuperable emp i r i c a l l y . From one perspec t i ve , 
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the o r i g i n can be made v i s i b l e (or audible) in speculat ion from clues 

and hints o f fered by the deeper underly ing patterns of the h i s t o r i c a l 

becoming of pos i t i v e forms and r e l a t i o n s ; but we can never na ive ly accept 

the h i s t o r i c a l v a l i d i t y of a represented o r i g i n . The o r i g i n cannot be 

recuperated, except perhaps mys t i ca l l y or mytho- log ica l l y ; the l og i c of 

h i s t o r i c a l and material r e a l i t y cannot re t r i eve the moment of i t s own 

b i r t h . A l l the means by which a recuperat ion of th i s sor t may be 

attempted are thoroughly impl icated in the post-or ig ina l concreteness 

of h i s to ry and are themselves products of that h i s t o r y , rather than 

immediate products of the o r i g i n . But what sense, then, are we to make 

of the attempt to represent an o r ig in ? As we cannot r e t r i e ve the o r i g i n 

in i t s e l f , our reconst ruct ion of i t has no absolute s i g n i f i c a n c e , but i t 

does have an important and t e l l i n g s i gn i f i c ance in the present. This is 

an extension into preh is tory of Robert Weimann's notion of the h i s t o r i c a l 

past always carry ing a s p e c i f i c , concrete meaning fo r the present , a 

meaning that has more to do with the present than with the past (Weimann 

1976: 173). Indeed, i f h i s t o r i c a l representat ions can never be f u l l y 

unburdened of the s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l r e a l i t i e s of the present in which they 

are formulated, ne i ther can p r e h i s t o r i c a l representat ions (perhaps even 

more so) be f ree of s im i l a r cons t r a i n t s , cond i t i ons , and compulsions. 

Thus, we examine the representat ions of o r i g i n in "What the Thunder 

S a i d , " not f o r what they say about some actual poss ib le o r i g i n , but fo r 

what they say about the present in which they are chosen. From a l l the 

poss ib le ways of represent ing the o r i g i n what purpose do these represen

ta t ions serve in the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e in which the text has to make 

i t s way and in which i t gambles, in the case of the unorthodox t ex t , that 
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i t can and w i l l make sense? 

In the face of the conventional Chr i s t i an and s c i e n t i f i c represen

ta t ions of the o r i g i n , "What the Thunder Sa id " i s dec idedly unorthodox. 

C lea r l y such a representat ion would not make sense to a l l the poem's 

readers: F. L. Lucas was not a lone. But i t did make sense fo r E l i o t ' s 

generat ion. Most of them would have been hardpressed to say p rec i se l y 

what i n t r i n s i c meaning th i s sect ion (and the poem as a whole) has; yet 

E l i o t ' s own generation gave the poem an a c t i v e l y sympathetic read ing, 

seeing i t in fac t as a cu l tu ra l a r t i f a c t that was representat ive of i t s 
21 

time. La te r , E l i o t denied he ever had any in tent ion of act ing as the 

voice of a generat ion. Yet the f a c t remains tha t , even though the poem 

was not p a r t i c u l a r l y well understood, i t soon won fo r i t s e l f a s ton i sh 

ing ly v i r i l e apo loget i cs . The key to th i s paradox lay in what the poem 

did in the socio-verbal environment that embraced and entangled author, 

t ex t , reader. E l i o t ' s f i r s t readers experienced and understood imp l i c 

i t l y , in a way we never can aga in , the pointed opposi t ions and chal lenges 

to the es tab l i shed semantic orders of the l i b e r a l ethos insc r ibed in the 

s e c t i on ' s negative s t ruc tu re . 

F i r s t of a l l , the terms in which "What the Thunder Sa id " attempt to 

t o t a l i z e European c i v i l i z a t i o n are deeply o f fens ive to l i b e r a l orthodoxy 

as regards how the soc ia l whole ought best be conceived and what exact ly 

l i e s at the core of the cu l tu re of c i v i l i z e d Europe. For nineteenth-

century l i b e r a l i s m , in i t s century long debate with the socially powerful 

and rooted , but philosophically d i spe rsed , remnants of feudal ideas , the 

appea l , in the conceptual movement towards adequate soc ia l t o t a l i z a t i o n , 

has always been to general p r i n c i p l e and abstract i d e a l , the ' r i gh t s of 
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man1 s t rategy (0 ' Su l l i v an 1976: 82f f . and 119-128). In "What the Thunder 

Sa id" the attempted t o t a l i z a t i o n of cu l ture i s based not on abstract 

no t ions , but on the occupation by the su f f e r ing consciousness of the 

soc ia l and psychologica l margins of soc i e t y . E th ica l and s p i r i t u a l 

extremes, symbolized by the references to Gethsemane and Golgotha (Smith 

1974: 93) , by the imagery of desert and mountain, of psychic t e r ro r 

("Who is the t h i r d who walks always beside you?" [ l i ne 359]) , of madness 

("A woman drew her long black ha i r out t i gh t / And f i dd l ed whisper music 

on those s t r i n g s " [377-378]) are the border regions from which t o t a l i z a 

t ion r i s e s . These extreme s t a t e s , ind iv idua l and c o l l e c t i v e , leg i t imated 

by the poem's anthropologica l l o r e , stare dead in the face of that c i v i c 

humanism, the essence of l i b e r a l soc ia l thought, badly shaken by the 

senseless armageddon of the Great War. The ra t iona l core of l i b e r a l i s m , 

nourished by Enlightenment ideas of reason and o b j e c t i v i t y , and from 

which l i b e r a l th ink ing about soc ie ty emerges, i s here chal lenged and 

denied. "What the Thunder S a i d , " in i t s grotesque mutations of the 

l y r i c vo i ce , ce l eb ra tes , Wagner-like, the e c l i p se of Enlightenment 

r a t i o n a l i t y . Instead of the l u c i d palace of abstract p r i n c i p l e s and 

idea ls that houses soc ia l l i f e and to which reason alone has access , 

E l i o t does a voice booming up from the c o l l e c t i v e memory of the race , 

embodied in the primal myths of Indo-European cu l t u r e , a source s i tuated 

in the d i s tan t past and the d i s tan t places of exper ience. In comparison, 

the weedy voices of contemporary Europe are a meaningless, wa i l ing g ibber . 

The c o l l o c a t i o n of the Chr i s t i an "agony in stony p laces" and the 

Brihadaranyaka upanishad as the culminat ing moment of the poem as a 

whole, as the moment in which the o r i g i n i s gl impsed, gibes at the an t i-
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c l e r i c a l and s c i e n t i s t i c thrust of nineteenth-century l i b e r a l i s m and at 

the 'general improvement1 theology of the l i b e r a l stewardship of the 

Engl ish Church in V i c t o r i a ' s re ign (Annan 1966: 150-156; Thomson 1983: 

110). Lytton Strachey a lso aimed one of his sharpest darts at t h i s 

moral ly strenuous and u t i l i t a r i a n brand of C h r i s t i a n i t y in his famous 

dismissa l of Florence N ight inga le ' s s ing le excursion in to the f i e l d of 

popular theology, her Suggestions for Thoughts to the Searchers After 

Truth among the Artisans of England (1860). 

Yet her conception of God was c e r t a i n l y not o r tho 
dox. She f e l t towards Him as she might have f e l t 
towards a g l o r i f i e d san i tary engineer; and in some 
of her speculat ions she seems hardly to d i s t i ngu i sh 
between the Deity and the Drains. As one turns over 
these s ingu la r pages, one has the impression that 
Miss Night ingale has got the Almighty too into her 
c l u t ches , and tha t , i f He i s not c a r e f u l , she w i l l 
k i l l Him with overwork. (154) 

But whereas Strachey 's indictment of the V i c to r i an temper spends i t s e l f 

impotently in an u l t imate ly harmless s lap-chic humour, E l i o t ' s thrusts 

cut deeper and wider. E l i o t i s more in terested in r e- insc r i b ing the 

foundations of human and soc i a l exper ience, an archaeologica l enterpr i se 

of f a r greater consequence and po in t . 

To summarize then: The waste Land is a poem that does not merely 

r e f l e c t the breakdown of an h i s t o r i c a l , s o c i a l , and cu l tu ra l order 

battered by the onslaught of v i o l en t forces operat ing under the name of 

modernity. For E l i o t the d i sas te r that character ized modernity was not 

an over tu rn ing , but the unavoidable, and i r o n i c , culminat ion of that very 

order so l ov ing l y celebrated in V i c t o r i a ' s l a s t decade on the throne. 

Unlike the o lder generat ion, who saw in events l i k e the Great War the 
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passing of a golden age, E l i o t saw only that the 'golden age' was i t s e l f 

a heap of absurd s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l axioms and perverse misreadings of the 

cu l tu ra l past that had proved in the l a s t instance to be made of the 

meanest a l l o y . The poem's enactment of the contemporary soc ia l scene 

in "The Burial of the Dead," "A Game of Chess, " and "The F i re Sermon" 

exh ib i t s the "negative l i b e r a l soc i e t y " in which such events and people 

are t y p i c a l . E l i o t ' s choice of these events and people—Madame Soso t r i s , 

the cast of characters in "The Game of Chess, " and the t yp i s t—as repre

sentative of a p a r t i c u l a r soc ie ty is suscep t ib l e , of course, to a p o l i 

t i c a l a n a l y s i s , which is to say, t h e i r representat iveness i s not se l f-

ev ident , though they are presented as i f i t i s . The "one bold s ta re " of 

the house agent 's c l e r k , put back in the bourgeois context where s ta r ing 

i s one of the major lapses in manners, does not hold up the mirror to a 

simple gesture , but i l luminates the underly ing condi t ions which make a 

mere c l e r k ' s swagger poss ib l e . What is exposed is the ' f a c t ' that c le rks 

in general no longer know the i r p lace . What we are to make of th i s ' f a c t ' 

i s po intedly s i gna l l ed by the d isgust which the s p e c i f i c s of the render

ing provoke and the soc ia l d istance generated by the T i r e s i an fore-

suf ferance. If the poem spoke the idiom of the pos i t i ve mora l i s t , then 

we might be j u s t i f i e d in c a l l i n g th i s procedure s a t i r i c . A l l we can 

r e a l l y say under the circumstances i s that these parts of the poem, and 

they have been prev ious ly i d e n t i f i e d , carry a s a t i r i c f o r ce . However, 

the author i ty they draw on, that gives weight to such a f o r c e , does not 

take the form of a known or an achieved c i v i l and personal code. The 

author i ty on which The waste Land rests i s qui te d i f f e r e n t and th i s d i f 

ference accounts, I be l i e ve , fo r the revo lut ionary impact i t made on i t s 
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f i r s t readers. 

