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PREFACE



As the greatness of T. S. Eliot spread, the public saw English women at his side: Vivienne Haigh-Wood, a flamboyant wife who ended up in an asylum; a church-going confidante, Mary Trevelyan; and, late in his life, Valerie Fletcher, a devoted secretary, who married him. These were his visible ties. Yet out of sight, by design, was an American called Emily Hale, an actor and drama teacher for whom he concealed a lasting love. She was the ‘hyacinth girl’ in his poem The Waste Land, as he told her in a love-letter eight years later.


He sent in all 1,131 letters to her, more than he had written to anyone else, and insisted on the longest embargo, by far, on any of his writings: fifty years from the death of the survivor. These letters reveal a relationship at the core of Eliot’s creativity, spanning his life from the age of twenty-four to his late sixties. She was the first of four women to take part in the poet’s transformations as expatriate, convert and, finally, a man ‘made for love’.


Eliot protected his privacy in a male world of college, work, clubs and coteries. But these four women came closer and saw him in ways men did not. All recorded what they experienced. Most outspoken was Vivienne, an early supporter whose voice he came to fear. She left her autobiographical sketches and diaries to the Bodleian Library. His sturdy companion in prayer, Mary Trevelyan, was explicit in her memoir about falling in love with Eliot and her difficulties with him. And Miss Fletcher fulfilled all he asked of her and continued throughout her life to guard and perpetuate his legacy. These women felt a profound attraction – no ordinary emotion – that made for a permanent bond on their parts. Each of the four who entered Eliot’s private life was keenly perceptive and rare in her own way. This book tells their stories.


Foremost in his life, we now see, was Emily Hale, the ‘hyacinth girl’ haunting the memory of a man whose life is a wasteland. Throughout his poems and plays he created roles for her as the Weeping Girl, the hyacinth girl, a Rose of memory, a Lady of silences, martyr and star of the stage. Emily was to live on as his creation, and heard from the poet where she was in his lines. She was the secret sharer of the hot moments of inception, the marvellous words that came to him, part of the drama he conceived and played out, before writing lines to last beyond his time. To read Eliot’s letters to Emily during the thirties and early forties is to enter poems in the making.


His letters to her grant a new lens: here is an Eliot who is intensely ardent. Among his love-letters are masterpieces in a form unexpected from a man so austere. It is as though he drew Emily into the hearth of a secret self, where he fired emotions vital to his art. He wished her to match his honesty, to call out ‘an Emily of fire and violence’, but violence, certainly, was not her style.


Her side of the correspondence he destroyed, except for eighteen letters. The full number of Emily’s letters to Eliot must have been about the same as his own, for he expected regular letters, and if an awaited one did not arrive, he sometimes cabled her. There must have been, in all, a thousand from her, proof that the Lady of silences did utter opinions and questions as well as words of kindness and compassion, and we can hear this because Eliot often relayed what she said in his replies. With the appearance of these letters a curtain rose. She spoke.


Her voice was her prime gift: she taught speech as well as drama and that voice comes to us, ironically, through Eliot’s own letters. She was spirited, playful, sometimes hurt, always resisting idealisation, for she wished to be loved for herself.


Emily Hale’s friend Margaret Farrand married a Princeton professor, Willard Thorp. Together, the Thorps were Emily’s guides as she mulled over what to do with the trove of papers by the great poet who’d loved her. They persuaded her that Princeton would keep her treasure safe. In December 1956 the papers were placed in fourteen boxes, sealed with steel bands and stashed away for future generations. For Eliot’s sake, there was no talk, no announcement. Emily told the Thorps that only about eight people (including the two of them, two librarians and of course Eliot himself) knew of her donation.
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Thirteen boxes of Eliot’s letters to Emily Hale, held for over sixty years in the archives at Princeton. A fourteenth box contains her papers, including a short memoir (drafted in 1957 and revised in 1965).





Eliot died in January 1965, Emily Hale nearly five years later in October 1969. So it was that in October 2019 the steel bands were cut, and the letters saw the light; they were opened to readers on 2 January 2020.


