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FROM LILAC TO LARKSPUR: SELF-REFUTATION

IN T. S. ELIOTS LATER POETRYl^»

Chris Joyce^*'

Abstract: This paper argues tliat much of Eliot's poetr}' is xinconsdously self-refutational
and self-deceived. Onr attention is distracted from tliis by its lyricism and inrensely
personal poignancy. Disgust at the contemplation of humanity, and self-disgust,
underlie Eliot's parodie treatment of life: the horror of the sinfulness of the flesh,
which can 'only die'. I argue that, while \ve cannot ask a poet to give an untruthful
report of experience, something is wrong when the creative faculty is given so strongly
to expressions of general disgust, over and above ElÍot's anti-semitism, niisogyny,
sexual ambivalence and prurience.

To counterbalance this effect, Eliot posits tlie ambivalent 'enchantment' of 'death's
twilight kingdom', with its promise of redemption from sin, and tlie enchantment of
chüdhood memories, which he presents as uldmately beguiiing and illusory.
But in 'Marina' die quasi-liturgical passage on spiritual death is 'placed' by the effect
of the poem as a whole. Similarly, the life and vitaüty of the sixth section of 'Ash-
Wednesday' evokes poetic values wliich repudiate the author's conscious intentions.
In 'Little Gidding' he recalls Tliings ill done and done to others' harm.* Itis the compound
ghost who speaks (containing the Eliodc alter-ego), die Brunetto Latini of Canto of
the Inferno. That Eliot is, in a broad sense, sexually — and dierefore humanly — maladjusted
explains die persistent presence in liis work of a condidon which 'remains to poison life
and obstruct acdon,' His major cridcs have been curiously uncridcal in this regard.
His exasperadon I suggest, is not widi the deceptions of humanism but, part-
unconsciously, with the self-deceived character of his Chrisdan 'acceptance'. This is
poetry of self-appeasement.
Kejworàr. T. S. Eliot; poetry; self-appeasement

Misíab Kurt^ — he dead.' (Heart of Darkness)

Eliot, as is well known, chose Conrad's words for his epigraph to
The Hoilow Men'. He had intended to take Iiis epigraph to 'The Waste Land'
from the same source, but Pound dissuaded him.' In the end he decided on

rhis papcr is a rc-viscd and cxpandcd vcrsinn of ono yivun at the T. S. i-Hot .Socict>' Conferencc. St
Louis. Missouri, 2(103. Its sub-titk- chcn was 'Sp,ritual Appea.iemcnt in T. S. l-:iiot's Litcr Poetry».
Chris Joyce is Staff Tutor for Litcraturc at the Univcrsity of Surrcy, Língland.

'  'lhe Wasle iMful: lür.umi/e mcJ Trart.nripi of thr OríRÍnai Dixijh Indudins. the Annolatúms of lie^ru PoHnd,
ediced and with an introduction by Valcric Líliot, I larcourt. 1971, p. 125.



72 LEITURA- INGLÊS: ENSINO E LITERATURAS, n. 36, jul./dez. 2005

the now familiar Unes from Petronius, no doubt more aptiy for the poem as ít
was finally to appear. Tliat EUot Uad found Conrad's dark allegorv compelling,
however, is an index of something that had already taken root in him well
before the long meditative phase of his poetr); which 'The ITollow Men'
inaugurates. It was the terrible cry of the dying Kurtz ■ 'The horror! The
horror!' — he had been minded to adopt for the earUer poem: I-Curtz the agent,
somewhere up-river from a trading station in the Congolese jungie, who had
set out filled with ídeaUsm but is found by Marlow in a state of degeneration
and depravity.

Conrad (or, rather, Marlow) tells us that Kurtz's words had behind
them the suggestiveness of dreams'-and although Conrad clearly intends his
suggestiveness to have universal application, it is worth remiiiding ourselves
that we awake from dreams - and from nightmares; but whether Eliot ever
fully awoke from the nightmare — as he conceived it — of Ufe in the flesh ('that
which is only living can only die') remains a difficult quesdon. This, he might
have said, is in the nature of Üie human condiüon — that is, unless one passes
from death's dream kingdom to death's twiüght kingdomC

