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            There is always another one walking beside you

            – The Waste Land
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            I think of a friend who, in the early days, was as much concerned with the encouragement and improvement of the work of unknown writers in whom he discerned talent, as with his own creative work; who formulated, for a generation of poets, the principles of good writing most needful for their time; who tried to bring these writers together for their reciprocal benefit; who, in the face of many obstacles, saw that their writings were published; saw that they were reviewed somewhere by critics who could appreciate them; organized or supported little magazines in which their work could appear – and incidentally, liked to give a good dinner to those who he thought could not afford it, and sometimes even supplied the more needy with articles of clothing out of his own meagre store. To him, several other authors, since famous, have owed a great deal.1

            – t. s. eliot, 1949

         

      

   


   
      ix
         
            Recollections? let some thesis-writer have the satisfaction of ‘discovering’ whether it was in 1920 or ’21 that I went from Excideuil to meet a rucksacked Eliot. Days of walking – conversation? literary? le papier Fayard was then the burning topic. Who is there now for me to share a joke with? Am I too right ‘about’ the poet Thomas Stearns Eliot? or my friend ‘the Possum’? Let him rest in peace. I can only repeat, but with the urgency of 50 years ago: READ HIM.2

            – ezra pound, 1966
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            Morocco 1960.

         

         Winters were becoming harder. Each year the chill reached deeper into his chest, each year the breathing tightened. Doctors urged for warmer climes, and in the biting cold of an English January he finally left London for Marrakesh. But the recuperation was not to go as planned. Two hundred miles to the south-west, the dogs of Agadir howled in unison and rats were driven up on to the streets; a column of fire shot into the sky.3 The earthquake unleashed at that moment was so forceful that it would shake the foundations of his hotel more than a day’s journey away, whipping up debris and dust clouds that threatened to suffocate his airways. His evacuation north through the night came too late: particles of rubble had entered his lungs and would trigger an attack of emphysema that would incapacitate him for months. T. S. Eliot had five years of life ahead of him, but he would spend those years in poor health. He told Ezra Pound that nowadays he had to put most of his energy into breathing.4 But Pound faced trials of his own. Released after more than a decade’s incarceration for treason, he expressed to Eliot his sense of a life in extreme failure: sitting in my ruins, he wrote, a sick mouse on a rubble heap.5 He was disgraced by war crimes, discredited as man and poet, ‘and heaven comes down like a net / and all my past follies’.6 Eliot would cable in correction: ‘i never forget my own great debt to you to whom all living poets are indebted stop’.7 And he would open his arms in empathy: ‘I have known well enough states of mind similar to yours,’ he wrote.8 But Pound’s state of mind was not stable. A judicial pronouncement of insanity may have been all that saved xviiihim from a death sentence in 1945; fifteen years later, he told a caller in a faltering voice, you – find me – in fragments.9 For Eliot, in contrast, the foundations were secure. He had no more poems left to write, but his standing as the eminent poet of the age was assured. Decades ago, he had left behind the formative style with which he had made his reputation, but from North Africa in that winter of 1960, he found himself returning to the one piece that had become the most influential of them all. Struggling for breath, Eliot began to transcribe, from memory, to raise funds for a London library, his poem of four hundred lines.10 In capital letters he penned its title, and beneath it he wrote ‘1922’, and beneath that he signed his name. His hand faltered as he recalled the epigraph, but for twenty-three pages it moved fluently. As it did, something remarkable took place: he recollected a line that had been culled from the drafts of the poem four decades before. Then, he had excised it at the insistence of his wife, Vivien, for whom it had been too painful a portrait of their troubled marriage. Now, he restored the words that once had been considered so hurtful. The ivory men make company between us. In writing out the poem, he had returned in mind to the company of those who once had worked alongside him. To Vivien, who had tuned his ear and lent a voice of her own, and who, through her marriage to Eliot, had accelerated the conditions that would bring the poem into being. And to the more forensic reader besides: one who had cleared the undergrowth of the poem in order to uncover its heart; one whose own life lay in tatters, and who looked to Eliot for his salvation. To him, Eliot inked the dedication for the last time: for Ezra Pound, he wrote, and, below it, il miglior fabbro. The better craftsman.
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            Ez Po and Possum

            Have picked all the blossom,

            Let all the others

            Run back to their mothers11

            – ezra pound, 1935
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1
            Armistice.

         

         The runner was breathless when he finally caught up with the 157th US Infantry Brigade on the furthest reach of the Western Front. It was 10.44 in the morning and he carried with him the news that the ceasefire brokered overnight would begin at eleven o’clock. Further runners were urgently dispatched to inform the other companies; but with no clear instruction on how to proceed in the sixteen minutes that remained, the Brigade Commander of the 157th took the decision that there would be no let-up in fighting until eleven. Private Henry Gunther was pinned with his company beneath a cover of fog on the rise of Côté-de-Romagne. The war had divided the loyalties of many of those fighting, but for Gunther it had been more divisive than most. A German-American from East Baltimore, his neighbourhood were people from the old country; when war broke out he found himself the subject of racial abuse. He cared more about his job in the National Bank of Baltimore, and about Olga, the girl he wanted to marry, than he did about the war, but he was drafted into the infantry regiment dubbed ‘Baltimore’s Own’ for the Maryland men who served in it. A supply sergeant, he witnessed harrowing conditions at the front and wrote to a friend at home urging him to stay out of the conflict if he possibly could. An army censor reported his letter and Gunther was broken to the rank of private; his fiancée ended their engagement, and with it the last of his morale. In the final minutes of the war, he lay face down on the ground occupied by his unit, bayonet fixed to his rifle, preparing to advance. Shells exploded in the boggy ground around him, sending up founts of iron and mud. On 2the slope above him, two squadrons of German machine-gunners counted down the minutes; they knew the armistice was imminent and could not believe their eyes when Gunther’s company rose and began to approach through the fog. Had they not received the message of ceasefire? The Germans fired a round of warning shots overhead and the advancing troops dropped to find cover. Gunther alone rose to his feet and continued his advance. Perhaps he was driven to avenge his demotion, or perhaps to prove himself to Olga – perhaps he had lost all sense of having anything left to salvage; whatever it was that urged him on, he ignored the call of his sergeant to stay down. A German gunner waved him back, but he would not turn, and was fired upon. Gunther was killed by a bullet to the temple. Sixty seconds later, the war to end all wars ended.1

         Henry Gunther was the last of ten million soldiers to fall in the Great War: a sad, senseless end, his hometown newspaper remembered.2 Six million civilians had also died, and the influenza that was to follow would kill tens of millions more. The world had never witnessed destruction on such a scale or such wastage of life, and with the signing of the armistice a search to comprehend the conflict would begin.

         Up and down the length of the British Isles, towns and villages lay bereft of young men. The loss of ‘pals battalions’, where friends and neighbours were in service together, had wiped out the men of some communities almost entirely. Many who survived returned physically maimed and were unable to work; some wore masks to hide their terrible injuries, others were crippled by what was then known as shell shock. Those who were physically able came home to a landscape of rationing, recession and unemployment. Social patterns had changed in the workplace and at home; women had substituted for men in the factories and the fields. Labour disputes built towards the General Strike of 1926; in Ireland, the War of Independence was followed by a vicious civil war. As old empires crumbled across Europe, some gave way to modes of communism 3sweeping out of the east. New countries emerged within old borders, nation states replaced kingdoms. Terrorist bombings in the United States fuelled a ‘Red Scare’, leading to round-ups of subversives. The General Strike in Seattle of 1919 was denounced as a Bolshevik revolution, one of thousands of walkouts nationwide; race riots swept through the Midwest. The prohibition of alcoholic drinks polarised the national debate and financed organised crime, while agriculture began to collapse. The ‘roaring’ economy of the early 1920s would overheat on the road to the Great Depression. And the reparations inflicted on Germany by the victorious Allies, and the treaty that defined them, would cripple that country and dismay the world, laying the foundation for disaster. Civilisation and progress – watchwords of the pre-war era – seemed emptied of meaning, robbed of certainty or value.

         
             

         

         T. S. Eliot had spent the months leading up to the armistice trying to enlist in the United States Army. A childhood hernia and tachycardia had made active duty impossible, though he felt sure that he had something to offer military intelligence and had pursued applications with the Navy and the Army. But on 11 November 1918, he had returned to his job at Lloyds Bank in London, his efforts to enlist, he said, having ‘turned to red tape in my hands’.3 As an American citizen (he would not become a British subject until 1927), the obligations upon him were not those of the Englishmen he had lived among since 1914. Then, he had felt unassimilated: ‘I don’t think that I should ever feel at home in England’;4 but as the war progressed, Eliot came to understand it through the eyes of those who fought in it, ‘as something very sordid and disagreeable which must be put through’.5

         Ezra Pound had spent Armistice Day wandering through London, in order, he said, to observe the effect of the ceasefire upon the city’s people; but instead of gaining insight he caught a cold from loitering in the November rain.6 ‘I know that I am perched on the 4rotten shell of a crumbling empire,’ he had told an English audience in 1913, ‘but it isn’t my empire, and I’m not legally responsible, and anyway the Germans will probably run it as well as you do.’7 But as the conflict ground on and on, he had worried about Eliot persistently and went so far as petitioning the American embassy to spare his friend from service. ‘If it was a war for civilisation (not merely for democracy)’, he told the ambassador, ‘it was folly to shoot or have shot one of the six or seven Americans capable of contributing to civilisation or understanding the word.’8 The armistice that spared his friend from service might have afforded some relief, but instead it brought only friction and unease. He remarked to James Joyce that the returning troops were ‘competition’ with which he must now contend.9 London had been the ‘place of poesy’,10 but now he felt a growing disgust towards a country that had offered up so many of its young men for slaughter, as he would put it in ‘Hugh Selwyn Mauberley’, for ‘an old bitch gone in the teeth, / For a botched civilization’.11 He would repeatedly tap his Adam’s apple and announce that this was where the English ‘stopped short’: in their failure to speak out, to engage their minds.

         ‘Everyone’s individual lives are so swallowed up in the one great tragedy’, wrote Eliot, ‘that one almost ceases to have personal experiences or emotions, and such as one has seem so unimportant!’12 And yet with so many lost and disfigured, few lives were untouched, and Eliot’s and Pound’s were no exception.

         Jean Verdenal was a medical student of twenty when he boarded in Paris with Eliot in 1910. The young men bonded over the verse of Jules Laforgue, and found in one another a brother-in-arts of a kind rare in English–American letters. Verdenal was killed on the battlefield at Gallipoli, attempting to dress the wounds of a fallen officer.13 Eliot would dedicate his first book, Prufrock and Other Observations, ‘To Jean Verdenal, 1889–1915’, adding in time ‘mort aux Dardanelles’.14 And he would carry a grief that he was hesitant to unburden, one that would cast a shade across the initial years of 5his life in London. Only later would he admit to what he called a ‘sentimental’ sunset: ‘the memory of a friend coming across the Luxembourg Gardens in the late afternoon, waving a branch of lilac, a friend who was later (so far as I could find out) to be mixed with the mud of Gallipoli’.15

         Pound had lost an artistic ‘brother’ of his own. Henri Gaudier-Brzeska was twenty-one when he met the American poet at an exhibition at the Albert Hall in 1913: ‘a well-made young wolf’, recalled Pound, as he attempted to pronounce from the catalogue what he called the appalling assemblage of consonants that comprised the sculptor’s name (‘Brzxjk——’, he slurred, ‘Burrzisskzk——’; ‘Jaersh-ka’, corrected the sculptor himself from behind the pedestal with a voice of ‘the gentlest fury’). Pound bought pieces at a sum that would have been ridiculous, he admitted, had Gaudier any market and he any income. ‘At any rate,’ said Pound, ‘he was the best fun in the world.’16 Gaudier-Brzeska was killed in the trenches south of Vimy Ridge, at Neuville-Saint-Vaast, one month after Jean Verdenal; ‘a great spirit has been among us, and a great artist is gone.’17 The loss would fire in Pound such undirected and retributive fury that he would make an attempt of his own to enlist.18 His belief in England and America would be forever poisoned, the poet Charles Olson believed, by his wish to avenge the young man’s death.19 It would seed in Pound a despair to which he would return in his darkest times. ‘The instinct to kill is not extinct or even decently weakened,’ he wrote, chillingly, of the armistice. ‘The instinct to kill is still wakenable in nearly all men.’20

         In November 1918, in its first peacetime issue, the Little Review of New York ran an edition ‘Devoted Chiefly to Ezra Pound’ – sixty-four pages in which Pound was talisman: poet, translator, critic, polemicist, essayist, and author of unsigned articles. He was, it appeared, master of all he surveyed. In nine poems he stretched out across its pages, magnificent and domineering as the beast of his opening line: ‘The black panther lies under his rose tree’.21 6(Wyndham Lewis had once watched Pound approaching strangers ‘as one might a panther’: showing no fear, expecting attack.)22 But appearances were not quite as they seemed. The address for the journal’s so-called ‘Foreign Office’ was Pound’s own Kensington flat, and its ‘London Editor’ none other than himself. The issue was in part a pretence, leading Poetry magazine in Chicago to sneer that the Little Review had fallen ‘under the dictatorship of Ezra Pound’.23 And the last of its showcased poems would preview a different kind of trouble, riddled with an anti-Semitism that was soon to deform Pound’s thinking.24 He had turned thirty-three with the armistice. He had published athletically: a dozen volumes of poetry, translation and plays, three critical books and two anthologies, almost two hundred reviews in two years. But it was in his role as a literary impresario that he had been more influential still. In the years before the war he had been kingmaker: aide to W. B. Yeats, envoy to Rabindranath Tagore, publisher to James Joyce and Wyndham Lewis, agent and editor to H. D. (Hilda Doolittle), Richard Aldington, Robert Frost. He was a cultural supremo ‘booming’ his writers, and when he recommended, others listened. For Ezra Pound did not make polite suggestions; instead he would ‘pass on the benefit of his discoveries to others’, Eliot noted diplomatically, forcefully and without ambiguity: a style, said Eliot, that could lend Pound the appearance of someone attempting to tell a deaf man that his house was on fire.25