As i t s s o c i a l c r i t i q u e was aimed n e g a t i v e l y at the l i b e r a l ethos 

which E l i o t f e l t had culminated i n the War and i t s d i s o r d e r l y aftermath, 

The waste Land could not v i s i b l y adopt some p r e - l i b e r a l code of values. 

In the same way, the poem could not propose a p o s t - l i b e r a l , h i s t o r i c i s t 

or m a t e r i a l i s t e t h i c without an h i s t o r i c i z i n g epistemology. The poem's 

a u t h o r i t y rested instead on other bases that provided, not a system of 

ideas as the primary form of l e g i t i m a t i o n , but a new l y r i c synthesis as 

a kind of e x p e r i e n t i a l a u t h e n t i c i t y i n a world i n which the sacred cos

mologies, on the one hand, had f a l l e n prey to a s t r o l o g e r s and c h a r l a t a n s , 

w h i l e , on the oth e r , the cosmology of everyday l i f e , i . e . the f i n a n c i a l 

system (the " C i t y " i n the poem), had f a l l e n i n t o the s o i l e d hands of 

r a c i a l l y indeterminate and shady importers of currants and the l i k e , 

among them, of course, the pushing Jews of the Plunderbund. In the case 

of Madame S o s o t r i s i n the t h i r d s e c t i o n of "The B u r i a l of the Dead," we 

have one of E l i o t ' s more obsessive themes and character types. L a t e r , 

i n "The Dry Salvages," he would make more e x p l i c i t the t e x t that i s only 

implied i n the Madame S o s o t r i s s e c t i o n of The waste Land. There he would 

demolish, or so he thought, the l i b e r a l f a i t h i n p l u r a l i s m by c a u s t i c a l l y 

enumerating a r i c h harvest of p o s s i b l y v i r i l e , but irredeemably f a l s e 

f a i t h s , which are balanced, and then outweighed, by what he c a l l s i n that 

poem "an occupation f o r the s a i n t . " 

To communicate with Mars, converse with s p i r i t s , 
To report the behaviour of the sea monster, 
Describe the horoscope, haruspicate or s c r y , 
Observe disease i n s i g n a t u r e s , evoke 
Biography from the w r i n k l e s of the palm 
And tragedy from f i n g e r s ; release omens 
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By s o r t i l e g e , or tea leaves , r i dd l e the i nev i t ab l e 
With play ing ca rds , f i d d l e with pentagrams 
Or ba rb i t u r i c a c i d s , or d i s sec t 
The recurrent image into pre-conscious ter rors--
To explore the womb, or tomb, or dreams; a l l these are 

usual 
Pastimes and drugs, and features of the press : 
And always w i l l be, some of them espec i a l l y 
When there i s d i s t r e s s of nations and pe rp lex i t y 
Whether on the shores of A s i a , or in the Edgware Road. 

(CP 212) 

As th i s part of "The Dry Salvages" amusingly a l ludes to a small 

sect ion of Montaigne's Apology for Raymond sebond, the l i s t of f a l s e 

f a i t h s and knowledge ca r r i e s a double i rony . Seeing that i t was 

Montaigne's Pyrrhonism that provided an important impetus to En l i gh t 

enment ideas , i t i s i r on i c that Montaigne himself warns of the e f f e c t s 

of an unattenuated p lu ra l i sm in the midst of his argument fo r a rad ica l 

scept ic i sm that E l i o t saw as one of the axiomatic roots of the contem

porary i n t e l l e c t u a l promiscuity he v i l i f i e s in the passage. Montaigne 

wr i tes : 

. . . men no longer consider what the coins weigh 
and are worth, but each one in turn accepts them 
according to the value that common approbation and 
t he i r currency give them. Men do not argue about 
the a l l o y , but about the rate of exchange: thus a l l 
things are accepted equa l l y . They accept medicine 
as they do geometry; and s le ight-of-hand, enchantments, 
l i g a t u r e s , communication with the s p i r i t s of the dead, 
p rognos t i ca t ions , horoscopy, and even that r i d i cu lous 
pursu i t of the ph i losopher ' s s tone, everything i s 
admitted without con t r ad i c t i on . 

and then, a f t e r a d i scuss ion of pa lmis t ry , the dec i s i ve i rony , a tonal 

pointedness that E l i o t mastered ear l y in his l i f e : 



284 

I c a l l you yourse l f to w i tness , whether with th i s 
knowledge a man may not pass in any company with 
reputat ion and favour. (Montaigne [1957]: 420) 

Ce r t a i n l y , Madame Sosotr is passes "with reputat ion and favour" in a 

soc ie ty which can no longer d i s t i ngu i sh the ancient and honourable 

o f f i c e s of prophesy, suggested by the a l l u s ions to Ezekiel and Eccle-

s i a s t e s , from the min i s t ra t ions of the cardsharp. 

But what kind of author i ty does the poem claim by grounding i t s 

p lac ing judgements on what I have ca l l ed a new l y r i c synthesis? The poem 

does not choose to contest on ra t iona l grounds the world view implied in 

i t s own metonyms, i t s choices of ' r epresenta t i ve ' events and character 

types. That t e r r a i n , progress ive ly in the bourgeois e r a , f a l l s to 

p o s i t i v i s t , m a t e r i a l i s t , and instrumental conceptions of human reason, 

a l l of which E l i o t found in imica l to the Thomist conception he came to 

adopt (Nott 1958: 217; Kojecky 1971: 219). He c loses o f f debate in that 

d i r e c t i o n by choosing to submerge ra t iona l argument in a metonymic pro

cedure that both advances the Concrete in a l l i t s supposed unanswerable 

obviousness while s tea l ing a march on the General through the assumed 

representat iveness of concrete metonyms. The poem attempts to penetrate 

below the leve l of r a t i o n a l i s t consciousness where the conceptual cur ren 

c ies of the l i b e r a l ethos have no formative and d i r e c t i v e power. Below 

that leve l lay the real s tory about human nature which " l i b e r a l thought" 

{FLA 50) perverse ly worked to obscure, by obscuring the i n t e r sec t i on of 

the human and the d iv ine at the deepest l eve ls of consciousness. That 

stratum did not respond to the smal l-scale and portable log i cs of En

lightenment sc i en t i sm, but to the spec ia l ' r a t i o n a l i t y ' of mythic thought, 
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the ' l o g i c ' and narrat ive forms of which fu rn i sh the idiom of sub-

r a t i o n a l i s t , conscious l i f e . To repeat: i f not on the conventional 

r a t i o n a l i s t b a s i s , where does E l i o t locate the author i ty of The waste 

Land, an author i ty that can save the poem from mere eccent r i c sputter 

and give i t a more commanding aspect? I think i t was important fo r 

E l i o t himself to fee l the poem's command, and not jus t simply to make 

i t convincing to scept i ca l readers ; Lyndall Gordon's biography (1977) 

makes th i s inner need fo r strength in his own conv ic t ions a centra l theme 

in E l i o t ' s ea r l y l i f e . But to answer our quest ion: the author i ty the 

poem claims has two dimensions. 

The f i r s t i s based on the aesthet ics of French symboiisme and i t s 

extension into the Wagnerian music-drama (Black 1979: 81-84). Indeed the 

theore t i ca l a f f i n i t i e s of Baudelaire et al.. and Wagner, that E l i o t ob

v ious l y i n tu i t ed in the making of The waste Land, can be seen now as 

nothing short of b r i l l i a n t . Only in our own time are these important 
22 

aesthet i c and cu l tu ra l connections being se r ious l y explored. From 

symboiisme E l i o t adopted the notion of the epistemologica l s e l f - s u f f i 

c iency of aesthet ic consciousness, i t s independence from r a t i o n a l i s t 

i ns t rumenta l i t y , and thus i t s more e f f i c a c i o u s contact with exper ience, 

and at the deeper l e v e l s , contact with the d iv ine through i t s ear th ly 

language in myth. From his French and German fo rbears , E l i o t formulated 

a new discourse of experience which in the 1920s was s t i l l very much the 

voice of the contemporary avant-garde in B r i t a i n and, in that sense, i t 

was a voice on the margins, without i n s t i t u t i o n a l au thor i t y . But here 

the i r o n i c , even sneer ing, d ismissa l of the l i b e r a l stewardship of 

cu l ture and soc ie ty reverses the semiot ics of author i ty-c la ims by g iv ing 
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to the voice on the margins an author i ty the i n s t i t u t i o n a l voices can no 

longer assume since the world they are meant to susta in has f i n a l l y been 

seen through in a l l those concrete ways the poem merc i l e ss l y enacts. The 

waste Land i s qui te c l ea r on that po in t . We are meant to see in "The 

F i re Sermon," f o r example, the " l o i t e r i n g heirs of C i ty d i r e c t o r s " weakly 

g iv ing way to the hated meteques, so that the C i t y , one of the 'ho ly ' 

places of mercant i l i sm, has f a l l e n to profane hands. The b i t i n g humour 

in th is i s inescapable. 

From sumboiisme and the Wagnerian music-drama E l i o t synthesized a 

new l y r i c voice that brought to his poetry an exper ien t i a l i n t ens i t y and 

candour that gained author i ty from the qua l i t y of i t s perceptions and, 

i r o n i c a l l y , from i t s soc ia l marg ina l i t y , that i s , i t s i s o l a t i o n in a 

contaminated environment. It appealed to his own generation by the 

v i v i d contrast th i s l y r i c voice set up with the unravel led remnants of 

V i c to r i an 'h igh s e r i ousness ' , a tone the Edwardian sons and grandsons 

s t i l l thought worth adopting. But such a tone was already a dead l e t t e r 

by 1895, the year Of Wi lde 's The Importance of Being Earnest. In 

Baudela i re , Verlaine., Rimbaud, Laforgue, Wagner a new kind of seriousness 

shapes the voice and i t i s th i s vo i ce , capable of wider and more de l i c a t e 

e f f e c t s of i rony and temperament, that informs the second sect ion of "The 

Buria l of the Dead," the f i r s t and most of the second sect ions of "The 

F i re Sermon," "Death by Water," and "What the Thunder S a i d . " 

This new l y r i c consciousness, marked by the extended tonal range 

that more accurate ly captures the experience and i ron ies of l i f e at the 

end of an e r a , was designed to provoke those whose ear fo r the voice in 

poetry rested with the re igning Swinburnianism. Here the co l l o ca t i on 
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of The sacred wood and The Waste Land becomes p a r t i c u l a r l y important. 

In add i t ion to hearing th i s new l y r i c i sm as one more mutation in the 

development of the l y r i c voice in Engl ish poetry , we must hear in i t , 

not j us t a new music, but a c la im to author i ty operat ive in a pa r t i cu l a r 

polemical c l imate . In a l l the spiky re l a t ionsh ips th i s vo i c e , and what 

i t is say ing , sets up with the immediate common i n t u i t i v e l i f e of the 

l i b e r a l bourgeo is ie , we hear s inging the tone of a then unsurpassable 

au then t i c i t y . 