The attracüon of Conrad's theme for Eliot is cvident even as late as
The Cocktail Party (1951) where the missionary Célia suffers a horrifying
crucifixion at the hands of native tribesmen. In the first producdons of the
play* EUot introduced - gratuitously, to ali appearances — the suggesdon that,
mutilated but still nlive, CeUa was smeared by the natives with a juice attractivc
to ants, by which she was then consumed. He retained this death in modified
form in subsequent ediüons of the play. (Some have felt that Eliot modelled
Ceüa on his dose frícnd Emily Hale — showing, if so, a characteristic lack of
insight, for, as Lyndall Gordon has put it, Emily 'was not given to the
cxtremíties of the rcUgious Ufe. She wanted marriage, not iminoladon.'^ )

1 hcy lind buhiiid chcm. to my mind, the tcrrific su[^gL'Sti\'cncss of words hLMrti in dr<.';iiTis. of phr;isi.s
spokcn in ni.iíhtmnrLS.' I Íedrío) Dartiio r, Norton Criticiil hidition, lxI. Robt-rr KnnhrouMh. Nl-w ̂ ^ork
& l.oiidfni, 1988, p. ÍÍ5.

'  use' if ihcSf phr.tscs in tliu ] hi; 1 lollow Mcn' suf^j^csis Dantcan sourcc.s altht iiijíli tlic bi lunJ.inc.s
r)f thu vanoiis 'kinjídí>ms' do not sct-m to bc wbtilly dutcrminatu. 'I ht- 'drcuni kini^doni' i.s rhu plact
of 'lost/\'iolLnt soiils but the twilight kingdom' {of tht 'muliifoliaic rose') represenis hope Inr
'empty men'.

' See IL Martln Hrowne, l he Scnwiee Rcriew. Wilume J.XXI V. no. l. Spccial [ssue, Winter [066. p. MU-
511; rt-printed in 1'. .V. l:liol: l'hc Ma// a/n! hU \\"/irk. ediled liy Allen Tale, (ibatro Wiiidus (IbbV),
Pinguui Rooks edition, lyTl.p. 132.
I.yndall (lordon, l'.S.\ Jii/!: a// hr/pe/ieií I J/e. Norton edition, New York. is. V)').
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The date of the play — well after the completion of die Quartéis — suggests
that Eliot had not, after ali, found a resting place there.

The theme ('the horror') - transmuted by Eliot into aii intensely
personal problem - had been very much in his mind when he was composing
the later 'Quartets'. The Vamily Keunion of 1939 contains many echoes and
anticipations of the poetry. In Part II, Sc I, Harry says to Violet:

Yon don't understand me.

You can'r understand me. It's not being alone
That is the horror — to be alone with the horror.

VVliat matters is the filtliiness. I can clean my skin,
Purif}' my üfe, void my mind,
But always the filrliiness, that lies a little deeper

Harrv has (cr has he?) - some years before - pushed his wife overboard
during an Atlandc crossing: at least, he did notliing to save her (and it must
surely have weighed heavily on Eliot's mind that he had recently acceded to
his -wife Vivienne's incarceradon in a mental illness home, vvhere she was to

remain until her death in 1947'}. There is an essendal ambivalence about

Harry's state of mind, about what 'really' happened; but the relevance is
brought out by Harry himself when he says to Charles:

It is not my conscience,
Not my mind, that is diseased, but the world I have to
Uve in. (Part I. Sc I)

Harry's predicament is clearly Eliot's own. It calls to mind liis essay
on 'Hamlet' where he enunciates the curious theory of the 'objecdve
correladve'. The play is 'full of some stuff diat the writer could not drag to
light'. Plamlet, Eliot suggests, 'is up against the difficulty that his disgust is
occasioned by liis mother, but diat his mother is not an adequate equivaleiit
for it; his disgust envelops and exceeds her. It is thus a feeling wliich he
cannot understand, he cannot objecdfy it, and it therefore remains to poison
life and obstruct acdon.'"

Whether or not this sheds any Ught on Hamlet, it certainly sheds
some on Eliot. It was D. W Harding, long ago, who noted that disgust is a

" Ali quocntions from MliotV pocms and plays aro lakcn From the lyfif) cdition of Tfic C.amplele Pnemsand
PUty.' nj 'I'. .V. liiini, haber üi i-aber.