         Everything had been going Pound’s way, observed Richard Aldington, but somehow Pound had ‘muffed’ it: whether through conceit, folly or plain bad manners, the literary crown to which he aspired had begun to slip from his grasp.26 Many who had resisted his presence at the heart of literature seized the moment to push him to its fringes. Virginia Woolf admitted to having read fewer than ten words of Pound’s but her conviction of his ‘humbug’ was unalterable.27 For years he had advanced an army of artists, but in the wake of the armistice he was to tell Marianne Moore 7that his days of boosting American poets in London were now behind him.28 To James Joyce he wrote that he seemed better at ‘digging up corpses’ (by which he meant translating) than tackling ‘this bitched mess of modernity’ (poetry).29 And he was stymied by the recognition in his own work that he had been unable to find a more ‘ample modus’ than either formal or free verse could allow him. Eliot identified in Pound the ‘temporary squatter’ that made him a restless figure. ‘Every room, even a big one, seemed too small for him,’ he observed. ‘In America, he would no doubt have always seemed on the point of going abroad; in London, he always seemed on the point of crossing the Channel.’30

         As Pound began to look further afield, Eliot’s gaze sharpened its focus upon London. Three years younger than Pound, he had no achievements to match his friend’s. He had witnessed, under Pound’s direction, the printing of ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ in Chicago, 1915, after it had been dismissed in London as ‘absolutely insane’,31 and had seen, with thanks again to Pound, the same poem open his debut collection of poems from the Egoist, two years later. But the reception of that book had been underwhelming, and left Eliot feeling that he was regarded merely as a satirist, and hardly as a poet at all. Armistice Day had brought an introduction that might change all of that. It was an invitation to dinner for the coming weekend in Richmond, on the Thames, with Leonard and Virginia Woolf at their newly established Hogarth Press – a first encounter that Virginia recorded in her diary with pin-point insight:

         
            Mr Eliot is well expressed by his name – a polished, cultivated, elaborate young American, talking so slow, that each word seems to have special finish allotted it. But beneath the surface, it is fairly evident that he is very intellectual, intolerant, with strong views of his own, & a poetic creed. I am sorry to say that this sets up Ezra Pound & Wyndham Lewis as great poets, or in the current phrase 8‘very interesting’ writers. He admires Mr Joyce immensely. He produced 3 or 4 poems for us to look at – the fruit of two years, since he works all day in a Bank, & in his reasonable way thinks regular work good for people of nervous constitutions. I became more or less conscious of a very intricate & highly organised framework of poetic belief; owing to his caution, & his excessive care in the use of language we did not discover much about it. I think he believes in ‘living phrases’ & their difference from dead ones; in writing with extreme care, in observing all syntax & grammar; & so making this new poetry flower on the stem of the oldest.32

         

         Making this new poetry flower on the stem of the oldest. Of all the learned analyses that Eliot would go on to receive, was there ever a more intuitive description of his art than this? Woolf did not expand upon the nervous constitution she had identified, for she could not yet know the depth to which Eliot’s mental health had plunged; but she undoubtedly sensed the trouble within.

         ‘It’s only very dull people who feel that they have “more in their lives” now –’ Eliot had written in the war; ‘other people have too much.’33

         Too much was a phrase that recurred again and again in his letters. His mind was too much filled with practical worry; his private anxieties were too much; too much effort might be taken out of him; his financial outlay was too much.34 He needed release.

         
            I have a lot of things to write about if the time ever comes when people will attend to them.35

         

         Even the shade of ‘the one great tragedy’ could not disguise the unhappiness he felt at home. His marriage to Vivien Haigh-Wood in 1915, two months after they had met, had brought only strain and near constant illness; he had pledged his love to another woman, Emily Hale, barely two years before. In the wake of the marriage, Eliot felt dazed and numbed, and would say that he could not 9yet see the price he had paid.36 By the war’s end, the Eliots had been serially unwell with one physical ailment after another, and from the deterioration of Vivien’s mental health that had begun to materialise in the first winter of their marriage. With the coming of the armistice, Pound knew that Eliot was ‘in a bad way’, and that he had been ordered by his doctor to have a complete break from the strain of writing.37 Bank work by day, literary work by night: the combination had exhausted his mind and body. But it was the mental distress that he found most debilitating, unable to right the increasing imbalance in Vivien’s erratic behaviour: ‘I do not understand it,’ he confided in his mother, ‘and it worries me.’38 Once, Vivien had been the anchor of Eliot’s decision to make a life in England, but another presence had disturbed their union almost from the start: Bertrand Russell. Suspicion and doubt and wrongdoing had worked into the heart of the marriage and was a torment that he could not bear. As the world began to rise from its knees in the autumn of 1918, Eliot had begun sinking to his. He worried that his mind no longer acted as once it did, and acceded to Vivien’s insistence upon a period of what she called complete mental rest.39 He would suspend writing critical prose early in 1919, and sign off the last of his wartime poems. When the moment came to renew his art, it was with two poems that pointed to a new mode: more open and allusive in style, more expansive in line and gait, guided by the phrase and not the metronome of formality.

         For more than a year, there would be no further poetry. Work pushed, family pressed, the scar of matrimony deepened. ‘Horror and apprehension’ – ‘the old symptoms’, as he would come to call them – would lock into his daily condition, and nowhere more so than in his splintered and whirling life with Vivien.40

         ‘To her, the marriage brought no happiness,’ wrote Eliot. ‘To me, it brought the state of mind out of which came The Waste Land.’41
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            At a particular date in a particular room, two authors, neither engaged in picking the other’s pocket, decided that the dilution of vers libre, Amygism, Lee Masterism, general floppiness had gone too far and that some counter-current must be set going. Parallel situation centuries ago in China. Remedy prescribed ‘Émaux et Camées’ (or the Bay State Hymn Book). Rhyme and regular strophes.

            Results: Poems in Mr Eliot’s second volume, not contained in his first (‘Prufrock’, Egoist, 1917), also ‘H. S. Mauberley’.

            Divergence later.1

            – ezra pound, 1932
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            I.

         

         Rain came to London in torrents. The snow that followed would harden to ice as the month grew colder and the streets began to freeze. Vivien had woken on New Year’s morning to a migraine; by the evening her condition had deteriorated. She lay prostrate in the darkness, listening to her husband talking in the lounge with Ezra Pound; the sound of their voices through the thin walls drove her to distraction.1 The migraine endured for twenty-six hours: ‘worse ever yet had’, she would report. When Dorothy Pound called on her two days later, she would discover Vivien near exhaustion.2 The visit of the family doctor brought neither comfort nor hope. ‘Am losing confidence,’ she wrote in her diary.3

         Daily, Eliot commuted the four miles from Crawford Mansions, the Eliots’ claustrophobic flat in London’s Marylebone w1,4 to an office building in ec3 that stretched between the City’s Lombard and Threadneedle streets. There, between 9.15 and five o’clock with an hour for lunch, he worked in the Colonial and Foreign Department of Lloyds Bank: ‘documentary bills, acceptances, and foreign exchange’ was awarded to him, he said later, under the false pretences that he was a linguist.5 It was an unrelenting workload that encompassed weekdays and Saturdays, and he said that he came to know no scenery but that of ec3.6 When Aldous Huxley later visited, he found Eliot not on the ground floor, nor even on the floor beneath that, but sitting in ‘a sub-sub-basement’, in a row of co-workers, ‘the most bank-clerky of all bank clerks’.7 Eliot had been with the firm for less than two years, but in that time the methods of work had modernised unrecognisably. Telephones were 14now installed on every desk, photostats made duplicates in their hundreds, while addressographs stamped automated mailouts and telewriters sped handwritten memos between departments. Most notable of all were the typists – women who had largely replaced male clerks in the war – who were now ubiquitous in every echelon of business. It was a workplace that was instrumental and mechanised: ‘in a word,’ a colleague of Eliot’s recalled, ‘the epitome of modern banking and efficiency.’8

         Eliot had found refuge in such efficiencies. A year-and-a-term of teaching in schools had left him worn thin: underpaid, endlessly preparing lessons, unable to pursue his writing – losing, he sensed, in every way.9 The bank by contrast provided structure: it brought conventional hours, and gave him evenings in which to write; it also paid him £360 a year, more than twice his teaching salary, a development that pleased Eliot’s father.10 ‘My Tom is getting along now and has been advanced at the bank so that he is independent of me,’ wrote Henry (‘Hal’ to his friends) Eliot Snr in a new year letter from St Louis to his brother, adding: ‘Wish I liked his wife, but I don’t.’11 It had been three and a half years since his son’s marriage to Vivien and still the family had not met her. Hal had not approved of the union, nor of his son’s decision to abandon an academic career for literature, nor, for that matter, the decision to leave America to settle in the old country. The diplomatic pilgrimage Eliot made to Missouri in the wake of his wedding in 1915 had done little to ease the tension: he was, he learned, to be marginalised from the family’s estate in light of the marriage, and father and son parted in bitterness.12 But if he hoped that the life he returned to with Vivien would offer consolation, he would be disappointed; it was becoming ‘the most awful nightmare of anxiety that the mind of man could conceive’.13 It would take a wall around his working life for Eliot to preserve his sanity. So when, on 8 January 1919, around about midday, a telegram arrived at Crawford Mansions from Eliot’s mother – a telegram most terrible – Vivien knew 15better than to interrupt her husband at work and waited instead for his return that evening. Hal had died from a heart attack; he was seventy-five. ‘A fearful day, & evening,’ recorded Vivien in her diary.14

         For four days Eliot could not find it in himself to acknowledge his mother’s message; when he did he was able to write little more than that he loved her. He longed for her to sing him the songs he knew in childhood.15 With his brother he could be candid: all was dreamlike, nothing seemed real, and yet he feared waking to find the pain intolerable.16 As a silence descended between mother and son it would fall to Vivien to break what she described as the inadequacy of correspondence between them. She would relay her husband’s profound shock and upset at the news, and convey the couple’s own thoughts for Mrs Eliot herself: ‘These days are very awful for Tom,’ wrote Vivien, ‘he would give anything to be with you now.’17 A further week would pass before Eliot would commit his own feelings to paper. Little, very little, of what one feels can ever filter through to pen and ink, he wrote.18 Should he, he asked, return to be at his mother’s side in St Louis? No, do not come now, his brother Henry counselled, not while the family’s plans were uncertain.19 And so Eliot informed his mother that he would continue at the bank while it was short-handed and travel home to her when things became settled. When, a week later, he wrote to her again, he did not mention his father at all. He would not return to Missouri for more than a decade, and by that time his mother, too, was dead.

         A service for Henry Ware Eliot Snr took place at the Unitarian church on the corner of Locust Street, where his own father had once been pastor.20 He was born, died and cremated a citizen of St Louis, the city to which he gave a good part of his life. His ashes were laid under evergreen shade in Bellefontaine Cemetery near the broad banks of the Mississippi River, in a modest plot not far from that of the Prufrock family, close by his father, beside the 16grave of his infant daughter, in ground into which his wife would follow. Eliot wrote in later years: ‘they all lie in Bellefontaine now.’21

         Fourteen years would pass before Eliot visited his father’s grave.22 It was then that he confessed, ‘I shall be haunted by my last sight of him until my last day.’23

         
            //

         

         One bedroom, one bathroom, a sitting room, a kitchen (sort of), plenty of steps and a view from the top of them. Number 1 Hatfield House, Great Titchfield Street, Fitzrovia, the top-floor flat adopted by Wyndham Lewis after his return from the war – the ‘jolliest suite of rooms’, said Herbert Read, with something not found on any floorplan. ‘He had a girl there “to pour out the tea”,’ explained Read. ‘I did not catch her name but she is a young poetess who has not yet published,’ Iris Barry, whose affair with Lewis would be summarised by him in a whistle-stop story of that year: dinner, drinks, pregnancy in a taxi, and a refusal to marry him.24 But it wasn’t quite true that Barry was unpublished: Harold Monro had printed four pieces for his journal, Poetry and Drama, in the Christmas of 1914, and Pound, who had work of his own in the same issue, had spotted them.25 He wrote to Barry in his self-appointed capacity as talent scout for London, so initiating an education-by-correspondence that led to her move from Birmingham to ‘enrol’ in an exclusive course at what Pound liked to call his ‘Ezuversity’ (he was prone to a splash of eponymy). (A typical tutorial: the whole of art can be divided into the need for concision and construction – concision, ‘saying what you mean in the fewest and clearest words’; construction, ‘an image, or enough images of concrete things arranged to stir the reader’ – and the glue to bind them was the sensual pulse: ‘one must have emotion or one’s cadence and rhythms will be vapid and without any interest’ – objects are the aim, not statements or conclusions.)26 By then Pound had submitted 17her work to Poetry magazine in Chicago (‘I enclose 14 brief poems by Iris Barry. I want you to print the lot’), and published it in the Little Review, for which he was the London editor.27 He provided her with a reading list of writers to avoid: Wordsworth (a dull sheep), Byron (rotten), Kipling (debased), Yeats (sham Celticism); only with the Roman poets did we share genuine concerns, and he urged upon her the works of Catullus and Propertius, and if she couldn’t find a decent translation of either, well then – in words that would have more significance for him than he knew – ‘I suppose I shall have to rig up something.’28

         It was as a life coach that Pound’s attention went still deeper. By the time Barry arrived in London in February 1917, she knew precisely what her expenditure would be on heat and bus fares, that alcohol lamps were cheaper than electricity, and how to breakfast on a budget. She knew this because Pound had calculated it to the penny, and secured for her the best available room in Chelsea, with an open fireplace, a gas ring and wash cupboard on the stairs, an electric-metered light and ‘a bawth with a penny in the slot geyser’.29 He even found her a landlady who was accustomed to ‘the ways of literature’, meaning that she wouldn’t suspect a single lady like Barry of fornication, provided she kept a shawl on the bed and called it a couch, and remembered to serve tea at weekends. And most important of all, he made introductions: a tea party with Eliot on her first Sunday, a soirée with Yeats on her first Monday, and in between he fed her dinner.30

         First in an Italian restaurant on Old Compton Street, Soho, and then, when Zeppelins forced its closure, on to the New China Restaurant on Regent Street (‘quite cheap … quite nourishing’), owned by the uncle of the notorious underworld boss Brilliant Billy Chang: a remarkable cast of talents would assemble for a weekly dinner through the war years and after.31 There Iris Barry learned Pound’s most important instruction of all – how, in conversation, to be always intimate, never personal.32 There she set eyes 18on Wyndham Lewis, washed out, on leave from the front. There she saw Eliot, tall, lean, silent, formal as a bank clerk should be. There was May Sinclair, small, dark-eyed, crisply spoken, invariably dressed in raspberry pink. Ford Madox Ford (he had changed his name in 1919 from the Germanic ‘Hueffer’), his voice booming from beneath his moustache on the subject of Victorian literature. Violet Hunt, loquacious, oblivious, sharp-tongued, telling how she peeled snails off the bust of Pound by Gaudier-Brzeska that she kept in the back garden (her parrot sounded only the words ‘Ezra, Ezra’).33 Richard Aldington in military uniform looking every bit the country farmer, besides H. D., his haunted wife. Harriet Shaw Weaver, proprietor of The Egoist, upright like a bishop’s daughter, arch hat and nervous air, and alongside her the Ovid Press in the form of John Rodker and his vermilion-haired wife, Mary Butts, authors and printers both. W. B. Yeats was an honoured guest, a lock of hair flopping into his soup. But by far the most essential and imposing of the regulars were Ezra and Dorothy Pound, who, Barry later wrote, never so much arrived as entered.