The second dimension of the author i ty on which The waste Land's 

c r i t i que rests involves the new discourse on myth that comes from the 

revo lut ionary advances in anthropology in E l i o t ' s time associated with 

the names of Emile Durkheim, Marcel Mauss, and the Cambridge School led 

by S i r James Frazer and Jane Har r i son . We know that E l i o t was wel l-

acquainted with these developments at l eas t as ea r l y as 1913-1914. The 

importance of these new ideas involved re th ink ing the study of ancient 

and p r im i t i ve s o c i e t i e s . The impact of these renovations was swi f t and 

profound and corresponds, though less p u b l i c l y , to the impact of The 

origin of the species on the educated publ ic of mid-century V i c to r i an 

l i f e . Modernist i n t e res t in p r imi t i ve forms of ar t (P icasso, Lawrence, 

and many o the r s ) , and, the re fo re , the idioms and s t ructures of thought 

and f ee l i ng in pr imi t i ve c u l t u r e s , makes sense in several ways. C lea r l y 

the a r t i s t i c prac t i ces of p r imi t i ve peoples are i n t e r es t i ng t e chn i c a l l y 

to other a r t i s t s of any e ra . Interest in the a f f e c t i v e world or the 

c o l l e c t i v e menta l i ty of a p r imi t i ve soc ie ty i s another quest ion a l t o 

gether. That i n t e r e s t , neu t r a l , perhaps, in s cho l a r sh ip , becomes very 

easy to formulate as a c r i t i q u e of pract i ces and st ructures in the 
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present that one wants to represent as d i s t o r t i ons and car i ca tures of 

some o r i g i n a l state of nature from which modernity has c a t a s t roph i ca l l y 

departed. E l i o t ' s i n te res t in the mythic thought of p r im i t i ve cu l t u r e s , 

beginning at Harvard, perhaps in the s p i r i t of s c i e n t i f i c enqui ry , takes 

a d i f f e r e n t form in the argument of The waste Land. There i t funct ions 

pointedly as a negative c r i t i q u e of the l i b e r a l account of the o r ig ins 

of soc ie ty in the i n s t i t u t i o n s of con t rac t , abstract p o l i t i c a l and c i v i l 

r i g h t s , and mechanist ic psychology. 

The anthropologis ts de l i ve red the key cu l tu ra l production of p r i m i 

t i ve societ ies—myth--from the view that saw these ancient narra t ives 

e i t he r as the quaint decorat ive br io of simple f o l k , or i f they were 

Greek, the nar ra t i ve mirrors of heroic soc i e t y . Instead myth, and not 

jus t the myths of the Greeks, was re-conceived as the narrat ive thematics 

of p r e- r a t i ona l i s t cosmologies that provided an account of the r e l a t i o n 

ship between the human and the d i v i ne . Myth was a lso interpreted psycho

l o g i c a l l y , and Nietzsche is c ruc i a l in th i s development, as making 

v i s i b l e the deeper s t ra ta of the mind. If the concept is the not ional 

idiom of reason, myth is the language sub-ra t i ona l , conscious l i f e 

speaks. What E l i o t i n tu i t ed from th i s new understanding was that myth 

provided a t o t a l i z i n g s t ructure that could make sense, equa l l y , of the 

state of a whole cu l ture and of the whole s t ructure of an ind iv idua l 

mind. In th i s i n t u i t i o n he found the idiom of an e laborated , un i v e r s a l 

i z i ng code which was not e n t i r e l y the product of r a t i o n a l i s t ca tegor ies . 

In a d d i t i o n , th i s t o t a l i z i n g s t ructure preserved the sacred dimension of 

l i f e by seeing i t i nex t r i c ab l y entwined with the profane. For the ex

pression of t h i s i n t u i t i o n in the context of an environment with a heavy 
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stake in the elaborated codes of a r a t i o n a l i s t and ma te r i a l i s t world view 

which had subordinated the sacred to the profane, E l i o t adapted fo r his 

own use the poet ics of j ux t apos i t i on . 

The textual d i s con t i nu i t y of The waste Land has usua l ly been read 

as the technica l advance of a new aes the t i c . The poet ics of j ux t a 

pos i t i on are often taken as prov id ing the enabl ing ra t iona le fo r the 

accomplishment of new aesthet i c e f f e c t s based on shock and su rp r i s e . 

And th is view is easy enough to adopt when the poem is read in the 

narrow context of a purely l i t e r a r y h i s to ry of mutated l y r i c forms. 

However, when the context i s widened and the poem read as a motivated 

operat ion on an already always ex i s t i ng s t ructure of s i g n i f i c a t i o n s , 

t h i s techn ica l advance is i t s e l f s i g n i f i c a n t as a c r i t i q u e of se t t l ed 

forms of coherence. D i s con t i nu i t y , from th i s perspec t i ve , i s a symbolic 

form of "b l as t ing and bombardier ing." In the design of the whole poem, 

e spec i a l l y in i t s own use of contemporary anthropology, the broken 

textual surface must be read as the sign of the erupt ive power of sub-

rat iona l forces r e-asse r t i ng , s e i s m i c a l l y , the elemental t o t a l i t i e s at 

the o r ig ins of cu l ture and mind. The poem's f i n a l e in an orgy of soc ia l 

and elemental v i o l ence , the " F a l l i n g towers," l i g h t n i n g , and thunder, 

unvei ls what E l i o t , at that t ime, took to be the base where ind iv idua l 

mind and cu l tu re are united in the redemptive e th i ca l imperatives spoken 

by the thunder. What the poem attempts here, by asc r ib ing these e th i ca l 

p r i n c i p l e s to the voice of nature and by drawing on the epistemologica l 

autonomy posi ted by symboiisme, is the const ruct ion of an elaborated 

code in which an au thor i t a t i ve un i ve r sa l i z i ng v i s i on can be achieved 

using a ' n o t i o n a l ' (mythic) idiom uncontaminated by Enlightenment forms 
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of ra t iona l ism. 

Powerful as i t i s in the a f f e c t i v e and tonal programme of the poem, 

funct ion ing as the conclus ion to the poem's 'argument ' , th i s c losura l 

const ruct ion i s , at bes t , precar ious when seen beyond the shaping force 

of the immediate soc ia l and cu l tu ra l context . This cons t ruc t i on , 

achieved r h e t o r i c a l l y , in fac t i s ne i ther acceptable anthropology, nor 

sound theology, nor incontestable h i s t o r y , but draws on a l l these areas 

in order to make the necessary point in a pa r t i cu l a r a f f e c t i v e c l imate . 

The extent to which the poem s t i l l c a r r i e s unsurpassable imaginative 

power ind ica tes the extent to which our own time has not broken e n t i r e l y 

with the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e that the poem addressed s i x t y years ago. 

E l i o t himself abandoned his c reat ion as soon as i t was formulated, 

migrat ing to a Chr i s t i an orthodoxy in the Angl ican church. This move

ment to an i n s t i t u t i o n a l l y es tab l i shed author i ty d isp laced the spec ia l 

kinds of author i ty claimed fo r the perceptiveness and argument in The 

waste Land. The same perceptions and the same argument were, in the 

mid-1920s, lodged in a soc ia l i n s t i t u t i o n ; the c r i t i q u e of "negative 

l i b e r a l soc ie t y " continued without i n t e r r u p t i o n , but no longer from the 

margins. The l y r i c vo i ce , a l loyed on the margins, was not abandoned 

however; i t was adapted to the new s i tua t i on within an h i s t o r i c a l i n s t i 

tu t ion and with in the d i scu rs i ve and notional modes which i n s t i t u t i o n a l 

a f f i l i a t i o n provided. 

From th i s new soc ia l pos i t i on E l i o t ' s c r i t i q u e of the l i b e r a l 

orthodoxies of thought and f ee l i ng continued. The a t tack , as be fore , 

remains focussed on the l ibera l- romant ic account of exper ience. Impor

tant as immediate personal experience seems to be in The waste Land, 
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enacted in the l y r i c i n t ens i t y of the metaphoric Vo ice , i t cannot be 

taken as f i n a l or absolute. The sharp focus on experience in The waste 

Land is p r imar i l y s t r a teg i c in the serv ice of the d ispersa l of the 

l ibera l- romant ic hegemony of thought and f e e l i n g . He i s more, sens i t i ve 

to the way men and women talk about exper ience, than experience i t s e l f . 

The b r i l l i a n t l y achieved co l l o ca t i on of l y r i c consc iousness, myth, and 

Indo-Christ ian s c r i p t u r a l i t y embosomed by a sacramental ized nature, a 

synthesis that would have done l esse r a r t i s t s fo r a l i f e t i m e , was soon 

i t s e l f d ispersed in E l i o t ' s announcement of his f i n a l theme, the one that 

he would carry forward fo r the res t of his l i f e . 

The escape from his own b r i l l i a n t c reat ion co inc ides in f ac t with 

E l i o t ' s own changing soc ia l pos i t i on in England. By the la te 1920s, he 

had c losed s o c i a l l y on what he f e l t was the centre of Engl ish l i f e in 

i t s most important and guiding soc ia l f r a c t i o n . His e a r l i e r ambiguous 

pos i t i on in an es tab l i shed and s t r a t i f i e d soc i e t y , a hierarchy in which 

he had no inher i ted p r i v i l e g e and thus no access to a voice 'natural ' to 

any one of i t s d iscr iminated ranks, led him, as we've seen, to construct 

one. This new l y r i c a l voice gave his middle c lass audience a v i s i on of 

the r e a l i t y which embraced them, from a place (on the margins) which was 

not impl icated in the psycho-ethical impotence of the re igning order 

(see Bergonzi 1972: 100). But th i s composite voice was u l t imate ly l i k e 

B l ake ' s , as E l i o t descr ibed i t in The sacred wood, a d r i f t without an 

anchor in a "framework of accepted and t r a d i t i o n a l i d eas , " a voice "with 

a capac i ty fo r considerable understanding of human nature, with a r e 

markable and o r i g i na l sense of language and the music of language, and a 

g i f t of ha l luc ina ted v i s i o n " (sw 157-158), but without the h i s t o r i c a l 
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nourishment of an i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d cosmological t r a d i t i o n . Blake 

required respect fo r "impersonal reason . . . common sense . . . the 

o b j e c t i v i t y of sc ience" {sw 157). But the reason, common sense, and 

science which E l i o t recommends here were not the orders of r a t i o n a l i t y 

which The waste Land a s sau l t s . E l i o t was not against reason, common 

sense, and sc i ence ; he was simply against the way these were used in the 

l i b e r a l ethos. With the pub l i ca t ion of For Lancelot Andrewes (1927) and 

"Ash Wednesday" (1930) E l i o t moved d e c i s i v e l y towards gaining the i n s t i 

tu t iona l author i ty he be l ieved Dante to have had. 

