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            Guide to Using This Edition

         

         This is a text-only edition, with the prose arranged in a single chronological sequence. However, the chronology has to be handled carefully in view of the fact that it was Eliot’s practice to revise his work. (It is a shortcoming of Donald Gallup’s indispensable 1969 bibliography that he does not always note that a reprinted text has also undergone revision: this means that all versions must be scrutinised for variants.) Where Eliot revised wording, even slightly, the latest revised version is printed at the point at which it appeared, and variants in wording are recorded there from the earlier version(s). An example: ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ was originally published in two parts in The Egoist in September and November/December 1919; both parts were combined and revised in The Sacred Wood (November 1920); and the text was further revised in Selected Essays (September 1932). Readers will find the text under Selected Essays, together with a record of the changes Eliot made at each stage. The earlier versions are recorded at the point at which they appeared, with an indication that they would undergo revision.

         Even where revision involves merely putting a word in italics or quotation marks to introduce a new emphasis or attitude, this is regarded as a substantive change. In the few cases where revision also involves translation from French into English, variants are not recorded: translation itself constitutes a form of variation, and it would be difficult to decide, on the basis of often very slight differences of idiom and nuance, which variants are to be recorded and which not. Both the French and the English versions are printed in full, however. Textual variants are recorded below the latest revised text and variants are recorded by paragraph. Thus, ‘4 vast energy] energy’ records that in paragraph 4, where the revised text has ‘vast energy’, the previously published text has ‘energy’. Where the text was revised more than once, each variant is labelled. This edition aims to provide the most complete record available of Eliot’s revisions to his authorised prose.

         For the first time, page numbers in the text chosen for printing are inserted in a different font in editorial square brackets – for example [76], for convenience of reference to the original publications.

         The conventions of all publications are regularised to Faber’s house style. Block quotations are given in roman, single-spaced, and indented, xiiand quotation marks at the beginning and end are not reproduced. Inconsistent punctuation for introducing block quotations (‘:—’ as well as ‘:’) is regularised to a colon. American spellings, when used, have been retained.

         The numbers of volumes and issues of periodicals are given in arabic. Thus ‘2. 3’ means ‘volume 2, number 3’.

         Obvious misprints, such as ‘desert’ for ‘dessert’, or ‘writed’ for ‘writer’, or beginning a sentence with ‘they’ instead of ‘They’, are silently corrected. It is not always possible to distinguish a misprint from an authorial error, but the following have been routinely corrected: passages in French (almost always a question of accents: Eliot’s French was good, and it is hard to believe that in an article such as ‘Marivaux’ (Gallup C73), for instance, ‘Corbiere’ is followed within a few lines by ‘Corbière’, and hardly a single French accent is rendered correctly); names of persons (‘Rubenstein’ to ‘Rubinstein’, ‘Weckerlin’ to ‘Weckherlin’, the poet [Thomas] ‘Grey’ to ‘Gray’, [Sybil] ‘Thorndyke’ to ‘Thorndike’); and titles of books (Dorian Grey to Dorian Gray, Biographia Litteraria to Biographia Literaria).

         Eliot’s misquotations, both of literature and of passages from books under review, are left uncorrected, in the interests of preserving what Eliot thought he was commenting on. Eliot on occasion makes use of terminology that will be offensive to contemporary readers, but has been retained in the text as originally published.

         I have supplied or changed punctuation only where necessary, and have placed missing punctuation, as well as words, in editorial square brackets. One unusual practice in Eliot’s punctuation has been highlighted by Jayme Stayer:1 a comma inserted between subject and predicate:

         
            What the poet has to say about poetry, will often be most valuable …

            Even those of us who are not addressed, can agree that all ‘sane’ people are for peace.

         

         Professor Stayer plausibly suggests that Eliot may be marking his sense of how a sentence should be delivered orally. It is often found when the grammatical subject is long. It causes no problems of comprehension, however, and I have therefore let such punctuation stand.

          

         Archie Burnett             

 The Editorial Institute  

Boston University        

         
            1 ‘Of Commas and Facts: Editing Volume 5 of The Complete Prose,’ T. S. Eliot Studies Annual, 2 (2018), 121–8.
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            1951

         

         The Three Provincialities (1922)

         With a Postscript (1950)

         
            Essays in Criticism, 1. 1 (Jan. 1951), 38–41. Gallup C559; also C129, 1922 version.

         

         [‘The Three Provincialities’ was originally published in the second (and last) number of The Tyro: A Review of the Arts of Painting Sculpture and Design – an Egoist Press venture which was edited by Wyndham Lewis. It is reprinted here with Mr Lewis’s consent. – Editor]

         
             

         

         It has been perceptible for several years that not one but three English literatures exist: that written by Irishmen, that written by Americans and that composed by the English themselves. Thirty years ago Irish and English literature were in a state of partial amalgamation. That is to say, the literary movement in England was very largely sustained by Irishmen; for some years, otherwise on the whole rather barren years, the depleted English ranks were filled by Irishmen. English literature lacked the vitality to assimilate this foreign matter; and, more recently, in accord with political tendencies, Irish writers (mostly of minor importance) have reassembled in Dublin. There remain, as a permanent part of English literature, some of the poetry of Yeats, and more doubtfully the plays of Synge (probably too local for permanence). As for the future, it may be predicted that the work of Mr Joyce should arrest the separate Irish current, for the reason that it is the first Irish work since that of Swift to possess absolute European significance. Mr Joyce has used what is racial and national and transmuted it into something of international value; so that future Irish writers, measured by the standard he has given, must choose either to pursue the same ideal or to confess that they write solely for an Irish, not for a European public. No more comic peasants, epic heroes, banshees, little people, Deirdres; Mr Joyce has shown them up. Mr James Stephens (I think it was) in a recent number of the Outlook advocated that Irish writers should return to the Irish language. In that case, there will be no further need to discuss Irish literature at all. 4

         [39] American literature, in contrast to Irish, has not yet received this death blow from a native hand. Owing to the fact that America possesses a much greater number (even making full allowance for the difference of population) of able second order writers than England, its ‘national literature’ is extremely flourishing. If it has produced nothing of European importance it nevertheless counts a considerable number of intelligent writers; has several literary critics more alert and open-minded than any of their generation in this country; and some of its poets and novelists at least admire respectable ideals, and tend towards the light. The advance of ‘American literature’ has been accelerated by the complete collapse of literary effort in England. One may even say that the present situation here has now become a scandal impossible to conceal from foreign nations; that literature is chiefly in the hands of persons who may be interested in almost anything else; that literature presents the appearance of a garden unmulched, untrimmed, unweeded, and choked by vegetation sprung only from the chance germination of the seed of last year’s plants.

         It is a sign of the poverty and blindness of our criticism that in all three countries a mistaken attitude toward nationality has unconsciously arisen or has been consciously adopted. The point is this: literature is not primarily a matter of nationality, but of language; the traditions of the language, not the traditions of the nation or the race, are what first concern the writer. The Irish radicals are commendable in so far as they mark the necessity for a choice. Ireland must either employ a language of its own or submit to international standards. It is immaterial, from my point of view, whether English literature be written in London, in New York, in Dublin, in Indianapolis, or in Trieste. In fifty years’ time it may all make its appearance in Paris or in New York. But so far as it is literature of the first order, not merely an entertaining slideshow, it will be English literature. Should America in time develop a superior language (as Ireland may try to revert to a more barbarous one) there would be a separate American literature – contingent, probably, upon the disappearance or sufficient degeneration of the English language in England.

         Every literature has two sides; it has that which is essential [40] to it as literature, which can be appreciated by everyone with adequate knowledge of the language, and on the other hand it has that which can only be enjoyed by a particular group of people inhabiting a particular portion of the earth. As in the end adequate knowledge of the language means complete knowledge, and as no person can ever have the opportunity to acquire complete knowledge of any language but his own, it is easy to confuse the two appreciations. For those who have the 5best opportunity for knowing the language are precisely this particular group in a particular portion of the earth. The critic is the person who has the power to distinguish between the two points of view in himself; and to discern what, in any work of literary art, takes its place, through its expression of the genius of its own language, in European literature, and what is of purely local importance. (In the case of such a writer as Dickens, for example, this dissociation remains to be performed.)

         English literature at the present time suffers as much, I think, as that written in America, from this pleasant provinciality. (How much contemporary verse, for instance, appeals rather to the Englishman’s love of English rustic scenery than to a universal perception of Nature, such as Wordsworth rarely attained.) And how tardy, and still how deficient, has been the English appreciation of one of the greatest and least local: Edgar Poe. The lesson of language, therefore, is one to be learned on both sides of the Atlantic. (The statement of this fact places the author, as M. Cocteau might say, in the position of Calchas in Troilus and Cressida.) Whatever words a writer employs, he benefits by knowing as much as possible of the history of these words, of the uses to which they have already been applied. Such knowledge facilitates his task of giving to the word a new life and to the language a new idiom. The essential of tradition is in this; in getting as much as possible of the whole weight of the history of the language behind his word. Not every good writer need be conscious of this – I do not know to what extent Mr Wyndham Lewis has studied Elizabethan prose – Mr Joyce at least has not only the tradition but the consciousness of it. The best writers will always produce work which will not be American or Irish or English, [41] but which will take its predestined place in ‘English literature’. It is a pity, however, that the second-best writers, for want of a little critical breadth of view, should insist, out of national vanity or mere unconscious complacency, on what will render them only completely insupportable to posterity. The British writer, who shrinks from working overtime or at weekends, will not find these ideas congenial. Nor, for other reasons, will all American critics..

         
             

         

         Postscript 1950. I had completely forgotten ‘The Three Provincialities’, and re-read it, as I re-read any prose piece that I wrote many years ago, with a good deal of misgiving and apprehension. Its republication does not embarrass me, however, so much as I expected. I seem to have made a rash prediction about the influence of Joyce; and when I find that I said that America at that time at which I was writing possessed a much greater number of able second-order writers than England, I now wonder what writers I could have been thinking of. The author of ‘The 6Three Provincialities’ appears to have been unduly sanguine about the prospects of American literature, and perhaps a little more pessimistic about England than was, at that moment, strictly justified. I am glad to find him asserting that literature is not primarily a matter of nationality but of language; and that true literature has in it something which can be appreciated by intelligent foreigners who have a reading knowledge of the language, and also something which can only be understood by the particular people living in the same place as the author. I am also glad to find the affirmation, that it is a good thing for a writer to take an interest in the history of the words that he uses. I detect a slightly aggressive tone which now gives a mild amusement; and I cannot regard the article as a whole as anything but a very small literary curio.

         Poetry and Film

         MR T. S. ELIOT’S VIEWS

         
            CT, 134. 4591 (2 Feb. 1951), 78. Eliot delivered the address on 19 Jan. 1951. Not in Gallup, but would be C560a.

         

         The following is the text of Mr T. S. Eliot’s address at the opening of the exhibition of dresses and settings for the film Murder in the Cathedral. We produced a very brief summary of his speech last week.

         The subject ‘Poetry and Film’ comprehends two questions. The first is: Of what use can the film be to poetry? The second: Of what use can poetry be to the film? The first question is obviously the more appropriate for me; the second is that on which you would perhaps be more interested to hear what the film producer would have to say.

         We cannot go into the general question of the pros and cons of recorded speech and direct readings: that can be considered sufficiently in relation to gramophone records. We are concerned, furthermore, only with dramatic poetry, which, in the widest sense, means poetry which is merely a part of a total work of art. In non-dramatic poetry, the visual imagery is to be supplied by the reader’s imagination; and it is the function of the poet to stimulate the imagination of each individual reader to the utmost of its capacity.

         In dramatic poetry, the scene, human beings in action, must be provided by the co-operation of producer, actor and designer. The precedence of the author is due primarily to the fact that the play starts with him, and secondarily, to the fact that any play of permanent value must be susceptible of an indefinite variety of interpretations by different 7producers and actors, and by successive generations of producers and actors.

         When we try to strike a balance between the respective advantages of stage and screen for the drama, we must keep in mind that there are three kinds of plays: those which are suitable only for the stage, those which are possible only on the screen, and those which can be adapted for either. It is convenient to confine ourselves here to the last, considering the fact that we assume that Murder in the Cathedral belongs to this category.

         I have in the course of work on this firm, made two observations. The first is pretty obvious, and was brought to our notice several years ago by Sir Laurence Olivier’s Henry V: the pleasure that we get from the complete audibility of every word in every part of the house. This, of course, is of particularly great value with a verse play, in which every word and phrase is important, and in which any inaccuracy on the part of the actor, or any inaudibility to the audience, is a much more serious blemish than for a play in prose.

         Directing Eyes –

         The second observation is more tentative, and perhaps more open to dispute. But anyone who has viewed films with critical attention, must be aware that in a film we are constantly, and without knowing it, being directed what to look at. In a stage play you may be looking at one moment at the actor who is speaking; at another moment watching the face of the person addressed, or observing the behaviour of other characters on the stage. If you go repeatedly to the same play, you may choose to look at different actors in a different order, for you certainly cannot observe everybody and everything simultaneously. But in a film, the lens of the camera is constantly telling you what to look at – it may be a close-up of the actor’s hand, by the movement of which he betrays the emotion not visible in his face.

         Now Mr Hoellering (the producer and director of the film, Murder in the Cathedral) recently made a very interesting documentary film employing this power of the camera. It took one through an exhibition of works of sculpture; it decided for you the order in which you looked at the figures, and pointed contrasts between them; the camera took you round a statue, showing the masses and planes from different angles. The camera directed by the producer was in fact making the observer look at the object with the eye of a particular critic; it was supplying the ordinary onlooker, to a surprising degree, with the trained vision of the critic. 8

         – and Ears

         It has struck me, since seeing this film, that the technique of the film can do with the spoken word, and probably will do, something of the same thing to direct the audience’s ears, that we have seen it do for the audience’s eyes. I remembered then, several years later, that one or two speeches from Henry V to which I had never given special attention in reading or at stage performances, emerged with a fresh and startling beauty and importance. In other words, the producer has it within his power to teach the audience how to listen, as well as to teach it how to see. This is of especial importance for poetic drama, and places indefinite possibilities within the reach of the intelligent and conscious producer.

         Of the value of poetry to the film I shall say little, because from my point of view it is a corollary to the proposition that poetry has still a function on the stage, and this proposition I have already defended on several occasions. The question of poetry on the screen, therefore, is to my mind simply a question of whether the higher possibilities of the cinema are to be realised, or whether it is to sink to the lowest level of what the greatest number of empty-headed people are willing to look at. I will only add this: I know that a poet who turns to the theatre, after years of practice in other kinds of poetry, has to be willing to submit himself to an arduous and painful discipline. But film technique is not stage technique; and if he is to proceed to write for the screen, he will see that he has a great deal still to learn.

         Poetry and Drama

         
            The first Theodore Spencer Memorial Lecture, delivered at Harvard on 21 Nov. 1950, was publ. in Atlantic Monthly, 187. 2 (Feb. 1951), 30–7. ‘By T. S. Eliot’. Gallup C560. Revised in OPAP. See below, pp. 189–207. 9

         

         Foreword

         
            Foreword to D. H. Lawrence and Human Existence by Father William Tiverton, [vii–viii]. Subheaded ‘by T. S. ELIOT’, and signed ‘T. S. ELIOT’ at the end. Publ. 16 Feb. 1951. Gallup B61.

         

         The author of this book is a priest of an Anglican religious order, whom I know. If he has chosen to publish his book under the name of William Tiverton, it is only to make the point that his views are personal. The common reader, especially if he knows nothing of the monastic life, is apt to presume that the member of an order can be only a spokesman for his community. This author writes with the full knowledge and approval of his superiors, but speaks only for himself.

         My reason for contributing a preface is not the fact that I know the author. It is that I think this is a serious piece of criticism of Lawrence, of a kind for which the time is now due. We have had a number of books about Lawrence by people who knew him; we need books about him by critics who know him only through his works. To have been associated with Lawrence was, evidently, for those who were attracted, or alternately attracted and repelled, by that dominating, cross-grained and extreme personality, a very important part of their lives, an experience which had to be recorded in print. But perhaps one of the reasons why Lawrence’s books are now less read by young people than they were twenty and thirty years ago, is that the books about him give the impression that he is a man to read about, rather than an author to read: a Johnson surrounded by a shoal of Boswells, some of them less tender towards the great man than was Johnson’s biographer.

         This is not the only reason why Lawrence’s work needs to be examined from a new perspective. He was an impatient and [viii] impulsive man (or so I imagine him to have been; for, like the author of this book, I never knew him). He was a man of fitful and profound insights, rather than of ratiocinative powers; and therefore he was an impatient man: he expressed some of his insights in the form least likely to make them acceptable to most of his contemporaries, and sometimes in a form which almost wilfully encouraged misunderstanding. If the foolish or the ill-disposed chose to regard him as a blasphemer, a ‘fascist’, or a pornographer, Lawrence would not put himself out to persuade them. Wrong he often was (I think) from ignorance, prejudice, or drawing the wrong conclusions in his conscious mind from the insights which came to him from below consciousness: and it will take time to dissociate the superficial error from the fundamental truth. To me, also, he seems often to write very badly; but to be a writer who had to write often badly in 10order to write sometimes well. After being misunderstood, he is in danger of being ignored. As for his religious attitude (of the development of which the author of this book has something to say) we can now begin to see better how much was ignorance, rather than hostility; for Lawrence was an ignorant man in the sense that he was unaware of how much he did not know. His strictures upon Christianity (and indeed upon Buddhism) are often ill-informed; at other times they go straight to the heart of the matter; and no Christian ought to feel sure that he is religious-minded enough, to ignore the criticism of a man who, without being a Christian, was primarily and always religious.

         Preface

         
            Preface to Thoughts for Meditation: A Way to Recovery from Within, an anthology selected and arranged by N. Gangulee, 11–14. Publ. 9 Mar. 1951. Signed ‘T. S. Eliot’. Gallup B62.

         

         If I had thought that this anthology was suitable only for readers who had already entered upon the spiritual life, I should not have had the audacity to introduce it; and if it were only a collection of morsels for nibblers I should not wish to do so. The author, in calling this book Thoughts for Meditation, means what he says. These are selections from among many extracts from his reading over many years; and they are passages which have borne his test of repeated meditation. They are intended for everyone who is curious about those emotions, and states of soul, which are to be found, so to speak, only beyond the limit of the visible spectrum of human feeling, and which can be experienced only in moments of illumination, or by the development of another organ or perception than that of everyday vision. But they can be of service to the reader only on one hard condition – that he is willing to try to learn to read.

         Very few people, I suspect, know how to read – in the sense of being able to read for a variety of motives and to read a variety of books each in the appropriate way. We all read for diversion, or in order to satisfy a temporary curiosity; most of us read also under the necessity of acquiring information or a grasp of the contents of some book for an immediate end. For many workers, it is difficult to read a book unless it has some bearing on their own work; a professional reviewer may come to find it [12] difficult to read a book except for the purpose of reviewing it; and a publisher may come to find it difficult to read a book except as a manuscript to be accepted or rejected. Philosophy is difficult, unless we discipline our minds for it; the full appreciation of poetry is difficult for 11those who have not trained their sensibility by years of attentive reading. But devotional reading is the most difficult of all, because it requires an application, not only of the mind, not only of the sensibility, but of the whole being.

         Thoughts for Meditation is a book of which, after the first examination – that in which one runs through a book to get a general view of the contents and a grasp of the design – I myself should not choose to read very much at a time. To read two or three passages (at first, choosing passages in the same section), to attend closely to every word, to ponder on the quotations read for a little while and try to fix them in my mind, so that they may continue to affect me while my attention is engrossed with the affairs of the day: that is enough for me in twenty-four hours, and enough, I imagine, even for those more practised in meditation than I.

         I do not suggest that it is wholly unprofitable to acquaint oneself with some mystical literature without attempting to penetrate the world of the authors. To be wholly ignorant of this literature, to be unacquainted with examples of it from several languages and civilisations, is to lack some vital information about Man; just as much, as if we read only those historical works which ignore the action of religion upon history. But to learn from these writers needs something more than mere acquaintance. We have to abandon some of our usual motives for reading. We must surrender the Love of Power – whether over others, or over ourselves, or over the material world. We must abandon even the Love of [13] Knowledge. We must not be distracted by interest in the personality of particular authors, or by delight in the phrases in which they have expressed their insights. What these writers aim at, in their various idioms, in whatever language or in the terms of whatever religion, is the Love of God. They gave their lives to this: and their destination is not one which we can reach any quicker than they did, or without the same tireless activity and tireless passivity.

         There are some readers who, attracted perhaps by curiosity about ‘the occult’, regard Asiatic literature as the sole repository or religious understanding; there are others who, perhaps under the prejudice that mysticism is something morbid and perverse, refuse to venture further than a narrow Christian tradition. For both kinds of reader, it is salutary to learn that the Truth is not ‘occult’, and that it is not wholly confined to their own religious tradition, or on the other hand to an alien culture and religion which they regard with superstitious awe; and to learn how frequently contemplatives of religions and civilisations remote from each other are saying the same thing. I am aware also that there are readers who persuade themselves that there is an ‘essence’ in all religions which is the same, and that this essence can be conveniently distilled and 12preserved, while every particular religion is rejected. Such readers may perhaps be reminded that no man has ever climbed to the higher stages of the spiritual life, who has not been a believer in a particular religion or at least a particular philosophy; and that the authors who are represented in this volume, would all have repudiated the suggestion that their religion or philosophy did not matter. It was only in relation to his own religion that the insights of any one of these men had its significance to him, and what they say can only reveal its meaning to the reader [14] who has his own religion of dogma and doctrine in which he believes. With these thoughts in mind, I attach a special value to an anthology which places side by side passages from Christian, Jewish, Moslem, Hindu and Buddhist scriptures and devotional writings.

         Poetry and Drama

         The Theodore Spencer Memorial Lecture

         
            Publ. by Harvard University Press on 15 Mar. 1951: Gallup A57. Revised in the edn publ. by Faber on 28 Sept. 1951 (Gallup A57), and further revised in OPAP. See below, pp. 189–207.

         

         The Spoken Word

         
            Festival of Britain 1951 London Season of the Arts Official Souvenir Programme, 6–9. Subheaded ‘T. S. Eliot, O.M.’ Published for the Arts Council of Great Britain in the last week of Apr. 1951. Gallup B63.