I first heard of the letters in 1972 when, as a student in New York, I went to discuss Eliot with the chair of the English department at Princeton. A. Walton Litz told me of Emily Hale and the priceless gift sequestered in Firestone Library. Then he brought in Emily’s friend Willard Thorp, whose wife Margaret had died the year after Emily. The two women, Emily and Margaret, had exchanged confidences, the scholars said: these women had taken it in turn to write every fortnight, on an understanding that each would destroy the other’s letters.* Walt Litz and Willard Thorp hinted more than they said about a mystery in Eliot’s life. I felt privileged to be there, a bit open-mouthed.


Such was the dignity of Professor Litz that I was amazed by his lawless fantasy as we strolled towards the library: if he knew he was dying, he said, it would be his last pleasure to steal into the archives, break open the boxes and read the Eliot–Hale letters. It would satisfy his curiosity and more: unspoken words hovered in the air. Then and there I vowed to live to the day when the letters would be released. I have not been disappointed.





___________


* Selected items from their correspondence were in fact included in the Princeton cache, but that was not yet known.










1



HOME WOMEN


Eliot was a master of disguise. Emily Hale knew him as the person he felt himself to be: a poet of acute emotion, who maintained an impenetrable reserve. In his public readings, his voice was a monotonous deadpan. But his ardent letters to Hale reveal how much he used his life – its particular scenes, the people he encountered and private feeling – to inject poems with jolts of authenticity. His famous claim to ‘impersonality’ was designed to protect poetry so personal that it verged on confession.


He told Hale how widely he was misread, and how he relied on their correspondence to put future readers right. It was one reason to bare his hidden self, his spiritual aims as well as his flaws, to a woman he saw as a kindred spirit. He did so with the same honesty as in his poetry. The beating heart of his poems, like an encounter with the hyacinth girl in The Waste Land, is his own inner life of ‘memory and desire’ breaking through their erudition. Once it’s seen that Eliot is telling his life through his poems, striving to devise a spiritual autobiography suited to his time, readers can reach him and bypass his apparent difficulty. He said himself that his poetry is quite simple and in this sense it is.


His letters to Hale uncovered more than to anyone else, yet he also revealed elements of himself to other choice women. Not to men, except to his brother, who knew him anyway. Then it would worry him when women, at first confidantes, heard too much, and he was most at ease with women who asked nothing for themselves.


As an expatriate in London, Eliot was nervous of exposure: might they pick up the tom-tom of a savage? He battened down all he did not wish the English to see, concealed beneath a set of protective resemblances as, bowler-hatted and properly kitted out with a rolled umbrella, he passed invisible in the work-day crowd crossing London Bridge on the stroke of nine.


As a young man, Eliot left America for Paris and then again for Oxford and London, ostensibly to become a European but also to use Europe’s multitude of tongues as a mouthpiece for an emissary of New England wielding his pen to express habits of spiritual search, uprightness and purity.
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‘Under the brown fog of a winter dawn, / A crowd flowed over London Bridge . . . / I had not thought death had undone so many.’





Emily Hale, the daughter of a New England minister, embodied that high-minded character. In her, it stood firm, distanced from the Englishness he adopted together with the costumed rituals of a people ‘not wholly commendable, / Of no immediate kin’, though touched by their ‘common genius’. In Eliot’s heart and mind, Emily would remain his superior, so he told her: ‘I recognise the spirit when I see it.’


They met for the first time in 1905 in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Emily had just turned fourteen and Tom Eliot, three years older, was then a schoolboy from St Louis, Missouri. A quarter of a century later he could recall the exact year in a letter to Emily, and this by itself suggests how momentous that meeting came to be. The sole verifiable fact is the date, but the circumstances surrounding this encounter tell us more.