The name of Dante brings to focus a f i n a l , ph i losoph ica l po in t . One 

of the many revo lut ionary i n t e l l e c t u a l impulses of Enlightenment thought 

was the progressive a l l o y i ng of reason and freedom as cons t i t u t i ng the 

two elements of a s ing le human essence informing each and every i n d i v i d u a l . 

The consequences of th i s i d e n t i f i c a t i o n have been profound in every area 

of human l i f e . But fo r E l i o t th i s union of reason and freedom in the 

ind iv idua l represented the c ruc i a l seed of d iscord in modernity, planted 

at the beginning of the bourgeois e ra . The waste Land presents the con

sequences o f , what seemed to him, a misguided f a i t h . From The waste 

Land on, he more e x p l i c i t l y moved to re-es tab l i sh the notion that reason 

is i n t r i n s i c t o , that i t inheres fundamentally t o , h i s t o r i c a l i n s t i t u 

t i o n s , not to the atomic i n d i v i d u a l , and that an apos to l i c and h i s t o r i c a l 

Church embodies to the profoundest degree Reason as such, or at l eas t a 

Reason which ca r r i e s a non-human, d iv ine au thor i t y . From th i s perspec

t i v e , the i n d i v i d u a l , as conceived in Chr i s t i an doctr ine as l im i ted and 

f a l l e n , approaches Reason the c l ose r he i s to i t s sacred source and, in 

that way, and in that way a lone, can guarantee his freedom. Having come 
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to th i s p o s i t i o n , acknowledged in p rac t i ce in 1927 by his acceptance of 

the Angl ican con fess ion , E l i o t began to point his poetry in a d i f f e r en t 

d i r e c t i o n . 
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Notes to Chapter Five 

* This l i n e of c r i t i c a l thought has character ized fo rma l i s t and new 

c r i t i c a l readings of the poem from John Crowe Ransom (1923) to A. D. 

Moody (1979). This view adopts, t a c i t l y , the p r i n c ip l e s of imagisme as 

sketched by Pound and F l i n t in 1912-1913 and looks back to modernist 

va luat ion of immediate exper ience. Years l a t e r Wallace Stevens, in his 

re-af f i rmat ion of the modernism which underlay his own p r a c t i c e , could 

wr i t e : 

The poem is the cry of i t s occas ion , 
Part of the res i t s e l f and not about i t . 

("An Ordinary Evening in New Haven," in 
CP 1954, 1971: 473) 

For E l i o t , F. H. Bradley provides the necessary ph i losophica l under

pinning (see Bradley 1914: 173-176). 

2 

Such a formulat ion i s not unwarranted on a c lose sc ru t iny of 

E l i o t ' s "Thoughts a f t e r Lambeth" (SE 320-342) and his major statement on 

the funct ion of the c lergy wi th in the "Community of Ch r i s t i ans " in idea 

25-44. E l i o t ' s b e l i e f in the necessary guiding funct ion of an h i s t o r i c a l 

ecciesia never wavered. Both Bantock (1969) and Kojecky (1971) comment 
at length on what I have c a l l ed here E l i o t ' s ep iscopa l ian ism. 

3 

E l i o t returns to th i s theme again and again throughout his ear ly 

l i t e r a r y journa l ism and c r i t i c a l statements. "The Romantic Generat ion, 

If It Ex i s ted " in the Athenaeum (1919) is a p a r t i c u l a r l y pointed example 

of t h i s . Writ ing in r e t rospec t , E l i o t r e ca l l ed the l i t e r a r y c l imate in 
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London when Ezra Pound f i r s t a r r i ved on the scene: "But I do not think 

i t is too sweeping to say that there was no poet, in e i the r country , who 

could have been of use to a beginner in 1908. The only recourse was to 

poetry of another age and to poetry of another language. Browning was 

more of a hindrance than a he lp , fo r he had gone some way, but not f a r 

enough, in d iscover ing a contemporary idiom. And at that s tage, Poe and 

Whitman had to be seen through French eyes. The quest ion was s t i l l : 

where do we go from Swinburne? and the answer appeared to be, nowhere" 

(1946: 326-327). 
4 

"The opulent Wagnerian pathos, with i t s harmonic rather than 

l i n ea r development and i t s t r i c k of entrancing the a t tent ion with l e i t 

m o t i f s , i s never unrelated to the methods of The waste Land (Kenner 1966: 

146). Kenner recognized twenty years ago that there can be no " l i n e a r 

development" of meaning in these sequences. However, th ink ing of these 

sequences 'harmonica l ly ' does not r e a l l y make sense of them e i t he r . Yet , 

we 'know' what E l i o t i s saying here. How he makes sense l i e s in the 

t a c i t recogni t ion of the voices we hear, which cons t i tu te the poem's 

texture at t h i s po in t , and the soc ia l Vo ice , u n i f i e d , coherent, repeating 

the t yp i ca l soc ia l a t t i tudes of a pa r t i cu l a r c l a s s . 

5 Cf. Donald Davie on "Dry Salvages" (1969: 155). 

This deeper leve l of coherence and i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y , where f r a g 

mented and a l ienated consciousness coalesces into ' n a t u r a l ' u n i t i e s , 

E l i o t h imse l f , in The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism (1933), 

descr ibed as " aud i t o r y , " a leve l where the speaking voice enacts the 

deepest " f e e l i n g fo r s y l l a b l e and rhythm, penetrat ing f a r below the 

conscious l eve l s of thought and f e e l i n g , inv igora t ing every word; s inking 
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to the most p r imi t i ve and fo rgo t ten , returning to the o r ig ins and br inging 

something back, seeking the beginning and the end. It works through 

meanings, c e r t a i n l y , or not without meanings in the ordinary sense, and 

fuses the o ld and ob l i t e r a t ed and the t r i t e , the cur ren t , and the new 

and s u r p r i s i n g , the most ancient and the most c i v i l i z e d menta l i t y . " 

Quoted in Hawkes 1977: 34-35 and see Hawkes's very i n t e res t i ng comments 

fo l lowing (35-38). This study, of course, argues that the penetrat ive 

processes descr ibed here are ne i ther unconscious nor b l i n d , but h igh ly 

consc ious , motivated and meant to v i o l e n t l y contest an a f f e c t i v e t e r r a i n 

dominated by romantic forms of inwardness. 

^ The sor t of l i t e r a r y p rac t i ce I have in mind here is the common 

seventeenth-century technique of coding contemporary soc ia l and p o l i t i c a l 

events through typo log ica l patterns drawn from sc r i p tu r a l and c l a s s i c a l 

sources. Such p r a c t i c e s , working metaphor ica l l y , use the typo log ica l 

device to frame the contemporary content and to pos i t i on the reader fo r 

i t s proper ideo log i ca l recept ion . This i s no more c l e a r l y seen than in 

poems l i k e Dryden's "Annus M i r a b i l i s " (1667) or "Absalom and Ach i tophe l " 

(1681) in which ways of seeing important publ ic events and pe r sona l i t i e s 

are r h e t o r i c a l l y con t ro l l ed through the metaphorical determinism of 

t ypo log ica l pa t te rn ing . For a thorough examination of Dryden's 'meta-

p h o r i z i n g 1 of h i s to ry as an ideo log i ca l p r a c t i c e , see Miner 1968: 3-35 

and 106-143. 
g 

An adequate understanding of 'genre' has been a problem since the 

romantics. Abrams 1958: 241-244 and Stone 1967 are s t i l l good attempts 

to give some order to a confusing s i t ua t i on as regards genre in the 1780-

1820 per iod . Cu l l e r (1975: 134-138) attempts to reconstruct a theory of 
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genre from within a renewed, or neo-, formalism. Todorov (1977: 42-43) 

acknowledges the d i f f i c u l t i e s of generic c r i t i c i s m since the romantics, 

but asserts that the notion of genre is s t i l l useful in studying popular 

l i t e r a t u r e . However, the most i n te res t ing recent theor i z ing about genre 

as a useful c r i t i c a l p r i n c i p l e is F redr i c Jameson's " d i a l e c t i c a l " sense 

of genre (1981: 141-147) which adapts, b r i l l i a n t l y , Louis Hje lmslev 's 

" four-part mapping of the expression and the content of what he sees as 

the twin dimensions of the form and the substance of speech" (147). 
g 

The New C r i t i c a l 'd i sappear ing ' of She l l ey , f o r example, reveals 

the conceptual narrowness of a fo rma l i s t t r a d i t i o n of reading that refused 

to theor ize the t ex t ' s concrete , p rac t i ca l r e l a t i onsh ip to i t s meaning 

environment, a r e l a t i onsh ip s t a b i l i z e d , before the romantics, by the 

rhe to r i ca l system. A change in aesthet i c o r i e n t a t i o n , such as the t r a n 

s i t i o n from neo-class ic ism to romanticism, cannot e f face that fundamental 

and unavoidable r e l a t i o n s h i p ; i t i s always the re ; a poem must always do 

something with i t . In romanticism, soc ia l meaning, fo r the f i r s t t ime, 

is fed d i r e c t l y into the language of the poem below the formal reach of 

whatever generic manoeuvres, unsurpassed remnants of the e a r l i e r o r i e n 

t a t i o n , occur in the poem's ex te rna l s . This is the p rac t i ca l r e su l t of 

the revo lu t ion in d i c t i on in the period (see E l i o t ' s comments in Poetry 

159). 

^ Lyndall Gordon has recent ly put th i s view of the r e l a t i on of 

myth and experience as ba ld ly as i t can be put. S t rav insky ' s music, 

uiysses, The Golden Bough, she w r i t e s , led E l i o t to see " that one might 

s t r i p brute experience of i t s contexts and exp lanat ions , leav ing the 

abrupt f ac t exposed, and s imp l i f y i t fu r ther by showing the r epe t i t i on 
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of the same experience along the continuum of h i s to r y " (1977: 108). But 

see Lionel T r i l l i n g on th i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y bourgeois notion (1972: 

11-12, 108). 

** The notion of the adu l te ra t ion and degeneration of European 

cu l ture through contact with non-European races was a p o l i t i c a l l y potent 

theme in conservat ive polemics in the nineteenth century. Arthur de 

Gobineau's Essai sur 1'Inegalite des Races Humaines (1853) was the master 

text in th i s l i n e of thought (B iddiss 1970: 114-115) and i t provided one 

of the major i n t e l l e c t u a l inf luences fo r Charles Maurras (B iddiss 1970: 

74). The notion of r a c i a l degeneration was picked up and magnified by 

Maurras in the f i r s t decades of our century: "Gobineau saw the place that 

is held in France by the deracines and recorded how they work towards our 

decomposit ion" (quoted in and t rans la ted by B iddiss 1970: 74). This i s 

the i n t e l l e c t u a l t r a d i t i o n on which E l i o t draws in his ear ly po r t r a i t s of 

"jews" in the poetry and in his famous comments on the Jews in After 

strange Gods and the criterion through the 1920s and ear l y 1930s. 
12 

For a humorous account of the "natural t r a d i t i o n in Engl ish 

poetry" and the c r i t i c a l cl iche's that came to accompany i t in the n ine 

teenth and ear l y twentieth cen tu r i e s , see Connolly 1948: 166-167. 