' See Carole Seymour-Jones, PuinK/iShíidow: u ]Jj<! "f I mcnne Liiiol. Ctinstabie, 2(101, p. 557-569.
" SeUded l-aber & lúber, 1969. p. 145.
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dominant force in Eliot's work.'' His treatment of the rural folk of Tudor
England in 'East Coker' iilustrates the point. They keep

... the rhythm in their dancing
As in their living in the living seasons
The dme of the seasons and the constellations
The time of milking and the time of harvest

but what follows is distinctly odd and out of keeping with the
allusion a few lines earlier to the 'dignified and commodious sacrament'
which is matrimony:

The time of the coupling of man and woman
And that of beasts. Feet rising and falling.
Eating and drinking. Dung and death.

The time of acts as a feint. The two varieties of sexual 'coupling*
are assimilated (but there is nothing of D. H. Lawrence here — though EUot
perhaps supposed otherwise). Both ulümately resolve themselves into 'dung'^
which completes the animal (indeed, bovine) suggesdon. The alliterative
coupHng, otherwise irrational, of 'dung and death' (cf. life and dung'), also
works by suggesdon: the men and women who eat, drink and copulate 'dance'
a ritual 'dance' of decomposidon. The stress falls on 'death', at the line end:
exdncdon - wliich is all that awaits these clod-lÍke people who have not
undergone the agony of 'sin and expiadon'. Eliot does of coursc extcnuate
for his pejoraUve use of 'coupling', in the 1929 'Dante' essay. Discussing the
nature of Dantes boyhood sexual experience on first seeing Beatrice Pordnari,
as he describes it in the T77í/A7/oy(z(andintroducing an interesdng parenthesis),
Eliot says. A good deal of sendment has been spilt ... upon idealizing the
reciprocai feelings of man and woman ... this sentiment ignoring the fact
that the love of man and woman (or for that matter of man and man) is only
explained and made reasonable by the higher love, or else is simply the coupling
of animais. (He plainly feels he has behind him toe the authority of the
burial service: 'dust to dust'.)

■' "I"hc VCTSC in thi.K narnuivc passagc [the Dantcsquc section of 'Litclc GidJing"), with iis rc-yular mensure
nnü in.sistcnt allitcration, so (.'ffcctivc for cfimbining the macabro with tho urbano and droàry, is a wny to
indicato and a way to contro] tho prcssurc of urgont misory and solf-disgust. 'flio motivo powxr of this
passafío, as of so much of Mr f';iiot's oarlicr pootry, is ropiilsion.' (S.ru/iny, Voi XI, no. Sprini; 1943, p.
217; ro-printod in his li\fericiM min j Ponguin Univorsity Bfjoks odition, 1974, p. 12.3.)
Selcfleil l icwy.', p. 274.
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Though diction and ethos are very different, the underlying habit of
thought is that which created Doris and Sweeney in the 'Fragment of an
Agon' in Sweenej Agonister.

Doris: Td be bored.

Sweeney: You'd be bored.

Birdi, and copulation, and death.
Doris; Td be bored.

Sweeney: You'd be bored.

Birth, and copulation, and death.

That's ali die facts when it comes to brass tacks:

Birth, and copulation and death.
IVe been born, and once is enough.

The satire can't disguise tlie trucli that tlie attitudes are Eliot's own. Yet,
to a curious extent, Eliot's commentators have accepted him on his own terms,
as I point out again later. Mario Pra2, for example, introducing his translation
of tlie dialogue into Italian, refers uncritically to *la fondamentale constatazione
delia futilità dei processo 'nascita — copula — morte' si adagia nelle forme
grottesche d'un operetta da mmic-halU^^ But disgust at the contemplation of
humanity, and self-disgust, underlie EIiot's parodie treatment of life: the horror
of the sinfulness of tlie flesh itself, wliich can 'only die'. Not quite 'only', in
one sense, for copulation occupies the interval between birth and deadi: sinful
in itself, it renews the cycle of sin and death. There are no otlier 'facts'. That
which is 'only living' becomes dung. Of course, we cannot ask a poet to give an
untrudiful report of experience, nor to be free from the vagaries, weaknesses,
temperamental inconsistencies and contradicüons diat afflict us ali. But when
the creative faculty is given over so strongly to expressions of general disgust,
that is, sometliiiig over and above specific antipathies and personal traits (m
Eliot, die thin vein of anti-semitism, die less-dian-diin vein of misogyny, his
sexual ambivalence and prurience, die suggestion of arrested development) —
when this occurs, the question marks thicken in the margin. Human beings,
especially human beings, leave a bad taste in Eliot's mouth.