In September 1905 Eliot turned seventeen and entered Milton Academy, a top boarding school near Boston. Later in the school year, the headmaster wrote to Eliot’s mother to assure her that her son was mixing with other boys, which indicates how apart the new boy had been on arrival. Too far from St Louis to go home for Thanksgiving, it’s likely that Eliot spent that holiday in November 1905 with his mother’s widowed sister Aunt Susie and her two daughters, Barbara and Eleanor Hinkley, at 1 Berkeley Place in Cambridge. The younger, Eleanor, was Tom Eliot’s favourite cousin: her humour and taste for drama enlivened him. And there he met Eleanor’s friend Emily Hale.


He saw a girl with long hair, so dark it appeared black, and greyblue eyes. Emily had pretty, round cheeks but what appealed most was her ‘nice smile’ – that’s how he pictures her in a humorous poem written years afterwards in the cockney voice of Morgan, the Faber office cat, who takes to Miss ’ale’s smile because she ’as a kind ’eart.


As well as her smile, the girl’s special asset was her voice, one in millions, he told her later when less shy. As ‘children’, Eliot would recall, ‘we were both too shy and reserved to have real conversation’. Thankfully, she did not take much notice of him. A poem he wrote later recalls a boy’s mirth when a girl’s slipper falls off to reveal stockings with white toes.


Emily and Eleanor, born in 1891, had attended the Berkeley Street School, around the corner from Eleanor’s home. Both were keen on acting. At thirteen, Emily had already dedicated herself to a career in theatre, as she told her aunt and uncle, the Reverend John Carroll Perkins and Edith Perkins, who cared for her. Edith was sister to Emily’s mother, who had been in a Boston asylum since the birth of Emily’s younger brother, or not long after. Emily’s father wrote to Edith Perkins about his daughter, aged four: ‘I have not told you how gentle Emily is with her brother, and how hard she tries to do what is right – she is a comfort to us all’.


That little brother died and Mrs Hale never returned home. Emily, who loved and visited her mother, was alert to mental pain with no end. Tom Eliot met a girl in a sad situation, known to everyone, who put aside self-pity, determined to pursue her calling.


He had troubles of his own, kept under wraps and serious enough to hold back progress. It would have been in character to silence what he felt, but the anxiety of his mother is patent in her correspondence with the headmaster of his school. One source of his situation took place three years before his birth.


In 1885, Charlotte Champe Eliot, aged forty-two, had given birth to a sixth child. The baby’s legs had been frail and there was fluid on the brain. The child was named Theodora, gift of God, and her disability had endeared her the more to the Eliot family. Grief went deep when Theodora died at sixteen months. The Eliots were an old New England family settled in St Louis for three generations. It was their habit to silence emotion, as in the Latin tag the Eliots made their motto: tace et face, be silent and act. Two years later Mrs Eliot gave birth to her seventh and last child.


On 26 September 1888 Henry Ware Eliot Sr wrote to his elder brother, a pioneering minister in Oregon, that at seven that morning a son ‘came forth’. He was to be called Thomas after this uncle and Stearns after his mother’s family.


The letter did not say the child was well. Unmentioned was a congenital double hernia: lasting damage in his groin requiring surgical repair in his teens and lengthy operations in late middle age. Charlotte’s grief over Theodora added to her worry over Tom, as he was called at home: a protective circle of his mother, his eldest and quasi-parental sister Ada, aged nineteen, and three other nearly grown sisters, Margaret, Charlotte and Marian, drew about the boy. They were reinforced by a warm-hearted Irish nurse, Annie Dunne.


Tom remembered sitting next to Ada on a step, before he could talk, while she communicated by tapping out rhythms. He caught on quickly, and later, writing poems, said that the beat came to him before the words. He admired Ada for brains on a par with his own. Everything he later told Emily about this sister implied his identification with her position in the family: their gifts were disregarded. This recollection comes in letters written long after his childhood and tinged by Eliot’s need for Emily’s understanding. What emerged when they came together was not so much fact but how, at the height of his powers as poet, he remembers a child’s feelings, especially jealousy. As he saw it, his parents were fonder of his elder brother Henry whose weaknesses, Tom thought, were more ‘tolerable’ than his own. Their mother favoured his second sister, Margaret, a beauty with dark brown eyes. For much of his life he disparaged Margaret and sided with Ada, whose life, he said, was ‘coloured by domestic bitterness’ so long as this responsible, clever girl remained at home.


