T.S. Eliot - Biographical Background 

(1888-1965)
· born in St. Louis, Missouri 

· educated at Harvard, the Sorbonne (France) and Merton College, Oxford (England) 

· studied philosophy with Santayana and Bertrand Russell, was writing a doctorate for Harvard on F.H. Bradley

· 1911 moves to London 

· 1914 meets Ezra Pound who encouraged him to settle permanently in England 

· 1915 married Vivian Haigh-Wood in June and in the same month "Prufrock" appeared in Poetry (Chicago) 

· during World War I, TSE taught briefly at a school in Abingdon 

· 1917 he began to work for Lloyd's Bank in the foreign exchange department 

· 1917 he became the assistant editor of The Egoist 

· 1917 Prufrock and Other Observations appeared - hand printed by the Woolfs's Hogarth Press 

· 1919 Poems published by Hogarth Press 

· 1922 TSE founds new literary quarterly - The Criterion 

· 1922 first issue of The Criterion contains The Waste Land which established TSE as the voice of a disillusioned generation 

· 1925 leaves Lloyd's and becomes a director of Faber and Faber Press where he builds up a list of poets which represented the mainstream of modernist poetry in England (Auden, Granville Barker, Pound, Spender, MacNeice, etc.) 

· from this time onwards he is regarded as a figure of great cultural authority whose influence was more or less inescapable 

· 1927 becomes a British subject and converts to Anglicanism - "The Hollow Men" (1925), "The Journey of the Magi" (1927) and "Ash Wednesday" (1930) show his movement towards religious faith 

· 1932-33 separates from his wife who has been institutionalized for mental illness 

· 1935-1942 writes and published the four poems that constitute Four Quartets which is regarded as a modernist masterpiece 

· 1930s and 1940s he writes a number of verse dramas - the most notable of which is Murder in the Cathedral (1935) 

· 1930s, 40s, and 50s also see TSE writing social criticism - such as After Strange Gods (1933) and much literary criticism - such as The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism (1933) 

· Old Possum's Book of Practical Cats (1939) later was adapted into the musical Cats 

· 1947 - his first wife died 

· 1948 - wins the Nobel Prize for Literature and receives the Order of Merit 

· 1957 - married his secretary Valerie Fletcher 

· 1965 - dies. 

Style
The Imagist Movement

The modern movement in poetry, the transformation of the tradition into something startlingly new, antedates Eliot somewhat. A common and convenient date is 1910, when a small group of practicing poets met in London under the name of their new "movement"-Imagism.

For the Imagists the Wordsworthian style had become decadent-mushy, rhythmically inert, predictable in its imagery, and emotionally dishonest-it had turned poetry from something vital into something merely decorative. However passionate and innovative Wordsworth's own best poetry had been, by the end of the century the tradition of meditative lyric had lost its vitality, degenerating into subjective posturing often wrapped in the cloudiness of nostalgia or dreams and presented in a flaccid language. Even the best of them, Yeats, Pound characterized as "already a sort of great dim figure with its associations set in the past" (Letter to Harriet Monroe, 30 March 1913). 

Sea Magic 

My heart faints in me for the distant sea.
The roar of London is the roar of ire
The lion utters in his old desire
For Libya out of dim captivity. 

The long bright silver of Cheapside I see,
Her gilded weathercocks on roof and spire
Exulting eastward in the western fire;
All things recall one heart-sick memory:-- 

Ever the rustle of the advancing foam,
The surges' desolate thunder, and the cry
As of some lone babe in the whispering sky;
Ever I peer into the restless gloom
To where a ship clad dim and loftily
Looms steadfast in the wonder of her home. 

Walter de la Mare 

What's wrong with this? It seems a relatively pleasant poem, the evocation of a mood we can respond to presented in a style we are immediately familiar with. Well, for a start, the Imagists would insist, the poem is emotional fakery, in the sense that there is nothing sharp, focused, passionate about it. Everything about it is fuzzy and predictable: the imprecise imagery (relying upon a conventional vocabulary designed to evoke an "atmosphere" of significance but with no clarity--"faints," "dim," "heart-sick," "desolate," "lone," "whispering," and so on), the iambic regularity, the predicable rhymes--in short, the overwhelming conventionality. For them, this style is the poetic equivalent of what we call Muzak. 