Between die 'Hamlet' essay and The Tamily Reunion comes the essay on
Baudelaire (1930), in whicli Eliot tells us that seeing the sexual act as evil is
more dignified than seeing it as 1ife-giving'. These Kvo views - sex as 'evil' or

" Í.MTerrj Dexo/u/a. \rammciili> di un Aitnne; Muniu ' Casa I•Iditricc Sansoni I-lorcncc, 1958, p. U'-
.WwW p. 429.
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'cheery' - are presented in his characteristic way as exhaustive alternatives. He
relished Baudelaire's aphorism: volupté uniqne et suprême de l'amoiirgit dutís Ia
certitnde de faire le mal.

In The¥amily Agatha speaks to Harry of 'sin and expiation'.
It is possible, she says,

that sin may strain and struggle in its dark instinctive
birth, to come to consciousness

And so find expurgation. It is possible
You are the consciousness of your unhappy family,
Its bird sent flying through the purgatorial flame.
Indeed it is possible. You may learn hereafter,
Moving alone through flames of ice, chosen
To resolve the enchantment under wliich \ve suffer. (Part
II, Sc II)

Whatis this 'enchantment? Its status, like much in Eliot, is elusive,
but it seems to partake both of the enchantment which befalls us in death's
twilight kingdom with its promise of redemption from sin — and of course its
hint of the idealised woman figured by Dante's Beatrice. The other
enchantment - about which Eliot is so ambivalent — and in my view ultimately
unsatisfactory because self-refutational — is the enchanunent of childhood,
something of whose innocence (Eliot presents it as beguiling and illusory^)
remains with us through adult life and is perhaps least sup.ressed in our closest
relationsliips. Harry in The Family Teunion again:

You bring me news
Of a door that opens at the end of a corridor,
Sunlight and singing (Part I, Sc II)

and again to Mary:
... you seem

Like someone who comes from a very long distance
Gr the distant waterfall in tlie forest
Inaccessible, half heard,

And I hear your voice as in the silence
Between two storms, one hears tlie moderate usual noises
[n the grass and leaves, of life persisting. (Part I, Sc II)

" Ojjàl. p. 428. 'í'hc-prc.-icnt (;KS-.iy mi.i;hc havc takcn its .-itarting point fromthis one of IUioc's. Considcr chis:
Tíauddairc's morbidity of tumpcramcnt cannot, of coursc, bc- ignorod ... \Vc slnould be misguidcd if \vc
trcíiccd it :is nn unfortiinate ajlmcnt which cun be discountcd or attcmpted to deeuch lhe sound from the
unsound in his work. Without chc rnorbidity none of his work would be possible or significant...' (p. 422).
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Many of these ideas, endowed with an evocative and luminous beaut)-
which Eliot's reputation as a Modernist often occludes, are resumed at the
dose of 'Litde Gidding', where he tells us diat at the end of our exploring we
shall pass through 'the unknown, remembered gate' (Agatha had said that we
do not — in ordinary human terms, it Ís implied — 'rerurn to die door through
whidi we did not pass""* that is 'die door we never opened/Into the rose
garden' of 'Burnt Norton'). There - in 'Litde Gidding' - Eliot remembers

The voice of the hidden waterfall

And the children in tlie apple-tree

and

die sdllness between rwo waves of the sea.

There toe are the reminiscences from 'The Dry Salvages of being
'lost in a shaft of sunlight', of

die wild thyme unseen, or
the winter lightning
Or the waterfall, or music heard so deeply
That it is not heard at ali

and of the children in 'Burnt Norton' 'hidden excitedly, containing laughter',

and of the New Haxnpshire orchard 'between the blossom- and the fruit-tdme'.'^
No-one has set the background to this dimension in Eliot - it is plainly

fundamental — better than Lyndall Gordon in her T.S.Eãot: an Impetfect Ufi'.
Eliot was to return again and again to the Cape Ann
shore and sea for scenes of crisis and revelation in his

poetr}'. To the Cape Ann summers of his youdi he owed
his model, drawn from the Gloucester fisherman, of a
sailor 'faring forward' on the diin edge of mortality. His
imagination fastened too, on the still pool and the light-
fílled water that recurred in his poetry as a tantalizing
memory of unspeakable bliss.