         

         Few of those few people in any generation who care for poetry need to be told that poetry must be understood through the ear and not merely taken in by the eye. It is a common experience that a poem found difficult when read to oneself, is suddenly elucidated when read aloud by someone who has understood it. And in Great Britain nowadays there is ample opportunity to learn how poetry should sound. The poetry readings regularly broadcast by the B.B.C., the reproduction of verse by gramophone records, and public recitals of poetry, enable us to familiarise ourselves through the ear with the poetry of the past; and when the reader is a living poet reading his own verse, we can hear modern poetry as nearly as possible as the author hears it. I find, for my own part, that 13I prefer to read a new poem by a contemporary author before I hear it; but that the hearing of it can send me back to re-read it with fuller understanding. It is thus that the music lover acquaints himself with a new composition: if he has read the score he is better prepared for the first audition; and after he has heard the piece interpreted, he can return to the score with greater understanding.

         To say that poetry must be heard is a commonplace. What is perhaps less commonplace is to make the point that the poet is at the same time in a relation of dependence upon, and responsibility towards, the language in which he writes; and that the English language has peculiar resources of enrichment and revitalisation available to its poets. It will be admitted, even in our time, that some languages are ‘greater’ than others; but that among the ‘great’ languages there is diversity of gifts, such that one language may be more expressive for some purposes and another language for some other purposes; and that therefore we cannot say of two languages, such as English and French, that one is ‘greater’ than the other. But the English language has, as I have just said, certain peculiar advantages for the poet; and the English poets, by availing themselves of these advantages, have played, and should continue to play, a most important part in the development and renovation of the language.

         [7] English owes a great deal, in the first place, to her ballads. We think first of the ‘border ballads’ – those which were composed, during a certain period of time, in the closely related speech of the people living on both sides of the frontier between England and Scotland. At the stage of what is called (having regard to its anonymity of authorship) ‘folk poetry’ the language of verse and the language of common speech are almost identical – and both are nearer to song than in more highly developed stages of language. But we must remember that the development from folk poetry to more sophisticated poetry is not in a simple way chronological. Behind the language of the border ballads is the Anglo-Saxon language, which at the end of the Norman conquest had arrived at such a point of sophistication that the practice of verse was an art of exacting rules. On the other hand, the popular ballad, in town and country, was a living form up to the twentieth century, and preserved the relation between poetry and common speech. Samuel Johnson, commonly regarded as a representative of the period of the most artificial verse, expressed in strong terms his admiration for the ‘Ballad of Johnny Armstrong’.

         In the history of English poetry we can observe two alternating and almost periodic movements. One is toward elaboration, the other a reaction towards simplification. In the first phase, poets refine, 14complicate, achieve the more subtle or the more decorative; they tend to borrow words and idioms from Latin and Greek and from other more highly developed modern languages. They depart from the common speech of their day. This is naturally the first in time, because it happens when the language is still in the awkward age, when poets recognise the crudity of their language compared to those of the ancients or to that of some contemporary people. The reverse, the return to simplicity – or rather, the conscious effort towards simplification – occurs later, because it springs from a more sophisticated consciousness. Poets try to return to common speech: not, of course, to the common speech of earlier times, because that is already obsolete and quaint, but to a common speech contemporary with themselves, a speech which has undergone many changes. In the history of these changes of language, Geoffrey Chaucer occupies a unique position. For he enriched and exercised the English language by his study of French models, at a time when the French language was more advanced than the English; yet he also listened to the homely talk of his own people, so that in spite of his innovations we hear in his poetry the voice of a cultivated English gentleman of his day, speaking not only to courtiers but to all his fellow-countrymen.

         After Chaucer there was little development until the sixteenth century. The impact of the Renaissance upon England brought about a more widespread and enthusiastic study of the classics, and especially of the pre-Christian Latin writers. Prose writing became heavily latinised, and many new words were coined out of Latin metal. New words were very much needed, if English civilisation was to catch up with that of France or Italy; out of the new currency of words some have proved valueless and sound pedantic or uncouth to modern ears; others have become part of the small change of our everyday transactions. At the same time, in the sixteenth and well into the seventeenth century, the influence of the Italian poetry of the Renaissance was very strong. A revolution took place in English prosody. Then were shaped the verse forms – on Latin, Italian and French models – which are now called ‘traditional English verse’. What is now called ‘modern verse’ is partly a return to older forms of English versification – to the stress, to ‘sprung rhythm’, to alliteration – the apparent irregularity and lawlessness of which is due to its being [8] based on the musical bar instead of the foot, and to its refusal to admit that some syllables of the English language are always long and others always short, instead of their being longer or shorter according to their position.

         The man who brought order out of the innovations and borrowings of the sixteenth century – a great innovator himself, and with a sensitiveness to words almost equal to that of Chaucer – was Edmund Spenser. He was 15an elaborator, and he elaborated to excess. If his influence was immensely for good, instead of leading merely to further excesses ending in decadence, it was, I think, because of what appears to have been a happy accident. The great poets who underwent and transmitted his teaching, happened to be dramatic poets. First of his disciples was Christopher Marlowe. A dramatic poet, a poet who is writing for the theatre, who is dependent for his livelihood upon immediate success with a popular audience, cannot afford to depart too far from common speech. In the work of Marlowe, as in the work of Shakespeare (who owed much to his precocious contemporary), we can observe that as they became more experienced in the theatre their characters speak more naturally – and that the poetry gains, in concentration, in economy, in force and in intensity, in the process. The disciplinary value of the theatre, not for poetic drama only, but for the whole of English poetry during the last three hundred years, has not received its due attention.

         The non-dramatic poetry at the turn of the sixteenth century might, however, have gone the way of Euphuism, becoming more and more alienated from common speech, but for the appearance of John Donne. It was he who taught lyric verse to speak again with a tone and in an idiom of polite conversation. On the other hand, his verse owes much to his living in an age in which lyric poetry was closely allied to music, the age in which Thomas Campion wrote both the words and the music of his songs. But the naturalness of the style of Donne contained the seeds of a new artificiality. After him George Herbert, and less steadily, Thomas Vaughan, write in a natural style; but after them, the lyrical tradition becomes more and more artificial in the work of poets – of genuine talent – such as Cleveland, Benlowes and Cowley. The return to common speech is chiefly associated with the name of John Dryden. Not only in his satirical and polemical poems, but also in his rhymed heroic drama, we hear the tones of the speech of good society in his time. And the same tones are heard a generation later in the incomparable octosyllabic couplets of Swift.

         I shall not attempt to follow in detail the history of the swing of the pendulum between elaboration and simplification, between the artificial and the natural. The next great revolution was that initiated by Wordsworth, in revolt against the debased style of the eighteenth century imitators of Spenser, Milton, and Pope. In the Preface to his early poems – a poetic manifesto of great importance – he affirmed the poetic potentiality of the speech of common people. The history of poetry through the nineteenth century can be viewed as an elaboration of the idiom used by Wordsworth and his contemporaries. There are partial exceptions, notably in the poetry of Browning, whose weakness was that 16in his attempt to find a more conversational style he tended to lapse into a style peculiar to Browning himself; and in a few single poems or lines by lesser men, such as Ernest Dowson and John Davidson.

         The effort of the first half of the twentieth century has been towards another revolution, towards finding a new idiom by exploring the poetic possibilities of the speech of our own time. It has been a revolt against the poetic diction, and also against the limited subject matter, of the ‘Victorians’. I have no doubt that the [9] idiom and versification which we now call ‘modern’ contain, like those of every previous period, the seeds of a new artificiality, and will end in verse as remote from the speech of its time as that of any earlier period of decline; but – if we continue to produce poets – I have also no doubt that the resources of the English language will be adequate for a new revolution.

         The English language has had two great advantages which lead one to believe that it will continue to hold its own in literature. One is the complexity of its formation, the strands of different languages – each introducing different poetic rhythms – out of which it is woven. The other is the fact that so many of its poets have had (and still have) the ambition to write for the theatre. That most of them have had but little, or only ephemeral success on the stage, and that their plays are among the least read parts of their work, is irrelevant to this point. Addison, Johnson, Wordsworth, Coleridge, Byron, Shelley, Keats, Tennyson and Browning, Swinburne and Matthew Arnold, all wrote plays which have never been and never will be successful in the theatre. But a poet who has tried to write for the stage, even one who has merely cherished the desire to do so, has before his eyes this criterion of writing; that poetry must be written to be spoken, that it must be capable of being spoken by other voices than that of the author, that it must hold the attention of those who hear it, and that it must not be written in a language remote from that which its contemporary audience speaks.

         The Aims of Education.

2. The Interrelation of Aims

         
            Publ. in Measure, 2. 2 (Spring 1951), [191]–203: Gallup C561. Revised in TCTC. See below, pp. 764–76. 17
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3. The Conflict between Aims

         
            Publ. in Measure, 2. 3 (Summer 1951), [285]–97. Revised in TCTC. See below, pp. 777–89.

         

         [A Comment on James Thurber]

         
            Time, 58.2 (9 July 1951), 88. Quoted as ‘said last year’ by Eliot. It has the air of an official statement. Gallup C562a.

         

         It is a form of humour which is also a way of saying something serious. There is a criticism of life at the bottom of it. It is serious and even sombre. Unlike so much humour, it is not merely a criticism of manners – that is, of the superficial aspects of society at a given moment – but something more profound. His writings and also his illustrations are capable of surviving the immediate environment and time out of which they spring. To some extent, they will be a document of the age they belong to.

         Preface

         
            Preface to T. S. Eliot Murder in the Cathedral: A Screenplay, 1. Signed ‘T. S. Eliot’. Publ. 28 July 1951. Gallup B64.

         

         This is, I believe, the first attempt that has been made to adapt a modern verse play to the screen. It was, at any rate, an experiment both from the point of view of the producer and that of the author of the text. The question of the suitability of poetry in the cinema is one I leave to others to answer. My own curiosity extended primarily to the question of the suitability of the cinema for poetry. The designing of a film in which the visual element must support the words, without distracting attention from them, without subordinating words to pictures, and without imposing upon the spectator a double effort of attention, presents new problems for the producer. That these problems have been solved, I judge from my own satisfaction in the result. Contrary to my apprehensions, I find that my words gain, rather than lose, by this presentation.

         There is the first obvious advantage of clarity. In the film, every word can be audible to every member of the audience. The advantages are still 18more evident in dialogue than in monologue, and yet more apparent in the choral passages. And when the eye is, at every moment, made to fix itself on the particular aspect of the scene that will best correspond to the words that are spoken, the advantages for interpretation are very great.

         Such an experiment, to be wholly successful, demands close co-operation between the creator of the film and the author of the verse to be spoken. I hope that this film may have the result of attracting poets to the possibilities of the film, and of persuading film directors to turn their attention to the possibilities of poetry. For the benefit of the poets, I should like to add one admonition as a result of my experience during the creation of the film of Murder in the Cathedral: that even if they have already had some practice in writing for the theatre, they will have a great deal to learn about another art; and that the cinema has its own laws which are not those of the stage.

         The Aims of Education.

4. The Issue of Religion

         
            Publ. in Measure, 2. 4 (Fall 1951), [362]–75: Gallup C564. Revised in TCTC. See below, pp. 789–802.

         

         Preface

         
            Preface to SE (1951), 7. Publ. 3 Sept. 1951. Gallup A21. The new preface had appeared in the 2nd American edn, Oct. 1950: Gallup A21d.

         

         I have expanded the original volume of Selected Essays: 1917-1932 by including a few essays from the now superfluous Essays Ancient and Modern. There remain several [8] uncollected papers which I am disposed to preserve, as well as a number of unpublished lectures, on matters connected with the art of poetry, which await their final form. But Selected Essays is already bulky enough; and any literary essays which are not to be found in it must abide their collection into another book.

         On reviewing the contents of this book, I find myself at times inclined to quarrel with my own judgements, and more often to criticise the way in which they were expressed. For myself, this book is a kind of historical record of my interests and opinions. As one grows older one may become 19less dogmatic and pragmatical; but there is no assurance that one becomes wiser; and it is even likely that one becomes less sensitive. And where I have adhered to the same opinions, many readers may prefer them in the form in which they were first expressed.

         T. S. E.
London: April, 1951.

         Vergil and the Christian World

         
            Publ. in Listener, 46. 1176 (13 Sept. 1951), 411–12, 423–4: Gallup C565. Repr., revised, in SR, 61. 1 (Jan./Mar. 1953), [1]–14, in Selected Prose (1953), and in OPAP. See below, pp. 236–46.

         

         The Value and Use of Cathedrals in England To-Day

         (An Address delivered to the Friends of Chichester Cathedral on June 16th, 1951.)

         
            Friends of Chichester Cathedral Annual Report (1950/51), 1–16. (Gallup gives the pagination wrongly as ‘17–27’.) Gallup C566.

         

         My subject this afternoon is one that was suggested to me: I admit that I was attracted by the opportunity of putting into order thoughts which I had never fully articulated: but I should not have ventured on my own initiative to do so on a public occasion and especially before an audience in a cathedral. And even with the encouragement to do so, I have felt more and more that I committed myself to an act of temerity. To come to a cathedral city, to stand before Dean and Chapter and before an audience of Friends of the Cathedral, and put forward my own notions of the value and use of cathedrals in England to-day, has come to strike me more and more as an impertinence. Yet I did not face this conclusion until it was too late to propose some other subject.

         I should like at least to make clear at the start, that I propose to avoid all consideration of what is and is not practical. I do not pretend to any knowledge of cathedral administration and finance; [2] I am not myself expert in any form of finance; and I am completely incompetent in what are called ways and means. I say this to anticipate objections which are likely to occur to your minds long before I have finished. Otherwise, you 20are likely to say, in so far as you approve my ideas at all: this is all very fine, but how are these things to be done without money, and where is the money to come from? But I hold that the proper order in which to consider these matters, is to draw as clear a picture as we can, of what we should like if we could get it; and only in the second place, to consider how nearly we can approach to this ideal with the means at our disposal. Obviously, our several aims must then be arranged in order of prior necessity and of importance, so that we may not neglect the fabric of any scheme in attending to the decorations. I shall not attempt to set forth, in these brief and random notes, any order of importance; any more than I am prepared to attempt to defend my suggestions against the charge that they are impracticable. I would only suggest, that if we keep before our eyes what is desirable, even when it appears impossible of realisation, we may find that it is not all so impossible as it seems; for things sometimes become more possible if we want them enough. And that, on the other hand, if we limit our desires to what can be easily had, we are likely to sink further into mediocrity. But I would remind you again, that the question of where the money and [3] the men are to be found is one which I leave to those who are qualified to struggle with it.

         So much is merely preamble. At this point I must raise the question: what do we mean by the use of a cathedral? For the word use can be a very dangerous one to use. This, no doubt, will strike some people as hair-splitting, and others as merely a tedious way of coming to an already accepted conclusion. I am afraid I can’t help that: it is the way in which my mind works, and I cannot escape from it. There are different criteria of usefulness in different contexts. We are certainly likely to have something different in mind, when we speak of the ‘usefulness’ of a cathedral and when we speak of the ‘usefulness’ of a parish church. Now I don’t suppose that anyone present holds the view that cathedrals should be done away with on the ground that they are obsolete in the modern world, and that the money spent to keep them going were better devoted to other public purposes. There are, I am sure, people outside the Church who would gladly see them preserved simply as ancient monuments of historical and artistic interest with turnstiles and admission charges; who would not approve of the actual destruction of the older cathedrals, though they would grudge the money spent on building new ones in new dioceses. The edifice has some use for nearly everybody, even if it is only the use of attracting tourist traffic. So we do not question the assertion that a particular [4] cathedral has some use. But there is a legitimate sense in which we may ask about the usefulness of a particular parish church. I have always held that the amalgamation of country parishes is at best a deplorable necessity; and with regard to the City churches of 21London, that all of which even the shell remains should be preserved and used as churches. The closing of any church is a disaster. But with shifts of population it is sometimes justified; and where there are two churches near each other, in a neighbourhood that needs only one, it is better that one Church should be properly kept up and staffed than that both should be half-empty and half-derelict. The question of whether a particular church is ‘useful’ is the question whether the funds and the clergy would not be better employed, for the glory of God and the salvation of souls, elsewhere. And even if there was no lack of either there might still be something unedifying in there being two churches in near proximity, both very poorly attended.

         Clearly, we can never say that a cathedral could, in this way, become superfluous, except in the unlikely event of a whole diocese becoming completely uninhabited. Nor is my contrast between the cathedral and the churches of a diocese – only between the cathedral and any one parish church. But while there is sometimes a good reason for closing a church, there is one reason which could never be a good one. To some people at least, brought up outside of the Church, it can seem less [5] reasonable for a small cathedral city to have parish churches as well, than for it to have several small cinemas as well as a grand one. For at least the small cinema will be showing an older film, at a lower price of admission; whereas at a small church, they will only be getting the same ceremony which they could see in the cathedral where it will probably be more grandly done, and certainly at the same price. And I have known even church members, who worshipped regularly at their cathedral, but almost never went near their parish church. It is not my duty – indeed it would be an impertinence – to lecture people on the obligation to support in every way, and primarily by attendance, their parish church, or at least the nearest church that suits them. I only make this point to proceed to the differences in the meaning of ‘usefulness’ as applied to cathedrals and churches. The purpose of both is the worship of God according to the rites of the Church. But a church needs a congregation, in a sense in which a cathedral does not.

         The ‘use’ of the cathedral is for the performance of the complete liturgy of the Church for the Christian Year. The numbers of lay people attending services seems to me of quite minor importance. I should feel no misgivings even were there no congregation at all, so long as I believed that people who weren’t there were all attending a service in a parish church instead. A cathedral is doing its proper work even when [6] no one is present except celebrant, deacons and servers; and if it omitted a single service because no one attended it, then it would be failing in its proper work. This work is the continuity and completeness of the liturgy and 22the continuous prayer and worship by its clergy. A cathedral is a kind of monastic institution open to the public: and the attendance of the public is only important, if important at all, when there is some ceremony which concerns the whole diocese or the whole province or perhaps the whole nation.

         On the other hand – I am proceeding to my next point – a cathedral in doing this would be relieving the burdens of many parish churches. I do not want to confuse my plea with matters on which there is difference of taste and opinion. I like a full liturgy myself, and what I call a full liturgy may be fuller than some people like, though I should not care to be called a ‘ritualist’. But whatever our views, most of us can, I hope, agree that there are some services which are better left by the churches to the cathedral. Under present conditions, certainly, it becomes more and more of a burden upon parish churches to illustrate the full beauty of the Christian Year. Conscientious clergy are heavily tried by their pastoral duties; and the church finances are usually strained. To perform all the proper services of Holy Week, for example, is a very heavy tax, physically and spiritually, upon a vicar who is fortunate if he has one curate to help him. The increasingly popular [7] midnight corporate communion at Christmas – if it is to be observed at all – is more fittingly performed in a cathedral. In short, whereas a poor parish church must struggle to perform faithfully the minimum essential, a cathedral should be able to perform the maximum possible.

         I proceed to a point which follows very naturally from what I have been saying. As it is the function of the cathedral to maintain the highest liturgical standards, it is also its function to maintain the highest standards of religious art and music. With respect to the former, most cathedrals, like many churches, are handicapped by the monumental piety of the nineteenth and even earlier centuries – a piety which was sometimes nicely divided between religious zeal and family pride; but it is in any case better to put up with what we have inherited, rather than turn a cathedral inside out to suit the taste of each period in turn. But while I am conservative in the matter of doing away with what is old, I deplore excessive conservatism where there is new work to be done; and I had rather take the risk of a great modern artist, when we have one, than employ a man who can be depended on to produce a close imitation of the devotional art of an earlier age. Of course, by far the greater work of our cathedrals must be work of restoration, i.e. the work and expense to maintain the cathedral and its identity. And by restoration, I mean the replacement of what was there before as exactly as possible. The opportun-[8]ities and occasions and needs for new work – for work which is not merely to supply something lost or decayed but which is an 23addition – the opportunities for these are relatively few and far between. But for such new work the Church ought to be prepared to make use of the best modern artists; and that is good for the artists too.

         I should explain at this point that by the Church making use of the best modern artists, I am not contemplating a central board or committee to sit in London and issue recommendations to dioceses as to what sort of work they may or may not do; or even to give them a list of artists whom they are at liberty to use. I am always apprehensive of the dangers of centralisation in the patronage of art, because what begins in the spirit of encouragement may easily become repressive and controlling; indeed, from the point of view of an artist one thing we ought to maintain and increase is a de-centralisation of patronage; and here I have particularly in mind the plea that every cathedral should retain its autonomy in these matters, as well as in others. It certainly seems to be better that sometimes work should fall below the best standards and taste than that it should all be controlled by a Central Committee – but that is an aside.

         But I am not primarily concerned with the cathedral as a patron of art: its effect upon artists and upon the general standards of art is incidental. [9] That should be a by-product. What is important is that the perfection of service is a religious obligation, and that the artistic decorum is a part of the worship. I do not want cathedrals to be turned into art museums, whether of medieval or of modern art. For painting, sculpture and music should all be considered as ancillary to worship: they should never distract from it. I know that the first effect of a piece of church furniture by a living artist may be, to many worshippers, distracting. It is a form of art to which they are not accustomed; it is in a style with which they have no religious associations. If it is second-rate it may always remain an intruder. But when it is really good, it seems to me that work by modern artists quickens devotional feeling. When people are used to ecclesiastical ornament only of a particular historical period – and I have known people habituated to Gothic, who found baroque architecture unfavourable to devotion – it may be that their religious life and their daily life are too far from each other. To feel in a devotional mood, they have to be surrounded by reminders of some particular past, and, as they think, more pious age. Surely it is the great task of the religious artist, musician, and even the creative writer, to realise religious feeling in the terms of his own time.

         For this reason, the Church – and, for the reasons I have given, especially the cathedral – needs the living artist. I would not have you infer that I [10] should give any preference to modern music in the services, but I think it ought to be represented. At least we ought to give it a trial from time to time; and even commission religious music from 24modern composers. But in matters of music I am still less qualified than in those of the visual arts. It is sufficient for my purpose to make the point that it is a function of the cathedral to have the best church music and the best performance of it; and that this is necessary as a part of its worship, whether anybody comes to hear it or not. But that, as far as people do come, the cathedral has the responsibility of satisfying the best taste, correcting the imperfect, and educating that which is unformed and setting the standard in these matters for churches.