What did Pound and his fellow imagists have to offer by way of a reform program? In its main artistic credo, Imagism proselytized a few firm recommendations, as follows: 

1. The first important artistic tenet of Imagism was that the poet must get rid of the omnipresent voice of the poet, the Wordsworthian "I." Whatever poetry was about it must eschew the wallowing in subjective emotionalism, the peeling away of the layers of skin surrounding the poet's psyche. This simply created a sentimental personal emotionalism of the sort exemplified above.

2. The second tenet, from which the movement derives its name, is that whatever the poet has to communicate, he or she must do so in terms of objective images: clear, objective, precise, concentrated, and fresh symbols which capture, in the way they are presented the emotional qualities under exploration. "The image is itself the speech," proclaimed Pound. Poets should not be telling us how they feel-they should be presenting us with impersonal images which capture the feeling, so that we, as readers, can react to the image without the meddlesome interference of the poetical personality (the "I"). Poems, in other words, should not be interpreting the experience for us; they should provide the objective means by which we can ourselves, as readers, discover what matters.

3. Thirdly, Imagist practice demanded a break with the old conventions of writing verse, especially with a standard rhythm and rhyme. They declared inappropriate the traditional war horse of English poetry, the iambic pentameter-the medium for virtually all the major poets since Chaucer (Shakespeare, Milton, Dryden, Pope, and so on). Modern verse should emancipate itself from the notion that the language had to fit some preconceived pattern--the pattern should emerge from what was demanded by the language at that particular moment.  Hence, Imagism promoted what came to be called "free verse," liberating the poet from traditional conventions of set rhythms and rhyme and insisting that the formal properties of the poem were to take shape flexibly in the ways best suited to the achievement of the appropriate form of language.

As some Imagists defined the term in 1916:

1. To use the language of common speech, but to employ always the exact word, not the nearly-exact, nor the merely decorative word.

2. To create new rhythms -as the expression of new moods -- and not to copy old rhythms, which merely echo old moods. We do not insist upon "free-verse" as the only method of writing poetry. We fight for it as for a principle of liberty. We believe that the individuality of a poet may often be better expressed in free-verse than in conventional forms. In poetry a new cadence means a new idea.

3. To allow absolute freedom in the choice of subject. It is not good art to write badly of aeroplanes and automobiles, nor is it necessarily bad art to write well about the past. We believe passionately in the artistic value of modem life, but we wish to point out that there is nothing so uninspiring nor so old-fashioned as an aeroplane of the year 19 11.

4. To present an image (hence the name: "Imagist"). We are not a school of painters, but we believe that poetry should render particulars exactly and not deal in vague generalities, however magnificent and sonorous. It is for this reason that we oppose the cosmic poet, who seems to us to shirk the real difficulties of his art.

5. To produce poetry that is hard and clear, never blurred nor indefinite.

6. Finally, most of us believe that concentration is of the very essence of poetry.

In a Station of the Metro 

The apparition of these faces in the crowd;
Petals on a wet, black bough. 

Alba 

As cool as the pale wet leaves
of lily-of-the-valley
She lay beside me in the dawn. 

Eliot’s Contributions
The Coordinating Consciousness of the Speaker(s): The first, and one of the most important contribution Eliot made was a technical one. I mentioned above, in the discussion of sample Imagist poems, the problem of content: How can a collection of images add up to anything more than simply a list of images? What is going to unify a style which assembles a series of haiku-like fragments? Eliot resolved this problem with a technique he learned from the one Victorian poet for whom the Imagists had a high regard, Robert Browning.

And there's a second point to this technique. The discontinuity between the images defining the consciousness of the speaker serves to indicate what for Eliot is a major manifestation of modern life, the loss of the integrated personality. Eliot does this quite deliberately as part of his sense that a fractured world and an inchoate response to it defines what we have become: 

The life of a soul does not consist in the contemplation of one consistent world but in the painful task of unifying (to a greater and less extent) jarring and incompatible ones.