         
            Into the restaurant with his clothes always seeming to fly round him, letting his ebony stick clatter to the floor, came Pound himself with his exuberant hair, pale cat-like face with the greenish cat-eyes, clearing his throat, making strange sounds and cries in his talking, but otherwise always quite formal and extremely polite. With him came Mrs Pound, carrying herself delicately with the air, always, of a young Victorian lady out skating, and a profile as clear and lovely as that of a porcelain Kuan-yin.34

         

         In wartime the table talk was of air raids and literary squabble, the explosion at Alfred Mond’s munitions yard; in peacetime: social reform and continuing squabble, Catullus, sculpture, Amy Lowell, translation out of the Orient, Keats, ragtime, the Ballets Russes, even a row of stone houses in Earl’s Court guarded by a row of stone dogs. And whatever the year, whenever the occasion, 19whether with a debutante such as Barry or a statesman like Yeats, the talk of the poets never strayed far from the important matter of getting published.

         In January 1919, Eliot had only one volume of poetry to his name: a slim collection comprising just a dozen poems in a modest print run of 500 copies. But these were no ordinary poems. Prufrock and Other Observations had been published in London in 1917 at the Egoist. Its lyrical intelligence ought to have set the literary world alight, but instead it had met mostly with condescension and a soured bemusement (‘erudition is one thing, the dictionary another, and poetry different from either of them’, typified the response).35 Notices had been more forgiving in New York than they had in London, but the book had been published solely in Britain, and that had proven a hindrance to Eliot of two kinds. For one, he was an American poet who lacked an American readership; for another – and this was the more pressing concern – the lack of a US publisher left him unable to establish copyright in America, which was only conferred upon books manufactured in (and not merely imported into) that country. No American copyright, no American royalties, and Eliot could hardly earn money as an author if he had no US sales. And if he could not generate earnings from his writing then how could he face his family after all that had happened and call himself an author? By the turn of 1919, the quest had become urgent: he required an American book with an American publisher if for no other purpose than what he now didn’t mind admitting were ‘private reasons’.36

         Four months had passed since Ezra Pound delivered a typescript of Eliot’s to Alfred Knopf, New York, without so much as an acknowledgement of receipt.37 The silence worried Eliot, as it did Pound, who had irons of his own in the publisher’s fire. Pound had put before Knopf a selection of his own prose, Instigations, a sequel to his Pavannes and Divisions which the same publisher had issued in 1918. That book had been a colourful hybrid of prose and poetry, 20a manifesto for Pound’s early art, and the first publication of ‘A Retrospect’, his revisitation of Imagism; it also located his sense of a tradition in troubadour and Elizabethan verse, and articulated his long-standing belief that humanity’s hope for social improvement lay with the arts, and that artists were the antennae of the race.38 It would be ‘a miscellany of the outlandish’,39 as one review would call it, and that was an approach that similarly suited Eliot, who had not enough original verse for a full collection of poems, only what he called ‘the overworked, distracted existence of the last two years’, but which marked a pragmatic response to the dual challenge of finding an imprint and creating a copyright. ‘This book is all I have to show for my claim,’ he confessed: ‘it would go toward making my parents contented with conditions – and towards satisfying them that I have not made a mess of my life, as they are inclined to believe.’40 The day after he wrote this, Eliot’s father died.

         Eliot had been desperate to show some evidence that his chosen career was not a failure. Four and a half years had passed since he had left behind a promising academic career at Harvard University for the life of an unknown writer in Europe. His father had then deplored the decision, but even so trusted his son to make a success of himself. A single edition of twelve poems from an avant-garde London press had seemed a poor return to both men. By 1919, Eliot was a young man under pressure exhibiting an unusual patience. ‘The only thing that matters is that these should be perfect in their kind,’ he acknowledged of his poems that spring, ‘so that each should be an event.’41 (A poem does not say something, it is something, he would write in 1948.)42 He was demonstrating the exacting approach to his poetry that he would maintain throughout his life; in time, he would say that the most important thing for a poet to do was to write as little as possible.43 Even so, some tangible validation of his art was sorely needed, and with his father’s passing Eliot was burdened with a debt he suddenly felt unable to repay. ‘If I can think at the end of my life that I have been worthy 21to be his son I shall be happy,’ he wrote in a letter to his mother.44 He had failed in his father’s lifetime: he must not fail within hers.45

         But Eliot’s hopes for literary preferment were about to be dashed, as were Pound’s for his Instigations. At the end of January, Alfred Knopf replied that he was turning down both typescripts. Pound’s last book had been far from a commercial success, and Knopf had no wish to follow on in kind, nor for that matter to sponsor the hybrid offered by Eliot, when what he really wished to see was an adequate volume of poetry. For both Pound and Eliot this was a significant blow. Knopf had been the publisher of Pound’s last three books and of an anonymous booklet by Eliot on Pound: it seemed to make every sense for the publisher to move forward with both writers, but it wasn’t to happen. Pound told his father wearily that Knopf had ‘given out’; for the remainder of their working lives, they would have no further dealings.46 But Eliot could not bear to share a similar disappointment with his mother, and had disclosed little more to his brother by February, save to say euphemistically that his typescript was yet to find a berth.47 The rejection seemed all the more remarkable against the background of boom in new verse that the bigger houses of New York had published since the end of the war: Edgar Lee Masters and Amy Lowell with Macmillan; Sherwood Anderson with Huebsch; Holt, Rinehart and Winston, publisher of the young Robert Frost, would see the Pulitzer Prize for poetry shared between volumes by Carl Sandburg and Margaret Widdemer (the inaugural award had just gone to Eliot’s St Louisan neighbour, Sara Teasdale). With avenues closing before them, Eliot and Pound now turned as one for assistance: to a lawyer, art collector, patron of the arts in New York, a man who would not only find a publisher in the US for both books, but would in time secure a publishing contract for The Waste Land.

         
             

         

         ‘If there were more like you,’ quipped Pound in 1915, ‘we should get on with our renaissance.’48 The ‘you’ was John Quinn, whom 22Pound had identified as a prospective patron worth his attention. And get on with it they did: not only with Pound’s advancement but with that of James Joyce and W. B. Yeats. Each would benefit from a tailor-made patronage by Quinn that included the funding of appointments and publications, the purchasing of typescripts, and literary and legal representation. Quinn was a collector of contemporary European painting and a corporate lawyer of Irish descent; he took a special interest in the old country and had assisted Yeats in the founding of the Abbey Theatre in Dublin. His republican sympathies earned him the friendship of Sir Roger Casement, who had been arrested by the British government three days before the Easter Rising in April 1916 and hanged four months later in Pentonville Prison for his efforts to import German munitions. Quinn’s campaign for a posthumous pardon was unsuccessful, but then his own position was not without complication: he repudiated armed conflict, and reported to British intelligence on Irish revolutionary activity in the United States. He was a man in need of direction, suspected Pound, who took it upon himself to ensure that Quinn didn’t fritter a single dollar further in supporting the outmoded and defunct, but would redirect his capital to where it was needed. From London, Pound undertook for Quinn a sweeping survey of everything discerning that came to his attention – what he called his ‘encyclopedia Ezraica’ – and it was in one such letter, in August 1915, that Pound first mentioned T. S. Eliot. ‘I have more or less discovered him,’ he boasted to Quinn – and with some justification.49

         Eliot had arrived in London in 1914, knowing no one, with a sheaf of loose poems in his bag. ‘The first recognition I received was from Mr Ezra Pound,’ he said later.50 It was an encouragement that proved decisive at a moment when a career in the academy awaited him. Pound got to work on finding a publisher. He sent ‘Portrait of a Lady’ to the New York periodical Smart Set, and then, when it was turned down, to the New Jersey magazine 23Others, where it was accepted.51 He sent ‘Preludes’ and ‘Rhapsody on a Windy Night’ to Wyndham Lewis, who took them for the second (and, as it turned out, final) instalment of his excoriating journal Blast in July 1915.52 By then, the first and most important of his publications had been achieved: ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ had appeared in Poetry, Chicago, in the summer of 1915, after six months of haranguing by Pound (‘Do get on with that Eliot’).53

         When Pound tested a full collection of Eliot’s work on his own London publisher, Elkin Mathews, he received only a grumble about the price of paper, and a request for a financial subsidy, and so took it instead to Harriet Weaver. ‘“The Egoist” is doing it,’ he told John Quinn at the time, or rather The Egoist in name, as Pound had borrowed the printing cost and was to take on the publisher’s risk himself. ‘But Eliot don’t know it, nor does anyone else save my wife, and Miss Weaver of the Egoist. & it is not for public knowledge.’54 It would take four years to sell the print run; there would be no reprint.

         Two years passed between the publication of ‘Prufrock’ the poem and Prufrock the book. But one critic hadn’t been willing to wait. Arthur Waugh was a veteran literary reviewer for the Daily Telegraph, but it was in the Quarterly Review that he pronounced Eliot to be exemplary of a generation who had traded beauty for ‘incoherent banalities’, and in so doing had released a literary anarchy upon readers from which only the Georgians (corralled under the direction of one J. C. Squire) could save them.55 In what was intended as a sermon to youth, Waugh warned readers repetitively of ‘the banality of a premature decrepitude’ (here he meant Eliot), and of ‘wooden prose, cut into battens’ (here he meant Pound), and likened his own literary duty to that of a Spartan father who knew that to make an exhibition of a delinquency was the best deterrent for any son. As it would transpire, this particular father’s son would be undeterred. Evelyn Waugh would title 24one of his novels A Handful of Dust after a line of The Waste Land, and in another would have a character declaim it from a balcony megaphone; a third novel would recall the poem and its author once again.56

         Arthur Waugh typified a stance echoed by the likes of The Times, who found the poems ‘frequently inarticulate’, barely above triviality (‘they certainly have no relation to “poetry”’), and the Boston Literary World, which suggested that this young revolutionary would be better served ‘on traditional lines’.57 And for each condemnation there was a rebuttal by Pound. Eliot had abandoned beauty for strangeness, came the charge; quite the reverse, countered Pound, his melody rushes out. The craft was untidy; you will hardly find such neatness (Pound). The poems lacked emotion; rubbish – Pound fumed – there is no intelligence without emotion. Eliot was guilty of cleverness; Pound insisted on his genius.58

         ‘Silly old Waugh’, said Pound, relentless in Eliot’s defence. ‘His practice has been a distinctive cadence, a personal modus of arrangement, remote origins in Elizabethan English and in the modern French Masters, neither origin being sufficiently apparent to affect the personal quality.’59 In three short phrases, Pound had distilled Eliot’s craft: an original rhythm, an inventive form, a personal take on tradition.

         A distinctive cadence. When Eliot said of Dante in 1929 that ‘genuine poetry can communicate before it is understood’, he would describe something close to a central nervous system for poetry: that a poem has a pre- or para-linguistic pulse – a pattern of emotive sound that suggests a tonal meaning before the words arrive.60 He went on to call this the auditory imagination, a ‘feeling for syllable and rhythm, penetrating far below the conscious levels of thought and feeling’.61

         A personal modus of arrangement. A modern form: neither Victorian nor Georgian, Parnassian nor Symbolist, and not Imagiste or 25‘free verse’ either, but a lineation and phrasing of his own, born of a studied craft. ‘To put it briefly,’ Eliot would advise younger poets in time, ‘learn the rules before you start breaking them.’62

         Remote origins, a personal quality. Tradition, but with an individual talent. ‘Never attempt to do something that has been done, in your own language, as well as it can be done,’ said Eliot, the result of which is mimicry; and ‘never aim at novelty’, the result of which is conventional vision; find a path between imitation and originality that will allow the only thing that can be said in the only way to say it.63

         There was not a thing that was incoherent or banal about the craft that Eliot applied, as even a glance at just the opening three lines of ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ would confirm.64

         
            
               Let us gó then, yóu and Í,

            

         

         Here began a formal metre: a trochaic tetrameter catalectic – a stressed–unstressed four-foot line, clipped of its final syllable. Propelling and directive as it is, no sooner do we tune our ear to it than it alters:

         
            
               When the éveníng is spréad oút agáinst the sky

            

         

         All that has been learned from the first line is cast out in a heartbeat. The delicacy of the unstressed pyrrhic that muffles the opening steps; the sturdy mid-line spondee stress spreading out over spread out.

         
            
               Like a pátiént étherised upón a táble;

            

         

         It has been said of this third line that upon reaching the word etherised the history of modern literature began, so surprising and juxtaposed and electrifying was its introduction. Here was distanced intimacy for sure – a chemical word from outside the emotional register of the poem registering emotively within it. It is from the pull and push of predictive rhythm that a line receives its charge: 26and etherised was a dynamo, lighting a line of hexameter that was like no known hexameter.

         And to think they called it free verse.

         In 1929, after a reading of ‘Ash-Wednesday’ at the Oxford Poetry Club, an undergraduate asked Eliot: ‘Please, sir, what do you mean by the line: “Lady, three white leopards sat under a juniper tree”?’ Eliot looked at him and said: ‘I mean, “Lady, three white leopards sat under a juniper tree.”’65

         If you experience the cadence then you animate the image, and if you can do that then you have communed through your senses with the poem before it has been decoded by the brain phenomenologically. The rest – intention, allusion, tradition, context – is additional, and is something that happened around the event of the poem, but which is not the poem itself. The meaning of a poem is its sensory event: imagined pictures cast on received sounds.