         I now come to a few observations on the most delicate matter of all. I mean the value and use of the Dean and Chapter. This is really, I believe, a logical inference from what I have said about the functions of the cathedral, in remarking that, in distinction to a parish church, the important thing was that the service and prayer should go on all the time, whether any congregation attended or not. That is itself a commonplace, but quite contrary to most people’s habits of thought. Similarly, I should say that the first obligation of Dean and Chapter was not in any direct relation to the faithful, still less to the general public, but to the cathedral itself. This is also a commonplace but revolutionary idea. Nobody ought to expect [11] of deans and canons that they should undertake anything that interfered with this. And it seems to me that whatever else they are deprived of, they ought to have leisure: which means not having to account for one’s time in terms of public activity. In my schooldays we were given to understand that, before the Reformation, England was groaning under the burden of supporting innumerable idle monks; and that Henry VIII sent them all packing, except a small number of the least incorrigible, whom he turned into deans and canons. I suspect that some of the reputation of the lazy monks has attached itself to their successors: for there lingers a belief among the unenlightened, that canons have nothing to do. I am not proposing to spring to their defence at this opportunity, simply because, not knowing all the members of all the chapters in the country, I have not the statistics with which to support my defence. But I have known canons who struck me as having too much to do: partly perhaps for the very reason that they were assumed to have time for odd jobs, especially that of preaching a good deal about their diocese and elsewhere. Now, in the world in which we live the possession and enjoyment of leisure has become a very rare privilege, and is visited with strong moral condemnation. It is taken for granted that anyone with leisure is certain to abuse it; and that if anyone is found to have any, he must be loaded with work to fill up his spare time. I think that [12] this is a very serious error. I think that civilisation depends upon the right people having the right leisure; and that the Church should set the example for the rest of the world in this respect as well as in others. It is 25now fairly well recognised, I hope, that a Bishop has no leisure, because he is doing the work of a permanent head of a Department of State, or of several heads at once, without a fraction of the staff which such a civil servant would consider essential. Most people know that a conscientious parish priest has no time to read or think, and hardly time for his private devotions. Where is the thinking of the Church to be done? There are our Professors of Divinity in the universities, and we have several of great intellectual distinction: but a professor in a university nowadays holds no sinecure, and is thinking under difficulties and primarily for the benefit of his students. Some of our best theological thinking is done in the religious communities, but these are also very busy places. Furthermore, a man may have a genuine vocation for the religious life and yet not be gifted with powers of original thought; and on the other hand, there are those with intellectual abilities who should be more in the world and not in communities. It is in the cathedrals that we ought to affirm the last stronghold of leisure, for the sake of scholarship and theology. The fruits of leisure seem to me so important, that it is worth while to accept the abuse of leisure by those who are negligent of their opportunity, in order to [13] obtain the benefits of the work of those who employ it profitably.

         May I, at the risk of appearing self-centred, support this opinion by enlarging the generalisation from my own experience? For I do not think that the position of the philosopher and the theologian, and that of the writer of works of imagination, differ fundamentally in this respect of leisure. What I have found desirable to enable me to go on writing, is a life in which part of my time is spent in a definite paid job which I believe to be useful – in my case, concerning myself with the publication of other people’s books – and only part in writing those books which I write simply because I want to write them. What people who only see one’s published writings do not know, is, the difficulty of maintaining the conviction that something one is writing simply because one wants to write it, and not because anybody wants it – because until it is written they can’t know whether they want it, as they don’t know what it is going to be – that such a work is worth while. While I am engaged on any piece of writing that I set about in this way, I am always haunted by the fear that it is not worth doing, that it is a waste of time, that I am attempting something foolhardy and beyond my capacities. Well, I can with equanimity risk wasting a part of my time, but not all of my time. Everything I have done which has permanent value – if I have written anything of permanent value – has been written on this gamble. [14] But to do that I need to feel that the rest of my time is spent in activities which other people recognise a priori as useful. The things I do because I want to do them are only worth doing if I succeed; but I couldn’t do them at 26all if I did not have other activities which are worth doing by a standard which I know I can satisfy.

         On the basis of my own experience and observation of others, I hazard a rough division of people into three kinds, in respect of occupation and leisure. There are those whose occupation and means of livelihood so engross their attention that their ‘leisure’ is required only for recreation. At the other extreme, there are those whose individual activity, that which they pursue for its own sake, is so engrossing that they too need no ‘leisure’ except for recreation: these persons either have independent means to enable them to pursue their bent, or else their bent is such that in pursuing it they obtain also a livelihood. For these also leisure may mean merely recreation. The two extremes may thus have a great deal in common, and in some cases may even be indistinguishable. A successful novelist or playwright, who earns his living by doing the only work that he most wants to do, may easily find himself in a position in which he has, from financial pressure, to write a novel or a play when he doesn’t want to, or when he has nothing to say; he may even find himself forced into writing what the public wants, instead of what his conscience tells him he ought to write. [15] The third class of persons consists of those who wish to devote themselves to some kind of original work, of scholarship, of thought, of imagination, but who do not want to devote the whole of their time to it, for one of the reasons I have already hinted at. It may be wholly unremunerative work, or they may be apprehensive of the dangers to the quality of the work itself of depending upon it for a livelihood. Or, if they have independent means, they may have a kind of social conscience which compels them also to some activity the usefulness of which, to God and to their fellow men, may be modest but is assured. In this way, the work that they do in their ‘spare time’ may often be meagre, but it represents the use of leisure in the full meaning. It has in it an element of disinterestedness which relates it to contemplation; and contemplation, we need to remind ourselves often, is the highest form of human activity.

         I may have seemed to you to have strayed from the subject of cathedrals to talking about myself; and from talking about myself to a subject more general but equally irrelevant. But I launched upon this part of my discourse by way of expressing my sympathy with canons. At least, with some canons, for I don’t mean to suggest that they should all be of one type. There must be different kinds of canon, and there must be different kinds of author; and I am quite aware that some writers much greater than myself have worked in a very different way from mine. But I do think that the [16] necessity of leisure, and a right understanding of the meaning of leisure, need to be constantly brought to our attention 27in the modern world. And in particular, I think that it is necessary to defend leisure in the Church, in an age in which everyone is expected to be perpetually busy in ways which can be understood and approved by the meanest intelligence; and that the increasing lack of leisure, in the sense in which I take it, for everyone from bishop to curate, is a matter of most serious concern. All I can do is to talk about it: but I apologise if my interest in the point has caused my discourse to be different from what my title may have led you to expect.

         ‘Those Who need Privacy and Those Whose Need is Company’

         
            Cecil Houses (Incorporated) 23rd Report (1950–51), 15–17. ‘A report, with some omissions, from shorthand notes’: Gallup. Signed ‘T. S. Eliot, O.M.’ Gallup C567. The address was delivered at a public meeting in His Majesty’s Theatre, London, on 5 June 1951.

         

         I must apologise first for arriving on the stage so obviously prepared with very full notes. The fact simply is that I have unfortunately not had the time to prepare an extempore address. The unpremeditated flash of wit or pathos which is so appropriate on such occasions costs me so much labour to think out, to say nothing of the labour of memorising it, that I must fall back, having been very busy lately, on my usual style and method, which, as is fairly well known, are rather heavy and very dry. If, however, I add that it is very rare that I speak in public for good causes and charitable enterprises, I am not mentioning that as a further excuse for myself, but merely to point out that one does not do something which one knows one does rather badly unless one is sure that it is a very good cause indeed. It is only on this occasion, when I have some first-hand knowledge and some complete convictions, that I go through this ordeal for this reason.

         I have just used the phrase ‘charitable enterprises’, but in relation to Cecil Houses I think I should correct that. They are certainly in the widest sense charitable in that they are fulfilling a public need through private enterprise. But the fact that it is only the capital expenditure for which appeal is made to individual generosity, and that the aim is always that the running expenses to be provided should be contributed by the beneficiaries, makes a particular appeal to me, as you will see. But I shall not talk about Cecil Houses directly – I shall leave that to those better qualified. 28

         I thought the best contribution I could make would be to put before you a general observation or two, and indicate briefly my [16] application of those observations to this undertaking. This cause for which we are assembled today is the setting up of a residential house for elderly women. My experience of old people is that they are divisible into two kinds in one respect and are identical in another respect. In the respect in which they differ I should say that the old people who need help are of two species: those who primarily need privacy at the end of their lives and those whose primary need is company. But the resemblance, which is more important for my purpose, is that they all want to some extent to be independent. This desire for independence which touches at the roots of self-respect is equally strong irrespective of class or economic status.

         I have some knowledge of old ladies, and I have always been very fond of old ladies, and in the course of my life have collected in my memory some very choice specimens indeed. But today I am thinking particularly of one whom I knew for a number of years. She insisted on living alone and caring entirely for herself in one room up to a very advanced age, and would probably have gone on doing so up to the end, for she was otherwise strong and sound, but for increasing blindness. The fact that she had outlived all her relatives who might have looked after her necessitated her eventual removal to a public institution. I think it was only after she had burned herself rather badly fumbling with her gas ring that she consented to do so. I visited her several times, and while I am sure that she was well looked after I know that she pined as a result of being merely an inmate instead of a paying guest, and of having no further control over her own tiny pension. But what hurt her most was the curious fact that she had to be registered in this institution under her maiden name, although she had been for sixty years a genuine and bona fide widow. This was for the following reason. The synagogue at which she had been married a great many years before had been destroyed in the blitz, together with all its records. As the public authorities had no documentary evidence of her wedlock, they were obliged to register her as a spinster. Indeed, the first time I went there I had some difficulty in finding her, because the attendants all seemed to know her as Miss X instead of Mrs Y. Her last wish in this world was one to which I am happy to say we were able to give effect. She wanted to be buried under her married name in the grave of her family. Whether this represented a craving for privacy or a craving for company perhaps is a matter of opinion, but I am inclined to think that it implies something of both.

         Independence is a relative term, and probably self-respect is a more comprehensive way of putting what I mean. It is purely accidental, but I think it is appropriate, in relation to an undertaking associated with 29the name of Chesterton, that what I have to say occurs to me in the form of a paradox. I suppose it is one of the benevolent motives of the Welfare State to cherish people’s self-[17]respect by giving them what they need and calling it, not ‘charity’ but a ‘public service’ to which they are entitled. The interesting point is that the effect can so easily be exactly the opposite; and this is one of several good reasons for maintaining private charities. For the effect of the State looking after everybody can be that everybody comes to feel himself to be nobody, to be merely an indifferent unit in a series; one may feel no longer of any personal interest to any individual, to any one person. One can become merely the object of occasional attention from a harassed official who is dealing with a great many similar cases, about none of which he has time to learn very much, in every hour of every working day. Of course, this is unfortunate also for the soul of the official, who instead of a vocation has only found a salaried post. But with him or her I am not here concerned. I wish to make the point simply that the sense of self-respect which everyone needs and has the right to is not necessarily preserved by abolishing ‘charity’ in favour of ‘social service’. You are offering perhaps a more flattering name, but the improvement may be only verbal while the deterioration in status may be real. What matters for the preservation of self-respect, as it seems to me, is the relation between the person who gives and the person who receives; and it may be better to be looked after by people who care about us as individuals than by a State which does not.

         My particular interest in Cecil Houses, and in this particular house, is that for one thing they are not so big as to be impersonal. We need more of them rather than bigger ones. Every resident – I say resident, you notice, and not inmate, a word I dislike – of the new house for old ladies will, I am sure, always be the subject of personal interest to those who administer it, and will feel also that she is free to come or go, and will have the pride of feeling that she pays for what she receives. So it is only in contrast to State care and guardianship that we call this a charity, in that it appeals to the conscience and the charitable feelings of individual supporters, but in relation to those who will benefit by it, it certainly is not.
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            Introduced by: ‘After observing that he did not want to add to what he had said in his broadcast talks to Germany on the general question of The Unity of European Culture, Mr. Eliot offered the following observations “as testimony of goodwill”.’

         

         On the one hand, I distinguish sharply between the field of action with which, as I understand the terms of reference, we are concerned, and that of political action. The primary concern of political leaders must be the immediate future. They must defer to popular feeling, yield to circumstance and take advantage of expedients. Their decisions must often be taken in the light of considerations of which most of us remain in ignorance. They take the form of pacts and plans which can be judged only by experts and by results. Politicians must appeal to obvious and pressing interests and often to the desire to avoid misfortune rather than to enthusiasm for a more distant goal.

         Those who concern themselves with the cultural unity of Europe do not aim at the return to some earlier phase of society before the appearance of nations – or to restore the Holy Roman Empire. Nor do they wish to fabricate a new unity by a complete break with the past and the present. They wish rather to bring to light, to make patent to the eyes of more and more people, what we inherit and hold in common, the culture which we still share.

         It is necessary to distinguish our task clearly from that of the politicians and the heads and representatives of governments. Otherwise we risk the loss of our own ideals. Ours is a long-term struggle towards a distant goal which cannot be, and should not be, too clearly visualised.

         Nevertheless, our work is concerned, so to speak, with the cultivation of the soil out of which the political ideas of the future must grow. How to conserve and nourish the spiritual life of Europe, how to cultivate in each region and amongst those of each race and language, the sense of a vocation in relation to each other. So that the glory of each people should be measured, not in material power and wealth, but by its contribution to 31the spiritual well-being of all the others. We do not aim merely to persuade people to accept a policy, or pay lip-service to some magniloquent verbal creed, but to awaken their consciousness and their conscience.

         Introduction By T. S. Eliot

         
            Introduction to Josef Pieper, Leisure as the Basis of Culture, translated by Alexander Dru, 11–17. Publ. 25 Jan. 1952. Signed ‘T. S. Eliot’. Gallup B65.

         

         The complaint is frequently heard that our time has little to boast of in the way of philosophy. Whether this deficiency is due to some ailment of philosophy itself, or to the diversion of able philosophical minds towards other studies, or simply to a shortage of philosophers, is never made clear: these are divisions of the question which are apt to become confused. Certainly, ‘Where are the great philosophers?’ is a rhetorical question often asked by those who pursued their philosophical studies forty or fifty years ago. Allowing for the possibility that the great figures of our youth have become magnified by the passage of time, and for the probability that most of those who ask the question have not followed modern philosophical developments very closely, there remains some justification of the lament. It may be merely a longing for the appearance of a philosopher whose writings, lectures and personality will arouse the imagination as Bergson, for instance, aroused it forty years ago; but it may be also the expression of a need for philosophy in an older meaning of the word – the need for new authority to express insight and wisdom.

         To those who pine for philosophy in this ampler sense, logical positivism is the most conspicuous object [12] of censure. Certainly, logical positivism is not a very nourishing diet for more than the small minority which has been conditioned to it. When the time of its exhaustion arrives, it will probably appear, in retrospect, to have been for our age the counterpart of surrealism: for as surrealism seemed to provide a method of producing works of art without imagination so logical positivism seems to provide a method of philosophising without insight and wisdom. The attraction which it thus offers to the immature mind may have unfortunate results for some of those who pursue their undergraduate studies under its influence. Yet I believe that in the longer view, logical positivism will have proved of service by explorations of thought which we shall, in future, be unable to ignore; and even if some of its avenues turn out to be blind alleys, it is, after all, worth while exploring a blind alley, if only 32to discover that it is blind. And, what is more important for my theme, I believe that the sickness of philosophy, an obscure recognition of which moves those who complain of its decline, has been present too long to be attributable to any particular contemporary school of thought.

         At the time when I myself was a student of philosophy – I speak of a period some thirty-five to forty years ago – the philosopher was beginning to suffer from a feeling of inferiority to the exact scientist. It was felt that the mathematician was the man best qualified to philosophise. Those students of philosophy [13] who had not come to philosophy from mathematics did their best (at least, in the university in which my studies were conducted) to try to become imitation mathematicians – at least to the extent of acquainting themselves with the paraphernalia of symbolic logic. (I remember one enthusiastic contemporary who devised a Symbolic Ethics, for which he had to invent several symbols not found in the Principia Mathematica.) Beyond this, some familiarity with contemporary physics and with contemporary biology was also prized: a philosophical argument supported by illustrations from one of these sciences was more respectable than one which lacked them – even if the supporting evidence was sometimes irrelevant. Now I am quite aware that to the philosopher no field of knowledge should come amiss. The ideal philosopher would be at ease with every science, with every branch of art, with every language, and with the whole of human history. Such encyclopedic knowledge might preserve him from excessive awe of those disciplines in which he was untrained, and excessive bias towards those in which he was well exercised. But in an age in which every branch of study becomes more subdivided and more specialised, the ideal of omniscience is more and more remote from realisation. Yet only omniscience is enough, once the philosopher begins to rely upon science. No one today, I imagine, would follow the example of Bosanquet, who in his Logic leant so heavily upon illustrations drawn from Linnaean Botany. But while the [14] philosopher’s exploitation of science is now likely to meet with severe criticism, we are perhaps too ready to accept the conclusions of the scientist when he philosophises.

         One effect of this striving of philosophy towards the condition of the exact sciences was that it produced the illusion of a progress of philosophy, of a kind to which philosophy should not pretend. It turned out philosophical pedagogues ignorant, not merely of history in the general sense, but of the history of philosophy itself. If our attitude towards philosophy is influenced by an admiration for the exact sciences, then the philosophy of the past is something that has been superseded. It is punctuated by individual philosophers, some of whom had moments of understanding, but whose work as a whole comes to be regarded as quaint 33and primitive. For the philosophy of the present, from this point of view, is altogether better than that of the past, when science was in its infancy; and the philosophy of the future will proceed from the discoveries of our own age. It is true that the history of philosophy is now admitted as a branch of study in itself, and that there are specialists in this subject: but I suspect that in the opinion of a philosopher of the modern school, the historian of philosophy is rather an historian than a philosopher.

         The root cause of the vagaries of modern philosophy – and perhaps, though I was unconscious of it, the reason for my dissatisfaction with philosophy as a [15] profession – I now believe to lie in the divorce of philosophy from theology. It is very necessary to anticipate the resistance to such an affirmation: a resistance springing from an immediate emotional response, and expressed by saying that any dependence of philosophy upon theology would be a limitation of the freedom of thought of the philosopher. It is necessary to make clear what one means by the necessary relation between philosophy and theology, and the implication in philosophy of some religious faith. This I shall not attempt, because it is done very much better by Josef Pieper: I desire only to call attention to this central point in his thought. He is himself a Catholic philosopher, grounded on Plato, Aristotle and the scholastics: and he makes his position quite clear to his readers. But his writings do not constitute a Christian apologetic – that, in his view, is a task for the theologian. For him, a philosophy related to the theology of some other communion than that of Rome, or to that of some other religion than Christianity, would still be a genuine philosophy. It is significant that he pays a passing word of approval to the existentialism of Sartre, on the ground that he finds in it religious presuppositions – utterly different as they are from those which Dr Pieper holds himself.

         The establishment of a right relation between philosophy and theology, which will leave the philosopher quite autonomous in his own area, is I think one of the most important lines of investigation which Dr Pieper [16] has pursued. In a more general way, his influence should be in the direction of restoring philosophy to a place of importance for every educated person who thinks, instead of confining it to esoteric activities which can affect the public only indirectly, insidiously and often in a distorted form. He restores to their position in philosophy what common sense obstinately tells us ought to be found there: insight and wisdom. By affirming the dependence of philosophy upon revelation, and a proper respect for ‘the wisdom of the ancients’, he puts the philosopher himself in a proper relation to other philosophers dead and living. Two dangers to philosophy are thus averted. One is the conscious or unconscious imitation of exact science, the assumption that philosophers should be organised 34as teams of workers, like scientists in their laboratories, investigating various parts of a problem which is conceived as soluble in the same way as a problem in physics. The opposite error is that of an older and more romantic attitude, which produced what I may call the ‘one-man’ philosophy: that is to say, a world view which was the projection of the personality of its author, a disguised imposition of his own temperament with all its emotional bias, upon the reader. I do not wish to diminish the grandeur or the value of the greatest one-man philosophies. When such a philosophy is done superbly well, as by Spinoza, it retains a permanent importance for humanity: for an acquaintance with Spinoza, and a temporary submission to his influence, [17] is an experience of great value. On the other hand, the colossal and grotesque achievement of Hegel may continue in concealed or derivative forms to exercise a fascination upon many minds. I would mention also the work of such a writer as F. H. Bradley, which owes its persuasiveness to a masterly prose style. The charm of the author’s personality stimulates an agreeable state of feeling: and such books will continue to be read as literature, for the enlargement of our experience through a contact with powerful and individual minds.

         Dr Pieper also has style: however difficult his thought may sometimes be, his sentences are admirably constructed, his ideas expressed with the maximum clarity. But his mind is submissive to what he believes to be great, the main tradition of European thought; his originality is subdued and unostentatious. And as he is a philosopher who accepts explicitly a dogmatic theology, his presuppositions are in full view, instead of being, as with some philosophers who profess complete detachment, concealed from both author and reader. The attitude towards philosophy which he maintains, and which distinguishes him from most of our contemporaries, is enough to account for his preference for expression in brief and concentrated essays rather than in constructions of greater bulk. Of such essays he has already published an impressive list: the two here presented are those which the author, translator and publishers agreed upon as the most suitable introduction to his thought. 35

         Scylla and Charybdis

         
            This lecture is dated ‘February 1952’ at the end and is designated ‘Copyright Valerie Eliot’. It was publ. in Agenda, 23. 1–2 (1985), 5–21, in a ‘T. S. Eliot Special Issue: including Scylla and Charybdis, a Hitherto Unpublished Lecture’, ed. William Cookson and Peter Dale, and issued by Black Swan Books. Not in Gallup, but would be [C569a].

         

         My writings, in prose and verse, may or may not have surprised other people: but I know that they always, on first sight, surprise myself. I have often found that my most interesting or original ideas, when put into words and marshalled in final order, were ideas which I had not been aware of holding. It is ordinarily supposed that a writer knows exactly what he wants to say, before he sits down at his desk; and that his subsequent labours are merely a matter of a better choice of words, a neater turn of phrase, and a more orderly arrangement. Yet I have always discovered that anything I have written – anything at least which pleased me – was a different thing from the composition which I had thought I was going to write. Perhaps I never quite know what I am saying until I have said it. Whether I have undertaken the particular task spontaneously, or whether it is a task set for me by circumstances, the element of the unexpected always plays a great part.

         Hence the importance, at an early stage, of the title. One begins by choosing a title, in order to assure oneself that one has a subject: for a title is a kind of substitute or shadow of a subject. Now the relation of title to subject, and of both to the final composition, is, in the case of this address which I am at the moment delivering, a peculiar one. I am, as you may already have noted with impatience, curious about the process by which anything gets written: I am the more tempted to indulge this curiosity on the present occasion, because the Centre Meditérranéen is so closely associated in my mind with the name of the great explorer of thought, feeling and language who was Paul Valéry. So, in the first place, I will reveal that the title of this lecture not only preceded the subject, but was itself due to a misunderstanding. In correspondence with your President, M. Émile Henriot, I complained of the difficulties of deciding on what to talk about to an unknown audience; and I added, in a parenthetical and ejaculatory way: ‘Scylla and Charybdis! to avoid both frivolity and dullness!’ Your [6] President, under the impression that I was offering this remark as a subject, replied at once that he thought it a happy idea, and that this title would be announced. I did not immediately correct him, because I wanted to wait until I had thought of something else. And then I said to myself: ‘Why not?’ The title is in itself a good one. The myth belongs to that Mediterranean world from which our culture springs; it 36refers to a well-known episode in Mediterranean pre-history; like other myths in the story of Ulysses it is what I believe Professor Jung would call a universal archetype of human experience. It responds to some of the deepest desires, and terrors of all human beings: it is the experience of life itself. It is applicable to almost any subject one can discuss. So, having had the title thrust upon me, I launched with zest into the exploration of my own mind, curious to discover what I might find there.