13 
James Thompson's The seasons is the de f in ing example. See Cohen 

1970. 
14 

It is th i s understanding of the socio-verbal context in which 
E l i o t wrote that makes fo r the excel lence of Hugh Kenner's invisible 

poet (1966). 

15 

Indeed E l i o t himself was no i d l e spectator in the p o l i t i c a l and 

economic transformation of Europe in the immediate post-War years . As a 
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member of the Foreign and Colonia l Department of L loyd ' s Bank with 

spec ia l (and sole) r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r " a l l the debts and claims of the 

bank in connection with the Peace T r ea t i e s " (Kojecky 1971: 50) he was 

professionally in teres ted in an accurate and ra t iona l understanding of 

contemporary h i s t o r y , e s p e c i a l l y in the p o l i t i c a l and ideo log i ca l b a t t l e 

f i e l d of Eastern Europe (see Cook 1979: 341-355). 

16 

The h i s to ry summarized in the fo l lowing paragraphs i s drawn 

mainly from Watt 1968: 369-389. 

^ In comparison to Pound's own a b i l i t i e s in th i s respect , E l i o t ' s 

attempts at reproducing the metropol i tan voices he wants us not only to 

hear, but to d i smiss , are rather crude. This same in tent ion i s more 

t e l l i n g l y r ea l i zed in Pound's Hugh seiwyn Mauberiey (1920; rp t . 1926, 

n . d . : 185-204). Indeed in the domain of captur ing accurate ly the de

f i n i ng t o n a l i t i e s of a p a r t i c u l a r l i t e r a r y soc i o l e c t Pound is c l e a r l y 

the master--i l miglior fabbro. 

18 
I have taken th i s useful phrase from Jurgen Habermas (1975). 

19 
By "heroic a c t i on " I a l lude to A r i s t o t l e ' s emphasis on " a c t i o n " 

as the object of representat ion in epic and t r ag i c l i t e r a t u r e ( A r i s t o t l e 
1967: 38). 

?o 

Evelyn Baring (1841-1917), A l f r ed Mi lner (1854-1925), George 

Nathaniel Curzon (1859-1925). 

2 1 Wilson 1922: 611-616; Seldes 1922: 614-616; Untermeyer 1923: 453; 

Aiken 1923: 294-295; Bel l 1923: 772-773. 

22 

In add i t ion to Michael B lack ' s important essay (1979), Herbert 

Knust 's Wagner, The King, and The Waste Land (1967) examines th i s 

synthesis in r e l a t i on to E l i o t . Harr is 1974: 105-116 and B l i s s e t 1978: 
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71 -85 are a lso useful cont r ibut ions to th i s aspect of E l i o t ' s poem. 
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Chapter S ix : A very long perspect ive 

Within a handful of years a f t e r the pub l i ca t ion of The waste Land 

E l i o t c losed the door on the "mythic method," perhaps recogniz ing the 

hopeless muddle into which a ser ious attempt to apply such an o b j e c t i 

fy ing "method" can lead (Bergsten 1960: 129; Rajan 1976: 85; Travers i 

1976: 23). E l i o t in 1927 might have agreed, on th i s point at l e a s t , 

with Terry Eagleton 's judgement of his use of myth. 

The assumption of The waste Land is that no p r i n c i p l e 
of coherence can be found with in Western cu l tu re 
i t s e l f : a l l c lasses of soc i e t y , from debutantes and 
businessmen to c le rks and working-people, are pass ive ly 
impl icated in the same deep-rooted cor rupt ion . This 
is an a t t i tude ca r r i ed and expressed, not only in what 
i s e x p l i c i t l y s a i d , but in the ' t o t a l i s i n g ' framework 
which allows fo r such a detached and omniscient view 
of an ent i re cu l tu re . Yet while the a t t i tude is the 
resu l t of what th i s framework allows the poet to see, 
i t i s a lso the inev i t ab l e r e s u l t : i f you stand th i s 
f a r back, nothing w i l l seem p a r t i c u l a r l y va luable . 
The mythic s t ructure can connect i t s e l f s i g n i f i c a n t l y 
with soc ia l experience only by f i r s t paring that 
experience to i t s own requirements. . . . (1970: 59) 

The importance of the mythic framework to the poem i s , in a sense, a la te 

cons t ruc t i on ; the poem, in i t s e a r l i e r d r a f t s , was f a r more rooted in 

E l i o t ' s vers ions of the soc ia l world of post-War London (Smidt 1973: 13). 

The vast major i ty of the exc is ions was of parts genera l ly soc ia l and 

s a t i r i c rather than b i t s drawn from the Cambridge anthropo log is ts . A f te r 

the major surgery of r e v i s i o n , the mythic elements grew f a r more s a l i e n t , 

gradual ly cons t i t u t i ng the whole framework that ' con ta ins ' the d i s i n t e-
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grat ing soc ie ty of contemporary Europe, and they help the reader to 

in te rpre t i t s dec l ine by putt ing i t in a long perspect ive . A very long 

perspect ive . The l im i t a t i ons of such a s t ruc tur ing were manifest soon 

enough to E l i o t , who, in his t u rn , began speaking of The waste Land as a 

piece of personal g r i p i n g , some "rhythmical grumbling" {Facsimile x x x i i i ) , 

ensur ing , in th i s obl ique way, that he would not extend his b less ing to 

those who heard in The waste Land the voice of a generation prophesying 

The End of Western C i v i l i z a t i o n with an author i ty der ived from the primal 

sources of that c i v i l i z a t i o n . 

We cannot know with ce r t a in t y when E l i o t decided that his use of 

myth in The waste Land was no longer v iab le as an aes thet i c p r a c t i c e ; i t 

probably co inc ides with the c r i s i s in his personal l i f e in 1923 (Gordon 

1977: 123-125) and with the i n f l uence , perhaps, of Wi l l iam Force Stead 

who placed in E l i o t ' s hand the sermons of Lancelot Andrewes in that year 

(Gordon 1977: 125).* In any case , i t was in the f i v e year period between 

the pub l i ca t ion of the Dial review and the pub l i ca t ion of For Lancelot 

Andrewes (1927) that E l i o t swung d e c i s i v e l y to an i n t e l l e c t u a l , a f f e c t i v e , 

and soc ia l commitment to anglo-cathol ic ism and to the i n s t i t u t i o n of the 

Church of England. The v i s i b l e Church gave him a thoroughly h i s t o r i c a l 

soc ia l locus which ne i ther the notion of myth nor the " deh i s t o r i c i z ed 

Hegel" (Eagleton 1976: 150-151) of Bradleyan ideal ism conta ined. Yet the 

Church, a l s o , o f fe red a transcendental s i g n i f i e d that ra i ses the Church's 

s p i r i t u a l and cu l tu ra l s i gn i f i c ance beyond mere contingency: i t i s both 

of the world and not of the world in a way that can adequately i l luminate 

the r e l a t i o n of the h i s t o r i c a l and transcendental in a s ing le v i s i b l e 

un i t y . Neither the Bradleyan " f e l t whole in which there are moments of 
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same e f f i c i e n c y and h i s t o r i c a l l y substant iated au thor i t y . 

To the h i s t o r i c a l and s p i r i t u a l synthesis that the i n s t i t u t i o n of 

the Church and i t s body of doctr ine represented fo r E l i o t we must a lso 

add an aesthet i c element. E l i o t ' s was c e r t a i n l y not a pu r i t an i ca l 

Angl icanism; he was most d e c i s i v e l y converted to the Laudian tendency of 

the Church of England. Indeed, on the second page of the volume in 

which his new a l leg iances are announced, and t renchant ly defended, we 

f i nd the Church under E l izabeth descr ibed in terms of a b e a u t i f u l l y 

constructed objet, an objet a'art that r e f l e c t s the " f i n e s t s p i r i t " of 

Tudor England. 

The via.media which is the s p i r i t of Anglicanism 
was the s p i r i t of E l izabeth in a l l t h i n g s ; . . . . 
The taste or s e n s i b i l i t y of E l i z abe th , developed 
by her i n t u i t i v e knowledge of the r igh t po l i c y 
for the hour and her a b i l i t y to choose the r i gh t 
men to carry out that p o l i c y , determined the 
future of the Engl ish Church. In i t s pers is tence 
in f i nd ing a mean between Papacy and Presbytery 
the Engl ish Church under E l izabeth became some
thing representat ive of the f i n e s t s p i r i t of 
England of the t ime. It came to r e f l e c t not 
only the persona l i t y of E l izabeth h e r s e l f , but 
the best community of her subjects of every rank. 
Other r e l i g i ous impulses, of varying degrees of 
s p i r i t u a l va lue , were to assert themselves with 
greater vehemence during the next two re igns . 
But the Church at the end of the reign of E l i z abe th , 
and as developed in ce r ta in d i r ec t i ons under the 
next r e i gn , was a masterpiece of e c c l e s i a s t i c a l 
statesmanship. {FLA 12) 

Putt ing aside fo r the moment i t s h i s t o r i c a l and transcendental aspects , 

the Church i s here presented metonymical ly, in which we see r e f l e c t ed the 

whole of l a te Tudor . cu l tu re . The actual shape of the desc r ip t ion borrows 
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something from Henry James's de l i cacy in charac te r iz ing the mind's wry, 

s t a r t l e d tact in the presence of astonish ing beauty, but pu l l s the pas

sage back from mere aesthet ic ism by the concrete polemical purpose which 

i t uncompromisingly serves. This purpose can be summarized in a few 

words: the parenthet ica l aside to "other r e l i g i ous impulses" that as 

serted "themselves with [great] vehemence during the next two re igns " 

and which eventua l ly led to the disf igurement of the E l izabethan "master

p iece" are not mentioned so l e l y in the in te res ts of h i s t o r i c a l f i d e l i t y 

and completeness. Later in the volume E l i o t aggress ive ly attacks some 

of the tendencies in Engl ish cu l tu ra l h i s to ry that led to the deformation 

of the Church and those forces which consp i red , e i the r w i t t i ng l y or un

w i t t i n g l y , to block i t s renaissance as the "masterpiece" he claims i t 
2 

was in la te Tudor t imes. 