         ‘Mr Eliot is one of the very few who have brought in a personal rhythm, an identifiable quality of sound as well as of style’: of this Ezra Pound was in no doubt. ‘And at any rate, his book is the best thing in poetry since … (for the sake of peace I will leave that date to the imagination).’66

         
            //

         

         18 Crawford Mansions, Homer Row, Marylebone W1, was the compact, three-roomed apartment into which the Eliots had moved in the spring of 1916, a year after the property was built; it would remain their home until November 1920. Vivien said it was the tiniest flat imaginable: ‘just a dining room – a drawing room – a large bedroom – a kitchen and a nice bathroom’, a modest 700 square feet in all. She decorated the place herself, with wallpapers of black and white stripes in the hall and orange in the dining room, which doubled as Eliot’s dressing room and the study from which he worked with his back to the fireplace.67 Running hot 27water meant that the property was a cut above the neighbourhood, while a small iron balcony accessed from the kitchen allowed just a little of the outside in. Vivien had taken to the place at first, and considered it the Eliots’ ‘remote tower’, a parapet where neighbours were strangers and living was anonymous: she came to think of it as ‘a wilderness’.68

         The apartment overlooked the boisterous Laurie Arms (now Larrik) public house in what Vivien described as ‘a little noisy corner, with slums and low streets and poor shops close around’.69 The noise would bother the Eliots. When Osbert Sitwell visited the flat, he reported that the neighbours below were two ‘actresses’ who spent the evenings singing around the piano or playing the gramophone loudly or hollering down into the small hours to ‘gentlemen friends’ in the street below. Eliot when he complained was given a patient explanation by the landlord: ‘Well, you see, Sir, it’s the Artistic Temperament.’ Osbert Sitwell would later say that in the calls of the ‘actresses’ and the response from the street he could hear the voices of The Waste Land.70

         ‘It is rather noisy,’ Eliot said despairingly in 1919, three years into their residency: the flat had become very dirty, in need of re-papering and paint, and the Eliots were fatigued from living out of just three rooms.71 Neither the neighbourhood nor the neighbours were quite what they should like, he confided to his brother, but a good flat in a good part of town was beyond their current means.

         The situation was given a quasi-imagined life by Eliot in a dialogue for the Little Review, in which an Eliot-like Eeldrop and a Pound-like Appleplex surveyed the street from their rooms above. Each had known ‘evil neighbourhoods of noise’ and ‘evil neighbourhoods of silence’, and preferred the silence as being the more evil of the two; but this imagined neighbourhood overlooked a police station, which, like the real pub of Eliot’s Crawford Street, would periodically become the centre of excitement, bringing the 28residents onto the street to spectate at some dramatic row in their dressing gowns. At such moments,

         
            Eeldrop and Appleplex would break off their discourse, and rush out to mingle with the mob. Each pursued his own line of inquiry. Appleplex, who had the gift of an extraordinary address with the lower classes of both sexes, questioned the onlookers, and usually extracted full and inconsistent histories: Eeldrop preserved a more passive demeanor, listened to the conversation of the people among themselves, registered in his mind their oaths, their redundance of phrase, their various manners of spitting, and the cries of the victim from the hall of justice within.72

         

         Eeldrop was a bank clerk, a theologian and a sceptic with a taste for mysticism; Appleplex was an anthropological criminologist, who studied human science and recorded it in a large notebook; together they smoked from the balcony, watching for acts of cruelty on which to focus, like crows eyeing carrion or the ‘tyros’ that Wyndham Lewis would invent in 1921, ‘all their villainies in this seductive glow’.73 Eliot said that the figures were little more than a ‘useless celebration’, but Pound, who had commissioned the work from Eliot, believed ‘his two queer chaps are quite real’.74

         Two miles south-west from the neighbourhood of Marylebone, across the plains of Hyde Park, Ezra Pound was certain that he had located the centre of literary activity. Kensington: Pound’s home since 1909, and, since his marriage to Dorothy Shakespear in spring 1914, 5 Holland Place Chambers, Kensington W8, a gloomy and chilly three-roomed curiosity of architecture that Pound told Wyndham Lewis had been ‘designed by an imbecile or an Eskimo’.75 There was no bathroom, and the toilet was positioned beside the front door, so an improvised wash corner was erected once a geyser and gas had been installed in the largest room. That room was almost too dark to eat in, let alone write, so Pound set up a triangular writing table in the corner of the tight, 29‘eight by ten pentagonal room’76 that was the reception, whose regular guests included Richard Aldington and H. D., whom Pound referred to as Faun and Dryad, and who lived in the flat next door with not even enough sugar to borrow.77 ‘Remember, I can’t do a thing myself,’ Dorothy had warned her husband-to-be: she hadn’t learned to cook, and so meals were prepared by Pound (‘he is an excellent cook’ – Lewis) by gaslight in one corner of the dark main room.78 ‘Why do we stop here?’ he would ask her from time to time. ‘That I have often wondered myself,’ would be her reply.79

         ‘If anyone in America did do anything good, he, she or it would come here.’80 London had been the heart of the matter ever since Pound had removed his pince-nez in a Kensington ‘bun shop’ in 1912 and informed Aldington and H. D. that they were Imagists.81 And so it was still in 1919, he told his father, as he caught him up on the gossip. W. B. Yeats had asked him to be a godparent; Aldington was bored of army life now that the conflict was over; Wyndham Lewis was about to have an exhibition in Regent Street’s Goupil Gallery. Pound himself had completed his prose book Instigations, and had taken the opportunity to restate that Lewis was one of the three writers ‘In the Vortex’ who were worthy of readership: he was ‘the man with a leaping mind’, and, with him, James Joyce, so far beyond his contemporaries that he was ‘utterly out of their compass’, and, with them both, T. S. Eliot, whose work (along with his own renditions of the Roman poet Sextus Propertius) he had just sent out for publication: ‘Confound it, the fellow can write – we may as well sit up and take notice.’82 But disturbing news of his friend had just arrived.

         ‘Eliot’s father just dead,’ Pound wrote to his parents; Vivien had called by with the message. ‘Dont know whether he will be going to America or not.’83 The doubt troubled Pound, for without an emissary in the States he knew that Eliot’s opportunity might founder, and he asked his father in Philadelphia to contact Alfred Knopf in New York for news.84 Eliot, meanwhile, had been 30concerned for Pound: he had detected a shift in the reception of the man and his work, and he was worried.

         
            He is well known, exciting various reactions of harmony or irritation; but there is no tradition in English verse which might have prepared for the general acceptance of his work; and England in 1910 could have been no more ready for him than in 1890; and perhaps there is even less to respond to him in 1918 than in 1910.85

         

         
            //

         

         For some time the Woolfs had searched for a manual activity that might release Virginia from the relentless pressure of her writing; by 1915 it was decided that this activity could be printing.86 But wishing and doing were different things, as they soon discovered that the printing trade was a closed shop for unionised labour: there were no apprenticeships available to people like them, and their aspirations to become publishers seemed thwarted before they had begun.

         On a blustery March day in 1917, the Woolfs passed beneath the arches of the Holborn Viaduct where they found the Excelsior Printers’ Supply Company, 41 Farringdon Street, whose windows were crammed with elegant machinery of every kind: hand presses, accompanied by all the cases, chases, sorts and furniture that any self-starting printer could need. ‘We stared through the window at them,’ recalled Leonard, ‘rather like two hungry children gazing at buns and cakes in a baker shop window.’87 They explained their predicament to the proprietor, who assured them cheerily that no apprenticeship was needed: he could sell them the equipment they required, including a pamphlet of instructions, ‘Everyone his own printer’; they would be making books in no time.88 The Woolfs purchased a small platen machine: a device large enough to print a single demy-octavo page some 8½ × 5½ inches, but small enough to be worked from their dining-room table, where it would be delivered one month later.89 31

         ‘We unpacked it with enormous excitement,’ recorded Virginia, ‘set it on its stand – and discovered that it was smashed in half!’ The mechanism had shattered in transit and would have to be repaired before they could begin. The scale of the task was not lost on Virginia: it would be ‘the work of ages’, she told her sister Vanessa Bell, especially if she continued to muddle the hs and ns as she had in distributing the sorts. ‘I see that real printing will devour one’s entire life.’90

         A new press had acquired a new home: Hogarth House on Paradise Road in Richmond, then Surrey, now Greater London, just a few hundred yards from where the oldest standing bridge across the Thames arced into Alexander Pope’s Twickenham. It was by far the nicest house in England, said Virginia.91 The ground-floor drawing and dining rooms had light, high ceilings; there was a first floor with a bedroom for each of them and a cast-iron bath; four small bedrooms on the floor above, quarters for the servants and nurses, glimpsing the canopy of Kew Gardens; and the heart of the industrial hive: the basement, the vaulted roof under which the press worked amid the cellars and scullery, the household kitchen, and a door leading out to a high-walled garden. It was most likely here that the press began its tradition of using old galley proofs as toilet paper in the ramshackle loo.92 Virginia was undergoing psychiatric care for depression when the Woolfs moved in during the spring of 1915. She had visions of sunlight on the bedroom wall quivering like gold water, and heard the voices of the dead while lying in her bed quite ‘mad’.93

         The Woolfs had purchased their press together with a range of sizes of Caslon Old Face roman and italic type – Long Primer (10pt), Small Pica (11pt) and English (14pt), to which they soon added a large, Double Great Primer (36pt) in Old Face Titling for the covers and the display. When Virginia ran out of sorts, she would travel to the Caslon foundry that had stood in Chiswell Street EC1 since 1737 to purchase whatever was needed: on one 32day, 1s 6d of lowercase ‘h’, other days a replacement of worn or frocked sorts. William Caslon’s type had become so firmly established with printers that by his death in 1766 he was described as the most widely read man in the world, and his roman face was known as the script of kings: the thirteen colonies of the uniting states of America chose Caslon for the Declaration of Independence in 1776; almost two hundred years later, Eliot’s Faber & Faber would launch the career of a young Seamus Heaney with it. The face was so dependable that it carried a printer’s maxim: when in doubt use Caslon, which was soon adopted as a catchy marketing slogan. And it would become the first face of The Waste Land.

         ‘My wife and I have started a small private Printing Press,’ Leonard wrote to Eliot in October 1918, ‘and we print and publish privately short works which would not otherwise find a publisher easily.’94 Roger Fry had mentioned to them that Eliot might have some poems: could they take a look? Three or four were tentatively proffered by Eliot (the fruit of two years, noted Virginia), and on 29 January 1919 he returned the pages that had by then been set in proof, describing them as ‘admirable’ (in fact it carried setting errors missed by both the Woolfs and Eliot), and accepting an invitation to dine at the end of the week.95 There they would discuss the cover stocks, which would be individually mixed papers emblazoned with a label denoting in bright red ink the title of the work, ‘POEMS’, and, beneath that, its author: ‘T. S. ELIOT’.

         
            //

         

         The Paris Peace Conference had opened on 18 January, and the treaty that would be signed in Versailles that summer placed the blame for the war exclusively at the door of Germany and her allies. It would impose a schedule of punitive reparations – a ‘Carthaginian Peace’, warned John Maynard Keynes, that would enslave the German economy and begin ticking a future of conflict 33from which ‘the clock cannot be set back’.96 Nor could the clock be stopped in Britain and Ireland, where pressure from the regions and nations was mounting and the political centre struggled to hold. The general election of December 1918 had been the first in which women (over the age of thirty) and men (of twenty-one or over) had been permitted to vote, but it had been bitter and divisive; the governing Liberal Party was terminally weakened and the new Labour Party had become the opposition. It had been called a ‘khaki election’ for its demobbed electorate and the campaign for post-war reconstruction, but after the armistice unemployment had swept through the munition factories and port towns. Strikes erupted on the Clyde and the Lagan, and riots ensued; on 31 January 1919, tanks rolled onto the streets of Glasgow to face down vast crowds of protestors. In Dublin’s Mansion House, Dáil Éireann, an Irish parliament, convened for its historic first session while its president, Éamon de Valera, was detained in England’s Lincoln Gaol (he would be broken out by Michael Collins that February). Sinn Féin had won an electoral landslide, and on 21 January it would fulfil the Proclamation made during the rebellion of 1916 to declare an independent Irish Republic. Under driving rain that day, in Cranitch’s field in the townland of Soloheadbeg, in a quarry north of Tipperary town, a horse and cart bearing gelignite was ambushed by a small group of the Irish Volunteers, who were acting without the authorisation of the nascent Irish government or their own military leadership. The two officers of the Royal Irish Constabulary escorting the cart were Catholics; both were shot dead. Their deaths at the hands of republican forces signalled the beginning of a vicious struggle between the IRA and the British government.

         
             

         

         ‘There has been a great deal of pneumonic influenza about,’ Eliot told his brother on 27 February, ‘and if one of us got it he would have to go to a hospital.’97 Eliot may have been neurotic about his 34health and Vivien’s, but on this occasion his concern was justifiable. The influenza that had torn around the world in 1918 had arrived in London for a third time that winter. It had ridden with the war. From an army mess tent in Camp Funston, Kansas, it had spread in March 1918 to the Eastern seaboard where the US Army was mobilising for embarkation to Europe. It crossed the Atlantic with the troops, overrunning the ports of France by April, and reaching the Western Front shortly afterwards. Throughout the summer of 1918, troops invalided to their home countries carried the virus with them into the lives of their loved ones. A second strain rose in New England in September 1918: this time it swept west, with a greater virulence than before, killing two hundred thousand Americans in a single month, before spreading worldwide: East Africa, West Africa, South America, China, Russia, Iran and on to the Pacific countries. The crowds that gathered in European cities in November 1918 to celebrate Armistice Day accelerated the spread of the disease cruelly, as did the demobilisation that followed. The virus attacked indiscriminately and worked with ruthless speed: symptoms in the morning could lead to death by the evening, and it killed even the young and healthy. In France and Russia, almost half a million lives were taken; one to two million Iranians died; estimates of deaths in India would vary between twelve and seventeen million. Indigenous populations with little immunity were devastated: Western Samoa lost more than a quarter of its population. The War to End All Wars had killed upwards of twenty million combatants and civilians, but as many as five times that number would perish in the pandemic of 1918 and 1919.