         I turned then to consider the significance of Scylla and Charybdis in poetry; for it is my experience that to enlist the attention of an audience it is best to begin from what one is generally supposed to know something about. It struck me at once that while trying to write a poem I am frequently in the position of the Homeric navigator in that particular difficulty. It is supposed that the poet, if anybody, is one engaged in perpetual pursuit of the right word. My own experience would be more accurately described as the attempt to avoid the wrong word. For as to the right word, I am not convinced it is anything but a mirage. I will try to justify this opinion.

         To take the problem first in its simplest form. The word which is the right word in one respect may be the wrong word in another. The poetic value, the poetic meaning I may say, of a passage of verse, depends upon three things: the literal meaning of the word, the associations of the word, and the sound of the word. The word with the exact meaning you want may be very far from euphonious in the context of the words among which it must be fitted. The word which has the right sound in that place may not mean quite what you want it to mean. Either choice means shipwreck. If the word makes the wrong noise, the surface of the poem is defaced; if it has the wrong meaning, the poem will not stand examination. In neither case, is the result poetry.

         To illustrate this simple dilemma to you briefly and [7] cogently, I should have to find instances in French. But few persons, and certainly not myself, know any language but their own intimately enough to be sure of themselves in choosing illustrations. So perhaps an insoluble problem which I encountered in the course of my own work, may suffice, as I do not need to quote the English line of verse. In one of my poems, The Dry Salvages, I had occasion to describe the sort of debris found on a sea beach, and among it the shells of a particular kind of crab. On rereading the poem some time after the final text had been published, I was horrified to find that I had referred to the wrong kind of crab – the hermit crab which has no shell of its own, but takes for a habitation the shell of some other deceased crustacean. The hermit crab, having no shell of its own, could hardly be identified by a shell on the beach; and indeed, I am not sure that I have ever seen a hermit crab. The crab I had in mind was 37the horseshoe crab. I knew the difference perfectly well: how was it that after spending months in re-writing and revising that poem, I had failed to notice that I continue to associate the name of one kind of crab with the mental picture of another? Simply because the sound of the word hermit fitted perfectly for my line, and the sound of horseshoe was harsh. In such a dilemma, there was only one choice: to put in the right crab, and sacrifice the right sound.

         In another situation, it might be desirable to take the other course and sacrifice sense to sound. Such dilemmas are frequent in the choice of words. Sometimes there is no one word which will do. The line of verse would be very much more effective if there was that word, but in its absence you must sacrifice concision and have recourse to a phrase or a periphrasis. In another poem, for instance, I found myself in great difficulties for a word to express twilight before dawn, as distinct and different from twilight before night. The word dusk, in English, means either: but its immediate denotation, to every English speaking person, is the evening. I suppose that is simply due to the fact that everybody is about in the evening, and only a minority of people are out of doors before dawn. (I have chosen this instance because I believe that crépuscule presents the same difficulty as dusk.) I believe that I could have found one word meaning the dusk of morning, [8] in one or more English country dialects, because country people are more likely to need such a word than townsfolk. But a dialect word – apart from the fact that its obscurity would probably have required a footnote – would have aroused the wrong associations. The scene I was describing was in a London street; the personages in the scene were not people who would express themselves in country dialect; and any dialect word would have been most unsuitable. So, after giving up the hope of finding one word, I had to try to find two words. The substantive could only be dusk; there would have to be an adjective to indicate which dusk I meant; and if necessary I should have to support it with some other indication of the time of day. I first hit upon a word which seemed to me, for a short time, to be a real trouvaille: the adjective antelucan ‘before the light’; in the great Oxford dictionary it is defined as: ‘of or pertaining to the hours just before dawn’. Its meaning was exactly what I required, and I was much taken by the sound of the word. It is a word of Latin origin which appears to have been adapted to the English language during the Sixteenth Century, when a great many new English words – many of which have since been abandoned – were coined by scholars directly from Latin. As I do not find it in Littré, it does not appear to have been adopted into French. But here was a word with the right meaning and a very agreeable sound which nevertheless would not do. It is a rare word. Though its meaning is clear enough, 38such a word is appropriate only for an ornate style; and the passage into which I wished to insert it was in a very deliberately plain style: the word would have attracted attention to itself, and away from the task it had to perform. It might have been a suitable word if I had been writing in the style of Milton; but in my context it would have had the incongruity of a spectator appearing in full evening dress at a football match. So I had in the end to put ‘waning dusk’. It was not what I wanted: but it was, I believe, the best that the English language could do for me.

         I hope I have not taxed your attention too long with what may seem problems of interest only to those of the métier; because these reflections on the verbal difficulties of the poet lead up to problems of wider interest. My point is that [9] the perpetual compromise with words, the necessity for vigilant attention to the literal meaning, the associations and the sound, has a bearing on the process of development of the original idea. In avoiding the several dangers of navigation, the poet cannot be too much concerned with the choice of the port which he hopes eventually to reach. It is necessary certainly, in a poem of any length, to have a plan, to lay a course. But the final work will be another work than that which the author set out to write; and will, as I have already suggested, be something of a surprise to the author himself. For the idea behind a poem will always be less than the meaning of a poem: the meaning depends upon the musical structure as well as upon the intellectual structure. In a poem, one does not altogether know what it is that one has to say, until one has said it; for what one intends to say is altered in the course of making poetry of it.

         All this has a bearing upon the endlessly discussed problem of form and content, of la poésie pure, and of what is nowadays called engagement. The problem of Scylla and Charybdis is now appearing in the following form: should we regard poetry as a vehicle for the expression of our ideas, beliefs, emotions, observations and experiences, or should we consider these ideas, beliefs, emotions, observations and experiences simply as the material out of which we make a poem?

         It is obvious that there are here two problems: that of the poet himself, and that of the reader of poetry. The poet may consciously intend to do one thing, and unconsciously achieve something else: the result may be something either better or worse than what he set out to do. In either event, he is judged by the achievement rather than the intention. The reader, however, who enjoys a poem under the impression that it is something different from what it is, is hardly to be congratulated upon his capacity for appreciation. Let us turn our attention, then, to the poem.

         Here one would like to be able to give illustrations of bad poetry; and this is always difficult to do effectively. If the bad poetry one cites is 39unknown to the audience, the reference is ineffective. But the bad poetry of the past is soon forgotten by all but a few curious scholars; and to cite bad poetry of the present would be unkind to living authors. So I will ask you to [10] accept my assurance that I have gained in the course of my life a very extensive acquaintance with bad and indifferent verse. It comes to me daily, from all quarters of the world; chiefly, of course, in English; but in other languages too, and even in languages wholly unknown to me – for the last, I can only guess at its quality from the laws of probability. The worst, of course, is that in which the authors have nothing to say, and do not know how to say it. But the rest is divisible into two kinds: that in which the author has something to say, but does not make poetry of it; and that in which the author has nothing to say, but says it rather charmingly. At these two extremes we are exasperated or bored by the result: at the one, we are annoyed with the author who appears to be merely making use of verse, and exploiting its resources, for purposes of exposition or persuasion; at the other we feel that the author has been wasting our time with something trivial. In either case an imposture, conscious or unconscious, has been attempted: either to deceive us into believing that an idea has been transmuted into poetry, or into believing that a melodious arrangement of words contains an idea.

         Between the extremes of two kinds of bad poetry, however, there is a range in which good poetry can differ widely. With some good poetry, we are, in reading it, more attentive to what the author is saying; with other good poetry, more attentive to the way in which he says it. For me, the poet who can make a fine poem with the minimum of the poetic, and at the other end of the scale the poet who can make a fine poem with the minimum of content, are always the subject of particular interest. At the one extreme, we might point to the Divine Comedy of Dante, and the poems of St John of the Cross; at the other to some of the lyrics in Shakespeare’s plays – notably those in The Tempest. But in choosing these illustrations I must make an important qualification. Dante may give the impression of being concerned with what he has to say, rather than with the way in which he says it: but we know perfectly well that no poet has ever given closer attention than did he to the technical problems of versification and language, or has ever attained a greater mastery of the craft. And as for Shakespeare’s songs, though they are magical even when extracted from their context, they [11] have a dramatic value also, which means that for their author they were a necessary detail in the structure of the scene in which they occur: their significance is due to the context in which we find them.

         Let us try to find some other illustration, therefore, than Shakespeare’s songs, of genuine poetry with the minimum of content. And here I 40must make a distinction. There are poems in which the content appears unimportant because the poem is a perfect and individual expression of commonplaces; there are others in which the content appears unimportant because we do not know what it is, and yet can enjoy and appreciate the poem without the necessity of knowing what it is. In my own enjoyment of poetry, at least, these are two distinct experiences. For the perfect and final expression of the commonplace, I can think of no better example than Gray’s Elegy in a Country Churchyard. For those who do not know the poem, I will say briefly that it is, naturally, a meditation on mortality. The poet remarks that the graves are those of humble peasants who were once living and are now dead. In death we are all equal, and it does not matter very much whether we have an impressive monument or a plain stone. This leads to the conjecture that one or two of the obscure people buried here may have had gifts which would have brought them to fame and power had circumstances favoured such success. He ends with a rather improbable epitaph upon a young man, dead before his prime, who, one infers, might in other circumstances have become a distinguished poet.

         I have alluded to this particular poem because it is a good example of a beautiful poem which is nearly all platitude. Such poems are untranslatable: they can only be paraphrased by another poet of genius who can clothe the same international platitudes in the beauties of his own language. ‘Rien n’est plus beau que le lieu commun’ says Baudelaire somewhere. From Homer to our own day, poetry has depended upon it. And we should be mistaken if we said that a poem like this, containing no strikingly original idea, was poetry of form rather than content. The content is never negligible. But we may say, I think, that the idea of a poem, or the ideas in it, so far as they can be expressed in words other than those of the poem itself, must be platitude, or rather, must belong to [12] a genus of which what we call platitude or the ‘commonplace’ is a species.

         Within this genus I include The Divine Comedy. What is the difference, with regard to the content of idea, between The Divine Comedy and Gray’s Elegy? There is not merely a much greater number and variety of ideas, or a much more complex structure. The ideas themselves are much more philosophic: that is, they are commonplaces for a much smaller number of people than the commonplaces of Gray’s poem. That is the difference. The commonplaces of Gray are known to everybody and accepted by everybody: no mental effort is necessary to apprehend them. The commonplace is a matter of degree. It is when the statement is familiar to everyone – as, for instance, the statement that all men are mortal – that we say that it is the form and not the content that makes that poem. 41

         It is not only, however, the immediate accessibility and simplicity of the idea that makes us attend to form rather than content. The same thing happens in an antithetical case: when the idea is inaccessible. When a poem is so obscure that we do not know what the meaning is, or even what it is about, but when nevertheless it gives us enduring delight in a high degree, then also we are inclined to say that it is the form and not the content that matters. I pass from Gray to Mallarmé: no two poets, surely, could be more different. I have read, or attempted to read, a number of treatises written to explain the meaning of Mallarmé’s poems. I am not prepared to deny the value of such investigation of origins; but I have never found that they enhanced my enjoyment of the poem. On the contrary, I have sometimes been tempted to say: ‘if that is all there is to the poem, apart from a felicitous arrangement of syllables, it is not so fine a poem as I thought it was – perhaps I was mistaken.’ But my mind obstinately refuses to believe this: I return to the poem, and I still enjoy it, after forgetting the explanation. Some of the ‘explanations’, indeed, set forth no more than certain accidents of circumstance which made the poem germinate in the poet’s mind: these seem to me curious, but irrelevant. Others – especially when it comes to ‘Un coup de dès’ or ‘Igitur’ – profess to set forth an underlying philosophy: but the philosophy, as expounded by the interpreter, never seems to me quite worthy of the poem. [13] Yet I do not draw the conclusion, from the lack of concurrence between the interpretation of the poem and my enjoyment of it, either that Mallarmé’s poems are meaningless, and consequently that it is not necessary for a great poem to mean anything, or even that I myself can enjoy a poem knowing that it has no meaning. A poem that means nothing must be trivial – and therefore cannot be genuinely a poem. It has merely given us a momentary illusion; but I am sure that, the moment we perceived an absence of meaning, we should all reject it. Mallarmé’s poem is for me therefore at the opposite extreme from The Divine Comedy, only within these limits: that I can enjoy a canto of Dante while paying conscious attention only to what he is saying, and a sonnet of Mallarmé while paying conscious attention only to the way in which he says it. But this does not mean that the verbal genius and technical mastery of Dante, or the meaning of Mallarmé’s sonnet, are not essential to my enjoyment of the poem.

         I have held the view, and expressed it here and there in essays for many years past, that a poet does better to take over his ‘philosophy’ from the philosophers, than to invent his own. This comes down to a simple division of function: the genius for conceptual formulation and abstraction, which the greatest philosophers possess, and the genius for transmuting a philosophy into poetry, were in my opinion quite distinct: 42it would be a miracle, and almost a monstrosity, for the two gifts, to the point of genius, to co-exist within the same mind. On this ground, I exalted the poems of Lucretius and Dante at the expense of the philosophical books of Blake; and I even went so far as to maintain that an inferior, fragmentary or chaotic philosophy could serve a great poet, in certain circumstances, as well as a more dignified one; for otherwise we should be obliged, for this reason alone, to admit the inferiority of Shakespeare to Dante.

         I now believe that I have seen a little farther into the matter. I am inclined to think that we may mean two quite different things, when we speak of the ‘philosophy’ of a poet: first, a philosophy which he either takes over, or has attempted to devise for himself in the language of philosophy, and another ‘philosophy’ which can only be expressed in the [14] language of poetry, and which is, in the truest sense, the poet’s own contribution. Certain observations of Professor Pieper of Muenster, on the relation of the philosophic to the poetic activity, have encouraged me in this view. When we study the Aristotelian and Thomist metaphysic, for the purpose of understanding Dante better, we are increasing our knowledge, certainly, but it is knowledge of origins, of the material which went to form the poem. But the philosophy of Dante qua poet is a different matter from his philosophy qua student of the philosophers. If for instance we read certain of the more philosophical passages of the Purgatorio, translating them back into the terms of the De Anima of Aristotle, we may simply marvel that the poet has been able to make poetry of such austere and refractory matter. But the fact that it has been transmuted into poetry means that we are no longer in the same world of discourse as that of Dante’s philosophical masters. On the other hand, this view of the matter explains to me my disappointment in the interpretations of Mallarmé. The philosophy of a poet cannot be translated into conceptual terms. What we do, when we make this attempt with Dante, is to shift our attention from Dante to Aristotle and Thomas, and to give Dante the credit which belongs to the latter. What we do, when we apply the attempt to Mallarmé, is to reduce his poetic philosophy to an inferior conceptual philosophy. In neither case are we estimating the intellectual achievement of the poet.

         By this statement, I do not mean to suggest, either that Mallarmé is as great a poet as Dante, which he certainly is not; or that it is worth while to discuss the work of every poet with reference to his ‘philosophy’. It may be that I am risking confusion, in my own mind as well as in yours, by using the word ‘philosophy’ in two senses. In the ordinary sense, when we ask ‘what is the philosophy of so and so?’ – mentioning a poet, we expect the answer to be in terms of some philosopher or school 43of philosophers. If the poet in question is Dante, we answer ‘Aristotle and Aquinas’; if Lucretius, we reply glibly ‘the Epicurean philosophy’. Or, in the case of Goethe, we have to use a great many more words: we have to consult all of Goethe’s writings, his letters, the reports of his conversation, trace the origin of all his ideas, [15] and attempt to constitute them into an intelligent and coherent whole. But in either case, we are replying as we should to the same question when asked about any person with whom we are acquainted. When asked ‘what does so and so believe?’ we are usually satisfied if we are informed whether he is Catholic, Protestant, Spiritualist, Theosophist or Rationalist, and at the same time are given the name of some political party to which he adheres. We are usually satisfied if we are told what the man professes to believe. If there is an evident contradiction between his profession of belief and his behaviour, we are reduced to conjecture. If we suspect the man of hypocrisy, we may make a likely guess; but if we suspect that his own mind is confused, and that he has not put his beliefs into order, we may say ‘he doesn’t know what he believes’. And in a few human beings do we find a complete consistency of belief and behaviour; nor, in the greater part of life, is such consistency to be demanded: in one aspect, our beliefs are those ideas and principles which we maintain consciously throughout our lives, and on the other hand, our belief at any particular moment is the way in which we behave that moment. Only, perhaps, in facing and accepting martyrdom, is a man’s religious belief completely realised and authenticated.

         The difference may be made a little clearer if I cite specifically religious or devotional poetry (Dante escapes from this category). In such poetry the commonest failure occurs when the author’s conceptual philosophy is one which he wants to believe, but to which his intellectual assent is not complete. That is the most usual reason for the failure of would-be religious poets. Among the writers of good devotional poetry are those whose belief is genuine and passionate, but in whose work the personality of the author is essential: we share his feelings, we experience our exaltation through him. Of such is George Herbert. In another and higher category I should put St John of the Cross, in whose poems the emotion is so directly the consequence of the idea that the personality of the author is, somehow, annihilated: in experiencing his poems we seem to be in direct relation with what he saw, without any mediation through the personality of the author himself.

         [16] It would perhaps be best to speak of the ‘philosophy of the author’ when we mean the philosophy which he either adopted from philosophers, or devised for himself qua philosopher; and the ‘philosophy of the poem’ when we mean only what is found in the poem itself and cannot 44be translated into concepts. It might be helpful if I recalled our point of departure. We started from the ordinary distinction of content and form, and noted that in common terms we may find ourselves enjoying one poem for what the poet is saying, and another poem because of the way in which it says it. In the one case we are inclined to consider the form of expression merely as means, in the other to consider the content merely as material. This is a matter of experience. At the one extreme, we have to ask, ‘why is this a poem, and not versified prose?’ and at the other ‘why is this not nonsense?’ I am not here concerned with the limiting cases; but with the question: ‘what is the relation between the value of a poem and the value of the ideas out of which it is composed?’ And I ask this question because of my own experience, specifically as an instance with the poetry of Mallarmé. I do not feel, in reading Mallarmé’s poems, that I am enjoying them because of their ‘form’ only: I find the content important. But I feel no impulse to try to explain to myself what a poem of Mallarmé is about; and, as I have said, when I have read explanations of their meaning, I have always felt cheated. The Interpreter may be right, on his own plane of discourse; but what I am offered is something different from what I want. In the case of Dante it is something highly respectable in its own kind, a recognisable philosophy; in the case of Mallarmé it is something comparatively trivial. That is the only difference. And I feel that the poet has given me something which has caused in me an enjoyment which I cannot call simply sensuous: he has given me an intellectual exercise and an intellectual delight, which is different from that given me by the prose explanation.

         Whether I am justified in referring to the cause of this intellectual pleasure as ‘the philosophy of the poem’ can only be judged by the reception of the phrase by my public – which is, first of all, yourselves: for, as I have warned you, these reflections have only come to me as the result of meditating [17] upon my title, ‘Scylla and Charybdis’. Obviously, the phrase ‘the philosophy of the poem’ is not equally applicable to every kind of poem. It is most relevant to the poems of those poets who, if they had not been poets, might have been philosophers. That includes poets who, if they had turned to philosophy instead of to poetry, might have achieved only a very modest place as philosophers. Among these latter, I do not disguise the fact that I include myself. (For I take it as inevitable, that when a poet theorises about poetry, the kind of poetry upon which his attention is centred is his own kind of poetry. And, as Valéry has said, ‘il n’est pas de théorie qui ne soit un fragment, soigneusement préparé de quelque autobiographie’.)

         When I speak of ‘the philosophy of a poem’, then, I have in mind primarily a poem by a poet who has pursued philosophic studies, and 45who has even elaborated philosophic theories of his own. These have played an important part in his formation, and will make their appearance in his poetry, but in a form in which they are no longer maintained as theories, but presented as something experienced, and go to compose, together with his experience of life of all other kinds, the material of his poem. Different philosophies, or opposed philosophical opinions which cannot in the philosophical area of discourse be maintained at once, may thus be united and poetically reconciled. I should say, furthermore, that in this operation there is an intellectual work of organisation, which is analogous to the work of the conceptual philosopher. And I should maintain that the experience of the sensitive reader, in assimilating such a poem, is analogous in kind to his experience in assimilating the work of a philosopher. Only, understanding, with a philosophic work and with a poem, is a very different thing. It is owing to the misunderstanding of the fact that there is more than one kind of understanding, that we have inflicted upon us so many false explanations of philosophical poetry: those in fact, which reduce the philosophy of a poem to conceptual terms: whether of the poet’s philosophical masters, or to his own thought when he was philosophising and not writing a poem.

         With regard to the conceptual philosophy which a poet borrows from philosophers, or invents for himself qua philo-[18]sopher, there are reservations to be made. The considerations I have been discussing are not, of course, equally applicable to every type of poetry, nor are they equally important in every poem of the same type. They are applicable to the degree in which philosophical ideas have contributed to forming the poet’s mind and have been digested into (we might say composted into) that profound couche of experience which constitutes the soil in which the germs of his poetry are nourished. They are peculiarly applicable when the matter of a poem, rich with philosophical ingredients, is organised into a structural design. But neither the presence of such elements, nor their organisation, is a universal condition for all poetry. The value we assign to the poem in which they are found has no direct relation to our valuation of the original ideas in their conceptual forms: it is possible not only to make a bad poem out of the greatest philosophy, but a very fine poem out of a philosophy which, put abstractly, is almost negligible. Otherwise, we should have to assert, if we are Christians, that Dante is a greater poet than Homer or Virgil, Racine a greater dramatist than Sophocles; which would be manifestly absurd. The greatness of any particular poetry depends upon many things; among others upon the greatness of the language in which the poet writes; depends, therefore, upon the other poets who have previously written in the same language. It is hard, but I believe true, that some poet of limited gifts, who has the 46advantage of a great language, may be more important for the world than another poet, more richly endowed by nature, who has had to work in a language in itself of lower status in the world at large.

         I come at last to a particular case of poetry which, in the sense which I have been trying to indicate, may be called philosophical. When I alluded, a little while ago, to Gray’s Elegy in a Country Churchyard, that was not only for its illustrative value in that context, but with a view to a comparison I am about to draw. I cannot recall ever having read a comparative analysis of Gray’s Elegy and Le Cimetière Marin, although I should be very surprised to learn that no one had yet drawn the parallel. An English poet of the Eighteenth Century, and a French poet of the Twentieth, have both written poems of meditation in a cemetery – each, [19] the finest poem on this subject in the language. Each is a poem which anyone must know, who has any pretension to acquaintance with the poetry of that language. The comparison is peculiarly interesting in the present context.