The Church, as understood in that opening paragraph of the book, 

haunts the essays that fo l l ow ; i t hovers over the en t i r e volume and gives 

a negative point to E l i o t ' s judgements of the th inkers and wr i ters he ex

amines. The point is negat ive , in a d i a l e c t i c a l sense, because, while 

the ' e c c l e s i a s t i c a l masterpiece ' has been e f f aced , i t s idea s t i l l l i ngers 

(cf . Margol is 1973: 106). In The waste Land E l i o t despaired fo r the 

absent King, the 'presence ' which would authent icate the empty, gestur ing 

voice at the beginning of "A Game of Chess. " In For Lancelot Andrewes 

E l i o t despairs fo r the absence of the l i v i n g Church as the centra l ideal 

and i n s t i t u t i o n of cu l tu re . Thus, the v i s i on of the Church as the beau

t i f u l masterpiece at the opening of the volume is counterpointed by the 

incomplete "humanism" of Irving Babbitt at the end. 
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Mr Babb i t t ' s c r i t i c a l judgement i s except iona l l y 
sound, and there i s hardly one of his several 
remarks that i s not , by i t s e l f , acceptable . It 
i s the j o i n t s of his e d i f i c e , not the ma te r i a l s , 
that sometimes seem a b i t weak. {FLA 106-107) 

Against the po i se , equ i l i b r i um , and "au thor i t y " of the E l izabethan 

Church, which made of i t s f i n e s t representatives--Gresham, Walsingham, 

C e c i l , Parker, Wh i tg i f t , not to mention Andrewes, Donne, Hooker, Bramhall 

--the b r i l l i a n t instruments of a un i f i ed purpose, I rv ing Babbit o f f e r s , 

E l i o t says , and, by in fe rence , the best that a r e l i g i o n - l e s s , humanistic 

modernity can o f f e r , nothing more than the " i n d i v i d u a l " to whom there i s 

nothing " a n t e r i o r , e x t e r i o r , or super io r " (108), and on whom the f u l l 

weight of ob ject ive values i s p recar ious ly allowed to r es t . Can a 

c i v i l i z a t i o n funct ion on such a narrow foot ing as the " i n d i v i d u a l , " 

E l i o t asks, i f c i v i l i z a t i o n is seen as " s p i r i t u a l and i n t e l l e c t u a l co 

ord inat ion on a high l e v e l " rather than "material progress , c l e a n l i n e s s , 

e t c . " (109)? And in wryly o f f e r i ng his so lu t ion ( " i t is doubtful whether 

c i v i l i z a t i o n can endure without r e l i g i o n , and r e l i g i o n without a church" 

[109]) E l i o t gives Babb i t t ' s weak-jointed e d i f i c e a gentle shove. 

I am not here concerned with the quest ion whether 
such a 'humanist ic ' c i v i l i z a t i o n as that aimed at 
by Professor Babbitt i s or i s not desirable; only 
with the question whether i t i s feasible. From 
th i s point of view the danger of such theor ies i s , 
I t h ink , the danger of co l l apse . {FLA 109) 

And when the dust s e t t l e s , what the book leaves us w i th , i f we return to 

the opening pages, i s the v i s i on of an El izabethan Church, a sp lendid 

pol ished glass in which is r e f l e c t ed "not only the persona l i t y of 

E l izabeth h e r s e l f , but the best community of her subjects of every rank. " 
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The E l izabethan Church, funct ion ing as a metonymic f igure of soc ia l 

t o t a l i t y , projects against the de facto soc ia l p lu ra l i sm {idea 42 f f . ) and 

i t s p o l i t i c a l expressions of the 1920s (Barker 1978: 122-134), a v i s i on 

of a soc ia l and cu l tu ra l unity with a s p e c i f i c a l l y English pas t , but one 

that was a lso " c a tho l i c and c i v i l i z e d and universal . . . . European and 

ripened and wise . . . . " (FLA 15, 59). But the v i s i on and the soc ia l 

whole i t represents are the products of a narrow reading of that past . 

Indeed, only an impaired h i s t o r i c a l i ns igh t could poss ib l y lead E l i o t 

into the several absurd i t i es of F o r Lancelot Andrewes and i t s misshapen 

son After strange Gods (1934). That he could exa l t a minor seventeenth-

century d iv ine above the major achievement of Thomas Hobbes, whom E l i o t 

character izes in a cu r ious l y embittered tone as "one of those ex t r a 

ordinary l i t t l e upstarts whom the chaot ic motions of the Renaissance 

tossed into an eminence which they hardly deserved, " i s a lapse of judge

ment that suddenly l e t s glare the hard face of the r i g i d po lemic i s t . 

This and other ' i n t e r e s t e d ' readings of the Engl ish past betray E l i o t ' s 

narrow, 'book ish ' conception of England. 

. . . It is c e r t a i n l y to the point to ask how well 
he knew the country and the people. . . . And i f I 
read a r ight the mostly ungracious comments that may 
be cu l l ed from Englishmen of my own generation and 
younger, the consensus is that E l i o t knew England 
and the Engl ish very imper fec t l y , a f t e r t h i r t y years . 
Some of the evidence i s too f a m i l i a r to be worth 
dwel l ing on--such c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y Engl ish voices 
as D. H. Lawrence's, Thomas Hardy 's , Wi l l iam B l ake ' s , 
E l i o t showed himself more or less deaf t o . But other 
features of E l i o t ' s adopted Englishness may not be so 
apparent to a non-Br i t ish audience; and in that sen
tence I have s l ipped in one of them a l ready--"Eng l i sh " 
and " B r i t i s h " are not the same, and when E l i o t wel 
comes " reg iona l i sm" in Notes Towards the Definition 

of culture, t h i s i s not going to s a t i s f y people who 
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def ine themselves as Sco t t i sh or Welsh, l e t alone 
I r i s h . Among E l i o t ' s B r i t i s h contemporaries, we 
need think only of David Jones, Robert Graves, and 
Hugh MacDiarmid, to be reminded how there are other 
ways of ty ing h i s t o r i c B r i t a i n in with European 
Christendom besides the one that E l i o t impat ient ly 
or b landly took to be the one r i gh t way—through 
Canterbury and Lambeth. E l i o t ' s sense of B r i t a i n 
is o f f ens i ve l y metropolitan--and not of B r i t a i n , 
but of England too ; his England i s to a l l intents 
and purposes London, or at most the home count ies . 

(Davie 1973: 181-182) 

Davie goes on to assert that even though the three Engl ish loca les 

of Four Quartets are beyond the extent of the home count i es , they are 

s t i l l places of p i lg r image, v i s i t e d by an ou t s ide r , from London, or from 

St. Lou i s , Missouri f o r that matter. The England of the i ndus t r i a l Mid

lands , the non-metropolitan rura l areas in the North and East , the an

c ient realms of the C e l t i c Fringe are f o r E l i o t terra incognita, indeed, 

not simply unknown and unexplored, but a c tua l l y despised as the seat of 

that narrow p rov i n c i a l i sm , c rank iness , v u l g a r i t y , which fo r E l i o t had 

i t s most obtuse and a r t l e s s expression in what Donald Davie has c a l l e d 

the "d i s sen t i en t vo i ce " in Engl ish cu l t u r e . In te res t ing ly enough, Davie 

f inds the voice of r e l i g i ous Dissent consonant with the European En l i gh t 

enment (1978: 50). Perhaps E l i o t ' s l i f e l o n g oppos i t ion to and r i d i c u l e 

of these "other r e l i g i ous impulses" (FLA 12) was provoked in part by his 

i n tu i t ed recogni t ion of jus t such i n t e l l e c t u a l and tonal a f f i l i a t i o n s 

between Dissent and Enlightenment. 

E l i o t ' s v i s i on of England can be seen, in f a c t , to be e n t i r e l y 

' b o o k i s h ' , that i s , der ived from a thoroughly t ex tua l i zed experience of 

the Engl ish present , save in one p a r t i c u l a r , namely, the metropol i tan 

soc ia l region he came to occupy. He knew the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e of 
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the Anglo-American upper middle c lass at f i r s t hand (Kojecky 1971: 218; 

Bergonzi 1972: 73, 100; Bateson 1977: 3, 7; Gordon 1977 passim). But fo r 

the rest of Engl ish l i f e , his f a m i l i a r i t y with the present was almost 

e n t i r e l y l im i ted by the i d e a l i s t v i s ions derived from the acceptance of 

ce r ta in canonic h i s t o r i c a l texts (the sermons of Andrewes, the poetry of 

the Metaphys ica ls , Samuel Johnson's two Juvenal ian s a t i r e s , l a te 

Co le r idge , Bradley, the Daily Mail) and the t e l l i n g re jec t ions of others 

(M i l ton , the whole Dissent ing t r a d i t i o n , romanticism, Bentham and his 

successors , Hardy, Lawrence). It would be a great mistake to i n f e r from 

th i s fac t that E l i o t ' s a l l eg iance to or f e e l i ng fo r England was cond i 

t iona l or incomplete. One cannot ever argue that E l i o t d id not love h is 

adopted country. He loved i t pass ionate ly and uncompromisingly, and the 

vehemence of his polemical engagements is achieved only in the context of 

t h i s profound and f ree ly-g iven love . But i t i s important to remember the 

point being made here. He could not hear the reach and necess i ty of 

Lawrence's vo i ce , f o r ins tance , because he could not se r ious l y accept the 

soc ia l and economic pressures , l o c a l l y a r t i c u l a t e d , that helped form and 
3 

deform the physical and soc ia l geography of Lawrence's England. The 

England E l i o t loved is p l a i n l y t o ld in the opening pages of For Lancelot 

Andrewes, the t h i r d sect ion of the opening movement of "East Coker" ( C P 

196-197), and the whole of " L i t t l e Gidding" ( C P 214-223); i t i s th i s 

a e t h e r i a l , Cava l ie r text of England that he took i n . What he loved was 

a mixture of the real and the pos s i b l e , a b r i l l i a n t , respons ive , but 

p e c u l i a r l y domesticated, c i v i l i z a t i o n , anchored in f a i t h to i t s c e n t r a l , 

generat ive i n s t i t u t i o n , the National Church, a c i v i l i z a t i o n r i s i n g , not 

in ostentat ious Baroque opulence, but c l o se l y kni t in a f i n e l y sens ib le 
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common cu l t u r e , rooted in L a t i n i t y , r i s i n g on the banks of the Thames, 

and, through the c lear-voiced agency of an independent, but , paradoxi 

c a l l y , obedient i n t e l l i g e n t s i a t ra ined to the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e , 

r ad ia t ing to every par ish in the realm the imperatives of an achieved 

author i t y . The v i s ion was r a v i s h i n g , but i t resembled too c l ose l y the 

v i s ions of Don Quixote to be of much use in an England where most cas t l es 

had already become inns and no amount of strenuously i r o n i c polemic could 

turn them back into c a s t l e s . 