" *Wc do not pass twice through the samc door/Or return to the door through which we did not pass.'
Fcmi/y IKeunion, 1'art II, Sc. II.

" A tribute to Pound; 'And from the ap.le, maclid,/Through ali the wood, and the leaves are full of
voices,/A-whispcr, and the clouds bowe over the lake,/And there are gods upon them ..." (Canto III,
'A Draft of XXX Cantos', 1930, in The Cantos of Etju Pound. New Directions cdition, New York,
1970, p. 11.)
T.S.E/iol: an Imperfect Ufe. Norton cdition, New York, 2000, p, 13.
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But one mustsurelypartcompany with the book's closing peroration:
T)enied perfection, he lived to perpetuate its possibilit)' for other lives."" 'No',
one answers — 'he didn't and couldn't have done that.' 'Imperfection' is in the
nature of human livingness, and what 'perfection' might be is beyoiid our
experience. Which means beyond our abilit)' to conceptualise, even with the
help of Dante. No 'world of time beyond me' will reveal it, and though we
may have intimations of immortality — 'hints and guesses' — our lives are lived
in time. Eliot's poetry, and ali that it tells us of experience, temporal and
spiritual, is born of the flesh and created in time. This is not irreconcilable —
though Eliot seems to have found it so and to have invoked certain forms of
severe Christian doctrine in support — with a recognition that we come out of
and return into the unknown.

Gordon mentions the beautiful 'Ariel' poem 'Marina' and the power of
redemptive' love it evokes."* But 'redemptive' concedes sometliing to an Eliot
who, for once, isn't there. The force of the Senecan epigraph and tlie quasi-
liturgical passage on spiritual death are in a sense 'placed' by the effect of the
poem taken as a whole. Eliot said the theme was paternity''' but tliis is hardly so.
Marina, it is true, is the daughter in Pendes, discovered again by her father who
believed her irrecoverably lost. But the theme is, rather, intense human love
and the vindication of belief in human possibility. The spiritual dimension of
the poem is thus incarnate — it does not call on any doctrinal support; and the
suggestion of 'grace' ('this grace dissolved in place') sits easily in the human
context. There are too the enchanted associations of childhood, the 'Whispers
and small laughter between leaves and hurrying feet.' Its spirit is far removed
from the 'dungand death' of the later 'East Coker'. Itis free from the ironically
expressed distaste which so often marks, and mars, his work: a release from his
habitual 'redemptive' mode and its attitudes of penitence and submission. The
wonderful evocation of the approach to the rocks and woods of the coast of
Maine not only reminds us of Eliot's own youthful prowess as a sailor but of
the hopefiilness and courage of the early settlers.

There is, then, a strong vein of self-refutation running through Eliot's
poetry. It is compellingly exemphfied in the sixth section of 'Ash-Wednesday':

" 0/> ctl, p. 536.
" 0/>í7V,p. 12.
'' Lettcr to ü. McKnighr Kauffcr, July 19.30. Eliot rcfcrs to 'a criss-ccoBs' of allusion as bctwt-cn

the f.ypcrienccs of Pericles and Hércules. See corrcspondence in the iibrary of Magdalene CQUege,
Cambridge.
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(Bless me father) tiiough I do not \vish to wish these things

From the wide window towards the granite shore
The white sails still fly seaward, seaward flying
Unbroken wings

And the lost heart stiffens and rejoices

In the lost lilac and the lost sea voices

And the weak spirit quickens to rebel
For the bent golden-rod and the lost sea smell
Quickens to tecover

The cry of quail and the whirling plover

The opening words are from the Confessional but the beauty and
poignanty of the poetry, the intensity of its power of assodation — the wide
window, the white sails, the lost' lilac, the 'unbroken' wings (in contrast equally
with the TDroken Coriolanus' of The Waste Land' and with 'the broken king' of
Titde Gidding'), the intensity of longing (these are much more than conventional
reminiscences) — ali this makes the poem a refutation of his avowed, and avowedly
Christian, intention to repel the temptations they figure. He plainly associates the
lost lilac' with 'the usual reign' of 'Ash-Wednesday' I — not hoping, as he says
there, 'to turn again'; but so strongly positive are the counter-suggestions of
'unbroken wings' and the other poetic values, that he succeeds instead in repudiating
his declared belief. (His disparaging way with the word 'usual' occurs again in the
'usualpastimes' of TTheDry Salvages', and the'usual noises'of TbeFami^Reumon.)