         In Marylebone, influenza reached right into the Eliot home, to Ellen Kellond, the Eliots’ maid, who collapsed with fever early that February. Without an additional bedroom in which to be treated (the Eliots used their second bedroom as a dining room), Ellen was put to bed on the living-room couch, where she was nursed by Vivien for five days and nights: ‘We thought she would die on 35our sofa.’98 The Eliots were convinced that they too would contract the virus. They had only just recovered from a bout of flu that had laid them low before Christmas, but it was exhaustion rather than influenza that each of them succumbed to that February. Eliot was consigned by his doctor to a week’s rest in bed, and slept throughout the first two days, attended by Vivien, herself already exhausted from her intensive care of Ellen.99 She had been managing the housework and the cooking, and was also looking after her mother in Hampstead, North London, who had been taken ill at the same time. ‘I have been and am still afraid of Vivien breaking down,’ Eliot told his own mother.100

         St Louis, where Eliot’s mother and sisters resided, had watched the second wave of influenza rolling out of New England, and had taken precautions that would suppress the spread of the virus. But Philadelphia, home to Ezra’s parents Homer and Isabel Pound, was closer to the epicentre and had precious little time to react; worse: it had been fatally complacent. The city government and the newspapers told citizens that 99 per cent of the clean-minded and the calm would be spared, and only the fearful and unclean would fall ill. The decision to permit the annual Liberty Loans Parade on 28 September 1918 would ignite a devastating contagion that would later be described as the deadliest parade in American history. Homer sent his son clippings from the papers: it made for reading, said Pound, that amounted to ‘constant testimony to local imbecility’.101 He reported on his own health: ‘Am suffering from cold contracted on Monday in observing the ceremonies of armistice,’ he told his mother in November. ‘Have not yet succumbed to influenza.’102 And nor did he intend to, for Pound was writing in the Little Review almost as if weak health was the submission of a weak mind. Wisdom, he suggested, could travel through the senses, an osmosis between body and soul, but it required a strong body to do so.103 But in London preparations for the second wave of influenza had been little better than those in Philadelphia. The 36government had issued few guidelines on prevention, and those that were published had sowed confusion: brush your teeth, said a Westminster official; eat porridge, advised the Daily Express. On the streets of Eliot’s and Pound’s Kensington in 1919, one in four deaths would be from influenza. By the time this third wave had rolled on, almost 250,000 Britons and 700,000 Americans were dead.

         ‘I have simply had a sort of collapse,’ Eliot told his brother Henry on 27 February.104 Two days of continuous sleep were followed by a week confined to the flat as Eliot was released from the bank on doctor’s orders; he was not ‘fit’ when he returned to work the next week, reported Vivien, who while he rested had been ‘picked up’ by three Canadian servicemen at the Elysée Galleries, Bayswater, and danced as she had never done since before the war.105 The death of his father, the grind of daily bank work, the maid’s influenza, Vivien’s swings between fatigue and euphoria, the disappointment of Knopf’s rejection: the strain had been overbearing – the result of what he told his mother were ‘the trying events and worries of the past two months’.106 His mind had been turning on Locust Street, his childhood home in St Louis, and Gloucester, Massachusetts, where the family would summer in a house overlooking the sea. And most of all he had been thinking on his father. He wished that his father might have taken more satisfaction from his children, but then he had never appreciated success in their terms, he reflected, only by his own, which were derived from a world of commerce into which none of his children had followed him. Eliot told Henry that, in spite of their affection for one another, he felt that their mother and father were lonely people and that father was the lonelier of the two. ‘In my experience everyone except the fools seem to me warped or stunted.’107 Their physical reserve had been crippling.

         
            //

         

         ‘St Louis affected me more deeply than any 37other environment has done,’ said Eliot in 1930.108

         Dark streets and mud ways, sickbeds and flooded cellars, fever at every turn: such was the frontier town to which Eliot’s grandparents settled from New England in 1837.109 Rev. William Greenleaf Eliot had come with his new wife, Abby Cranch, to found a Unitarian mission among families who had gambled with their lives to reach so far west and who lived accordingly – drinking hard, gambling to ruin, duelling to settle their debts.110 Those who could owned slaves; those who could not aspired to such possession. Cholera killed thousands during the 1860s, and the city sewers were little improved by the time Thomas Stearns Eliot was born in 1888. Putrid air clung beneath the gas lamps, coal dust plumed from the factory flues to blanket the city in poisonous fog. This was the yellow smoke through which J. Alfred Prufrock would wander, rubbing its muzzle on the window-panes, lingering in pools and drains; the purple shadows of Sara Teasdale’s ‘St Louis Sunset’.111 To Tennessee Williams it was ‘St Pollution’, its buildings the colour of dried blood; he said the city made him want to drink.112 To Maya Angelou, it brought a childhood of crowded, soot-covered, choking buildings: ‘a new kind of hot and a new kind of dirty’.113 What the city lacked in clean water, Walt Whitman had written, it made up for in ‘inexhaustible quantities of the best beer in the world’.114 Brewing boomed, but it also brought crime. Politics became bedevilled by corruption and cronyism. To one journalist at the turn of the century this was ‘the shamelessness of St Louis’: a city of blackmail, kickbacks and extortion, of payrolls padded with non-existent workers – where the banks were bursting with ‘boodle’, the hospitals crammed with rats, and the hotels churned liquid mud from the taps: governance ‘by the rascals, for the rich’. When St Louisans complained that the streetlamps were out, the mayor replied, ‘You have the moon yet – ain’t it?’115

         Before Eliot had reached his first birthday, the city’s first electric streetcar had made its inaugural run along Lindell Boulevard, so 38beginning a ‘white flight’ from the West End to the suburbs by the middle classes. Racial enclaves grew entrenched. On 29 February 1916, St Louis became the first American city to pass a residential ordinance by popular referendum decreeing that no persons were allowed to move into a neighbourhood in which 75 per cent of residents belonged to a race other than their own. The separation of communities defines the city to this day.

         St Louis was never an ordinary town. The refugees who came in waves from Europe’s 1848 revolutions carried with them a language of radical collectivism. The defence of the city during the Civil War was entrusted to Joseph Weydemeyer, former officer of the Prussian Army and declared communist, a friend and publisher to Karl Marx: like many in the Union Army, he thought the abolition of slavery a precondition of the emancipation of all men. Freedom flowed into the arts. By the 1890s, St Louis was so crowded with musical venues and musicians that Missouri native Scott Joplin had trouble securing work. He wrote ‘The Entertainer’ in the city, but it was his turn-of-the-century ‘Maple Leaf Rag’ that would sell a million sheets for the pianola rolls that played in parlours across America; he became the King of Ragtime, a music named for the ragpickers who scoured the city’s refuse for salvage, and the first African American music to find acceptance in white society.116 It was the sound of the city that a young Eliot heard emanating from the nearby honky-tonk bars, and one he would return to in The Waste Land. The city would long continue as a radical nursery for musicians. Josephine Baker was born and grew up there; Chuck Berry and Miles Davis were born on facing banks of the city’s Mississippi River; so were the house guitarist of the Blue Note jazz label, Grant Green, and the soul singer Fontella Bass, whose producer Ike Turner would begin a career of his own in St Louis with Tina Turner.

         Writers, too, found in the city a rich inspirational seam. When Marianne Moore said in 1962 that she could think of no city more 39cultured than her hometown she had in mind the artists who had lived and worked in the city.117 Mark Twain (Sam Clemens) had worked ‘a solid mile’ of riverboats before the railways obliterated the trade.118 The novelist Kate Chopin was born and died a St Louisan: she attended the elite women’s society, the Wednesday Club, and knew Eliot’s mother. So too did the poet Sara Teasdale, who attended the Mary Institute, founded by Eliot’s grandfather next door to the family home on Locust Street.

         The land was old before it was new. Cahokia, centre of the Mississippian culture, an eleventh-century city on the eastern bank, was the largest settlement on the continent, on a scale beyond even the London of Harold II, last Anglo-Saxon king of England. It was a mound dwelling, with as many as 120 man-made, ritual earthen piles, some towering to 100 feet, overlooking land that would later be named for King Louis IX of France; it would remain in the memory as the Mound City long after the levelling of its earth structures in the nineteenth century.

         St Louis was a city closer to Chicago than to Nashville, but its rivers ran south, and so did its history, and ‘A river,’ wrote Eliot, ‘a very big and powerful river, is the only natural force that can wholly determine the course of human peregrination.’119 St Louis was cradled in the arms of not one but two such powerful waterways.

         There’s a saying, sometimes given to Mark Twain, that the Missouri River is ‘too thick to drink, and too thin to plough’; even so, its vast watershed was home to fifty and more separate native cultures, as well as the roaming great bison, when Lewis and Clark began their colonising expedition from the city in 1804. They carried with them army rifles and handguns, trading where they could, ruthlessly imposing their will where they could not. The meandering, springtime swells of Eliot’s youth have since been tamed by embankments and dams, but still today the river carries the name of ‘Big Muddy’ for the sediment swept off the hills of western Montana and carried through ten states before circling 40the northern perimeter of St Louis and emptying into the mighty Mississippi.

         It was this second river that flowed with such force through the heart of the settlements on either bank. The ‘Old Man’ of American rivers made a vast entrance upon the city: from its headwaters in Minnesota, it drew upon more than one million miles in the great basin between the Rocky and the Appalachian mountains before discharging into the Gulf of Mexico. For Mark Twain it was ‘that lawless stream’, for Eliot ‘a treacherous and capricious dictator’.120 He loved to watch it from the Eads Bridge in flood-time.121 His grandfather, caught in the Great Flood of 1844, once stepped from a second-storey warehouse window onto the upper deck of a ferry boat in order to escape drowning.122 And though he said his people were New Englanders, and though his adopted country became old England, Eliot felt an incommunicable bond with the big river. ‘Missouri and the Mississippi have made a deeper impression on me than any other part of the world.’123 Igor Stravinsky said that no meeting with Eliot was ever complete without him returning in conversation to the Mississippi.124

         By 1861, St Louis was the slave trade’s most northerly enclave, bordered to the south by the Confederacy and on all other sides by free states. Its people were heavily divided between Germanic Unionists in the city boroughs and Confederate settlers in the rural hinterland. People were compelled to declare themselves, recalled Eliot’s father: ‘Life long friends were separated; families were divided among themselves – children following father or mother according to preference or influence.’125 When Eliot’s grandfather preached against the ‘vile traffic’, parts of his congregation walked out.126 ‘The institution of slavery is the greatest obstacle,’ he pronounced, ‘perhaps the only great obstacle, by which our moral, social, and general advance as a people is hindered.’127

         Missouri had experienced some of the most atrocious violence of the Civil War: and vengeful executions and impromptu massacres 41continued in the Ozarks long after the war had ended. On 27 September 1864, twenty-three unarmed Union soldiers on leave were captured on the North Missouri Railroad by an irregular Confederate force led by the notorious ‘Bloody’ Bill Anderson; they were stripped, shot and their bodies mutilated, their train set alight and sent flaming down the tracks. The Union reinforcements that went in pursuit were massacred at Centralia; it is said that the decisive shot was fired by a young Jesse James. No wonder that to the youth T. S. Eliot, it was ‘to me, as a child, the beginning of the Wild West’.128

         Ulysses S. Grant had been the commanding general in the Union Army; he made the city his marital home before the war (‘we are not so intolerant in St Louis as we might be’).129 As President of the United States he sponsored the Fifteenth Amendment of the Constitution that prohibited any state from denying the right to vote based upon ‘race, color, or previous condition of servitude’. But the former Confederate states responded with Jim Crow laws, and the parks of St Louis remained racially segregated in Eliot’s day, while the few Black schools that managed to operate were often attacked and burned and white supremacism marched annually in the streets in the city’s Veiled Prophet Parade.

         On 6 April 1917, when Woodrow Wilson had taken the United States into the Great War, Ezra Pound gave an appreciable shrug: ‘America is doing what she damn well ought to do, and what so far as I can see, she ought to have begun doing sooner.’130 Eliot wondered how St Louis might take it all – what the different nationalities and social groups might feel. He could imagine, he told his mother, a mob rising to smash the windows of Tony Faust’s elite oyster restaurant on Broadway and Elm Street, where Adolphus Busch and Eberhard Anheuser, owners of the powerful brewery, dined at its so-called ‘millionaire’s table’ daily.131 But ‘the mob’, as Eliot had termed them, would have more impoverished 42targets in their sights that summer, and would do far worse than break windows.

         As the June temperatures rose across the city in 1917 so did the heat of labour disputes. When a predominantly white, emigrant workforce walked out from the Aluminum Ore Company in East St Louis, the owners hired strike-breakers from the South, many of whom were Black. On the evening of 1 July, a group of white men in a dark Model T Ford drove through the South End, firing indiscriminately into African American homes. The bell of the True Light Baptist Church on Tudor Avenue rang out a warning that triggered the dispatch of an unmarked police car, an identical dark Model T Ford that was mistaken in the lamplight for the shooters’ own. The occupants were five plainclothes officers; Sergeant Samuel Coppedge and Detective Frank Wodley were killed when residents fired on their car. For three hot days and nights in July 1917, on the Illinois bank of the Mississippi, some of the worst racial atrocities in the country’s history were perpetrated.

         African American men from Missouri had been among the first sent to fight in Europe that year when the US joined the war; while they served their country abroad, their wives and children were being boarded up in their homes by white rioters and burned alive. Newspapers recorded escapees being thrown back into house fires. Those who fled were shot down from the railway tracks by snipers. A lynched man swung from a telephone pole on South 4th and East Broadway; bodies were thrown from the new Free Bridge; one woman witnessed a beheading. Gangs of white men and women and even children torched and clubbed and shot their way through the streets and homes of East St Louis while police and army looked on. No tally for the number of African American deaths has ever been agreed upon, but estimates of one to two hundred victims have been advanced, with some six thousand burned from their homes.132 It became known as the Massacre at East St Louis: ‘a pogrom’, wrote The Crisis that autumn, and ‘the 43shame of American democracy’; in the words of Marcus Garvey, ‘one of the bloodiest outrages against mankind’.133 By 20 July, the St Louis Argus had reported a mass evacuation of the few remaining Black families.134 Eight hundred miles east, in the White House, President Wilson refused to condemn the violence.

