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Since we are all of one mind, at this gathering, there is little that really needs to be said.


We are here to pay a small and simple tribute to a great poet.


Once I have said that, we realize immediately, I think, that the term ‘great poet’, so bare and unqualified, is not enough for the man we have come to honour.


Thomas Stearns Eliot, who was born ninety-eight years ago today, in St Louis, in the United States, and who lived here at 3 Kensington Court Gardens from 1957 to the end of his life, was and is much more, to us, than the words ‘great poet’ can easily denote.


Today is perhaps the right time, and this the right place, to bring to mind just what kind of poet he was.


The term ‘great poet’ is used too freely. And the variant ‘major poet’ is abused just as much. We are all aware of this. We know that truly great poets are exceedingly rare. And yet, during my lifetime, I have never heard Thomas Stearns Eliot referred to except as a species on his own, a great poet in an altogether more valuable and separate class of greatness than all those of his contemporaries, in our language, who are also frequently dubbed ‘great’. In the latter half of his life, this was never seriously questioned. Somehow the consensus materialized, as if through instinct, among all his colleagues  in the poetry of English, that he is not merely a great poet, but, finally, one of that exceedingly rare kind, one of the ‘truly great’. And not only one of the truly great, but simply the poet of our times. As if there could be only the one.


While he lived, each year that passed consolidated the sovereignty and authority of his position as the poetic master in our tongue. And each year, too, extended the recognition of this fact through other languages and cultures.


Since his death in 1965, what has happened to his greatness?


During the last decade or so, I have repeatedly observed a curious thing. Scattered about the world, at present, there are a number of poets who, in the history of their own languages, have a strong claim to be called ‘great’, and who are generally acknowledged as such. These are men and women now in their sixties and seventies, and older. They are poets whose work has survived many fashions and crazes, and who have earned their reputations under the most exacting tests that history can impose. They are now old enough to look back over the cataclysm of this century, and to come to some conclusions.


Again and again, in recent years, I have been startled, and delighted, to hear these poets say that after everything, after the extraordinary Babel of revolutions and counter-revolutions in the poetic and spiritual lives of all modern cultures, in all languages, there remains, for them, a supreme spiritual master and a supreme sacred book – a book that more than any other now gathers them into itself as this century heads towards its close. The master is Eliot, and the book – his Collected Poems. And especially, within the Collected Poems, that crown which he set on his lifetime’s effort – The Four Quartets.


This election of Eliot to the place of grand master, not simply of poetry in English but of all the poetries of the modern world, begins to define that term ‘great poet’, as it applies to him. Or rather, it begins to define what we mean by ‘truly great poet’.


One circumstance in this, which might give us pause, is that he did and does share his supremacy in modern English with one other poet – I mean with W. B. Yeats.


It is impossible, and superfluous, for those of us who revere these two inspired men to the limit of our capacity to cast a vote for either one against the other. We are simply grateful to have both. Yet it is clear, too, that though we call them both twentieth-century poets they belong to profoundly different worlds. And by their very differences they define each other.


Yeats was the culmination of specific poetic traditions, the complex of autochthonous traditions in these islands. Though he borrowed some things from elsewhere, it was Yeats’s pride that he drew his artistic principles and his visionary strength out of the roots of this old, insular world – a world to which all of us here belong, and which is peculiar to us. But Eliot was the prophet of a new world, and for better and for worse we belong to this one too. And this new world is not at all peculiar to these islands. It is the world which has already, in its soul, and throughout all its peoples, suffered the global holocaust, and must now, somehow, find in its own ashes the spiritual strength to resurrect itself. And it was Eliot’s humility to know, with what seemed like knowledge inborn, that nothing matters now but to search for this strength, and to find it. Just as it was his heroic achievement to become the exemplary conscience and voice of this knowledge.


This is the sense in which he is understood, and recognized as their prophet, by the poets of the modern world. In universal significance, in psychological depth, in the humility with which he submits to the revelation, and in the wholeness and power and accuracy of his response to it, he stands in the centre of the cyclone of our modern apocalypse. And he speaks from that centre, as a unique, still point of awareness and eloquence, in our time comparable perhaps only to such a figure as Einstein.


In other words, while Yeats, in all the greatness and great beauty of his work, stays confined within English, Eliot moves at large throughout all variations of language and culture, claimed by all, as they become aware of him, and needed by all.


This, I think, helps to define the essential difference between the ‘great’ and the ‘truly great’, between the poetry of a distinctive, albeit compound, national culture and the poetry of this new, unprecedented, psychic simultaneity of all cultures, this sudden, inner confederation of all peoples, subjected as they are, under the tyranny of modern history, to a single spiritual calamity.


The greatness of Yeats, then, sets him among the great national poets, each within the matrix of his or her own culture and language. But what company can we find for this different greatness of Eliot? What other poets, in the past, have spoken with such finality, and so piercingly, in all tongues? They are very, very few. Eliot himself would call them ‘Men whom one cannot hope to emulate’. And yet, as I say, those among the world’s living poets best qualified to make the election are inclined, more and more, to set him in that succession, among those very, very few, the truly great names in the evolution of world poetry.


To honour a man of this kind, a plaque does seem to be a very small tribute. But we should bear in mind that in this plaque we are acknowledging something else. We are acknowledging that this truly great American paid a great tribute to us. He honoured us by choosing England and this city for his life and labours. In every way he committed himself to us: in his religion, in his secular, cultural allegiance, and finally in his most intimate and personal feelings – in the marriage which brought him happiness in this building.


It rests with us, now, to make sure that these things also are remembered, here in this plaque to Thomas Stearns Eliot. 
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Introduction to a reading of The Waste Land, Palace Theatre, London, 25 September 1988







 







 





Before we move on to the final part of our programme, I would like to thank all those who have made this evening possible.


For this magnificent space, I would like to thank Andrew Lloyd Webber. Our very special thanks are due to the fairy godmother whose idea this event was, and who has managed and master-minded it right up to this moment, Josephine Hart. And I would like to thank the actors. In particular, on behalf of the Arvon Foundation, I would like to express our gratitude to them all for having given this entire evening free.
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