The 'lilac' which is 'lost' is one the most potent examples of Eliot's
associative process. Unlike the hyacinth, which has more complex associations,
it calls up almost invariably those things in his gravitational field which stand
for human love, longing and affection. Despite his (self-defensive?) aversion
from Whitman,-" no subsequent American poet could use the word without
full consciousness of its import: love of country, of loss and grief. He may at
some stage too have encountered Amy Lowell's poem, Tilacs' (1920):

May is lilac here in New England ...
May is much sun through small leaves,
May is soft earth.
And appie blossoms,
And Windows open to a South Wind.
May is full light wind of lilac ..

» Introducdon to Se/ti/ed Poems o/ Pound (1928); 'I did not rcad Whitman tül much later in üfe, and
had to conquer an aversion to his form, as well as to much of his matter
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And Üiere was the memory (a 'sentimental sunset', Eliot called it) of
lean Verdenal coming across the Luxembourg Gardens in Paris in the late
afternoon waving a branch of lilac.~ In 'Ash-Wednesdav' III

Blown hair is sweet, brown hair over the mouth blown,
Lilac and brown hair

here associated with 'enchanted maytime'. Itwas the cruelty of April to have
bred 'lilacs out of the dead land, mixing/Memory and desire'.

The associations of New England took more complex form in Eliot
than in Loweli (or Frost). Goíng along with the glamour of boyhood holidays
on the Massachusetts coast was tlie Puritan inheritance associated with the long
line of EHot patriarchs in the New World, ali imbued wiüa a profound sense of
the realit)' of sin, wliich Eliot inherited. His grandfather, as is widely known,
moved towards tlie particular form of individualistic theology represented by
Unitarianism; but ultimately Eliot would find a replacement for ali forms of
dissenting worship and for tlie eastern pliilosopliies of religion and mysticism
which had mildly interested him in lois youth. His need for order, tradition and
hierarchy would transiate to a need for doctrine, sacrament and Uturgy. By 1927
the experimental poet and arch-modernist had adopted a High Church position
within the Anglican communion and would remain tliere. The lilac would be
replaced by the larkspur - the 'blue of Mary's colour'.-^

Eliot was a tormented soul. In the finest part of Tittle Gidding' he
evokes the spirit unappeased and peregrine', recalhng 'Things ül done and
done to others' harm', when

...fools' approval stings, and honour stains.
From wrong to wrong the exasperated spirit
Proceeds, unless restored by that refining fire
Whece you must move in measure, like a dancer.

SfkcUd /W.- of Aniy I cditcd by Mcl.ssu Bradsbaw and AdncnnL- Nkmich. RuUícrs Univcrsity
Prt-ss. 2002. p. 77-HO.
In 'A C-ommcntary', 'í/ie Criteriim, Vol XIII, No. j.H, April iy34 p 450
Ash-Wc-dncsdny' IV. In rcply to an cnHuirLf, in iy.32. L.Uot vvr.àc: pcrhaps the simpicst acctnint
that I can }>ívl- is to say that I was brought up as a Unirnrian of tho New l-ingland vnnety; clvat for
many ycars I was without any dcfinitc rcligious faith, or wiihout any ac ali; chat in 1927 I was baptised
and confirmed intn the Church of Mngland; and that I am associated with what is called the Catholic
movement in that church. as represented by Viscount Halifax and the l.-lnglish Church Union, 1
accordingly believe in the Crecds, the invocation of the Blessed Virgin and chc Saints, the Sacrament
of Penancc, etc' (LetCer to Sister Mary James, 6"'' December iy32, Eliot Collection, Sawyer í''ree
Librarv, Gioucesccr, MA.)



FROM LILAC TO LARKSPUR: SELF-REFUTATION IN T. S. ELIOT'S LATER POETRY 81

It is of course the compound ghost who speaks: the Brunetto Latini
of Canto XV of the Inferno, but containing the Eliotic alter-ego. The spirit of
Arnaut Daniel too is present by allusion: 'refining fire', the closing words of
Pia^guíorio XXVI.