         Later, in 1950, when T. S. Eliot wrote how the Mississippi could sweep away lives, he told of its carrying off ‘human bodies, cattle and houses’ in Mark Twain’s floodwater. But his source for those words had been his own Four Quartets that described something more brutal and graphic: ‘Like the river with its cargo of dead negroes, cows and chicken coops, / The bitter apple, and the bite in the apple.’135

         Less than three miles separated the riots from the Eliot family home, but it might have been three hundred. Eliot’s mother and father were summering at Eastern Point, Massachusetts, on the day the violence began in 1917. Eliot wrote to them there from London to say that he had just played tennis with Pound.136 In the letters of that summer, the Eliots passed no comment on events in East St Louis, but W. E. B. Du Bois, sent by The Crisis, would report the horror he found in the days that followed. In 1903 he had prophesied that ‘the problem of the Twentieth Century is the problem of the color-line’.137 Amid the rubble of East St Louis he sounded a warning for all America.

         
            Eastward and westward storms are breaking – great, ugly whirlwinds of hatred and blood and cruelty. I will not believe them inevitable. I will not believe that all that was must be, that all the shameful drama of the past must be done again today before the sunlight sweeps the silver seas.138

         

         
            //

         

         Check trousers, thick overcoat, top hat, fur for neck, long coat or cloak for term, rough coat for country, and day dress for term and 44day dress for country:139 Bertrand Russell had been hounding Vivien for the return of his possessions, and Eliot had become impatient. ‘It is not the case that Vivien “won’t reply”,’ he wrote brusquely to Russell on 3 February. ‘I have taken the whole business of Marlow into my own hands, as she cannot have anything to do with this or with anything else that would interfere with the success of her doctor’s treatment.’ Eliot had called a meeting: ‘I have a great deal to talk to you about.’140 That conference was, on the face of it, to release Russell from the contract of a shared cottage at Marlow, in Buckinghamshire, although the ‘great deal’ to which Eliot alluded was not about real estate matters. But the interview with Russell didn’t go quite to plan, or at least not to Eliot’s plan. Rather than relinquish his hold, Russell had identified the cottage as a retreat for himself and his lover, Constance Malleson, telling her ‘I fancy Eliot would like to be rid of it.’141 His unexpected offer to take over the property wrong-footed Eliot, who swiftly embraced the proposal as a resolution to a situation that he had come to find unbearable. But on relaying the offer to Vivien, Eliot realised that he had underestimated her attachment to the place and how unprepared she was for the rupture of letting it go. She had worked hard at the house and at the rose garden, and looked to it to aid her recovery: ‘I should be wretched without it,’ she implored. ‘I do love it.’142 Eliot was left to back-pedal in his negotiation with Russell, and wrote again, implying that he had been so overrun with worry that Russell’s proposition had taken him by surprise. ‘So that I think after all we must go on as we are, and hope that there will be fewer misfortunes in the future.’143 Between Vivien’s claims and Russell’s, Eliot’s defeat was unmistakable.

         
             

         

         Tired. Misunderstood. Tortured. Tortuous. Four words that opened the four stanzas of an ‘ode’ that Eliot completed early in 1919:

         
            
               When the bridegroom smoothed his hair

               There was blood upon the bed.144

            

         

         45The Eliots had followed their honeymoon in Eastbourne in the summer of 1915 with a second in the autumn in the same place, but it had not gone well.145 Eliot had worn a truss since childhood, Vivien was menstruating. Her brother Maurice reported that Eliot slept in a seafront deckchair.146 When Vivien carried home to London the soiled sheets for cleaning, the guest house accused the couple of theft. ‘It seems their sort of pseudo-honeymoon at Eastbourne is being a ghastly failure,’ Russell had reported at the time from his flat in Holborn. ‘She is quite tired of him, & when I got here I found a desperate letter from her, in the lowest depths of despair & not far removed from suicide.’147

         Eliot had been an ‘extraordinarily silent’ postgraduate student in Russell’s seminars at Harvard when they met in the spring of 1914, but he made a remark on Heraclitus so good that Russell wished that he would make another.148 On meeting him again in London that autumn, Russell had taken a growing interest in Eliot (‘exquisite and listless’), and, in turn, Vivien (‘light, a little vulgar, adventurous, full of life’), so much so that by the autumn of 1915, to ease their finances, he had taken the couple in to his flat in Bury Street, London’s Bloomsbury.149 ‘I was fond of them both, and endeavoured to help them in their troubles,’ he recalled, ‘until I discovered that their troubles were what they enjoyed.’150 Eliot returned the personal warmth, although his veiled portrait of Russell as ‘Mr Apollinax’, written at that time, recorded ‘His pointed ears … He must be unbalanced,’ and his laugh ‘like an irresponsible foetus’. The sound of that laughter, sinking through sea water, sinking like the cries of the Lusitania, sinking beneath coral, like that of the old man of the sea, like the Phoenician Sailor:

         
            
               Where worried bodies of drowned men drift down in the green silence,

               Dropping from fingers of surf.151

            

         

         46Russell responded that he would come to love Eliot, ‘as if he were my son’; he told his then-lover, Lady Ottoline Morrell, that what he extended to the young couple was ‘the purest philanthropy’, perhaps even believing it himself.152 But his feelings for Vivien were moving in another direction. He had begun to observe her, hawk-like, admiring in her an effervescence that among Eliot’s friends had earned her the nickname of the River Girl; and he particularly admired her moments of what he regarded as a coquettish cruelty towards Eliot. ‘I myself get very much interested.’153 Vivien, in turn, was not unresponsive. ‘He is all over me, is Bertie, and I simply love him.’154

         Ottoline Morrell understood all too well where this was headed: she urged him to desist, warning that he risked the Eliots’ marriage by entreating Vivien to fall in love with him.155 But Russell’s investment in Vivien had already outstripped friendship. He would dine with her when Eliot was away from town and he would pay for her dance lessons, and, according to Morrell, began sending Vivien ‘silk undergarments’.156

         For a year the flirtation continued, heating and cooling, rising to the brim and then falling back. Russell spoke in 1916 of the ‘end of the readjustment’, and soothed Ottoline that matters were to be put on a better footing, and that everything would be all right.157 But Russell had misjudged feelings, and a crisis was coming.

         
             

         

         In the autumn of 1917, the Eliots had been looking for a retreat in the country in which to spend their weekends, somewhere within easy reach of London, but rural enough to write in and to ease recovering nerves. Vivien had taken rooms at Sewhurst Farm on Abinger Common, in the Surrey Hills, as a base from which to house hunt: it was the last of sixteen places that she had tried, or so she told Eliot’s mother.158 But the site was almost certainly found not by Vivien but by Russell, who knew the farmers personally, 47and who may have stayed for a while at the neighbouring Lemon’s Farm.159

         On the weekend of 20 October 1917, baked in sunshine and blue skies, the Eliots took up lodgings at the farmhouse which was tucked into a picturesque hollow high on the Greensand Ridge of the Surrey Hills. A brook descended through the grounds on its way into the Tillingbourne, where it crossed under a sandstone cart track that climbed from the valley. Two footpaths branched around the farm: one banked south-west to Sewer’s Copse, a second climbed south-east into the pine woods of High Ashes Hill and the birch forest beyond that opened onto the summit of Leith Hill.160 The farmers, Alfred and Annie Marie Enticknap, didn’t take boarders, but they were once gardeners at nearby Shiffolds to the poet R. C. Trevelyan, who was known to Eliot, and were happy to take in friends of his and spoil them with homemade butter, fresh eggs and fowl. It was, thought Eliot, an idyll – a ‘fairy tale farm’, wrote Vivien161 – but what transpired there would initiate a living hell for Eliot.

         The farm was more cut off than Vivien said she had expected: six miles from the nearest railway station, she told Mrs Eliot – in fact three, but far enough that Eliot would have to shorten his visits to allow for the longer commute to London. No sooner had he returned to Lloyds on that first weekend than a north-west wind blew in, sending temperatures plummeting towards freezing; it was then that Vivien was joined at the farm by Russell.

         ‘At last I spent a night with her,’ Russell confided to Constance Malleson, who had succeeded Morrell as Russell’s lover.

         
            I intended to be (except perhaps on very rare occasions) on merely friendly terms with Mrs Eliot. But she was very glad that I had come back, and very kind and wanting much more than friendship. I thought I could manage it – I led her to expect more if we got a cottage –162

         

         48There had been a quality of loathsomeness about the night together, he said, that he found difficult to describe, but describe it he would to Malleson, on whose mercy he now fell. ‘It was utter hell,’ he confessed: he felt imprisoned in his own egotism, sick with himself and the pain that he spread everywhere, and felt a devouring hunger within him that was, he admitted, ‘ruthless & insatiable’.163

         It was Vivien who had found the cottage in Marlow soon afterwards, in December 1917: a narrow, three-storey terrace and former post office with a neat walled garden in the street where Shelley once lived, Eliot would be heard to say.164 It had been rented to restore the Eliots’ fragile health, and had burdened their expenses hugely; but a solution to that had been found in Russell, who came in on the lease and also provided the furniture. It was an arrangement that promised something to them all. To Eliot, it offered a weekend retreat from his day job at Lloyds, his evening work for The Egoist and his twice-weekly lectures. For Vivien it would provide the rural recuperation that she had been seeking. For Russell it promised a writing sanctuary to finish his book, Roads to Freedom; with Eliot largely in London, he envisaged a working life there ‘with Mrs E’.165

         But arrangements had been disrupted almost at once when, in January 1918, a pacifist article by Russell appeared in The Tribunal warning of the imperial threat of American militarism, in a rousing echo of Karl Marx: ‘All that we hold dear will be swallowed up in universal ruin.’166 The revolution in Russia was less than a year old, and the British government was not about to tolerate Bolshevism in its own backyard. Russell was charged with interfering with the war effort, and sentenced to six months’ incarceration in Brixton Prison, a deterrent that did not entirely have the desired effect: ‘I found prison quite agreeable,’ he recorded. ‘I wrote a book.’167 It was there in the summer of 1918 that he had decided to withdraw from the Marlow arrangement, leaving Eliot to find a replacement 49tenant for his share of the property, which he had done by the time of Russell’s release in the middle of September.

         Eliot may never have known for certain what transpired between Vivien and Russell, and it is unlikely that he ever confronted them. But then worse than knowledge may have been suspicion itself, which for Eliot would have grated against the pride of his well-made manners and his belief in respectability and composure. By the summer of 1918, with Russell still confined to Brixton Prison, Eliot appeared overcome by doubt. It was then that he made an unexpected call on Russell’s mistress, Constance Malleson, who felt perplexed as to the motivation of his visit. She experienced the detached and ‘cat-like’ presence of his eyes observing her, and beneath them what she sensed as ‘a curiously deep despair’.168 Perhaps the call had been little more than a personal courtesy, or a promise fulfilled to Russell; but perhaps Eliot had come to find out exactly what Malleson knew.169

         On 26 November 1918, a fortnight after the armistice, Russell took Vivien to dinner and told her that he was unlikely to renew contact for some time. The conversation passed off without disaster, he reported with relief, but it had been a heavy-handed manoeuvre that undoubtedly stirred in Vivien a sense of rejection.170 She told Russell in January 1919 that she disliked fading intimacies and that she was breaking off contact entirely. Russell maintained that it was not a matter of any distress to him, and yet he continued to paw and peck at the Eliots’ arrangements, demanding the return of items that were impractical to retrieve now that the house was let furnished. But the coffee-grinder, he badgered, the tea-table: these he wanted as soon as possible …171

         Russell had been a cuckoo in the nest of the Eliots’ short marriage. He had dazzled and spoiled and harried Vivien, and had taken something very precious in the form of the couple’s fidelity to each other. The cottage at Marlow would cast a shadow over the marriage until Eliot was able to release himself from the rent 50entirely in the summer of 1920. By then, the events had triggered in Eliot a despair that was to reach a crisis while he was in the company of Ezra Pound in France in the summer of 1919.

      

   


   
      
         
51
            II.

         

         Eliot had followed the poems of Prufrock with a silence that lasted almost two years. By the spring of 1917 he was ‘rather desperate’, believing that he had dried up completely. But he discovered he could still compose in French, and that writing in a second language alleviated a pressure to take himself seriously; he had written five poems when the impulse to write in English returned. Edited and abetted by Pound, he began in 1917 a run of English poems in a ‘French’ style, drawing upon the formal example of Théophile Gautier’s Émaux et Camées, a work from 1852 that would, for the next three years, become a model for both Eliot and Pound. Said Eliot later: ‘We studied Gautier’s poems and then we thought, “Have I anything to say in which this form will be useful?” And we experimented. The form gave the impetus to the content.’1

         The form was battened down. Gone was the melodious expanse of the Prufrock poems, and in their place a tightened lyric tetrameter, in nimbly stitched quatrains, with end rhyme clasping shut every second and fourth line. By early 1919, Eliot had half a dozen pieces in final draft, and was finishing two more. Opening on a cavernous waste shore, ‘Sweeney Erect’, completed that February, was anything but cavernous. Like its predecessors in form, it emphasised technical precision above linear expanse, objective observation above personal declaration, and was delivered in a style that was a reaction to the perceived excess of Romanticism. It was a form given further impetus by the mode of drafting: Eliot had recently begun composing on a typewriter, which he said had the effect of shaking off all his sentences that he used to dote upon, 52and leaving him with a style that was ‘short, staccato, like modern French prose’.2 The typewriter had made for lucidity, he told a friend, but he wasn’t sure that it encouraged subtlety. Amused with amusing, archly mischievous, it should have surprised no one that the work would be accused of cleverness: l’art pour l’art was, after all, a point of principle for the Parnassians who followed Gautier. But cleverness was not the only accusation that the work of this period would have to face. For the culmination of Eliot’s French form was about to produce the poem that he said he liked the most of all of them, but which included the most repellent lines that Eliot would ever write.