         Gray’s poem is, of course, the perfection of an idiom and a versification which was a common style of poets of his time, and which had been brought to that point of excellence by a century of practice. Valéry’s poem, on the other hand, is striking, from the first reading, by the triumphant boldness of its technical originality. I speak with diffidence, but I should suppose that in this poem of Valéry there is to be found a refreshment of French metric from Italian sources. I have spoken of Gray’s Elegy as the distinguished expression of the commonplace. In Valéry’s poem there are commonplaces – in what great poem are there not? – but there is a great difference between a poem in which commonplaces occur, and a poem based on the commonplace. Such a line as

         
            
               La larve file où se formaient des pleurs

            

         

         or even

         
            
               Tout va sous terre et rentre dans le jeu

            

         

         has all the force of the commonplace thought expressed in words which no one has found before: as with lines of Gray, I feel a kind of wonder and admiration as at a miracle of resuscitation of the dead. There are interesting differences on the same plane:

         
            
               The breezy call of incense-breathing Morn

            

         

         and

         
            
               Les cris aigus des filles chatouillées –

            

         

         47there is more difference here than the difference between the Eighteenth and the Twentieth centuries, or even between what can be said in the two languages. But is there any important difference of type between the two poems?

         The difference is fundamental. The content of Gray’s poem, as I have said, consists chiefly of ideas which have occurred to all men in all languages at all times. Hence its structure is merely the plausible sequence by which one such thought leads to another. Valéry’s poem has what I call the [20] philosophic structure: an organisation, not merely of successive responses to the situation, but of further responses to his own responses. He has put more of himself into the poem – to that point at which the surrendering of the maximum of one’s being to the poem ends by arriving at the maximum of impersonality.

         Valéry solved the problem of Scylla and Charybdis in his own way, and because of his own peculiar combination of gifts. I cannot think of any other poet who could so certainly, if he had taken that course, have distinguished himself as a philosopher in the non-poetic sense. I can easily imagine him, had he made that choice in early life, as pursuing a course which would have led him to the Collège de France and such audiences as flocked, forty years ago, to the lectures of Henri Bergson. His parentage with Mallarmé seems to me exaggerated, or at least to be sometimes regarded as if he had no other lines of descent. His mind, in my opinion, was far more philosophical than that of Mallarmé, or than that of Edgar Poe to whom both poets have paid such generous tribute. Having turned to poetry, he achieved the miracle of writing poetry in which the approximation between the two modes of philosophising which I have tried to determine, the conceptual and the poetic, comes closer than in the work of any other poet. He remains a poet, because the translation of the content of any of his poems into conceptual terms converts it into something else – and something else of less value.

         In remarking this unique character of Valéry’s poetry I am not implying that he reached, or came nearer towards some goal towards which all poetry ought to strive, than anyone else. I have said nothing about his relative greatness compared to other poets. I only say of him that he explored what no one else has explored: and if a poet gives us a few poems (for I rate ‘La Jeune Parque’ and ‘Le Cimetière Marin’ as his triumphs) in which he has realised some potentiality of poetry as no one else has done or is likely to do, that, in itself, is glory.

         Let me return to my two marine monsters. If a poet gives us the impression that he is employing his gifts to persuade us to accept a particular theory, or if on the other hand he seems to be exploiting, irresponsibly, a theory or a belief [21] as material to make poetry out 48of, he will equally suffer shipwreck and destruction. The philosopher tries to make us see one aspect of reality; the poet tries to make us see another. These are two modes of contemplation: persuasion and propaganda belong to quite another universe of discourse. And yet there is one reservation to be made. Scylla and Charybdis cannot be escaped merely by having a good chart of the channel. Not all poets are equally conscious of what they are doing: and it may happen sometimes, that a poet succeeds in writing a fine poem with the wrong intentions. If his compass is in error, he may even, in laying his course directly for Scylla or directly for Charybdis, have the good fortune to pass triumphantly between them.

         I should have liked to embark upon an examination of the Scylla and Charybdis of the dramatist – or even to proceed into more dangerous seas, and consider the Scylla and Charybdis of the politician which may be named ideology and expediency. But I must leave you to your own reflections on these matters, for I have, as lecturer, my own Scylla and Charybdis to avoid. I have escaped the Scylla of brevity, but I am in danger of the Charybdis of tedium.

         Preface

         
            Preface to Simone Weil, The Need for Roots: Prelude to a Declaration of Duties towards Mankind, v–xii. Signed ‘T. S. ELIOT’. Publ. 7 Mar. 1952. Gallup B66.

         

         The only kind of introduction which could merit permanent association with a book by Simone Weil would be – like that provided by M. Gustave Thibon to Gravity and Grace1 – an introduction by someone who knew her. The reader of her work finds himself confronted by a difficult, violent, and complex personality; and the assistance of those who had the advantage of long discussions or correspondence with her, especially those who knew her under the peculiar conditions of the last five years of her life, will be of permanent value in the future. I lack these qualifications. My aims in writing this preface are, first, to affirm my belief in the importance of the author and of this particular book; second, to warn the reader against premature judgement and summary classification – to persuade him to hold in check his own prejudices and at the same time to be patient with those of Simone Weil. Once her work is known and accepted, such a preface as this should become superfluous.

         49All of Simone Weil’s work is posthumous. Gravity and Grace – the selection from her voluminous notebooks made by M. Thibon, and the first volume to appear in France – is admirable in its contents, but somewhat deceptive in its form. The comparison with Pascal (a writer of whom Simone Weil sometimes spoke with asperity) may be pressed too far. The fragmentariness of the extracts elicits the profound insights and the startling originality, but suggests that hers was a mind of occasional flashes of [vi] inspiration. After reading Waiting for God2 and the present volume I saw that I must try to understand the personality of the author; and that the reading and rereading of all of her work was necessary for this slow process of understanding. In trying to understand her, we must not be distracted – as is only too likely to happen on a first reading – by considering how far, and at what points, we agree or disagree. We must simply expose ourselves to the personality of a woman of genius, of a kind of genius akin to that of the saints.

         Perhaps ‘genius’ is not the right word. The only priest with whom she ever discussed her belief and her doubts has said, ‘Je crois que son âme est incomparablement plus haute que son génie.’ That is another way of indicating that our first experience of Simone Weil should not be expressible in terms of approval or dissent. I cannot conceive of anybody’s agreeing with all of her views, or not disagreeing violently with some of them. But agreement and rejection are secondary: what matters is to make contact with a great soul. Simone Weil was one who might have become a saint. Like some who have achieved this state, she had greater obstacles to overcome, as well as greater strength for overcoming them, than the rest of us. A potential saint can be a very difficult person: I suspect that Simone Weil could be at times insupportable. One is struck, here and there, by a contrast between an almost superhuman humility and what appears to be an almost outrageous arrogance. There is a significant sentence by the French priest whom I have already quoted. He reports that he does not remember ‘ever having heard Simone Weil, in spite of her virtuous desire for objectivity, give way in the course of a discussion.’ This comment throws light on much of her published work. I do not believe that she was ever animated by delight in her own forensic skill – a self-indulgence to which I [vii] suspect Pascal came dangerously near, in the Letters – the display of power in overcoming others in controversy. It was rather that all her thought was so intensely lived, that the abandonment of any opinion required modifications in her whole being: a process which could not take place painlessly, or in the course of a conversation. And – especially in the young, and in those like Simone Weil in whom one 50detects no sense of humour – egotism and selflessness can resemble each other so closely that we may mistake the one for the other. 

         The statement that Simone Weil’s ‘soul was incomparably superior to her genius’ will, however, be misunderstood if it gives the impression of depreciating her intellect. Certainly she could be unfair and intemperate; certainly she committed some astonishing aberrations and exaggerations. But those immoderate affirmations which tax the patience of the reader spring not from any flaw in her intellect but from excess of temperament. She came of a family with no lack of intellectual endowment – her brother is a distinguished mathematician; and as for her own mind, it was worthy of the soul which employed it. But the intellect, especially when bent upon such problems as those which harassed Simone Weil, can come to maturity only slowly; and we must not forget that Simone Weil died at the age of thirty-three. I think that in The Need for Roots especially, the maturity of her social and political thought is very remarkable. But she had a very great soul to grow up to; and we should not criticise her philosophy at thirty-three as if it were that of a person twenty or thirty years older.

         In the work of such a writer we must expect to encounter paradox. Simone Weil was three things in the highest degree: French, Jewish, and Christian. She was a patriot who would gladly have been sent back to France to suffer and die for her compatriots; she had to die – partly, it would seem, as the result of self-mortification, in refusing to take more food than the official [viii] rations of ordinary people in France – in 1943 in a sanatorium at Ashford, Kent.

         She was also a patriot who saw clearly, as this book shows, the faults and the spiritual weakness of contemporary France. She was a Christian with an intense devotion to Our Lord in the Sacrament of the Altar, yet she refused baptism, and much of her writing constitutes a formidable criticism of the Church. She was intensely Jewish, suffering torments in the affliction of the Jews in Germany; yet she castigated Israel3 with all the severity of a Hebrew Prophet. Prophets, we are told, were stoned in Jerusalem: but Simone Weil is exposed to lapidation from several quarters. And in her political thinking she appears as a stern critic of both Right and Left; at the same time more truly a lover of order and hierarchy than most of those who call themselves Conservative, and more truly a lover of the people than most of those who call themselves Socialist.

         As for her attitude toward the Church of Rome and her attitude toward Israel I wish, in the space of a preface, to make only one observation. 51The two attitudes are not only compatible but coherent, and should be considered as one. It was in fact her rejection of Israel that made her a very heterodox Christian. In her repudiation of all but a few parts of the Old Testament (and in what she accepted she discerned traces of Chaldean or Egyptian influence) she falls into something very like the Marcionite heresy. In denying the divine mission of Israel she is also rejecting the foundation of the Christian Church. Hence the difficulties that caused her so much agony of spirit. I must affirm that there is no trace of the Protestant in her composition: for her, the Christian Church could only be the Church of Rome. In the Church there is much to which she is blind, or about which she is strangely silent: she seems to give no thought to the Blessed Virgin; and as for the Saints, she is concerned only with those [ix] who attract her interest through their writings – such as St Thomas Aquinas (whom she dislikes, perhaps on insufficient acquaintance) and St John of the Cross (whom she admires because of his profound knowledge of spiritual method). 

         In one respect she has, at first sight, something in common with those intellectuals of the present day (mostly with a vague liberal Protestant background) who can find their way toward the religious life only through the mysticism of the East. Her enthusiasm for everything Greek (including the mysteries) was unbounded. For her, there was no revelation to Israel, but a good deal of revelation to the Chaldeans, the Egyptians, and the Hindus. Her attitude may appear to be dangerously close to that of those universalists who maintain that the ultimate and esoteric truth is one, that all religions show some traces of it, and that it is a matter of indifference to which one of the great religions we adhere. Yet she is saved from this error – and this is a matter for admiration and thankfulness – by her devotion to the person of Our Lord.

         In her criticism of the Jewish and the Christian faiths, I think that we have to try to make for ourselves a threefold distinction, asking ourselves: How much is just? How much is serious objection that must be rebutted? And how much, in the way of error, can be extenuated on the ground of the immaturity of a superior and passionate personality? Our analyses may differ widely, but we must ask and answer these questions for ourselves.

         I do not know how good a Greek scholar she was. I do not know how well read she was in the history of the civilisations of the Eastern Mediterranean. I do not know whether she could read the Upanishads in Sanskrit; or, if so, how great was her mastery of what is not only a very highly developed language but a way of thought, the difficulties of which only become more formidable to a European student the more diligently he applies himself to it. But I do not think that she shows, in 52this field, the [x] mind of a historian. In her adulation of Greece, and of the ‘wisdom of the East’, as in her disparagement of Rome and Israel, she seems to me almost wilful. In one quarter she sees only what she can admire; in another, she repudiates without discrimination. Because she dislikes the Roman Empire, she dislikes Virgil. Her admirations, when not motivated by her dislikes, seem to be at least intensified by them. One may sympathise with her horror at the brutalities of expanding or imperialistic peoples (as the Romans in Europe and the Spanish in America) in crushing local civilisations. But when, in order to enhance her denunciation of the Romans, she attempts to make out a case for the culture of the Druids, we do not feel that our meagre knowledge of that vanished society gives any ground for her conjectures. We can share her revulsion from the atrocities committed in the suppression of the Albigensian heresy, and yet speculate whether the peculiar civilisation of Provence had not come to the end of its productivity. Would the world be a better place today if there were half a dozen different cultures flourishing between the English Channel and the Mediterranean, instead of the one which we know as France? Simone Weil begins with an insight; but the logic of her emotions can lead her to make generalisations so large as to be meaningless. We may protest that we are completely in the dark as to what the world would be like now if events had taken a different course, that such a question as that whether the latinisation of Western Europe by Roman conquest was a good thing or bad thing is unanswerable. Her flights of fancy of this kind must not, however, be taken as invalidating her fundamental concept of rootedness, and her warnings against the evils of an overcentralised society.

         This book was written during the last year or so of Simone Weil’s life, during her employment at French Headquarters in London; and it issues, I understand, from memoranda which she submitted in connection with the policy to be pursued after the [xi] Liberation. The problems of the moment led her to much larger considerations; but even those pages in which she is concerned with the programme to be followed by the Free French during the war and immediately after the Liberation show such foresight and maturity of judgement that they are of permanent value. This is, I think, among those works of hers already published, the one which approximates most closely to the form in which she might herself have chosen to release it.

         I have dwelt chiefly upon certain ideas which are to be met with in all her writings, with some emphasis upon her errors and exaggerations. I have taken this course in the belief that many readers, coming for the first time upon some assertion likely to arouse intellectual incredulity or emotional antagonism, might be deterred from improving their acquaintance with 53a great soul and a brilliant mind. Simone Weil needs patience from her readers, as she doubtless needed patience from the friends who most admired and appreciated her. But in spite of the violence of her affections and antipathies, in spite of such unjustified generalisations as I have instanced, I find in the present book especially a balanced judgement, a wisdom in avoiding extremes, astonishing in anyone so young. It may be that in her conversations with Gustave Thibon she profited more than she knew from contact with that wise and well-balanced mind.

         As a political thinker, as in everything else, Simone Weil is not to be classified. The paradoxicality of her sympathies is a contributing cause of the equilibrium. On the one hand she was a passionate champion of the common people and especially of the oppressed – those oppressed by the wickedness and selfishness of men and those oppressed by the anonymous forces of modern society. She had worked in the Renault factory, she had worked as a field labourer, in order to share the life of people of town and country. On the other hand, she was by nature a solitary and an individualist, with a profound horror of what she called the [xii] collectivity – the monster created by modern totalitarianism. What she cared about was human souls. Her study of human rights and human obligations exposes the falsity of some of the verbiage still current which was used during the war to serve as a moral stimulant. Not the least striking example of her shrewdness, balance, and good sense is her examination of the principle of monarchy; and her short review of the political history of France is at once a condemnation of the French Revolution and a powerful argument against the possibility of a restoration of the kingship. She cannot be classified either as a reactionary or as a socialist.

         This book belongs in that category of prolegomena to politics which politicians seldom read, and which most of them would be unlikely to understand or to know how to apply. Such books do not influence the contemporary conduct of affairs: for the men and women already engaged in this career and committed to the jargon of the market place, they always come too late. This is one of those books which ought to be studied by the young before their leisure has been lost and their capacity for thought destroyed in the life of the hustings and the legislative assembly; books the effect of which, we can only hope, will become apparent in the attitude of mind of another generation. 54

         Dossier on Murder in the Cathedral

         PLAYWRIGHT PRESENTS BOTH AN EVALUATION AND APPRECIATION OF THE FILM VERSION

         
            New York Times, 23 Mar. 1952, 5. Not in Gallup, but would be C570a.

         

         So many years have passed since the idea of making a film of my play, Murder in the Cathedral, was conceived in the brain of George Hoellering that I cannot remember when our conversations on the subject began. It was in the middle of the war, in 1941 or 1942, that we were brought together by a mutual friend.

         Hoellering’s first problem was how to convert me to believing that his idea was realisable and worth realising – and even then I said to myself: ‘I don’t believe that it can be satisfactorily done; but unless I agree to make this experiment I shall never know whether it is possible.’ Besides, I wanted to find out how films were made. So I should not regret the experience, even were the film, which has resulted, not the masterpiece which I believe it to be.

         I expected the first discussions to be concerned with casting; instead, I found that my director postponed that problem to a very late stage. Instead, he began by fabricating on hand-looms (which had to be constructed for the purpose) the material for costumes, such as were used in the twelfth century.

         Meticulous

         I was, and still am, amazed by the infinite pains he took for historical accuracy in costume, furniture and setting. This was the first difference to strike me: on the stage minor anachronisms can be ignored or forgiven – but not in a film. In other words, the picture, though it can also produce effects or fantasy impossible on the stage, is also very much more realistic. When it introduces fantasy, it is a realistic fantasy.

         Again, I had expected that much of the photographing would be done on location at Canterbury Cathedral (for which the permission of the Dean and Chapter had been given), using the crypt and any other parts of the cathedral where Norman architecture remained. I now see that even the original Norman parts of the cathedral would have been anachronistic. The cathedral had to look as it did in 1170, when it was still new. Stone-work after nearly 800 years shows signs of wear and tear. And I believe that some electric lighting had been installed, which even the most ignorant film-goer could hardly have accepted as twelfth-century work. It was much more satisfactory to fabricate sets inside a disused war-damaged church in London. 55

         Hoellering imposed two tasks upon me. (Indeed, in spite of my very secondary role in the creation of the film, I found myself, first and last, doing a great deal more work than I had bargained for.) The first was to write the preliminary scenes, especially that of the ‘trial’ at Northampton. Here, he met with a great deal of resistance. I was used to the shape of my play, and didn’t want to change it. I agreed rather grudgingly, thinking that I was being asked to make a concession to that part of the film audience that didn’t know the historical story.

         New Material

         I came to see that these additional scenes are necessary for any audience; that it is not a question of film audience being different from stage audience, but rather a question of the same audience under the different conditions of stage and screen. On the screen, much more has to be explained. Plot, and form, are different things for stage and screen.

         My second important task – I think both of these were performed in the bitter winter of 1945–46 – was to record the whole play (including the new additions) in my own voice. This, Hoellering explained, was to serve as a guide to his actors, not for dramatic expression, but for pronunciation and preservation of the verse rhythms. Only Mr Hoellering himself can say how useful this recording proved. But if this was useful for the film, it strikes me that such recordings might prove helpful also to producers of stage plays in verse. One consequence, unexpected to me, of this recording, was that it suggested to him the use of my voice for the Invisible Tempter. I may observe that my being cast for the Invisible Tempter constituted my third task and that by no means the least arduous.

         Now, there is one question to which I think there is no answer. It is the question: Do I think that Murder in the Cathedral is better as a play or as a film? I don’t think the question has any meaning. But there are two other questions to which I can give answers. First, in what way, if any, is the text of the film an improvement on that of the play? And, in what ways has the film an advantage, for this play, over the stage?

         Improvement

         In the first place, the film assures, what the stage cannot, maximal clarity of diction and complete audibility throughout the house. In the second place, it opens up much larger possibilities for variation in the use of the chorus at the same time more realistic and more nightmarish. It is evident in the film, as not always in the theatre, that the chorus is not a Greek chorus of commentators, but is much more closely implicated in the action. Thirdly, the film gains, I think, by being played straight through without the intermission which is inevitable in the theatre. 56

         Finally, there was the difficult problem of the Knight’s speeches. These speeches were of course designed to be addressed to the audience: if they were addressed to a stage crowd, they would become completely pointless. But, even if such long harangues to the audience could be provided with suitable photography, they would, in a film, take us away from the scene of the murder far too long, and would break the illusion of being eye-witnesses of the actual event, which it is the business of the camera to create. The speeches therefore had to be considerably abbreviated and modified, to be addressed to the twelfth century crowd, and the moment of address to the audience (and without this address to the audience the play loses its whole point) had to be made as brief, as concentrated, and of as violent an impact as possible.

         I think that this is an improvement, in that the meaning is made clear beyond a shadow of doubt. And I think that if I were to rewrite the play (but nothing is less likely) I should here follow the lines which Hoellering and the film medium itself imposed upon me, rather than retain the original speeches.

         It is generally assumed that in the film, the only value of the words you hear is that they should help you to understand what you see. That is to say, that the spoken word in the film is merely an improvement upon the captions of the silent film. In this film I find that my words gain, instead of losing value.

         Hoellering understands poetic drama from the author’s point of view, and that is an exceptional good fortune for me. I have, I believe, made some progress in understanding and appreciating the possibilities of poetic drama from the film director’s point of view. We survived these years of preparation without any violent quarrels. My only complaint is that he has been so scrupulous to avoid doing anything I didn’t like, that he has made me do much more work myself than I would have been obliged to do for anyone else.

         Foreword

         
            Foreword to Joseph Chiari, Contemporary French Poetry, vii–xi. Subheaded ‘by | T. S. ELIOT’ and signed ‘T. S. ELIOT’ at the end. Publ. 18 Apr. 1952. Gallup B67.

         

         A critical introduction to contemporary poetry may take one of two forms, according to the degree of knowledge of the material that may be attributed to the audience addressed. If the poets to be discussed 57are almost unknown, the critic’s chief service is to bring their work to the notice of readers who are likely to appreciate them; and his critical acumen will be most appropriately exhibited by copious and well-chosen quotation. His main task is to persuade his readers that his poets deserve their attention, and to send them eagerly to the poetry itself. If, however, the authors are already known, his aim may be to help readers who have some acquaintance with their work to read more intelligently and analytically, to modify their earlier opinions, and to perceive more accurately the virtues and defects of writers already accepted as important.

         The area which Mr Chiari has chosen to cover obliges him to employ both of these methods. Two of his poets, Valéry and Claudel, authors of an older generation, are already famous in this country as they are in France: there exist a number of translations of both the verse and the prose of Valéry, and at least two of Claudel’s plays have been presented to London audiences. Two of his poets belong to a middle generation – Supervielle and Perse – but their work is not yet so widely known in this country as it should be. The work of a still younger generation – that of such men as Eluard, Emmanuel, and Michaux – is known only to those readers of poetry in England who endeavour to [viii] acquaint themselves with new French verse while the poets’ reputations are still in the making at home.