Helen Gardner telis us hve are not to identify tliis 'familiar compound
ghost' with Dante or with any other singie poet.'"^ Yes, but Eliot's guilt
undoubtcdly has a focus - or foci (and we are not invited to make die identification
\vitli Dante but \vidi Brunetto). Eliot willcertainlyhaveunderstood diat Brunetto
and his troop of spirits are in hell on account of dieir per\'ersion, meaning, in
Dante's tinie, homosexuaiit}* and paedopliilia — and perhaps more general deviant
tendencies in reladon to authorit}' and order."^

I am not, of course. suggesting anything like a direct parallel, though
Eliot's sexuaiit}- may well have been a more complex matter than has been
commonly assumed.-'' But that he is, in a broad sense of the adverb, sexually
— and therefore humaniy — maladjusted explains the persistentpresence in his
work of a condidon that he 'cannot objecdfy' and wliich therefore 'remains
to poison life and obstruct acdon.' His exasperadon au fond ls not, perhaps,
with the fudlities (as he saw them) of humanisra but, part-unconsciously,
with his inabilit}'^ to resolve a profoundly complex psycho-sexual ambivalence,
and widi the self-deceived character of liis Chrisüan 'acceptance'. (In the
TDante' essay he had said, somewhat esoterically, that 'Acceptance is more
important dian anydiing that can be called belief.'-') Dante provided Eliot
with a framework for 'order' and self-suppression. The idea of a disciplined
progression towards faith - intimated in 'Ash-Wednesday' - is clearly of

The An oj T. S. Lliol, I-ibL-r & Fabcr (1949), 19f.8 cdition, p. 179.
Scc footnoccs to Canto XV m 11. It Cary's translation, The Viúon; or He/l, Piirj^alory, and Poradise of
Dante Alíft,hieri, (1844) which rcfcr to 'tlKWL- who havc donü violcncc to iv.mirc' and 'the frcqucncy of
the crime among those who abused the opportunities which the education of youth afforded them-
Eliot's Temple Classics editioii Q. A. Carly!c's translation cdited by Mermann Oclsner) cchoes Cary m
the note to the preccdingcanto: 'lie is then led by Virgil ... to the edgc of the Third Round, or nng,
of the Seventh Circle. It is rhc place appointed for the punishment of those who have donc violence
against ... Nature.' A general note on Dante's 1 lell expíain.s the Aristotelian divisions of reprchensiblc
acrions, which include 'Incontinence', being 'ali wrongaction due to the inadequate control of natural
appetitcs' and 'Bestiality', resulting from 'morbid states in which what is naturally repulsive becomcs
attractive." {'The inferno of Dante Alighieri, J. M. Dent, London. 1915.) The damned, writcs Eliot, in
the 'Dante' essay, 'writhe in the tormentof theirown perptlually perverted nature.'
See John Peter, '.A New Interpretation of The Waste lui/id", Usiajs in Cnlieism, Vol 2, No. üi, july 1952,
p. 242. The essay was not rcprintcd and was not Included in, or was removed from, bound cditions
of the periodical on instructions from F,bot's solicitors.
Selcited hssaye, p. 277.
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Dantean origin. (It has perhaps its counterpart in Eliot's private life betweeii
his two marriages, which assumed a penitential character.)

Not surprisingly, Eliot remains uniUuminating on tlie issues in his later
essay, What Dante Means to Me', saying only tliat he \vislied 'to present to the
mind of the reader a parallel, by means of contrast, between the Inferno and
the Purgatório, which Dante visited, and a hallucinated scene after an air raid.'-®
He concentrates instead on the technical problem of finding a suitable form in
English blank verse for Dante's rima. (In the poem itself, he demonstrates
astonishing technical skill in handling the metre; indeed, extreme discipline in
technique marks his poetry in general.) But the eariier and more celebrated
essay stresses (questionably, and again shedding more light on liimself than on
Dante) that Dante teaches us 'to look to death for what life cannot give.'-'