E l i o t ' s meditat ions on th i s begu i l ing v i s i on are presented in a way 

which broadly suggests that la te Tudor and ear ly Stuart times can serve 

as a s u f f i c i e n t model fo r the present. One cannot doubt that th i s i s 

what E l i o t a c tua l l y thought. Indeed, the jux tapos i t ions in The waste 

Land of references and a l l u s i ons to E l izabethan cu l ture set against rep 

resentat ive scenes from the contemporary world hardly make sense without 

our t a c i t understanding, which the poem c a r e f u l l y st imulates in i t s 

course, of the El izabethans as a locus of supreme cu l tu ra l va lues , an 

understanding which takes i t s primary meaning from the value given to 

E l izabethan England among the Edwardian and Georgian middle c lasses 

(Dowden 1910: 253) wh i le , at the same t ime, redef in ing that va lue. When 

we put back E l i o t ' s text of E l izabethan England in the time in which i t 

was composed, we not ice i t was the per iod—the 1920s and 1930s—when 

h i s to r i ans l i k e R. H. Tawney were having the i r f i r s t great impact, not 

only on the study of h i s t o r y , but on the popular conception of h i s t o r i c a l 

per iods . Tawney's own revo lut ionary study of the Tudor epoch, The 

Agrarian Problem in the Sixteenth Century, although publ ished in 1912, 

was read widely in the 1920s fo r the f i r s t t ime, as a consequence perhaps 
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Of the impact which his Religion and the Rise of Capitalism (1922, 1977) 

had when i t appeared and of Tawney's own v i s i b i l i t y as an advisor on 

educational matters to the MacDonald m i n i s t r i e s , before the General 
4 

S t r i ke. 

One of Tawney's p r i nc ipa l cont r ibut ions to th i s re-assessment was 

to v i t i a t e h i s t o r i c a l studies and th ink ing in England of t he i r essen-

t i a l i s t and i d e a l i s t o r i e n t a t i o n s , and, ins tead , look more to p o l i t i c a l 

economy, to the i n f r a s t ruc tu r a l processes and cont rad ic t ions of soc i e t y , 

l i nk ing these processes to soc i e t y ' s attempts to understand them in the 

notional framework to which i t had access. In the mutations of dominant 

and subordinate modes of production and the material r e l a t i ons which they 

determine, E l izabethan and Stuart soc ie ty hardly o f fe red to Tawney the 

a e s t h e t i c a l l y p leas ing and se t t l ed prospect E l i o t chose to f i n d . Which 

representat ion i s cor rec t i s not my concern here. What i s important is 

that E l i o t ' s radiant v i s i on of the Tudor Church and, by extens ion , of 

Tudor soc ie ty appears at p rec i se l y the moment when r e v i s i o n i s t h i s t o r i a n s , 

l i k e Tawney, are br ing ing to l i g h t not a s t a t i c , comfortably po i sed , 

imperturbable c i v i l i z a t i o n , but a dynamic, mate r i a l l y and i d e o l o g i c a l l y 

d i v i d e d , untidy one. What th i s insurgent and asser t i ve mater ia l ism tends 

to do to a conception l i k e E l i o t ' s , one deal ing in essences and ideal 

forms, is switch a br ight l i g h t on the way such a conception represents 

the l og i c of the system i t t o t a l i z e s , that i s to say, the l og i c by which 

the s o c i e t y ' s c r i t i c a l elements and l eve l s are connected. What i s i t 

that keeps a s t a t i c so c i e t y , such as the E l izabethan i s presented as 

be ing , u n i f i e d , coherent, and complete? C lea r l y the answer E l i o t and a 

host of l a rge l y Tory h i s to r i ans and thinkers have t r a d i t i o n a l l y given in 
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England i s a soc io-eth ica l one--loyalty t o , obedience and t rus t in the 

p a t e r n a l i s t i c author i ta r ian ism a governing e l i t e prac t i ces in the context 

of a scrupulously d iv ided and ranked h ie ra rch i ca l soc ie ty ( 0 1 Su l l i v an 

1976: 82-118; Nairn 1977: 57-83, e spec i a l l y 78-79). 

Mutual and absolute t r u s t , ac tua l i zed in prac t i ce in an i n t u i t i v e 

soc ia l network of intermediate l o y a l t i e s encompassed by the l a rge r , 

pub l i c r i t u a l s of f e a l t y , people to k ing , king to God, na tura l i zes 

author i ty and the e f f i c a c y of the d i v i s i ons and ranks of so c i e t y , an 

e f f i c a c y purchased by a d i v i n e l y supported confidence that soc ia l d i v i 

s ions and ranks conform, without except ion , to the ru le of Reason and 

to an e s s e n t i a l l y incontestable notion of Nature. That E l i o t se r ious l y 

bel ieved that such a community could be nourished again on the banks of 

the Thames in the face of an England that was d e c i s i v e l y set on a r a d i 

c a l l y d i f f e r e n t course i s a qu ixot i c i sm so profound, and moving, that i t 

must be the sign of a love fo r the Tate Tudor model as deep, as pass ion 

a te , as c lean as Al fonso Quixana's love fo r the radiant world he found 

in the c h i v a l r i c romances on which he gorged his mind, his f e e l i n g s , and 

his speech. 

There are commitments and a l l eg iances here that go well beyond his 

naming of his "general point of view . . . as c l a s s i c i s t in l i t e r a t u r e , 

r o y a l i s t in p o l i t i c s , and anglo-catho l i c in r e l i g i o n , " in the preface to 

For Lancelot Andrewes. As i s evident in what fo l lows in the pre face , 

E l i o t was very aware of the impression such a profess ion could make on 

a scept i ca l audience he had helped acc l imat ize to i rony and the p lac ing 

pauses of the eloquent unsa id: "I am quite aware that the f i r s t term is 

completely vague, and ea s i l y lends i t s e l f to c l ap- t rap ; I am aware that 
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the second term is at present without d e f i n i t i o n , and ea s i l y lends i t s e l f 

to what i s almost worse than c l ap- t rap , I mean temperate conservat ism; 

the t h i r d term does not rest with me to de f ine " {FLA 7 ) . Having taught 

his generation how to juxtapose the hollowness of Gladstonian earnestness 

and the p i e t i e s of l i b e r a l i sm against the cacophanies of the present , 

E l i o t opens himself to the gibe of ponderous i r r e l evance . His ag i l e 

q u a l i f i c a t i o n s , with the i r edge of bad-tempered exasperat ion d i rec ted 

at readers tuned to seeing through every th ing , acknowledge the r i s k of 

appearing r i d i c u l o u s . A f te r a l l , as the author of "The Hippopotamus" 

(CP 51-52), he had already struck an h i l a r i ous f l a t note in his genera

t i o n ' s a t t i tudes towards the very Church he now sa id he s ince re l y em

braced (Bateson 1977: 3) . The question of his s i n c e r i t y in these new 

profess ions was as evident to him as i t was to the s t a r t l ed expectat ions 

of his o r i g i na l readers. The occas iona l l y cranky and rudely aggressive 

outbursts in the prose of the 1920s and 1930s, a measurable change from 

the con t ro l l ed i ron ies of the ear l y l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m , poss ib ly suggest 
5 

a new defensiveness. His s a t i r i c , g ib ing voice f e l l short of mastering 

the imperatives of his new a l l eg i ances . It consequently withdrew from 

the poetry permanently and by "Ash Wednesday" (1930) i t was no longer 

aud ib le . 

This poem is c ruc i a l fo r E l i o t ' s subsequent deve l 
opment. The break with the tone of the e a r l i e r 
poems is now complete. A whole element has been 
subtracted. The moral duty to be i r o n i c a l , which 
hangs over the e a r l i e r poems, is no longer recog
n ized . It is as i f the nat ive earnestness had 
reasserted i t s e l f , and th i s time completely. What 
E l i o t most wants he says he renounces. It i s d i f 
f i c u l t to speak of the poem without enter ing rudely 
upon the man's inner i n t e g r i t y , which one cannot 
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know. But a l l c r i t i c i s m involves th i s presumption. 
One ought not to put the quest ion qui te in the form 
of whether E l i o t in fac t accepted the Chr i s t i an 
f a i t h as he hoped he d i d , fo r that would be to 
assume that one knows what the manifestat ion of 
such acceptance would look l i k e . The quest ion fo r 
the c r i t i c is whether we have in Ash Wednesday an 
expression of b e l i e f that c a r r i e s us with i t . 

(Sisson 1971: 142) 

The new rhythm and tension of "Ash Wednesday" probably cannot ' car ry us 

wi th ' i t s expression of b e l i e f , because the poem is too unsure of i t s 

own f i gu r a t i v e f o o t i n g , i s too much an attempt to f i nd a new aes thet i c 

equ i l i b r ium before the ungainly fac t of the publ i c profess ion of r e l i 

gious b e l i e f , i s too audibly l i s t e n i n g to i t s own candour and i t s new 

approach to the common i n t u i t i v e l i f e , which now, as opposed to 1922, 

has E l i o t ' s own previous reputat ion l y ing awkwardly across i t . He 

f i n a l l y achieves th i s new poise in 1935 in "Burnt Norton. " However, 

"Ash Wednesday" i s another matter. 

F i r s t of a l l , i t stammers. 

Because I do not hope to turn again 
Because I do not hope 
Because I do not hope to turn 

(CP 95) 

It i s not exact ly c l ea r what E l i o t hopes to convey by th i s proce'de'; i f 

i t simply enacts in the manner the matter of the opening l i n e , i t i s a 

rhe to r i ca l mannerism well below.the demonstrated capac i t i es of his t ech 

n ica l s k i l l . But in t h i s new context , where only the purest s i m p l i c i t y 

w i l l susta in the poem's p ro fess ions , such a device i s perhaps not inapt . 

Indeed the suggestion of a suspended or defeated f l o r i d n e s s , a rebuke to 

both the smart g l ibness of the scept i ca l cosmopolite of the 1920s and the 
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yawning ro tund i t i es of V i c to r i an devotional s t y l e , seems p a r t i c u l a r l y 

apropos in the context of a resurrected passion and v i t a l i t y . The marks 

of t h i s s i m p l i c i t y are everywhere in the poem--in the narrowing, fo r 

example, of the l ex i c a l hoard to the small words with the greatest 

semantic draw: love , goodness, honour, b r ightness , hope. There is a lso 

a s i g n i f i c a n t narrowing in the learn ing the poem wears (Bateson 1970: 

43). Its range of reference i s drawn from the common texts of his new 

a l l eg i ance : The Book of common Prayer, the Hymnal, the language of the 

Thirty-Nine A r t i c l e s , the Anglo-catholic Prayer Book, the popular and 

l i t e r a r y devotional t r a d i t i o n , and, of course, on the hor izon , the master 

texts of Dante. The d i r e c t , sinewy, an t i - f i gu r a t i v e presentat ional 

s i m p l i c i t y of imagisme i s a lso turned to a new purpose in the composing 

of th i s new rhythm and tone. Gone a lso i s the soc ia l ventr i loquism and 

the f ee l i ng we have in his ea r l y poems that he spent a l o t of time 

l i s t e n i n g to the conversat ions in the next f l a t . In summary, we might 

apply to E l i o t ' s s t y l e a f t e r his conversion what Er ich Auerbach wrote of 

August ine 's a f t e r h i s . Auerbach's remarks about Augustine inc lude his 

c l a s s i c formulat ion of the e f f e c t of C h r i s t i a n i t y on the d i s cu r s i ve 

prac t i ces of an t i qu i t y . Chr i s t had not appeared to mankind as a k ing , 

hero, or r h e t o r i c i a n , but "as a human being of the lowest s t a t i o n . " 

Neverthe less , a l l that he did and sa id was of the 
highest and deepest d i g n i t y , more s i g n i f i c a n t than 
anything e lse in the world. The s t y l e in which i t 
was presented possessed l i t t l e i f any rhe to r i ca l 
cu l ture in the antique sense; i t was sermo piscatorius 
and yet i t was extremely moving and much more impres
s ive than the most sublime rhe to r i co- t rag i ca l l i t e r a r y 
work. (1974: 72) 
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Augustine "may well have been the f i r s t to become conscious of the prob

lem of the s t y l i s t i c contrast between the two worlds" (72-73) and accom

modated his own impressive p e r i o d i c i t y , acquired in the best rhe to r i ca l 

t r a d i t i o n , to the requirements of his new s p i r i t u a l commitments.^ "Ash 

Wednesday" may stammer, but the stammering i s the 'music ' of an u n a s s a i l 

able candour. 