         
             

         

         Ezra Pound didn’t much care for how the draft of ‘Bleistein with a Cigar’ had ended (the longer title was still to come); he didn’t much care for how it opened, come to that. He marked ‘Diptych’ on the top corner of the first draft, indicating that he thought the poem should comprise not one part but two. And he targeted its second line – ‘And Triton blew his wrinkled shell’ – for sounding too little of Gautier and too much of Wordsworth: ‘if you / “hotel” this / rhythm shd. be / weighted a bit, / I think’, he wrote in the margin, and Eliot took up the suggestion. ‘And Triton blew his wrinkled shell’ became Descending at a small hotel, modernising the poem in a heartbeat. Pound then scored a double line between the second and third stanzas, marking ‘OK. from here anyhow’. But it wasn’t OK, not yet, and he further queried ‘punctuation?’, and prompted quotation marks (‘for clarity?’), before making a directing intervention in the final stanza, which had opened with a question, ‘Who clipped the lion’s mane?’, until Pound changed ‘mane’ to wings, deepening the mythic dimension of the piece.3

         These were good, renovating and clarifying interventions by Pound. But about the lines that would become most notorious, he had been silent. For the draft contained three stanzas on the title character Bleistein, a ‘Chicago Semite Viennese’, described 53in the poem as bent-kneed, his palms outstretched, mired in an associative language of degradation: lustreless, protrusive, protozoic slime, money in furs. Other names signalled a diminishment: a salacious Lady Volupine (from the fox-like vulpine) ‘entertains’ a Sir Ferdinand Klein (German: small); but it was the name of Bleistein around which the poem’s deepest disgust would be built, a name meaning ‘leadstone’, an element weak in its metallic character, toxic at critical levels. Bleistein’s appearance in the poem included the following two lines:

         
            
               The rats are underneath the piles.

               The jew is underneath the lot.

            

         

         What was Eliot thinking? He would not elucidate; but then he didn’t believe that any writer held an executive position when it came to interpretation. ‘The only legitimate meaning of a poem is the meaning which it has for any reader,’ he would remark in 1927, ‘not a meaning which it has primarily for the author.’4 Intention, in other words, is unimportant: all there is in the end is effect. It was a neat sidestep, but it left the lines exposed without an authorial voice to defend them. For some readers, no defence was required: the lines were a benign or even affirmative exploration of hatred, whose weapon was irony, whose subject was subjugation itself; other readers have felt that the reference was inoffensively particular: to a Jew, and not to all, a stroke of character and not therefore general to a people.

         ‘Beauty is difficult,’ wrote Pound in ‘Canto LXXIV’.5 He had made the point once before, in 1914 with Wyndham Lewis in Blast. ‘The Art-instinct is permanently primitive.’ That had been statement seven, of their manifesto; statement eight read: ‘In a chaos of imperfection, discord, etc., it finds the same stimulus as in Nature.’6 Namely, art born from a war-torn world could – should – find inspiration in subjects not previously thought beautiful. That poetry should be a meeting ground for beauty and not-beauty was a thought engaging Eliot in 1919. In his ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’, written 54that year, he would identify in seventeenth-century literature ‘an intensely strong attraction toward beauty and an equally intense fascination by the ugliness which is contrasted with it and which destroys it’.7 Soon after, in the spring of 1920, he would write: ‘The contemplation of the horrid or sordid or disgusting, by an artist, is the necessary and negative aspect of the impulse toward the pursuit of beauty.’8 At the same time, he cautioned against a modern tendency for frivolity in literature by which ‘the sensation of enjoying something ugly is more amusing than the worn out enjoyment of something beautiful’.9 This was a calculated judgement for Eliot to make in this moment, for it was the very charge that critics were making against his poetry. ‘He has forgotten his emotions, his values, his sense of beauty,’ The Times was shortly to write of his poems.10 But Eliot would persist, and would refine his pursuit to its most clear and elegant position in an essay on Matthew Arnold in 1933, stating: ‘The essential advantage for a poet is not, to have a beautiful world with which to deal: it is to be able to see beneath both beauty and ugliness; to see the boredom, the horror, and the glory.’11 Was such panoptical vision Eliot’s achievement with Bleistein? Was its purpose an attempt to look beyond the superficiality of prejudice and scrutinise the horrific?

         Few readers have thought so. Most have found it hard to pass beyond two insistent readings of the poem: that ‘the jew’ is lower than vermin, and that ‘the jew’ conspires behind all the negative tendencies in modernity. And compounding both readings is a further grievance: a lowercase ‘j’ that was not capitalised in print until 1963 and which has served only to deepen the wound of disrespect and prejudice.

         Travelling on a tourist visit to London in 1911, Eliot recorded in a letter the sights that he had seen: the British Museum, the City, St Paul’s and ‘Whitechapel (note: Jews)’.12 For the next decade and more he makes a small number of references in passing to someone or other’s Jewish origin – ‘an Irish Roman Catholic Jew!’ or ‘a Jewish 55lady in Whitechapel’ or ‘a small Jewish messenger boy’ – observing rather than condemning – all made to family (with one exception to Pound), where Eliot had first encountered anti-Semitism. ‘I have an instinctive antipathy to Jews,’ wrote Eliot’s mother in 1920, ‘as I have to certain animals.’13 Anti-Semitism had been a commonplace in his Missouri childhood home, and it was prevalent in England. On visiting the home counties in 1917, Vivien would describe ‘horrible Jews in plush coats by the million’.14 Dorothy Pound could likewise state that ‘rich, stockbroking Jews are not nice company’.15 In certain friendship groups and literary circles anti-Semitism was ubiquitous. G. K. Chesterton, Hilaire Belloc and Rupert Brooke were open in their prejudice, while John Maynard Keynes – who would become so admired by Eliot – complained of civilisation being trapped under the thumbs of ‘impure’ Jews.16 Lytton Strachey wrote to Leonard Woolf to bemoan the ‘placid, easy-going vulgarity of your race’,17 and Virginia, disparaging her husband’s own family, said, ‘I do not like the Jewish voice; I do not like the Jewish laugh.’18 Leonard, when asked to weigh the matter of Eliot’s prejudice, would say in 1967, ‘I think T. S. Eliot was slightly anti-Semitic in the sort of vague way which is not uncommon,’ adding, ‘He would have denied it quite genuinely.’19 Few in these circles spoke out expressly against the tide of what E. M. Forster would call ‘this anti-Jew horror’. Writing on the eve of the Second World War, Forster warned of a danger that many had failed to challenge: ‘To me, anti-Semitism is now the most shocking of all things. It is destroying much more than the Jews; it is assailing the human mind at its source.’20

         Eliot and Pound depended upon Jewish figures to bring their work to print. In London, Leonard Woolf ran the Hogarth Press, John Rodker was starting the Ovid Press, Alida Monro managed the Poetry Bookshop and Sydney Schiff underwrote Arts & Letters: all these publishers were Jewish. In New York, Alfred Knopf’s family were Polish Jews; Benjamin Huebsch, who published Joyce, 56was the son of Hungarian Jewish immigrants; Albert Boni and Horace Liveright, who would publish The Waste Land, were from Russian and German Jewish families respectively. Each of these men encountered exclusion and prejudice in publishing, but it was Liveright whom John Quinn singled out for a bilious stream of abuse in correspondence that overwhelmed many of his letters to Eliot and Pound. Ezra Pound was the one who corrected it. ‘The by-you-so-scorned Liveright is the best of ’em,’ he told Quinn in 1922. ‘He is still young enough to think an author ought to be paid a living wage. NO elderly publisher even does think that.’21 It wouldn’t be the last time that he defended Liveright to Quinn, or the last time that Quinn raged against Jews. Eliot, too, absorbed a tide of racist ranting from Quinn: Liveright was a crook and vulgarian, a grubby publicist and a money grabber, and not – not – to be trusted. If Quinn’s sentiments, articulated extensively over many letters across many years, tapped bigotries shared by Eliot, he did not show it. Not once. Until he did. In the winter of 1923, Quinn had written a letter which, even by his standards, represented a low in his racial bigotry. He told Eliot of the ‘infested’ streets and sidewalks of Broadway with swarms of horrible looking Jews, low, squat, animal-like.22 By then, Liveright had reprinted The Waste Land, and had sold the first run, said Quinn, without advancing a cent in royalties. Eliot’s veneer now cracked. ‘I am sick of doing business with Jew publishers who will not carry out their part of the contract unless they are forced to.’23 And there was more. ‘I wish I could find a decent Christian publisher in New York who could be trusted not to slip and slide at every opportunity.’

         ‘My own views are Liberal,’24 Eliot would write in 1919, and yet it’s difficult to read a subtle interrogation of prejudice into Bleistein, or admire an examination of ugliness. Instead it is ugly. Ugly to its core.

         
            //

         

         57As for booze … Ezra Pound was once again taking aim at America that February … personal liberty in that country had been done in. On 16 January 1919, the Eighteenth Amendment of the US Constitution had been ratified, prohibiting the production, transportation and sale of alcohol in a belief that the removal of temptation would lead to the removal of poverty and vice. It would take a full year for the change in the law to come into effect, and would remain in force until 1933, when it became the first and only amendment in American history to ever be repealed in its entirety. But already Pound’s antennae were twitching for an America that he thought was sleepwalking into disaster. Having always been ‘free’ (the scare quotes were Pound’s), the country had lost any sense it once had of the value of individual liberty, or any feeling for the sheer ardour needed to maintain it. ‘Having got rid, supposedly of Prussianism, oppression, tyranny,’ he told his father, ‘you are in for a worse era.’25

         
            
               ’Twas 1919 that brought down the Rum Trust –

               LIGHT OF THE WORLD, our grand-dads took it neat.26

            

         

         Smuggling and speakeasies and rum-running and bootlegging: a new age had brought a new language. Bill McCoy had grown up on the Delaware River, the son of a bricklayer, with a longing for the sea. His passion for sailing needed a subsidy, and so he began to smuggle. He became known as a gentleman crook, a self-styled ‘honest lawbreaker’, who, alone among traffickers, didn’t water down his contraband liquor, earning the moniker ‘the real McCoy’. He was at the Gloucester pier of Eliot’s youth when he first laid eyes on a schooner called the Arethusa: she was elegance from keel to truck, he said, a craft that could ghost under full sail, and enter a harbour like an aristocratic lady gracing a room; he said he fell in love at first sight. He refitted her hold to carry five thousand cases in burlap wrapping, and mounted a Colt-Browning machine gun on the foredeck to stave off the pirates who patrolled for easy pickings. He saw himself as a swashbuckler against Prohibition, 58trading at the designated three miles offshore that constituted international waters, thereby allowing him to escape US law. This was the infamous ‘rum row’ – a stretch of water between the peninsulas of Montauk, New York, and Cape May, New Jersey – which became a floating distribution centre for the liquor that would irrigate the speakeasies of New York City. It became a settlement on the water, with floating bars, VIP tours and jazz musicians shipped in for ambience. A symbol of resistance in a puritanical age, a strike against Prohibition, a subject that would in time give Eliot the opening to The Waste Land.

         
            //

         

         If there had been an opinion maker in London, until now it had been Pound. In 1918, he had published well in excess of one hundred articles in what had been the most prolific publishing year of his life (more than six times the critical output of Eliot that year); and for the first half of 1919 his reviews would flow out in the New Age at a rate of four a month under the pseudonyms of William Atheling on music and B. H. Dias on fine art. But of literary reviews in his own name there were almost none, and of those that were signed there was little of Eliot’s growing edge and rigour about them. Pound, who had been prophet to Imagism, assassin to Georgianism, reviver of Rome and the lost Langue d’Oc, traveller on the Silk Road and trader in the Occident and Orient – he who more than anyone else had been the modernising voice par excellence – was engaging in criticism that seemed thin, unfocused, rolled out aimlessly to order.

         One piece alone in the Little Review announced itself that spring as though it might set itself apart. ‘The Death of Vorticism’ was a teasing title intended by Pound to showcase the movement’s achievements and was anything but an elegy.27 Vorticism attempted to represent the industrial world of objects in art, led by Pound 59in ink and by Wyndham Lewis in paint. But Lewis lay in Endsleigh Palace Hospital with double pneumonia, and there was no sign that what he had practised so dynamically in the arrangement of colour – what Pound had aptly named ‘planes in relation’ – had been adopted by younger artists.28 Pound had intended to give one last and deserved spin of the vortex to its embattled artists, but with Lewis ill and Gaudier-Brzeska dead, what instead he appeared to honour were the wounded and the fallen. In 1914, Blast had anticipated a world made grotesque by the horror of a looming war; Lewis and Pound had seen it coming and as visionary artists would congratulate themselves (‘very well acted by you and me’, Lewis had written in a short Vorticist play of 1914).29 But the war that followed brought devastation on a scale that no print journal could reflect: the scale of the trauma was simply too vast. Vorticism had been a clarion call, of that there was no doubt; but as a herald it had been obliterated by the ferocity of the experience about which it warned. The astuteness of Pound’s criticism was failing, while Eliot’s only sharpened.

         John Middleton Murry did not know Eliot personally, but he knew of his work. In 1917, he had listened transfixed to Katherine Mansfield as she read aloud ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ at a party hosted by Ottoline Morrell at her Garsington Manor, in Oxfordshire; now that Murry had taken up restoration of the ailing journal The Athenaeum, he had decided that Eliot was the man to help him in his task. On 12 March 1919, he invited Eliot to become assistant editor, as he currently was at The Egoist, only this time at a salary of £500 per annum for two years, a sum generously above his earnings at the bank. It seemed the literary opportunity that Eliot had been craving: respectable, lucrative, a door to the well-regarded literary life that he had so wished to open for his family. But unexpectedly he turned down the post, telling his mother that he feared that the need to produce copy mechanically would exhaust the creativity he needed for his writing. It would never be 60his first interest, any more than finance was; but banking at least he could leave behind at the end of the day, whereas reviewing would be an endless companion. ‘I could not turn it out mechanically and then go to my own work.’30

         The setback to Murry’s plans was immense. He could think of no one else in England whose literary judgement he might trust; and so he didn’t: he went without any editorial assistance, and instead employed Eliot as a freelance critic, in a series of reviews that would delight Murry and expand considerably the literary standing of the journal. By April, Murry had enthused that he hoped their collaboration would not cease until the two men had ‘restored criticism’.31 Eliot would make three dozen contributions in a little over a year, and would regard them as his finest pieces to date, ‘longer and better’ than anything he had written before; and the Observer agreed: as a critic, he was now ‘known to the world at large’, unmatched in British or American letters.32 His literary ascent had been sudden, and for a moment, Eliot’s practised modesty slipped. ‘I really think that I have far more influence on English letters than any other American has ever had,’ he told his mother, ‘unless it be Henry James.’33 He said he knew a great many people, but there were a great many more who now wanted to know him.