         I am tempted to draw a comparison here between the task which Mr Chiari has set himself, and that undertaken half a century ago by Arthur Symons in The Symbolist Movement in French Literature. Symons did perform the function of bringing important poets to the attention of English readers; and for that reason his book will remain a landmark. As criticism I cannot say that Symons’s book stands the test of time. He omitted one or two poets of the first importance – notably Tristan Corbière; he included one or two writers – Maeterlinck and Villiers de l’Isle Adam – whose reputation is now somewhat diminished; and even when he admired the right authors, one cannot say that it was always for the right reason. My reason for mentioning Symons’s book, however, is to point a difference between the poetry of the epoch which he treated, and that considered by Mr Chiari: a difference which renders the task of the latter much the more difficult.

         With all the abundance and variety of the French poetry of the period to which we attach the phrase ‘the Symbolist movement’ – and the difference of aim, technique and idiom between such poets as Corbière, Laforgue, Mallarmé, and Rimbaud is amazing – there is a certain unity which makes it manageable as a whole. It is not so easy to say in what the unity consists: for the more closely we examine the meaning of the term 58‘Symbolism’ the more it comes to seem merely a convenient label, and not a defining term. In part, the unity is due to a common derivation from Baudelaire: but the poets whom I have named were anything but epigoni, and what is interesting is not so much what they got from Baudelaire, but what they made of it. The unity is, in any case, felt; and the contrast makes us more aware of our own period – that which Mr Chiari has under review – as one in which common directions have been lacking.

         Whereas, therefore, Arthur Symons could treat certain [ix] poets as forming, between them, the outline of a period, so that he had no need to refer to a number of admirable poets much of whose work has permanent value (I mention in passing only the names of Verhaeren, Jammes, Samain, Tailhade, Kahn, Regnier, Viélé-Griffin), Mr Chiari cannot assign to any of his poets the same representative function. He has, I think rightly, made no attempt to discuss all the poets of the last forty years; he has omitted some of great distinction. His selection has had to be of those poets whose work he finds most sympathetic; and, as a personal choice, it omits a number of names one or another of which the informed reader will miss. But to have been otherwise, his book would have had to be conceived on a much larger scale; it might have become only one of those comprehensive scholarly chronicles which seem to exist only to preserve dull writers from complete oblivion. Had he attempted to perform this task, I do not think that I should have been much interested in the result. I therefore cannot repine at the absence of, for instance, Henri Franck, whose poems deserve a greater fame than they have ever enjoyed. In the same way I only mention the absence of Guillaume Apollinaire (in some ways the most representative poet of one type); and the absence of several significant figures of the twenties – Cocteau, André Salmon, and Max Jacob. I could wish that more space had been given to St John Perse, not only for the intrinsic value of his poems, but because I think he will prove to have had a greater influence upon Anglo-American verse than is yet recognised. And there are, as Mr Chiari admits in his preface, other younger poets besides Eluard and Michaux who deserve a place. But I mention such omissions only in support of my contention that the nature of the period with which Mr Chiari is concerned is such as to compel, in any treatment of this kind, a selection which may appear somewhat arbitrary.

         For the period itself is one which, until it can be reviewed in a much longer perspective, must be left unexplained: it cannot be exposed to the reader in a neat and intelligible [x] order. Even if we consider the only two eldest and most famous of the poets whose work Mr Chiari examines, it is difficult to think of Paul Valéry and Paul Claudel as contemporaries. Their technique, their aims, their view of life are in striking contrast. 59Even their comparative chronology is paradoxical. In 1910, when I had my first introduction to literary Paris, Claudel was already a great poet in the eyes of a younger generation – my own generation. He had published Connaissance de l’Est, Art poétique, and those plays which appeared in one volume under the general title of L’Arbre: and I am not sure that these three books do not constitute his strongest claim to immortality. Paul Valéry, if known at all, was known only as a minor, late Symbolist poet whose work was represented in the standard anthology of Symbolist verse, Poètes d’Aujourd’hui of Van Bever and Léautaud. It was only in 1917, after the publication of La Jeune Parque, that his name was suddenly illuminated with glory; yet curiously enough, while Claudel still remained known only to a few readers in England, the fame of Valéry spread as quickly as that of Proust. Finally, when Valéry died, in 1945, his death seemed to mark the end of an age, with greater definitiveness and solemnity than that of any other European author of his generation could have done. What Valéry represented, in his total oeuvre – for his poetry and his critical and speculative prose form one inseparable whole – was the perfection, the culmination of a type of civilised mind which becomes, to the post-war world, increasingly alien. While the work of Claudel remains, for better or worse, closer to the state of mind of the beginning of the second half of the twentieth century.

         When we turn to the representatives of the middle generation, we find equally little relation between the two poets whom Mr Chiari has chosen, Jules Supervielle and St John Perse. And neither of them can be associated with either of their great predecessors. I am very glad that Mr Chiari chose these two poets, for there are no two poets of their generation in France of whose permanence I feel more [xi] assured. But what generalisations can we make, from the work of Valéry, Claudel, Supervielle, and Perse, together with the younger writers such as Emmanuel and Michaux and half a dozen others who were worthy of inclusion, about the place and function of poetry today? It would be impossible to erect an art poétique of the achievements of French poetry in the twentieth century. Perhaps it is as imprudent to attempt to define the condition of poetry today in any one language as it would be to generalise about the condition of poetry everywhere. But at least, when we confine our attention to the poetry of one language, we can speak of it in the more manageable terms of the technical problem. Confining ourselves to these terms, we can I think speak of the present situation of French poetry as corresponding to a crisis of prosody. It is a period in which each poet is engaged in his own private experiments and explorations in the endeavour to find the right vehicle, the right vocabulary, and the right versification. Eventually, out of these struggles – and only the poet himself knows how arduous, agonising, and 60solitary such effort must be in our time – a common style may emerge in the poetry of a generation to come. Meanwhile, the struggle itself is of the greatest significance for all those readers, in other countries and of other languages, who know that without poetry civilisation cannot flourish.

         Découverte de Paris

         
            Les Nouvelles Littéraires, 1286 (24 Apr. 1952), [1]. Not in Gallup, but would be C570b.

         

         Je vins à Paris pour la première fois en 1910, après mes études à l’université de Harvard, aux États-Unis, à l’âge de 21 ans. J’en avais eu le désir depuis plusieurs années.

         Ma dette envers Paris est incalculable. Je dois beaucoup aux conférences et aux cours que j’ai suivis à la Sorbonne et au Collège de France; mais ma dette est surtout envers la ville elle-même. Cette dette est plus grande qu’aucune de celles que j’ai envers les autres villes du monde. Mon année à Paris, à cet âge, à bien des égards, la plus importante de ma vie.

         Le stimulus de Paris était d’ordre intellectuel, artistique et profondément émotionnel. Ce n’était pas simplement telle ou telle influence en particulier, mais tout un genre de vie, le plus riche, le plus développé et civilisé qu’un jeune homme ait pour avoir le privilège d’expérimenter.

         Some Thoughts on Braille

         
            An address delivered on 25 June 1952 to the National Book League and the National Institute for the Blind in support of the Braille Centenary Fund.

            Books, The Journal of the National Book League, 272 (Sept. 1952), 75–6. Revised from ‘National Book League Celebrates Braille Centenary’, The New Beacon, 36. 428 (15 Aug. 1952), 176–7. Gallup C571.

         

         1 The name of Louis Braille has been conspicuous in the Press, and his native country has just paid him the highest posthumous honour within its power to give. But funerary honours are quickly forgotten: tombs are soon unfrequented; and as for statues, the more publicly they are situated the more completely they become ignored – after a little while few pause to look at them, fewer still to decipher their inscriptions. Perhaps the most enduring honour to the memory of Louis Braille is the half-conscious honour we pay him by applying his name to the script he 61invented – and, in this country, adapting the pronunciation of his name to our own language. We honour Braille whenever we speak of braille. His memory has in this way a security firmer than that of the memories of many men more famous in their day. And his is a name which we are all under obligation to honour, in perpetuity, in the most practical way: by carrying on the work for the blind that he initiated.

         2 There are several ways in which we may contribute to make the lives of the blind happier, fuller and more useful. But it is appropriate that we should turn our minds to-night especially to the problem of the provision of literature for the blind. We are the guests of the National Book League, formed to promote the reading of books; Lord Normanby is to address you on the subject on which no one is so well qualified to speak – the National Library for the Blind; and I presume that it is as a man of letters – for I have no other qualification – that I was invited to take the chair at this meeting. That is certainly the reason why I accepted: or rather, it is the reason for my interest in the subject.

         3 May I make some observations from the point of view of a writer – a writer who has also been connected for many years with the publishing of books, and who, incidentally, both in writing and in publishing, has had to read books written by other people? At times a grievous burden: but in this dual capacity, no demand gives me more pleasure than the request for permission to print one of my works in braille. It is a request any author should regard as a signal compliment. From the point of view of the publisher, the arrangement has a simplicity, an absence of complications, which is all too rare in his business negotiations. There can be no hesitation in accepting; a simple exchange of letters; and author and publisher have done their part. I regret, however, that I am ignorant of what follows. I do not know by what process the books are produced. I have never seen one of my own books in braille, and – what is more important – I do not know whether anybody reads them. I infer, from the fact that I have received this welcome request more than once, that the interest in a previous book has been enough to justify the production of another; but whether my works in braille are well-thumbed, or remain on the shelf, I have never discovered. Perhaps I shall now obtain this information.

         4 I am interested in braille, however, for a personal reason. I do not know whether the thought of possible blindness haunts other writers, but I know that it has always haunted me. And this, without any physical premonition: my sight I am thankful to say is as reliable as most people’s. For a writer, blindness need not be, of course, the end of his activity, as it must be for a painter: but it involves readjustments so great as to frighten 62me. It happens that two great writers of my own generation, both friends of mine, came to suffer from this affliction, and I know something of their difficulties. It is easy to speak of the resource of dictation, for those who have never had to dictate more than their business correspondence. At one time I made the experiment, for a short while, of trying to dictate essays and lectures. I had the advantage of being able to read what I had dictated, to correct and alter – and a great deal of correction and alteration proved necessary. Even so, I found that [76] dictation changed my style of writing, and that the mental effort involved, if I was to escape diffuseness and repetition, was immense. Nowadays, the dictaphone, when available, has facilitated the work of the blind author; but even with this aid the labour of correction and improvement of what one has dictated must be prodigious.

         5 It is not, however, so much the difficulties of composition that appal me, as the impossibility of reading: for, as I have hinted, if a writer has not constant access to what other people have written, his own work may come to suffer from undernourishment. It is often said, of poetry, that its primary appeal should be to the ear; that it is meant to be heard rather than seen. This is true, but it is only a half-truth. Only at early stages of history has poetry been purely auditory, memorised by the bard and passed on by word of mouth; and for centuries we have been accustomed to the printed book.

         6 Poetry is meant to be heard and read: and this is true even of dramatic verse: think how incomplete would be our appreciation of Shakespeare if, however many times we had seen and heard performances, we had never had access to the printed text! It is excellent that poetry should be read to us by skilled readers: it is a common experience to find that a poem which seemed dull or incomprehensible when we have read it to ourselves became living and meaningful when we heard it well read. But then, I think, after this experience, we want to open the book and read the poem to ourselves. We want the interpreter – but the interpreter is also, inevitably, another personality interposed between ourselves and the author. I like to hear poetry well read. But I depend still more on reading it to myself. And if, on the one hand, a good reader can help us to understand a poem which had meant nothing when we read it to ourselves, I find also that when my first acquaintance with a poem is by hearing it read, I do not altogether take it in. What the good reader can do, is to provoke in me the desire to read it to myself. So I find that I need both to hear and to read. If I were completely dependent upon readers I should never feel that I had attained complete intimacy with the poem itself, and with its author. 63

         7 That is why, if I were suddenly blinded, or if I found the world slowly dimming before my eyes, I should be thankful for the invention of braille. Whether at my age I could master it, I do not know; but the hope of mastering it would sustain me. For without being able to read, independent of others to read to me, I do not believe that I could write – or, in so far as I could write, I should be chiefly dependent upon my past reading during my years of vision. That is why I want the blind to be able to read for themselves, as well as to be read to.

         
            Variants from 15 Aug. 1952:

            Title NATIONAL BOOK LEAGUE CELEBRATES BRAILLE CENTENARY

            1 invented – and] invented and

            2 speak – the National Library] speak, of the National Library

[Between ‘why I accepted’ and ‘May I make’:]. I had outer forms of compulsion laid upon me, but I had also an inner compulsion to attend, for are books not more necessary to the blind than to others?

            3 grievous burden:] grievous burden,

braille] Braille [passim]

            4 affliction] great handicap

            6 performances] the performance

became] becomes

heard] hear

         

         An Address

         to

Members of the London Library

by T. S. Eliot O.M.

         On the occasion of his assuming the office of President of the Library. Delivered at the Annual General Meeting of Members in the Reading Room, 22 July 1952.

         
            The Book Collector, 1. 3 (Autumn 1952), 139–44. Gallup C572. Repr. in Sept. 1952 as An Address to Members of the London Library By T. S. Eliot O.M. (Gallup A59).

         

         On my first appearance before you as President, it has seemed to me proper, and a sign of due respect to my audience, that I should offer an address more formally prepared than might be desirable on later occasions; and that the content of this address should be a kind of testament of faith in the London Library.

         First of all, I should like to say something of my personal debt to this 64Library. It is a great many years ago that – under the sponsorship of the late Sir Sydney Waterlow, one of his many kindnesses to me – I was admitted to membership. I was then employed in a bank in the City, and had little time to spend in libraries. I was also writing for various literary periodicals, notably The Athenaeum and The Times Literary Supplement. As a conscientious reviewer, I needed to consult standard works and works of scholarship. There was the British Museum: but I had only my Saturday afternoons free – three Saturday afternoons out of four, as the fourth, at one period of my modest career as a financier, was spent in Cornhill dealing with an obscure operation called ‘the clearing’. I am not ungrateful to the British Museum: but when I installed myself there after lunch on a Saturday, it often happened that I had hardly opened the essential volume for which I had been waiting, when there sounded the familiar warning which corresponds to the phrase ‘Hurry up, please, it’s time’. At this juncture, it was the London Library that made my literary journalism possible. I could go there at my leisure, after lunch on Saturday, [140] rummage the stacks, and emerge with nine or ten volumes to take home with me. Without the London Library, many of my early essays could never have been written.

         This personal record, however, is parenthetical, and has no direct bearing upon my main theme, which is: What is the value of such an institution as the London Library to-day, and why is its preservation worth fighting for? The question has a double pertinence. First, in relation to the financial perplexities of the Library, of which we are all aware; and second, in relation to current tendencies of opinion. Sooner or later a cry may be raised, to put us on the horns of a dilemma. It will say, either that the London Library is superfluous, and should therefore be abolished; or else that it is too valuable to be reserved, and should therefore be taken over by some public authority and thrown open to everybody. So we have to answer two questions: can such a library, limited to members and supported by subscriptions, survive? And, ought it to survive? Our answer to the first question will depend partly on our answer to the second. Now, I should not be here, unless I believed that the London Library, in its present form, ought to be preserved. And when I say this, I am not thinking primarily of its august tradition of service, of all that it has done for letters and scholarship in the last hundred years. The maintenance of an institution cannot be defended on the ground of its usefulness in the past: only on the ground of its value for the present and the future. I am not even thinking primarily of its services to its members – though I am thinking of the services so many of its members have performed which they could not have performed so well without the London Library. I am thinking of the Library as itself 65performing a service to English civilisation. And as for the future, I shall endeavor to give grounds for my belief, that the London Library, instead of diminishing in value, is becoming more necessary than ever before.

         Consider, then, whether there is any other type of library which could replace ours. Certainly, not the great National Libraries. These foundations have their own problems: have you ever reflected on their nightmare future, the world over? Publishers have sometimes complained of the compulsion they are under, to send [141] a copy of every book they publish to the so-called copyright libraries. But what of the other side of the picture? These libraries have the awful burden of having to accept every book that is sent to them – file it, catalogue it, and preserve it until the time of holocaust. Their problem, like the traffic problem, is insoluble: nothing but the exhaustion of fuel supplies can solve the traffic problem, and nothing but the exhaustion of paper supplies can solve the National Library problem. And indeed, in some great modern libraries there is a traffic problem too: I have visited a great new library building in America, in which I was shown, with pride, the system of directions which had been elaborated to prevent the possibility of readers getting lost in the interminable maze of stacks. True, all libraries suffer to some degree from the same complaint: it is in the nature of things that until the day of doom every library must grow and grow. All libraries bear this burden of Atlas (and indeed the burden of Atlas was less, for it remained constant, of the same size and weight): but some libraries are at least free to dispose quietly, after a decent space of time, of those books which nobody wants at all, and of those which no one wants except the few who want them so much that they are prepared to go to a national or a university library to consult them.

         I say nothing of the circulating libraries which perform a different function, and serve on the whole a different public, from ours: though they have nowadays a subscription quandary not dissimilar to ours. It is rather to the municipal and borough libraries that our critics will point, those who will say that if the London Library is not superfluous, then, on moral grounds, it ought to be thrown open to everyone, because to exclude people from something they cannot pay for is contrary to social justice. At this point, I do not propose to enlarge my subject to include any general affirmations about liberty, equality and privilege: a region of discourse in which passionate prejudice obfuscates counsel and eclipses reason. I am only concerning myself with the special case of libraries. I recognize, of course, the important function which only the local public library can perform. But I hold that the London Library is unique, of essential service just [142] because it is restricted to members. If this is ‘privilege’, then it is privilege which I defend with complete conviction: 66only adding that amongst the ‘privileged’, for the London Library, should be included as many as possible of those individuals whom the Committee recognises as suitable and desirable members, but who cannot afford the subscription. The members of the Library should in general be such people as are prepared to make some sacrifice, to economise in any reasonable way, in order to pay their subscription. But beyond that point there are many readers who deserve the ‘privilege’, who are amongst those best qualified to profit by it, and who nowadays cannot afford the subscription at all. Hence the imperative need for the Carlyle Trust, and for benefactions to enable it to carry out its functions.

         Here is the great difference between the London Library and the public library: the London Library has always had a certain homogeneity of membership. In what this homogeneity consists, would be hard to define: but with great diversity of interests, our membership has always represented the high level of culture and of what I may call serious readership. And without such a membership, the assembling of this collection of books would have been impossible. The Committee, when they buy a book, know, in a sense, for whom they are buying it. I do not believe that there is another library of this size which contains so many of the books which I might want, and so few of the books which I cannot imagine anyone wanting; and in saying this I believe that I am speaking simply as a representative member. A public library, however judicious it may be in the selection of books, and however desirous to improve the taste of its readers, has to consider the interests of that great, vague, unknown entity called ‘the public’. It may be easy to build up a public library for specialised or technical books: it would be impossible to build up a public library, of the size of the London Library, equally suitable for the type of reader represented by our members.

         The optimum number of members of the London Library seems to me contingent upon this consideration, as well as upon our limitations of size, and the limitations of physical endurance of the staff. It should, from this point of view, be the largest number of [143] members of the right kind, of men and women of general culture as well as special interests. I do not think we need fear that there will ever be too many such potential members at our doors, suing for entrance. I only say that the unique character of the London Library which, with the aid of the Carlyle Trust, we hope to preserve, has been due, not only to the wisdom, scholarship, taste and administrative ability of successive Librarians and Committees, but to the quality of our membership: and this is an advantage which no public library can enjoy.

         I have suggested that, whatever social changes come about, the disappearance of the London Library would be a disaster to civilisation. But 67I also hinted that some of the transformations which we have witnessed in our lifetime render this library more essential than ever. I was thinking of the disappearance of what used to be called ‘the gentleman’s library’; the decline of those already formed, and the impossibility to-day of forming a new one. There are three kinds of private collections of books. There is the collection of the collector: the man who collects valuable and rare editions, usually of some one author or of some one type or period, and who, when he really knows what he is about, is a bibliographer. Such collections have great value: but, so far as they are not dispersed on the death of the collector, but preserved intact in some public institution where they will be accessible to those worthy to examine them, we need not repine at their passage from private hands. There is what I called ‘the gentleman’s library’, a library of the best editions of such books as a person of general education and culture would wish to have at hand. And finally, there is the private library which is merely a haphazard accumulation. The last is the most frequently found to-day, and it is the kind that I own myself. Mine includes, for instance, books which I reviewed years ago and have never consulted since (some of them still containing the label for returning them to The Times after the review was written); it includes books which I have bought to read and have never opened; it includes books presented by their authors – which I keep, some in the hope of reading them, some out of personal regard for the author, and some out of politeness or prudence. It includes some books which ought to [144] have found their way to Foyle’s outdoor bin years ago. I have an accumulation of books so various, so recalcitrant of order, that when I want to consult some book I know I possess, I cannot find it, and have to borrow it from the London Library.

         Very few people, nowadays, do possess a collection of books which deserves to be called ‘a library’. Very few of us have the space. We all suffer from claustrophobia, from living in boxes too tight for us. Just as, sitting in the vast smoking room of some large club, I can imagine myself the proprietor of a palace, so when I come here, I have a better library than the library I should like to own myself. Here are so many of the books I should like to own. Complete editions, for example, of the works of minor Elizabethan dramatists. Even if I could get them (and some are very difficult to obtain) I have no room for them. Nobody can give house room to the complete works of voluminous authors; yet no one, I hold, is well educated unless he knows the complete works of several great authors and a few favourite minor ones.

         The great private libraries have had their day, and are gone. Even the more modest private library is a rarity. And under these conditions the London Library takes its place: this is the private library of each one of its 68members. This is a very important function indeed; and I am convinced that if this library disappeared, it would be a disaster to the world of letters, and would leave a vacancy that no other form of library would fill.

         [Tribute to Luigi Pirandello]

         
            Sipario, 7. 80 (Dec. 1952), 66. Signed ‘T. S. ELIOT’. Not in Gallup but would be C573a.

         

         Pirandello is a dramatist to whom all serious dramatists, of my generation and the next, must recognise a debt of gratitude. He has taught us something about what our problems are, and indicated directions in which their solution may be sought. He has shown us by his example that the escape from the confinement of naturalistic realism in the theatre, need not be sought in the artificially ‘poetic’ or in the fantasies of a play of bloodless ideas and epigrams. He has had the courage and the imagination which have made it possible to penetrate ‘realism’ and arrive at reality.

         The Publishing of Poetry

         
            The Bookseller, 2450 (6 Dec. 1952), 1568–70. Gallup C574.

            Headnote: ‘The following article reproduces the substance of a talk which Mr. Eliot gave to the Society of Young Publishers last month.’