"Ash Wednesday" represents an important mutation of voice in another 

sense. It acknowledges E l i o t ' s s t y l i s t i c commitment to the ' c l a s s i c i z i n g ' 

t r a d i t i o n of High Modernism. By th i s I mean that he more c l e a r l y adopts 

and develops the approaches of Baudelaire and Mallarme' to the quest ion of 

poet ic language. The i r concern to make a l i t e r a r y , and ' p u r i f i e d ' , d i a 

l e c t comes to preoccupy E l i o t a f t e r "Ash Wednesday," a d i a l e c t which 

ne i ther d i sso lves u t t e r l y in the many soc ia l voices of everyday l i f e , nor 

exh ib i t s that degree of a r t i f i c i a l i t y and distance from the everyday we 

hear so palpably in the poet ic d i c t i o n of the l e sse r Augustans. The 

s t r i pp ing away of romantic poet ic d i c t i o n which exerc ised him in his 

ea r l y work led to the polemical use of soc ia l vo i ces . E l i o t d id not 

intend to develop a naive aesthet ics of the common tongue, that i s , to 

develop a poet ic language which makes exc lus ive use of soc ia l voices and 

the d i scu rs i ve prac t i ces of everyday l i f e . His use of such language was 

always in the serv ice of a p a r t i c u l a r soc ia l and cu l tu ra l c r i t i q u e . The 

l y r i c a l synthesis in The waste Land stays the d r i f t of the poem to a kind 

of soc ia l vent r i loqu ism, a d r i f t to the 'mus ica l ' use of the many sound-

shapes of actual speech. There i s a Low Modernist t r a d i t i o n , however, 

which has, in f a c t , taken that course; i t s point of departure l i e s in the 

verbal p rac t i ces of Arthur Rimbaud. It has culminated in our time in the 
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work of Frank O'Hara and John Ashbery at one end, and the " t a l k " poems 

of David Ant in at another.^ 

With "Ash Wednesday" and i t s a cc l ima t i za t i on of the l y r i c a l voice 

of The waste Land to the d i c t i ons and t o n a l i t i e s of Ch r i s t i an s c r ip tu r-

a l i t y , E l i o t moves d e c i s i v e l y to the High Modernist t r a d i t i o n . His 

theore t i ca l and p rac t i c a l e f f o r t s in th i s d i r e c t i on are well known. 

His recur r ing in te res t in the d e f i n i t i o n of the " c l a s s i c , " f o r example, 

is r e a l l y an explorat ion of the p o s s i b i l i t i e s of co in ing a poet ic 

language and a notional idiom in which a " c l a s s i c " l i t e r a t u r e might yet 

be composed in our t ime, a language that has the co l l oqu i a l suppleness 

of the everyday, pro jec t ing a voice that i s not narrowly the voice of 

a s ing le c l a s s , and yet a language formal enough that i t achieves an 

authent i c , and ' h igh ' ser iousness (Kenner 1966: 229; but see Condon 1977-

1978: 176-178 and Kwan-Terry 1979: 159). Some have argued that E l i o t won 
Q 

through to jus t such a ' p u r i f i e d d i a l e c t ' in Four Quartets. The tes t ing 

of these p o s s i b i l i t i e s , the making of such a d i a l e c t , in which the per 

sona l , the communal, and the sacred are pe r f ec t l y balanced, begins in 

earnest with "Ash Wednesday." 

The p rac t i c a l accommodation to his new r e l i g i ous commitments in 

"Ash Wednesday" i s very s t r i k i n g . E l i o t draws widely on the corporate 

language of the Chr i s t i an account of r e l i g i o u s experience. The a l t e r 

at ion of d i c t i o n , syntax, and rhythm through the pu l l of the d i s cu rs i ve 

prac t i ces of the Engl ish Church, as enumerated above, i s , of course, not 

simply a s t y l i s t i c ' c h o i c e ' . If i t i s to count as more than 'manner 1 , 

i t must be the sign of obedience and conformity to a higher Reason. The 

texts of the Church contain the essent ia l wisdom which the Church has to 
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denominator. The s i m p l i c i t y of t he i r presentat ion i s as much a mark of 

t he i r author i ty as t he i r profundi ty i s (c f . Kenner 1966: 227). The 

cha rac te r i z ing rhythms, t o n a l i t i e s , and formulary phrases of The Book 

of common Prayer or the Jacobean B ib le or the Creeds embody more than 

a set of b e l i e f s ; they v i v i f y a whole way of l i f e . An ind iv idua l l y r i c 

vo i ce , wi th in the compass of th i s al l-embracing cosmos i n s t i t u t i o n a l l y 

se t t l ed in the doctr ines and formulae of an h i s t o r i c a l Confess ion, no 

longer needs an anthropological-mythic framework in order to leg i t imate 

i t s speech. "Ash Wednesday" accepts , conforms t o , the d i s c i p l i n e of an 

e c c l e s i a s t i c a l l y es tab l i shed s p i r i t u a l i t y as s u f f i c i e n t l eg i t imat ion of 

the l y r i c vo i ce , now no longer in need of de f in ing i t s au then t i c i t y by 

the semantics of i t s d istance from an i n s t i t u t i o n a l order contaminated 

by l i b e r a l ideas . We can hear, in f a c t , a c l ea r cont inu i t y between 

'You gave me hyacinths f i r s t a year ago; 
'They ca l l ed me the hyacinth g i r l . ' 
--Yet when we came back, l a t e , from the hyacinth garden, 
Your arms f u l l , and your ha i r wet, I could not 
Speak . . . ("The Buria l of the Dead," CP 64) 

and 

Blown hai r i s sweet, brown hai r over the mouth blown, 
L i l a c and brown ha i r ; 
D i s t r a c t i o n , music of the f l u t e , stops and steps . . . 

("Ash Wednesday," III, CP 99) 

The l y r i c voice of The waste Land was f o r t i f i e d by Wagnerian and romance 

mutations of ancient myth; most readers , however, probably found, and 

s t i l l f i n d , the l y r i c i sm adequate as song without the need of a vas t , 
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o b j e c t i f y i n g , mythic over lay . The l y r i c voice in "Ash Wednesday" is more 

f i rm l y encompassed and subordinated to the new framework. The second 

passage, quoted above, from the t h i r d movement i s contained by the 

s p i r i t u a l exerc ises of a r i t ua l p u r i f i c a t i o n of which rejection of the 

l esse r l y r i c ecstasy i s a necessary step towards the greater 'ecstasy 

of a s sen t ' : "At the f i r s t turning of the t h i r d s t a i r . . . " w e j e t t i s o n 

sensuous l y r i c i s m . This l y r i c i s m w i l l be more mat ter-of-fact ly re jected 

again in "East Coker": "The poetry does not matter" (CP 198). In 1930 

i t s ravishments are s t i l l potent and are r e luc t an t l y abandoned. 

As several commentators have noted, the poem enacts the conversion 

process i t s e l f ; that i s , i t enacts the conver t ' s metaphorical 'death ' to 

one way of l i f e and his ' r e b i r t h ' in the new (Gardner 1959: 113-121; 

Linger 1966: 53). This inc ludes , of course, the death of a ce r ta in kind 

of poetry and the b i r t h of some new kind (Part IV in the poem). But what 

is most i n t e res t i ng about "Ash Wednesday" i s not so much i t s thematics of 

f a i t h and redemption, l a rge l y t r a d i t i o n a l in iconography, language, and 

a t t i t u d e s , but i t s i n t r oduc t i on , into the sonor i t i e s and coherence of an 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l l y bound r e l i g i o u s exper ience, of the procedures and tech 

niques of modernism. Para tac t i c l i n e a t i o n , syn tac t i c f l e x i b i l i t y , the 

var iab le metrics and the l i ne as a rhythmic u n i t , the cont inuing commit

ment to the technica l precepts of imagisme and the prac t i ce of Mallarme' 

are a l l made to serve a new mis t ress . 
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Notes to Chapter Six 

* The " c r i s i s " which Gordon examines can be f e l t in the occasional 

b i t t e r , g ib ing sarcasm of the important c r i t i c a l statement, "The Function 

of C r i t i c i s m , " which, s i g n i f i c a n t l y , fo l lows "T rad i t i on and the Individual 

Ta lent " in selected Essays. In "The Function of C r i t i c i s m " the shape of 

E l i o t ' s future soc ia l and p o l i t i c a l commitments comes c l e a r l y into view 

fo r the f i r s t t ime. 
2 

See E l i o t ' s comments in For Lancelot Andrewes on Thomas Hobbes 

(27-38), the Tory h i s to r i an Keith F e i l i n g (34), Matthew Arnold (59), and 

Irv ing Babbitt (99-112). 
3 

F. R. Leav is ' two books on Lawrence had the secondary (but i n t en 

t i ona l ) e f f e c t of making us aware of E l i o t ' s l im i t a t i ons in d iscern ing a 
considerable dimension of Engl ish l i f e . 

4 
In 1939 E l i o t acknowledged that he was not unfami l ia r with Tawney's 

rev i s ions of the h is tory of seventeenth-century England (idea 67). 
5 

One thinks of "The Function of C r i t i c i s m , " For Lancelot Andrewes, 

"Thoughts A f te r Lambeth," and After strange Gods in th i s context , 
g 

Auerbach's comments on Augustine are expanded in "Sermo humi l i s " 

(1965: 27-66 and 1967: 21-26). 
^ See my review of Pe r l o f f 1981 in Ariel, forthcoming, 
g 

I have in mind a l l those who argue that Four Quartets represents a 

culminating achievement in the symboiiste t r a d i t i o n , most recent ly A l 1 d r i t t 

1978: 120-121. 
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