Eliot's Irony:  A second important feature of Eliot's technique, something which gives his style an urbanity and resonance lacking in much other imagist writing, is his constant use of a certain form of irony, a style known as Romantic irony or, what might be called, the irony of instant deflation.

Romantic irony consists of creating what appears to be a firm assertion or picture of something, only to reveal that what was promised in the original is, in fact, quite different. A good example is something like the following: a stage show presents a beautiful woman who sings a tender, seductive song, celebrating feminine beauty and then, at the end, abruptly the performer rips off her hair to reveal that she is, in fact, a man, and that the audience is a bunch of idiots to have fallen for the illusion.

Eliot will use Romantic irony within a single line, where the growing energy of what looks like the start of a confident or at least important statement will be denied by the end of the line. The most famous example of this is the line from "Prufrock": "I have measured out my life in coffee spoons." The first six words lead us to expect, at last, some significant insight into something--the rhetorical build up in the language promises something significant; the prosaic last three words indicate an immediate deflation. 

Notice some other examples of this technique: 

In a minute there is time for decisions and revisions 
which a minute will reverse. 

He said, Marie,
Marie, hold on tight. And down we went.
In the mountains, there you feel free.
I read, much of the night, and go south in the winter. 

If there were water
And no rock
If there were rock
And also water
And water
A spring
A pool among the rock
If there were the sound of water only
Not the cicada
And dry grass singing
But sound of water over a rock
Where the hermit thrush sings in the pine trees
Drip drop drip drop drop drop drop
But there is no water. 

Eliot's Rhythmic and Tonal Variety: An essential ingredient in Eliot's Romantic irony and in his definition of the consciousness of the speaker(s) is his astonishing command of rhythmic variety. His emancipation from the traditional commitment to a regular verse pattern manifests itself in the juxtaposition of often totally contrasting styles.
The world, this style is insisting upon, is in some respects a collection of refugees (and notice the frequency of displaced persons in the poem)--like our cultural past, our languages, and therefore our thoughts exists as fragments. The modern world thus not only features the muddle of collapsing and intermingling and displaced cultures but also brings about a similar situation within the discourse of the self.

Eliot's Use of the Past: Of course, Eliot's use of the past involves a good deal more than simply an evocation of traditional styles. For one immediately noticeable feature of Eliot's style which can cause some difficulties for new readers is his constant use of the past in more explicit ways. Typically Eliot's style will invoke the past directly in one of three ways:

The first is a direct reference to a well known literary or historical or cultural figure (Coriolanus, Hamlet, Michelangelo, Tiresias, and so on). The second is a more or less explicit allusion to the works-often to something immediately reminiscent of a famous passage (like the opening of The Waste Land, which is clearly an allusion to the opening of Chaucer's General Prologue to The Canterbury Tales, or the opening of the Second Section of the same poem, "A Game of Chess," which is equally clearly based on Shakespeare's description of Cleopatra sailing into Alexandria). The third is a direct quote from some famous source (like Tristan and Isolde or The Spanish Tragedy or Augustine's Confessions).

Many of the references to the past works in a similar way. They force us, as readers, if we recognize them (or some of them) constantly to juxtapose the sensibilities expressive of the modern consciousness of the speaker(s) with the very different visions of the past, when people brought to the complexities of life things we seem to have lost: courage, erotic confidence, a love of nature, a sense of the divine. There was a time, these references constantly say, when human beings were capable of spiritually intense experience, when people were willing to suffer, to celebrate, to express themselves heroically. References to, for example, Cleopatra, Hamlet, Coriolanus, Augustine, Queen Elizabeth, Tristan and Isolde, like the reminders of the great artists of the past-Shakespeare, Michelangelo, Chaucer, and so on serve to create and sustain an ironic sense of loss.

This, in fact, becomes a commonplace of modernism. It's as if in the modern world we are surrounded by reminders and promises of meaning but, unlike earlier artists, we have no means of coordinating these into an integrated world picture (in the way that, say, Dante or Hildegard could) or into an integrated sense of the self (in a way that, say, Wordsworth does).