         

         I felt flattered by the invitation to address the Society of Young Publishers: it struck me that at last I had achieved the honour of being recognised as an Old Publisher. I am accustomed to being regarded, by other publishers, as a member of that tiresome, inferior but necessary class of beings known as Authors. I expect to be treated as a Publisher only by my own Authors – who do not necessarily always regard me as a good Publisher. Yet, if I am not qualified to address you on this subject – the publishing of poetry – I am not qualified to talk to people on any subject whatever. For I have had twenty-five years’ experience of this branch of publishing. What I propose to offer you this evening is a selection of the small fruit of my experience, picked in a somewhat haphazard manner.

         The first point I have to make will appear so simple as to be almost a glimpse of the obvious. It is this: that the most important difference between poetry and any other department of publishing is, that whereas 69with most categories of books you are aiming to make as much money as possible, with poetry you are aiming to lose as little as possible. And I maintain that it takes as much canniness to achieve this result with your poetry as it does to make comfortable profits from some other kinds. I admit that publishers do bring out now and then books, in other categories, on which they expect to lose money: I am only suggesting that poetry is the only whole department in which you expect to lose money.

         Two Necessary Conditions

         If the only thing one had in view was to lose the minimum, the answer would be plain: don’t publish poetry at all. This is the way in which many publishers solve the problem. There must be some other reason impelling some publishers to undertake this unprofitable activity. The word which springs immediately to every lip is ‘prestige’. But this word prestige needs looking at. We use it rather freely: sometimes it is a consolation prize which publishers award themselves for a book which hasn’t done as well as they had hoped. It is curious that we should attach so much value to prestige: we are not quite sure what it is, we are never quite sure that we have got it, and we are never sure how much it is worth when we have it. I shall say something more on this subject of prestige presently. But one thing I am sure of is, that if you publish poetry solely in order to get prestige, you are unlikely to get it, and you will probably waste money instead of merely losing it. You have to have some better reason. I think that for publishing poetry two conditions are necessary.

         The first is, that the director of directors in a firm publishing general literature must be convinced that English poetry has been one of the glories, perhaps the chief glory, of our literature in the past; and that, in consequence, it is a responsibility towards society that such a firm should do something for English poetry, by publishing the best poetry, written in our time, that it can get hold of. And the second essential is, that there should be somebody in the firm who can give a good deal of time to this department: someone, preferably, with a flair for recognising at an early stage poets who will be publicly recognised in ten or fifteen years’ time.

         ‘Prestige’ Only a By-Product

         If these two conditions are fulfilled, you may be able to build up a list which in due course will contribute to the firm’s prestige. But the prestige must come as a by-product: what you are aiming at is to publish some of the best poetry being written in your time. You won’t get prestige – not the right kind – merely by taking over poets who have already established their reputation: the firm itself must have had something to 70do with building up that reputation. You must be known to have backed the right authors long before they became famous.

         This raises another interesting point about the kind of prestige with which I am concerned. After you have acquired it, you can’t sit back and relax. You have got to go on earning more, if you are to keep what you have earned. If you close your list, and simply go on publishing the work of the same successful poets, people will begin to say ‘What a good firm that used to be: now all the life seems to have gone out of it.’ So prestige has two parts: (1) having picked the right authors in the past; (2) going on guessing about the younger generation.

         With this combination it is obvious that your prestige for what you have done up to date will help to establish your newer authors. That is, your imprint on a book of verse will be an initial advantage: it will, at least, ensure some attention from editors and reviewers when the new books reach them. I don’t know how much difference the imprint makes to the buying public, which depends for poetry on reviews and on recommendations in conversation. And, incidentally, I don’t think that advertising makes much difference: all you can do is to announce that a new book of verse has been published. The more famous authors will sell just as well, and the younger ones just as meagrely, on the minimum of advertising matter.

         Three Classes of Poets

         My next point is that I think we can divide the poets on a good, well-balanced poetry list into three classes, roughly speaking. My three classes do not bear any necessary relation to the relative importance [1569] of the poets – this is a classification only into sales. It is of course to be expected that, other things being equal, the better-selling poets will be the older and the poor sellers the younger ones.

         First, there are the poets who actually make some money, for themselves and for their publisher. Not much money, compared with some lines of merchandise, but still a cosy little sum. Any poet whose new book can be expected to sell 3,000 within a year of publication belongs in this class: which has a very, very small number of members indeed! This class can be counted on to provide good property for a back list. In the course of time, the Collected Poetical Works and a few volumes of Selected Poems of various sizes and prices should go on selling throughout the term of copyright, sufficiently to make it worth while to keep them in print, for profit as well as prestige.

         The second class consists of poets who have proved their worth, who consistently get fully reviewed and noticed, who are always mentioned in lists of the best poets of their generation. Incidentally, it is when a poet 71is not merely reviewed but constantly referred to, that I begin to have confidence in his success. When the reviewer of the new poets X, Y and Z gives his readers to understand that they ought to be familiar with the work of A, B and C – then I feel happy about A, B and C. This second class ought not to show more than a small deficit on a book at the end of twelve months. You are not making money, but your losses are negligible. Some of these will get into the first class in time, others will stay where they are.

         Third, there are the poets on whom you are losing money. They are the young ones who may – or may not – get into the second class in a few years’ time. You are still testing them out, for a promising start may be deceptive: you don’t know about their staying power. Yet they are a necessary part of your list: otherwise you will be thought to have lagged behind. And I believe that if the Poetry Editor is himself convinced of the exceptional merit of a poet he should stick to him through thick and thin however disappointing the response of reviewers and readers.

         This leads me immediately to my next point. I look at a good many poetry scripts every week. Of the great majority, I may say that there is no part of my work which costs [1570] me less time and trouble. That is the thing about verse: you can judge from a very small quantity whether the author has any possibilities or not: you can often say, ‘The man who can write as bad a line as that simply hasn’t got it in him.’ The rarest experience is to come across a new poet who strikes you as so good that you don’t need anybody’s judgement but your own. There remain a small number of scripts by new authors about which you cannot make up your mind at once. I usually keep such scripts for a long time, to take them up again at intervals, to read them in a different mood, at a different time of day. When one is tired, and has been looking at a number of bad scripts, it is very easy to deceive oneself into thinking that a collection of poems is better than it is, merely because it is better than the others.

         Also, there is a time span beyond which one has less confidence in one’s own judgement. With volumes by new poets more than twenty years younger than myself – and the majority of new poets now are much younger than that! – I do not altogether trust my own reactions. It becomes necessary to have a few younger friends, themselves in touch with what is happening among the young, whose opinion one can take. I don’t say that I always accept their valuations, but they are always helpful. And if a new poet seems to me meritorious, but I don’t feel that at the moment our own list ought to have an addition, I consider that I ought to commend him to some other firm. 72

         The Importance of the ‘Little’ Publisher

         It is exceptional when a new poet of merit turns up, without my having heard or seen his name before. He has usually appeared from time to time in one or more of the little reviews and poetry journals. I consider these periodicals – most of which do not survive for long – of great value in general: to the young poets, because it is helpful to see one’s work in print, and because they get known in this way to each other; to the editorial departments of publishers, as they enable us to keep an eye on the development of the younger writers without having to commit ourselves. But equally important are what I call the ‘little publishers’.

         What I mean by a ‘little publisher’ is something like this. Somebody, very likely a lady with some means and great enthusiasm, starts a small business for publishing poetry, and is prepared to lose money by it. It is firms like this which can publish small booklets by young poets. For a large firm, the overheads on such little books are so excessive in proportion to the possible benefits to either publisher or author that their publication is out of the question; and a small specialised firm can often handle them more successfully. A ‘little publisher’ can also afford to publish such little poetry books in a series. For the large firm, a series of new poets is undesirable. A series is likely to conform to a sort of Gresham’s Law: it is judged and remembered, not by the few good poets who are launched by it, but by the much higher proportion of mediocre verse in that series. Furthermore, the ‘little publisher’ incurs no great responsibility: he can drop a poet without that poet suffering any loss of reputation; and he knows that his more successful poets will eventually be taken on by some larger firm of general publishers anyway. But the general business firm cannot afford to be constantly publishing single volumes by poets whose later work they must decline. It doesn’t look well, and is not fair to the poets themselves, or to the other poets established on one’s list.

         Publisher-Poet Relationship

         Finally, when we get to the stage of taking on a new poet, there is often much work to be done in preparing his first volume. With such a book, I have to read every poem several times and make tactful suggestions of detail. Then I may have to make a selection from among the poems offered, for a young poet does not always know which are his good poems and which are not. The order in which the poems are to be placed in the volume is important, and the editorial expert ought to know better than the author what the best order will be: the order in which they should meet the reviewer’s eye. Then a good title has to be found for the book – often the title of one of the poems: but which one? And finally, the 73blurb. Everyone engaged in publishing knows what a difficult art blurb-writing is; every publisher who is also an author considers this form of composition more arduous than any other that he practises. But nobody knows the utmost difficulty until he has to write blurbs for poetry: especially when several are to appear in the same catalogue. If you praise highly, the reviewer may devote a paragraph to ridiculing the publisher’s pretensions: if you try understatement, the reviewer may remark that even the publisher doesn’t seem to think much of the book. I have had both experiences.

         As for the publisher’s relation with the poets, he has two chief troubles. The first is to dissuade a poet from wanting to publish too soon: before he has enough good poems for a volume without putting in inferior poems. The other is to prevent a poet from wanting to publish too often. The saturation point of the market for poetry, for poetry even by a very well known poet, is low. It does even a good poet harm to bring out his volumes in rapid succession. It is sometimes the poet’s literary agent who has failed to grasp this elementary market principle.

         Monopoly a Bad Thing

         One final question – which I put last because I don’t know the answer: indeed, I am not sure there is one. How large should your poetry list be, in relation to the total output of books of your firm? I believe there must be an optimum somewhere, because I believe that an excessively swollen poetry list is a disadvantage to the poets on it, as well as to the publisher’s balance sheet. But on the one hand the poets already on your list go on writing and turning in new books; and these poets must certainly have priority – except when they produce something lamentably below their level, which isn’t often. And on the other hand, as I have said before, you have to add new poets from time to time, in order to keep up to date. The only answer I can find – not, perhaps, a final answer – is that I wish that there were more publishers who considered it worth their while to have a poetry list. A monopoly would be a very bad thing, not only for poets themselves and for society itself, but for the poetry publisher who was the monopolist. I am sure that the other publishers who do publish verse will agree with me in wishing that we might see the publication of verse more widely diffused.

         
            1. La Pésanteur et la Grâce.

            2. Attente de Dieu.

            3. I use the term ‘Israel’ as she used it, and not, of course, with reference to the modern State.
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         L’amitié Franco-Britannique

         T. S. ELIOT

         
            Answers to questions about literature and franco-britannic friendship. Les Nouvelles Littéraires, 1326 (29 Jan. 1953), [1], 5. Not in Gallup, but would be C575a.

         

         C’est dans son bureau d’éditeur, au-dessus des arbres de Russell Square, que T. S. Eliot me reçoit. Sa haute taille légèrement voûtée lui donne une allure de grand seigneur. De ce prince de l’esprit et du langage rayonne une humanité si chaude que toute contrainte disparaît en l’approchant.

         – À votre première question posée en termes si généraux, me dit-il, il est difficile de répondre. Parmi les écrivains dont l’influence se fait sentir dans un pays étranger, il faut distinguer ceux qui délibérément, par amour du pays voisin, essaient de l’atteindre; ceux qui, malgré eux, par la nature même de leur talent, influencent les écrivains d’autres pays, et ce son ceux-ci les plus grands. Sans le chercher ils atteignent plus profondément et, par le moyen des traductions, rendent la compréhension plus facile, resserrent les liens entre les deux pays. Il faut avant tout qu’un écrivain soit honnête avec lui-même, que son oeuvre soit conforme à sa nature.

         – Parmi ces deux catégories d’écrivains y en a-t-il qui vous paraissent particulièrement importants?

         [5] – Certaines oeuvres semblent faites pour l’exportation, parce que plus facilement accessibles. Moins marquées par leur pays, elles sont en quelque sorte d’un attrait mondial. D’autres, et parmi celles-ci peuvent se trouver les chefs-d’oeuvre les plus rares, sont si marquées par leur origine qu’elles restent nationales, locales et ne sont accessibles qu’à un nombre restreint.

         Il y a deux façons de resserrer les liens entre la France et l’Angleterre: soit qu’un écrivain entreprenne de faire connaître son propre pays au pays voisin, et c’est je crois la manière la plus difficile – elle n’est réalisable que dans la mesure où il connaît admirablement le peuple voisin – soit qu’il tente d’expliquer ce peuple à ses compatriotes, et c’est ainsi qu’il a le plus de chances de réussite.

         Le mode de pénétration idéale c’est qu’une oeuvre exerce une influence dans le pays voisin en dehors même de la volonté de son créateur et 75sans que le lecteur en ait conscience. C’est ainsi que les différences, les antagonismes s’aplanissent. Mais ce n’est pas la tâche d’un écrivain d’exercer délibérément une influence ni de faire de la politique. Sa tâche est de parfaire son oeuvre au maximum de ses possibilités.

         – Les Anglais considèrent, je crois, que la littérature française est trop imprégnée de politique?

         – Oui, ceci n’existe presque pas ici. Mais il est essentiel pour tout écrivain anglais de connaître la littérature française.

         – La proposition peut être renversée.

         – Il ne m’appartient pas d’en juger. Mais en Angleterre c’est dans le texte même que l’élite doit apprendre à connaître votre littérature.

         – Vous semble-t-il qu’il y ait en ce moment de grands courants d’idées communs à la France et à l’Angleterre?

         – Nous sommes trop proches pour en décider. Mais il me semble par exemple que l’existentialisme français n’a suscité ici qu’un intérêt de curiosité.

         – Ne croyez-vous pas qu’il y a dans nos deux pays une espèce de renaissance religieuse dans le domaine littéraire?

         – Je n’aime pas cette expression de religious revival qui peut faire croire à une nouvelle forme de foi. On peut parler de renaissance religieuse dans la mesure où les écrivains dont l’oeuvre repose sur la religion sont pris au sérieux, plus qu’il y a vingt-cinq ans, si bien que le public ignorant de la religion s’intéresse et discute des oeuvres de Graham Greene auxquelles il n’existe pourtant que les réponses théologiques.

         – Il en est même en France de l’oeuvre de Bernanos. Les Diologues des carmélites ont été un des plus grands succès de la saison.

         – Oui, le public accepte tout sermon, à condition qu’il ne soit pas prononcé en chaire. La religion est redevenue respectable du point de vue intellectuel. Scepticisme religieux et littérature ne sont plus synonymes.

         – Du point de vue pratique quelle serait la meilleure façon de rapprocher les deux peuples?

         – Les voyages d’un pays à l’autre sont excellents. Les conditions matérielles les rendent très difficiles et c’est là que les nombreux congrès littéraires trouvent leur utilité, non point pour leurs discussions à la tribune mais pour les sympathies spontanées qui jaillissent, les liens personnels qui se créent. Les écrivains peuvent ainsi discuter entre eux, sans la contrainte de la tribune, de problèmes artistiques. C’est le hasard de ces rencontres amicales qui suscite les conversations les plus captivantes et donne naissance à des idées nouvelles. 76

         [Greeting to the Asociacíon de Artistas Aficionados]

         
            Printed in Revista programa: Ciclo de orígines del teatro, invierno, 1953, by the Academia de Arte Dramático de la Asociacíon de Artistas Aficianados (Lima). Not in Gallup, but would be C575b.

         

         Estimados señores:

         He recibido su carta del 15 de enero, y estoy escribiendo simplemente para expresar mi simpatía y admiracíon a su ambicioso esfuerzo al aspirar presentar en un año, tantas obras maestras de la antigüedad clásica. Como ustedes bien lo pueden suponer, soy un convencido admirador de los dramaturgos griegos, y desearía que nosotros pudiéramos ver in este país, algunas de las obras que Lima va a gozar durante la dos próximas estaciones.

         Con todos mis mejores deseos.

T. S. ELIOT

         Foreword to the English Edition

         
            Foreword to Henri Fluchère, Shakespeare, [v]–vii. Publ. 13 Apr. 1953. Signed ‘T. S. Eliot’. Gallup B68.

            In the penultimate para. a dash has been inserted after ‘specialised investigations’.

         

         In writing Shakespeare: dramaturge élisabéthain the author had no thought of addressing himself to an English-speaking audience. As he tells us in his preface, the book emerged out of his lectures to his pupils at the University of Aix-en-Provence during the years of the occupation; and his modest intention, as he told me at the time of its publication in France, was to introduce French students of Shakespeare to the development of Shakespeare criticism in England during the previous quarter of a century. For such a task M. Fluchère was exceptionally well qualified. He had pursued his English studies for several years at Cambridge University; he had become bilingual; his knowledge of English literature was exact and comprehensive; he not only knew all the more recent English contributions to Shakespeare criticism, but was personally acquainted with some of their authors. His experience as a translator (he had translated Everyman and my own Murder in the Cathedral into French) had given him an understanding of the correspondences and what I may call the reciprocal inadequacies of the two languages, which cannot be acquired in any other way. As one of 77the authors whose work he has translated, I feel qualified to pronounce this encomium.

         My purpose in writing this preface, however, is not to praise M. Fluchère as an interpreter of English literature to French readers, but to affirm the value of his book for English-speaking readers and students of Shakespeare. Its author’s qualities, as scholar and critic, far exceed the requirements of his original purpose. I am not acquainted with any recent English work which serves the same need as this of M. Fluchère – not only giving us a conspectus of Shakespeare’s drama as a whole, but exhibiting that drama in its relation to the other masterpieces of the Elizabethan theatre, and taking account of recent studies by English critics. Even had he done no more than summarise the conclusions of English criticism in the last twenty-five years, he would have written a book useful to English readers. But he has [vi] done much more: his book commends itself to us because of the value of the author’s own ideas, which are supported by his combination of scholarship and understanding and experience of the theatre.

         At the present stage of Shakespeare criticism, the critic who would give a well-balanced interpretation of Shakespeare’s total work needs a number of qualifications not commonly found together. The ideal Shakespeare critic should be a scholar, with knowledge not of Shakespeare in isolation, but of Shakespeare in relation to the Elizabethan Theatre in which he is only one, though very much the greatest, of the masters, and of that Theatre in relation to the social, political, economic and religious conditions of its time. He should also be a poet; and he should be a ‘man of the theatre’. And he should have a philosophic mind. Shakespeare criticism cannot be written by a committee consisting of a number of specialised scholars, a dramatist, a producer, an actor, a poet and a philosopher: each of them would be incompetent without sharing some of the knowledge and capacities of the others. Certainly, to be a poet or a philosopher is not enough. A poet is not a qualified interpreter, unless he understands the particular technique of dramatic verse. In order to understand dramatic verse he must needs have had some success in writing it; and if his dramatic verse is to be really dramatic he must acquire also the point of view of the producer, the actor and the audience. To understand Shakespeare he must understand the theatre of his own time – but also the differences between the theatre of his own time and that of Shakespeare’s time; he should know the latter, not merely as an antiquary, but from the point of view of the producer, the actor and the audience of Shakespeare’s time. For such understanding, both scholarship and imagination are required. Nor is the philosophic critic, without the other qualifications, in better case than the poet. The philosopher 78needs to understand the nature of poetry, if he is to avoid the danger of confusing the philosophical ideas which can be elicited from a poem with a system of philosophical belief which can be attributed to the author. And it follows from what I have said above that he needs to understand the special conditions of the stage, the peculiar kind of reality manifested by those personages of the stage who strike us as most ‘real’, if he is to avoid the error of analysing dramatic characters [vii] as if they were living men and women, or figures from the historical past.

         Our demands upon the Shakespeare critic have, in our time, become exacting. The number of important specialised investigations – historical, social, linguistic, and studies of imagery and symbolism in Shakespeare – have to be taken into account by the critic who aims to consider the work of Shakespeare in all its aspects. But perhaps more than any other single writer, Mr Harley Granville-Barker by his Prefaces, illuminating the plays with the understanding of the producer, has suggested the need for a synthesis of the several points of view from which Shakespeare can be studied.

         The reader will judge for himself of the proportions in which M. Fluchère possesses all the qualifications I have named: but I am convinced that M. Fluchère has been able, to an exceptional degree, to put himself at one after another of these points of view. In passing from one section to another of his book, I have been struck by his comprehension of all the problems involved – whether of the conditions of the theatre, of the particular conditions and aims of the Elizabethan theatre, of the nature of dramatic poetry, or of the development of Shakespeare’s style from first to last. And, incidentally, I have noted with admiration his penetrating remarks upon the works of Shakespeare’s contemporaries, notably Ben Jonson and Beaumont and Fletcher.

         [American Literature and the American Language]

         
            An Address Delivered at Washington University on June 9, 1953, was publ. as Washington University Studies – New Series – Language and Literature – No. 23, in June 1953. Slightly revised in TCTC. See below, pp. 736–51. 79

         

         Reflections on the Unity of European Culture (II)

         
            Adam, 14. 159/60 (June/July 1946), 1–3, was revised under the title ‘THE CRITERION’, omitting three paragraphs (not two, as Gallup states), in Adam, 21. 234 (1953), 20–1: Gallup C517. Further revised in NTDC (1948; see Vol. 3, pp. 710–14 in the present edition) and repr. in NTDC 1962.

         

         Thomas Stearns Eliot Gratulation

         
            Tribute to Rudolf Kassner. Rudolf Kassner zum achtzigsten Geburstag Gedenskbuch (A. Cl. Kensik und D. Bodmer), 58. Publ. 9 Sept. 1953. Signed ‘T. S. Eliot’. Gallup B70.

         

         To contribute to the chorus of praise and thanks which should greet Rudolf Kassner on his eightieth birthday, is a privilege which confers greater honour on the contributor than on the recipient. I am happy to have the opportunity on this occasion to salute and pay homage to so distinguished an author and so great a European who has every reason to look back with pride upon his life-work.

         Literature

         
            The Unity of European Culture, A Series of Broadcasts given over the B.B.C. Foreign Service July to October 1953, 19–21. Subheaded ‘talk by T. S. Eliot’. Publ. Dec. 1953. Gallup B71.

         

         We can approach the question of the unity of European literature from two different points of view. It is from the historian of literature that we learn the meaning of the phrase ‘unity of European literature’ in the past. Or, we may start from the point of view of the contemporary man of letters, whose centre of interest is the literature of the present and immediate future. My own starting point is the latter: I speak, not as a scholar, but simply as a man of letters. As a writer, I recognise my own immense debt to other authors not only of my own language but of other European languages, ancient and modern. I am aware that but for what I leave learned from poets and prose-writers of other languages than my own, I might never have had anything to say, and certainly should never 80have found out how to say it; and I have, throughout my life, tried to keep in touch with what was happening, in the world of letters, in other countries of Europe. For seventeen years I edited a literary review, whose main raison d’être was to stimulate the circulation of ideas, to arouse attention to whatever new and significant, in poetry and prose, was coming into existence in other countries as well as my own. To me, the unity of European literature has always seemed a self-evident necessity; to me, the rapid circulation throughout Europe of the best that was being thought and written in each country of Europe has seemed as essential for the continued life of literature as is the function of breathing for the life of a human being.