         In 1919 Eliot would double his critical output of each of the last three years in a series of articles that were no mere summaries of books under review, but ever more precise outlines on poetry itself.

         Emotion. The Elizabethans’ vice was rhetoric, but seldom did they let sentiment ruin their writing.34

         Style. A writer should not adhere to a creed or a party in style, but be simply and solely themselves: an Individual.35

         Material. Poe, Whitman and Hawthorne were the keys to American literature, but theirs were the works of an immature society.36

         Audience. The mistake of a writer was the attempt to address a 61large readership, instead of a small one. ‘The only better thing is to address the one hypothetical Intelligent Man who does not exist and who is the audience of the Artist.’37

         Criticism. A reader must be enticed into a receptive mood and provided with a personal point of view if a critical book is to hold together.38

         These were cornerstones for any young poet in thinking about how to write and of what to write and for whom to write. Eliot was just thirty-one, but already he expressed a veteran’s foresight when he emphasised the need of writers to strike out on their own. To all writers Eliot now gave an ultimatum: hang together in groups and ‘schools’ as a footnote to fashion, or chance going it alone and risk oblivion, and maybe, just maybe, find a higher place beyond the vagaries of public taste. Refusal to distinguish oneself from the literary clique was to threaten writers if not quite with a literary grave then with a ‘Bloomsburial’ of their genius.39 Aldous Huxley had been the target of those remarks, although with his tireless advocacy of peers and groupings – Imagist or Vorticist, of Joyce, Lewis and even himself – Eliot must have hoped that his friend Pound, the great gatherer of literature, was listening in. But Pound was already more exposed than even he knew, for he was about to strike out into the open, unflanked and alone, and with catastrophic effect.

         
            //

         

         ‘You will remember all the fuss about Ezra Pound’s Propertius,’ Eliot warned Robert Lowell in 1961: ‘Keep the word translation out of it.’40 The ‘it’ to which Eliot referred was Imitations, renderings by Lowell of renowned European poems into his own idiom, a work on the eve of publication at Faber & Faber that would come to mark a creative fusion of original writing and translation. Lowell had heeded Eliot’s warning and withheld the word from 62the title, but he hadn’t kept it from the introduction, and reviewers would seize on an approach to ‘translation’ that they found imperial and opportunist, a robbing of the graves of the great for self-advancement (reading for schoolboys in salt mines, mocked one review).41 But in recasting existing work into modern idiom, there was in his approach, Lowell admitted, ‘nothing new’: he had taken Thomas Wyatt as his guide, he said, although he might also have added John Dryden, who had used the word ‘imitation’ almost three centuries before to describe a form of translating in which the writer ‘assumes the liberty, not only to vary from the words and sense, but to forsake them both as he sees occasion; and taking only some general hints from the original, to run division on the groundwork, as he pleases’.42

         In his rendition of the Latin of Sextus Propertius, published in the March of 1919, Ezra Pound had most certainly run the groundwork as he pleased. Sextus Propertius was a rebel and a hero to Ezra Pound. An Umbrian, and therefore an incomer to the citadel, he had ridden on the acclaim of his first collection of Elegies, circulated in Rome around the year 25 bce. The work won him attention which, like his friends Virgil and Horace, brought him under the patronage of Gaius Cilnius Maecenas, minister of culture to Emperor Augustus. But an eminent place in the Augustan court was not without a price: patriotic homilies and political odes were among the tributes expected, thereby beginning for Propertius many years of cat-and-mouse evasion to elude propaganda and find the true subject of his work, a mistress he called Cynthia, in a move in which, wrote Pound, ‘S. P. ceased to be the dupe of magniloquence’.43 Instead he became a strategist, an outsider bending the centre to his favour: a model, thought Pound, for his own quest to construct not a single translation, but what he called a composite character – of Propertius certainly, but also ‘something of Ovid’, and the spirit of any young man of the time of Augustus, ‘undeceived by imperial hog-wash’.44 And 63it was this spirit of an independent youth in which Pound placed his investment.

         ‘All ages are contemporaneous,’ Pound had written in 1910. ‘The future stirs already in the minds of the few.’45

         If a single thought could capture Pound’s approach to translation, if not all literature, it might be this remark from his first book of prose, The Spirit of Romance. It would anticipate his relation to Propertius exactly, in which the passage of time was not so much a river flowing in a single direction but a pool in which the past and the modern met and mingled freely. ‘This is especially true of literature, where the real time is independent of the apparent,’ he wrote, ‘and where many dead men are our grand-children’s contemporaries.’ The thought that all literature happens at once was one on which Eliot was about to elucidate, but for Pound, this implied a unique relationship between a poet in one time and a translator in another: one not based upon deference or fidelity, and most certainly not upon textual pedantry, but something closer to collaboration – something like the mind of the poet voiced through the mouth of the translator. ‘Tain’t what a man sez, but wot he means that the traducer has got to bring over,’ wrote Pound.46 And the key to that transmission is not scholarship but something more akin to a personal presence, an ability in the translator to convey a temporary identity, to adopt a mask, and be both ‘traducer’ and poet at once. And that was exactly the art of the ‘Homage’, as Eliot would later express it: ‘It is not a translation, it is a paraphrase, or still more truly (for the instructed) a persona.’47

         ‘It’s you,’ Robert Lowell told Pound in the 1950s, but a ‘you’ refracted by modern light: ‘You are a man writing in the Occident of the first World War – humorous, skeptical, shocked that such a thing could happen, quia pauper amavi.’48 And that meant the tone could never be classical, nor quite modern, but awkwardly in between, resistant to description: in its design a way to defy the 64grasp of the academy, and in humour and irony to suck its thumb at authority. And there is no high-road to the Muses, the ‘Homage to Sextus Propertius’ insisted. And that was never a provocation that a self-respecting academy was ever likely to tolerate.

         
             

         

         ‘Please punch my face in order to save my soul,’ Pound told Harriet Monroe in 1913: in criticism, Pound expected the treatment he received to match that which he dispensed.49 But with the publication by Monroe of four parts from ‘Homage to Sextus Propertius’ in the spring of 1919, what Pound would experience was no mere slap in the face. For no sooner had the passages appeared in Poetry magazine than a response was delivered, in the very next issue, by William Gardner Hale, a professor of Latin at the University of Chicago. Undignified. Flippant. Incredibly ignorant. Unintelligible. Absurd. Identifying as many as sixty ‘errors’ of translation in a mere four sections, Hale went to town on what he saw as fundamental incompetence. In his ignorance, Hale declared, Pound had confused the Latin verb canes (from cano or canto, to sing) with the noun canes (canis, dog), and compounded his error in coupling it with the neighbouring nocturnaeque (nocturnal); and so rather than giving Propertius’ you will sing … of midnight escapade, Pound instead had returned the inadvertently comic night dogs.50 ‘For sheer magnificence of blundering this is unsurpassable,’ Hale pronounced, although he did what he could to give that blunder a run for its money by citing an extended list of mishaps.51 He concluded, ‘If Mr Pound were a professor of Latin, there would be nothing left for him but suicide.’

         ‘Cat-pisss and porcupines!!’52 Pound exploded in response.

         Hale had misunderstood the mode of the poetry, he protested, and wrote fiercely to Harriet Monroe exhorting her to let the readers of Poetry magazine know this to be the case. ‘Allow me to say that I would long since have committed suicide had desisting made me a professor of latin,’ he began.53 And he continued: 65Hale was the embodiment of a spirit (the ‘high road’) that kept the classics out of reach: so petty and pedantic and fixed in his reading that it left no room for the fluency of poetry, and it was Hale and not Pound who was exemplary of a deep disrespect to its subject. Pound’s retort was a plausible one, but he had failed to make it clearly. His tone seemed petulant, juvenile even, when what he might have said is that the ‘Homage’ should have been understood in terms of what Dryden described as ‘something new produced’, as something which is ‘almost the Creation of another hand’, and as ‘a Liberty to be allowed’.54 Instead, he seemed caught unexpectedly on the back foot. Which is when something rare and remarkable happened to Ezra Pound: he lost his nerve. He did not send the letter he had drafted to Poetry; instead, he repeated the same retort, only this time privately to a friend, saying that Hale’s own errors should sentence him to the fate he assigned to Pound (‘He has NO claim to refrain from suicide if he errs in any point’).55 And he made the remark yet again, this time to his family: ‘As Hale has nothing by his syntactical accuracy to stand on he had better lie down.’56 He began a second letter to Harriet Monroe, but on this occasion in a briefer form for publication. ‘The thing is no more a translation than my “Altaforte” is a translation,’ he protested, in a reference to his celebrated reworking in 1909 of a poem by the troubadour Bertran de Born.57 But Monroe did not print the letter, and Pound’s voice went unheard. Silenced, he turned instead to A. R. Orage, editor of the New Age: ‘There was never any question of translation, let alone literal translation. My job was to bring a dead man to life, to present a living figure.’58 And to Felix Schelling, his former professor at Pennsylvania, Pound said again: ‘No, I have not done a translation of Propertius. That fool in Chicago took the Homage for a translation.’59 The floundering grew more tangible with each comment.

         Harriet Monroe did not believe, as Pound charged her, that 66her selective printing of just four of the poem’s twelve parts constituted a mutilation (‘the left foot, knee, thigh and right ear of my portrait of Propertius’, said Pound), and as late as 1930 she would state that it was not she, but Pound, who had ‘mutilated’ Propertius through his excisions and additions.60 Pound knew the attack to be ‘unanswerable’, said Monroe, one that could neither be forgiven nor recovered from.61 And when, on 1 November 1919, after a silence of nearly seven months, Monroe replied to Pound’s April letter, she chose to interpret his signature ‘In final commiseration’ as a formal resignation from the post of foreign editor to the journal, and with that Pound’s formative connection with Poetry came to an end.62 If that had been an act of subterfuge, it was not Monroe’s only one. Professor Hale was a personal friend of hers: she had shared the translation with him before printing, and then encouraged him to write his attack upon it; Pound, it seemed, had been caught in an inexplicable ‘sting’ orchestrated by his own publisher and employer, and William Carlos Williams was not alone in raising his voice in anger to discredit Poetry as ‘a ragbag’.63 In 1920, he would lead a group of poets from that journal into the pages of The Dial in New York, an act that would send the circulation of Monroe’s journal tumbling by more than a third.64 E. E. Cummings and Marianne Moore would join Williams and Yeats in taking new work to The Dial. That Pound had been badly damaged, there can be no doubt; but so had Poetry magazine, and Harriet Monroe’s reputation would never fully recover. ‘Hale is a bleating ass and Harriet Monroe another,’ summarised Pound.65 She took extended leave from 1922, and was absent from her post when the rival Dial secured the coup of its era, in acquiring a poem that might otherwise have conceivably gone to Poetry magazine: The Waste Land.

         Eliot himself would wade into the argument that autumn of 1919: ‘It is one of the best things Mr Pound has done.’ He announced: ‘It is a new persona, a creation of a new character, 67recreating Propertius in himself, and himself in Propertius.’66 But for Pound, Eliot’s defence – six months after publication – was too little, too late. His state of mind had become so exacerbated that it seemed even his friend and literary ally could not do enough, and he told John Quinn that Eliot’s response amounted to ‘granite wreaths, leaden laurels’.67

         Belittled by the academy, betrayed by his editorial peers, it wasn’t clear where Ezra Pound could turn. He told Joyce of his ‘complete stasis or constipation’.68 The time had come for a new era in Pound’s life, for a new idea, and, if nothing else, a new place to live. An exit was sorely needed, and at last it came. A friend had found the Pounds a room on the rue Sainte-Ursule, in Toulouse, which they would make their own for the next three months. From there they would travel to Bordeaux in the summer, and, in the autumn, to Paris. On 22 April, Dorothy and Ezra crossed the English Channel. ‘Hope Eliot can also come out,’ he told his father. ‘Time I had a let up; time he had a let up.’69 For the next five months the Pounds disappeared entirely from England – ‘vanished’, said Lewis, into ‘a mist of recuperation and romance’.70

         
            //

         

         The collapse of Pound’s arrangement with Poetry in Chicago had been as spectacular as it was painful, but it was just one of three such relationships that would end in 1919.

         For two years, Pound had run the ‘Foreign Office’ of the New York journal the Little Review, founded in 1914 by Margaret Anderson with the purpose of rekindling what she saw as a dwindling enthusiasm for literary criticism. Her opening editorial became a manifesto for the fifteen years of the journal’s life: ‘criticism, after all, has only one synonym: appreciation’.71 Modernising in outlook, anarchist in politics, it published poetry and polemics, and was unapologetically elitist: ‘making no 68compromise with public taste’, its masthead proclaimed proudly, ‘the magazine that is read by those who write the others’. When Jane Heap became an editorial partner in 1917, Anderson relocated the journal from Chicago to 31 West 14th Street, Greenwich Village, New York City, from where she accepted a suggestion by Ezra Pound to engage him as an international talent scout: ‘Why stop at New York?’ he had asked her, ‘London and Paris are quite interesting.’72 Pound had seen in the journal an ethos that matched his own (Heap said of the Little Review that it was ‘a trial-track for racers’), and he was in no doubt about the direction he wished the journal to go.73 ‘I want a place where I and T. S. Eliot can appear once a month (or once an “issue”), and where Joyce can appear when he likes, and where Wyndham Lewis can appear if he comes back from the war.’74 The first of twenty-two issues under Pound’s direction appeared in May 1917, carrying work from three of the four men (‘a magazine is made with FOUR writers’, Pound insisted in 1936).75 From now on, poetry would be as important to the journal as criticism; the entirety of Eliot’s Hogarth collection Poems (1919) would find its initial home in the review, as well as a sweep of new work from W. B. Yeats, beginning with ‘The Wild Swans at Coole’.76 But the crowning glory of Pound’s tenure at the Little Review – and, as it turned out, the journal’s undoing – would come with his serialisation of James Joyce’s Ulysses.
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