Eliot's major criücs (Leavis excepted) have been curiously inattentive
or acquiescent in this regard. Gardner is a case in point; so too is the late
Derek Traversi, who discusses thissecüon in terms of 'the realityoí old age' —
an oddly inconsequential view, aside from the fact that Eliot was in his early
fífties when composing the poem. "' Even a more astute commentator, the
late Hugh Kenner, offers little more than a conventional gloss on the air-raid
section. (Of 'Ash-Wednesday' VT, he summarises the effect merely as a 'tension
of implicit delusion' - the 'delusion', that is, for Eliot, of the humaniy
normative.^'The long-running 'Reader's Guide' says, almost comically: 'In
short, the lusts of nature are renewed."'-) A more recent distinguished Eliot
scholar, Ronald Schuchard, concludes that the "parallel between Eliot's and
Dante's encounters with their dead masters lies in the purgatorial realization
that the poet cannot seek redempdon or immortality in art.'^^ It is hard to see

" Tn Criííàzy lhe Crilk (19()5), Fabtr & Fabcr, 1978 udition, p. 128-129.
Selecteii [i.uay.', p. 275 (my italics).
T. S. B/iot; the Poem, The Bodlcy Mcad, 197(1, p. 194.

" The InvixihU Pnet: T J. E//í?/(1959), Mcthucn, 1965 edicion, p. 227 and p. 27.^-275.
'• Gcorgc William-son, A P.eader's GuiJe to T. S. HHoi (1955), Tliamcs and I ludson, 1967, p. 18.1.
" EVm/V Durk Anjie/, ü.\ford University Prcss, 1999, p. 189. Schuchard also pcrpccuatcs the frcqucnt

andiscriminating association of Yeats with the 'familiar cnmpound ghost'. To chc cxtc-nc that Ye-.its
may be presenc, it musc surdy be for implicit admonition only, rather than on acct)unc of any adminition
Eliot felt for him, orany tcmptations he figurcd (unless perhaps at a deep unconscious Icvcl). Ncicher
his scnsualicy (as man and poet) nor his lifelong addicdon to mysticism can have rccommended Itim
to Eliot - indeed one fcels" chey probably repulsed him. Likewise the paraphcrnalia of hicratic art in
the Byüantium poems and clsewhere. E!iot's gencrous-toned obituary tribute docsn't unsay this. The
two poet.s are radically unalike. ('I do not dissimulace the fact that thcre are aspects of Yeats's thought
and feeling which to myscíf are unsympathetic.' Firsc Annual Yeats J.eccure, 1940, in .'ielectcíl Prose oj
T S. Eliot, cdiced by Frank Kermodc, ITarcourt, 1975, p. 257.)
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(one ventures, respectfuUy) what sense can be made of tliis, even if one takes
it to represent Eliots own view. Whatstatus can be ascribed to 'art' conceived
independently of thc creativit}' (itself not self-created) by wliich wc apprehend
such sense of 'iiiimoftalily' as \ve may experience?

This, then, is poetry of self-appeasement: an only half-conscious
testimony to self-refutation and contradiction in his creative work — the poetry
at its best asserting so strongly (that is, irreslstibly and affirmatively) a life and
vitality wliich counter the author's conscious inlentions. These disturbances
vanish with the figure who fades on the blowing of die horn. For shordy
aftenvards, Eliot presents us — highly characterisdcally - with the stark choice
of 'pyre or pyre/To be redeemed from fire by fire.'

At his best he remains a great poet: the fmest in English in die twendetíi
century, The 'unconscious, half-conscious' self-refutadons which his poems
so often embody heighten our sense of this. A superladve lyric poet — which
he is not always sufficiendy credited with being; not a suppressed Romanüc
sensibilit}- (as Donald Davie suggested'"*}. It is a classical lyricism of clean,
suniit lines. A great poet of inteliectual meditadon also. \Xdiatever one's
reservadons (which must surely be many and deep), he continues to speak to
us and to the elusive 'human condidon'. 'Of your charit}', pray for the repose
of die soul of Thomas Stearns Eliot, poet.' The words, from the liturgy, are
inscribed on his memorial plaque in St Michaers church, East Coker. In the
air-raid secüon of 'Litde Gidding' he places Iiimself consciously, like an ardst
leaving a signature on his canvas, in the lineage of Western Uterature and
culture through the allusion and tribute to Virgil and Dante. It would perhaps
be lacking in charit)'- to quesdon the rightness of his doing so.

Modernisí Es.uiys: Yeutí, Pound, Izliol, Carcanct, 2(104, p, 171.