         I point the difference between these two lines of approach – that of the scholar and that of the man of letters – only to affirm that they are complementary. It is from the study of history that we learn what we are now: by learning how we have come to be what we are, we acquire understanding of what we are. And I find that my own faith in the unity of European literature, derived from experience, is confirmed by what I [20] have learnt from scholars about the history of European literature from its earliest beginnings. I refer you to a great and monumental book, by Professor Ernst Robert Curtius of Bonn: Europaeische Literatur und Lateinisches Mittelalter – a book that ought to be perused by every European man of letters. Dr Curtius, indeed, is both scholar and in my sense ‘man of letters’; he has made important contributions to the literary criticism of our time, and to the criticism of modern French and English authors in particular. He brings the light of his organised learning to bear on our situation today. I am happy to find that the conclusions to which he is led, are in accord with those which I have held instinctively or reached empirically.

         Obviously, if the unity of European literature were merely an historical fact with no bearing upon the future, it would be of only limited interest. But the unity in the past is the strongest reason for believing that unity is necessary in the future. If, that is, our several literatures are to survive – if we are to hope, in any country of Europe, to continue to produce imaginative and philosophical work of the first order. Dr Curtius holds that the literature of Europe can be understood only if considered as a whole, from Homer to Goethe. I agree: and I would add that for the future, European literature must continue to exist as one organism, if literature is to be written in any of the countries which constitute Europe.

         When I say that the literature of Europe is an organic whole, I am not dissimulating, but rather emphasising, the differences between the literature of one country and that of another. It is because of these 81varieties of region and language, and the divergent paths of development, as well as because of more primitive differences between the Nordic, Celtic, Latin and Slavonic languages, that there is significant unity – unity, not uniformity. And the testimony of medieval scholars like Dr Curtius is supported by all we know of later periods. Sometimes one country, sometimes another, has taken the lead: at one time or another, powerful influences have swept Europe coming from Italy, Spain, France, England or Germany in turn. And what modern writer has not been deeply affected by the work of the great Russian novelists? I have mentioned only the larger nations of Europe; but we must not forget that a single man of genius in one of the smaller nations, from time to time, has exercised immense power over minds everywhere. Such, in our own time, have been Kierkegaard in Denmark, and Ibsen in Norway. I am sure, for my own part, that dramatic literature will always be something different from whatever it might have been, if Ibsen had never appeared.

         There is another way of stating the reason for our unity in the past, and I trust, in the present, which should have an immediate appeal. We do not need to consult the works of historians of literature, to know that the literature of every country of Europe has been nourished from the same three sources: the literature of the Bible, and the literatures of the Greeks and Romans. We have origins in Israel, Greece and Rome. These literatures are the common heritage of Gentile and Jew, Catholic and Protestant. I am not speaking of the common religious formation: I am speaking of the poetry of the Old and the New Testament and the Apocrypha, and the poetry of Greece and Rome: for, apart from sharing a common religion, it is by sharing the poetry of great civilisations of [21] the past that a common sensibility is formed. Theodor Haecker gave to his masterly essay on Virgil a significant title: Vergil Vater des Abendlandes. For many centuries, we have all been indebted to these three sources of our own poetry. For many centuries, our poets have been educated by Israel, Greece and Rome. Without these literatures we should become unable to understand, not only the great literature of other languages, but the great literature of our own.

         Every literature, if it is to thrive, needs constant refreshment from two sources: from its own past, and from contemporary writing abroad, as well as from the classics of foreign literatures. I do not ignore the value of literary influences from the other side of the world: I myself owe much to ancient India, and other writers have enriched literature by seeking influence still further afield, from Persia, China, Japan, and even from less highly developed societies. But because of our inextricable common history, and because of our closer cultural kinship, Europeans 82must continue to owe their largest debts to each other, and to those three ancient civilisations of which we are all the heirs.

         Finally, I ask two questions: Is this unity threatened today? And, why should it be worth preserving? First, it is threatened by immoderate censorship and direction: most, when men of letters are told, not only what they may not say, but also what they must say. Second, it is threatened by modern and erroneous conceptions of the Nature of Man – what we call ideologies. And finally, it is threatened by ignorance – by increasing indifference to the humanist element in education, the element that (religion excepted) most helps to bind us together. As for why it is worth preserving, my answer is one that you may have anticipated. The health of the literature of each language of Europe depends upon that of the others. If, through the laceration of civil war, from oppression or control by a government, or from some more obscure cause, the literature of any one area of Europe languishes, so much the worse for the rest of Europe. If there were no such thing as European literature, there would be no French or German or English or any other local literature within Europe. In losing our kinsmen, we should find ourselves severed also from our ancestors, and from our own literatures that patriotism holds dear. So, if you think it desirable that your own country should continue to produce great works of literature, and that it should continue to appreciate its writers of the past, you must agree that we all have a common interest at stake.

         The Three Voices of Poetry

         
            Eliot’s lecture to the National Book League, delivered on 19 Nov. 1953, was publ. on 11 Dec. 1953: Gallup A63. Revised in OPAP. See below, pp. 208–20.
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         Introduction

         
            Introduction (ix–xv) to The Literary Essays of Ezra Pound, Edited with an Introduction by T. S. Eliot (Faber & Faber, publ. 22 Jan. 1954). Signed ‘T. S. Eliot’. Gallup B72.

         

         The editor of this volume is alone responsible for the choice of essays and reviews included; and he is therefore called upon to give account of his principles of selection. I have not aimed at including everything, in the area of literary criticism, that seemed to me worth preserving: there is enough material for another volume. Limitation of size has imposed the exclusion of much; so I have tried only to give a representative choice from Ezra Pound’s literary criticism over a period of some thirty years. Being a retrospective selection, this book differs from the four books of critical papers from which the bulk of the material has been taken, and to the publishers of which I make acknowledgement: Pavannes and Divisions (A. A. Knopf, New York, 1918), Instigations (Boni & Liveright, New York, 1920), Make It New (Faber & Faber, London, and the Yale University Press, 1934) and Polite Essays (Faber & Faber, London, 1937). These collections were assembled in a form which does not seem to me permanently satisfactory: they have served their purpose in prolonging the effect at which the various papers were aimed on their original publication in periodicals. The books themselves have become more difficult to obtain; and there is furthermore some overlapping of contents between the American and the English collections. I have included also shorter pieces rescued from the files of periodicals: amongst such, I have made selections from photostats from American magazines, supplied to me by Mr James Laughlin. There must be other uncollected writings which have escaped our notice: Pound has contributed indefatigably to little magazines. There remain two books from which I have taken nothing: Guide to Kulchur (Faber & Faber, 1938) and the early but very important The Spirit of Romance (Dent, London, 1910). Both these books have been out of print, but have recently been republished by New Directions: they should both be read entire.

         The present book is designed differently from any previous collection of Pound’s essays; so I believe there is justification for its having been entrusted to another hand than that of the author. The [x] author – like any 84author – would make a somewhat different choice from that of his editor; he has, in fact, expressed regret at certain omissions, and deprecated the inclusion of several items which appear to the editor to be of more lasting value than they do to him. But Mr Pound has never valued his literary criticism except in terms of its immediate impact; the editor, on the other hand, wished to regard the material in historical perspective, to put a new generation of readers, into whose hands the earlier collections and scattered essays did not come when they were new, into a position to appreciate the central importance of Pound’s critical writing in the development of poetry during the first half of the twentieth century.

         I hope, furthermore, that this volume will demonstrate that Pound’s literary criticism is the most important contemporary criticism of its kind. Of a very important kind – perhaps the kind that we can least afford to do without: what the kind is I shall have to consider presently. If this selection succeeds in its purpose, it will show (1) that Pound has said much about the art of writing and of writing poetry in particular, that is permanently valuable and useful. Very few critics have done that. It will show (2) that he said much that was peculiarly pertinent to the needs of the time at which it was written; (3) that he forced upon our attention not only individual authors, but whole areas of poetry, which no future criticism can afford to ignore. And finally (what will matter less to him than any of the foregoing achievements) that he has shown a more immediate and generous appreciation of authors whose work one would not expect him to find sympathetic, than is generally known. It is for this last reason that I have included the early reviews of poems by Robert Frost and D. H. Lawrence. For this reason also I have included the early essay on Lionel Johnson, otherwise unobtainable: the edition of Lionel Johnson’s poems of which this essay formed the Introduction was withdrawn immediately after publication. Mr Pound tells me that his Introduction aroused hostility: it is difficult for me, and I think it will be difficult for other readers now, to understand why. This essay is of interest, not only for what Pound says about Johnson, but for Johnson’s own opinions, there quoted, about his contemporaries – judgements to which, by the fact of quoting them, Pound seems to have given implicit assent.

         To appreciate any retrospective collection of literary opinions and judgements, it is necessary to pay attention to the dates at which [xi] they were written. I have tried to establish as nearly as possible, the dates of all the pieces included; and here must make acknowledgement of invaluable help from Mr Hugh Kenner1 of the University of California, 85and from Mr Norman Holmes Pearson of Yale University. Such dating is essential. Malevolent critics have two well-known resources: to quote and collate isolated sentences torn from their context, and to quote what a writer said twenty or thirty years ago as if it was something he had said yesterday. Every collection of statements written at different times and in different contexts must be protected as far as possible against such misrepresentation. The views of any writer, if his mind develops and matures, will change or will be modified by events; a statement may lose the validity which it had when it was written; but if it was valid for its place and time, it may still have permanent value. Much of the permanence of Mr Pound’s criticism is due simply to his having seen so clearly what needed to be said at a particular time; his occupation with his own moment and its needs has led him to say many things which are of permanent value, but the value of which may not be immediately appreciated by later readers who lack the sense of historical situation. 

         Inevitably, after the passage of time, such a critic as Mr Pound (who has never been afraid of his own insights) will appear to have exaggerated the importance of some principles, or of some authors, and to have unjustly depreciated others. He has enlarged criticism by his interpretation of neglected authors and literatures, and by his rehabilitation of misesteemed authors. As for the reputations that he has attacked, we must recall the reaction against the Augustan Age initiated by the Lake Poets. Any pioneer of a revolution in poetry – and Mr Pound is more responsible for the XXth Century revolution in poetry than is any other individual – is sure to attack some venerated names. For the real point of attack is the idolatry of a great artist by unintelligent critics, and his imitation by uninspired practitioners. A great writer can have, at a particular time, a pernicious or merely deadening influence; and this influence can be most effectively attacked by pointing out those faults which ought not to be copied, and those virtues any emulation of which is anachronistic. Pound’s disparagement of Milton, for instance, was, I am convinced, [xii] most salutary twenty and thirty years ago; I still agree with him against the academic admirers of Milton; though to me it seems that the situation has changed.

         It is necessary to consider Pound’s literary pronouncements in the light of the circumstances in which they were written, both in order to grasp the extent of the revolution of taste and practice which he has brought about, and in order to understand the particular kind of critic of which he is so eminent an example. He has always been, first and foremost, a teacher and a campaigner. He has always been impelled, not merely to find out for himself how poetry should be written, but to pass on the benefit of his discoveries to others; not simply to make these benefits 86available, but to insist upon their being received. He would cajole, and almost coerce, other men into writing well: so that he often presents the appearance of a man trying to convey to a very deaf person the fact that the house is on fire. Every change he has advocated has always struck him as being of instant urgency. This is not only the temperament of the teacher: it represents also, with Pound, a passionate desire, not merely to write well himself, but to live in a period in which he could be surrounded by equally intelligent and creative minds. Hence his impatience. For him, to discover a new writer of genius is as satisfying an experience, as it is for a lesser man to believe that he has written a great work of genius himself. He has cared deeply that his contemporaries and juniors should write well; he has cared less for his personal achievement than for the life of letters and art. One of the lessons to be learnt from his critical prose and from his correspondence is the lesson to care unselfishly for the art one serves.

         Pound’s criticism is always addressed, implicitly, first of all to his fellow craftsmen; to all those who write the English language, though his especial concern and care has been for his fellow craftsmen in America. But it is precisely this address to writers that gives Pound’s criticism a special and permanent value for readers. One learns from him appreciation of literature by learning to understand the preparation, study and training to which the writer should submit himself. Whether Pound is giving his attention to the enunciation of general principles, or to the reassessment of neglected authors and to expounding neglected literatures, or whether he is advertising the merits of new writers (corresponding to the three sections into which I have divided this book) the motive is fundamentally [xiii] the same: the refreshment, revitalisation, and ‘making new’ of literature in our own time.

         It is something, but not much, for the classification of Pound’s criticism, to place it with the other notable contributions of poets to criticism: the essays and prefaces of Dryden, the two prefaces of Wordsworth, the Biographia Literaria of Coleridge: all of whom were concerned with ‘making new’ in their own time. (I should like to add, to please myself, Samuel Johnson; and, to please Pound, Walter Savage Landor.) But none of these was so consistently concerned with teaching others how to write. And of no other poet can it be more important to say, that his criticism and his poetry, his precept and his practice, compose a single oeuvre. It is necessary to read Pound’s poetry to understand his criticism, and to read his criticism to understand his poetry. I am not interested – it is inessential to my purpose – to assert that one kind of criticism is of higher value than another. What does seem to me true, and necessary to say, is that Pound’s critical writings, scattered and occasional as they have 87been, form the least dispensible body of critical writing in our time. They began at a moment when they were very much needed: the situation of poetry in 1909 or 1910 was stagnant to a degree difficult for any young poet of to-day to imagine. Pound himself had a long way to go: and he has gone it. Comparison of his earliest with his latest verse should give ample evidence of how much he himself has learnt from his own critical meditations and from study of the authors about whom he has written.

         To say that any kind of criticism has its limitations is not to belittle it, but to contribute towards its definition and understanding. The limitation of Pound’s kind is in its concentration upon the craft of letters, and of poetry especially. (The fact that he ignores consideration of dramatic verse, which he regards, quite rightly, as a distinct form of application of verse, and which is a form or application in which he is not interested, is a deliberate limitation worth noting, but not otherwise important.) On the one hand, this very limitation gives him a wider range: Pound’s contribution, by calling attention to the merits of poetry of remote or alien societies – Anglo-Saxon, Provençal, early Italian, Chinese and Japanese, to say nothing of his beneficial, though irritating and sometimes disputable knocking about of accepted valuations in Latin and Greek literature – is immense. But when we want to try to understand what a foreign [xiv] literature means, or meant, to the people to whom it belongs, when we want to acquaint ourselves with the spirit of a whole civilisation through the whole of its literature, we must go elsewhere. With some literatures, as the Provençal, that literature may, for aught I know, be comprehensively exhibited by the specimens of it which Pound recommends for study by the contemporary writer of English. For those literatures whose summits have been mostly in the drama, the exclusion of drama is serious; but Pound has never yet written about a form of verse which he would not care to practise. And (to take the foreign literature which I know best) Pound performed a great service (especially in The Spirit of Romance) for the English-speaking reader in emphasising the greatness of Villon. He was quick to appreciate the originality of Laforgue and Corbière. He showed a discriminating taste among the minor poets of the ‘Symbolist Movement’. But he ignores Mallarmé; he is uninterested in Baudelaire; and to his interests such poets as Malherbe and La Fontaine are irrelevant. In Elizabethan literature, apart from the drama, and apart from the songs about which he has spoken well, what about poetry such as that of Jonson and Chapman? I mention these omissions, not as cautious reservations in my admiration for Pound’s criticism, but the better to praise it for what it is. You can’t ask everything of anybody; and it is an illusion fostered by academic authorities on literature, that there is only one kind of criticism, the kind 88that is delivered on academic foundations, to be printed afterwards in the ‘proceedings’ or as a brochure in a series.

         I must add a word about footnotes. I have tried to avoid notes (with the exception of one modest correction bearing my initials) except to supply dates. Any notes newly contributed by Mr Pound are initialled E. P. Notes with no such indication are the author’s notes to the text as originally published.

         Mr Pound regrets the omission (for which the editor is responsible) of an essay on René Crevel; he regrets that he has not yet written a study of the work of Jean Cocteau, and that he has not produced a more recent and comprehensive study of the work of Wyndham Lewis. And I gather that he has recently been giving thought to Sophocles – an excursion into new territory, the fruits of which should be interesting. Other papers which he would have liked me to include struck me as being outside the frame of a volume entitled ‘Literary Essays’.

         [xv] I should add that amongst the papers excluded from this volume of literary essays, are those on music, painting and sculpture, with two exceptions: the notes on Dolmetsch and Brancusi which I have appended as a reminder to the reader of all the other essays on the arts, which fall outside the scope of the present volume.

         A Message

         
            LM, 1. 1 (Feb. 1954), 15–16. Gallup C581.

         

         A message of good will, from an elderly man of letters, on the appearance of a new literary periodical, may easily be regarded as a mere act of courtesy towards a venture in which he bears no responsibility. In order, therefore, to make it evident that this is something more than a perfunctory gesture of benediction, I wish to produce my credentials and explain why I am interested in the success of The London Magazine.

         In the first place, I am interested because I myself edited a Literary Review for seventeen years. I am far from wishing that The London Magazine should be cut on the pattern of The Criterion: for one thing, it must be shaped according to very different conditions; and, equally important, it must be shaped according to the mind of the editor. But my own years of editorship have given me some understanding of the essential functions of a Literary Review at any time, as well as some experience of the difficulties which it has always to confront. And that experience, in spite of and because of my own mistakes, should qualify me, to some 89degree, to appraise the editorial direction of a new periodical of the same kind. I am confident that the Editor and Board of The London Magazine will produce a periodical in which I shall continue to be interested.

         My belief in the value of Literary Reviews has not waned: indeed, it has only been strengthened by awareness of the vacuum of the recent post-war years. It is undoubtedly a scandal, that we have had, in London, since the end of the War, no literary magazines to compare with those which have sprung up in other countries. There are half a dozen, on the Continent, for which we have no equivalent. As for America, I am aware of a common Anglo-American danger of abandoning the central position for those of two extremes: the Academic and the Popular Educational. The type of magazine from the lack of which we suffer is neither that which provides a vehicle of expression for critics occupying university posts nor that which [16] endeavours to elevate the Public Taste. What we need is the magazine which will boldly assume the existence of a public interested in serious literature, and eager to be kept in touch with current literature and with criticism of that literature by the most exacting standards.

         But will that public give its support? In England, there are far too many people, professing to be lovers of literature, who are ready to say either ‘this magazine lacks support, and therefore there is no point in my supporting it’; or else ‘this magazine is substantially backed, and therefore can do without my support’. Too many of the people who ought to subscribe to a literary magazine say ‘I haven’t time to read it regularly, but I shall buy a copy when there is something that I ought to read.’ Such people most frequently overlook the number containing something they ought to have read. They say then that they are sorry they missed it. During seventeen years, I knew which lovers of literature, amongst those who could afford to pay the subscription, were subscribers, and which were not.

         The first function of a literary magazine, surely, is to introduce the work of new or little known writers of talent. The second is to provide critical valuation of the work of living authors, both famous and unknown. The third is to be in the best sense international. The magazine must be aware of what is happening in other countries and of what is being written in other languages; and must keep its readers informed of what is happening – but never, I would say emphatically, merely in the way of ‘news’ or gossip. The readers must be encouraged to read books, not merely to talk about books they have not read. But the most important international aspect of any literary magazine is that it should be read by, and should command the respect of, the editors and collaborators of similar magazines in other countries. And the new writers, whose work 90it introduces, should be writers who deserve the attention of writers and of readers of literary magazines in other countries.

         I am addressing myself, however, primarily to those English readers, at home and overseas, who profess to take an interest in literature. It is their duty to take out a subscription to The London Magazine. Without literary magazines the vitality of the world of contemporary letters is very gravely reduced. If our society cannot provide for such a magazine, a circulation large enough to justify its existence – and a subscription, it must be remembered, is not merely an act of financial support but a declaration of moral support – then the outlook for our civilisation is all the more sombre.

         Comments by T. S. Eliot

         
            Eliot’s answers to questions concerning The Confidential Clerk. New York Herald Tribune, 7 Feb. 1954, Section 4, p. [1]. Gallup C583.

         

         
            On his progress from The Cocktail Party to The Confidential Clerk in his experiments on prosody in verse:

I can only say that I feel more at home with it. I wear it more easily; and that has contributed to my greater satisfaction with the play as drama.

            On the meaning of The Confidential Clerk:

Now let’s see, I mustn’t say too much about this play, as I want the audience to make up its own mind. If I say I intended such-and-such, then people will say they have to find just that in it. But, really, if a play is any good it ought to have a great deal in it that its author doesn’t completely understand.

            On whether The Confidential Clerk is comedy or tragedy:

Since no one is murdered or dies violently in The Confidential Clerk I am letting the audience call it what they like. It can be regarded as either.

            On the improvement of his technique as a dramatist:

In The Cocktail Party only four of the seven characters are characters in the true sense. The psychiatrist and his two assistants are outside the action of the play. They interfere, but there is no character development in these three. They just perform a job. I think that the audience may have been mystified by this. So, in The Confidential Clerk, all seven in the cast are characters in their own right with none being outside the action. 91

            On what Eliot thought of the comment that the last act of The Cocktail Party was actually an epilogue, and how he improves on this in The Confidential Clerk:

It was a necessary epilogue, but these critics were right in the sense that the dramatic action was all over. In my new play, I’ve tried to keep things happening up to the end. To tell you the truth I think psychiatry had a lot to do with the success of The Cocktail Party. It made it very fashionable.

            On the classical sources for his work:

The idea for The Confidential Clerk came to me out of a classical story, just as The Cocktail Party started out with my wondering about Alcestis. I was interested in what happened at the point Euripides leaves off. What was it going to be like when the wife is brought back? … I wasn’t trying to be smart-alecky and suggest that the dramatic critics were damn fools not to notice the parallel. After all, it’s the dramatic critic’s business to say if a play is good theatre, and not to record these other things. I was merely amused that the people who came along afterwards, with months to study the play and who found all sorts of hidden meanings that I never dreamt of in it, didn’t come across the one thing that stimulated me into writing it.

            On not revealing the source of The Confidential Clerk:

Why I don’t let this very small cat out of the bag is that if you say that such and such a parallel exists it will lead people up the garden path.

            Of the characters in relation to the author of The Confidential Clerk:

I was more concerned with getting the reactions of the people to each other right than I was with the deductions to be drawn from these reactions.

            On the poet in the theatre:

The poet has a hell of a lot to learn in the theatre. You can’t get along with good verse and bad theatrical technique.
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