Despite the absence of parental encouragement, Ada was a determined. She fought for a college education, worked in the Tombs prison in New York and wrote professionally on social work. To Emily, Eliot praised Ada’s emotional detachment, an impersonality he thought uncommon in females. She was reserved, as they all were trained to be. Because Emily was disconcerted at times by his own reserve, he wanted her to know that it was from Ada he had learnt to use detachment as a shield. In Eliot’s confidential letters to Emily, and to a lesser extent his letters to his English friend Mary Trevelyan, he presents himself as a boy warped (as he saw it) by his parents’ emotional distance.


Ada soothed him with her matter-of-fact willingness to tolerate what in him could not be changed. Eliot stressed this to Emily for he hoped Ada’s acceptance could be a model for the way he wished to be loved.


Given his sisters’ nurture, women were important to Eliot from the start. He could welcome trusted women as confidantes and comforters and they found his homey side unexpected and endearing. Emily’s kindness even made it possible for Eliot to mention his hernia: he thought it cured by the time he left Milton in the summer of 1906, though this did not turn out to be so.


To Hale and Trevelyan, Eliot pictured himself as a solitary child, despite his large family. ‘I never talked, for who was there to talk to?’ His brother, Henry Ware Eliot Jr, was eight years his senior – so not a playmate. There were no friends, none at all, and the reason he gave sounds like the excuse of a solitary trying to justify standoffish behaviour: the Eliots lived in a run-down quarter of St Louis, while better-off people moved away, ‘isolating me from other children of my own class’. He thought local boys ‘crude’ and frightening. Yet an incident he recalled for Mary Trevelyan suggests that his solitude was not a matter of locale or class but physical, an aversion to touch emerging when he can’t have been much more than four or five.


Another little boy living on Locust Street longed to have a go at Tom’s smart new tricycle and offered him a blow on his whistle in exchange for a ride. The incident aroused his first ‘disgust’ with human nature. ‘Odious,’ he said when this memory came back. He told Trevelyan that he would as soon share a toothbrush as put his lips to another boy’s whistle.


Solitude suited a boy absorbed by books. His sister Charlotte, who went to art school, painted a portrait of him as a reader, neatly dressed and seated with head bent towards a book he holds in one hand. An informal photograph shows him sprawled backwards on his chair, glued to an open page. This boy read Shakespeare at an early age, and all of Edgar Allan Poe in a dentist’s waiting room when he had to go twice a week for two years.* He ‘stole’ $2 to buy a volume of Shelley, and in a corner, unnoticed, he took in Prometheus Unbound ‘with secretive delight’.


At a party he was mortified when a girl whispered behind his back to another girl: ‘Look at his ears.’ That night, his mother found him in bed with rope about his head, hoping to flatten his ears while he slept. He dodged another party by walking the streets until it was time to go home. He still remembered that day in St Louis, in conversation with Mary Trevelyan, when he was nearly sixty-five.


He was no less ill at ease with a set of Boston cousins, the three high-achieving children of his father’s younger brother, the Reverend Christopher Rhodes Eliot. There were inevitable comparisons with Frederick, born a year after Tom. Fred’s ambitious energy appeared to outdo Tom, who was held back by a depressed languor in the face of a gift he had yet to fulfil. This ‘conceit’, as he called it to Emily, came up against the successes of the Boston Eliots. He detested Fred whose boasting irritated also his younger sisters, Martha May and Abigail.


Martha and Abby Eliot were more than able; they were greathearted and effective, as time would tell. Their mother, Mary May, a great-niece of Louisa May Alcott, brought up her daughters to be as blithely independent as Jo March in Little Women. How neatly Eliot combines ‘Eliot’ and ‘Alcott’ in the name of his character Miss Nancy Ellicott, a female too fast for her own good, in his poem ‘Cousin Nancy’. This caricature was Eliot’s protest against the May strain of feminism and radicalism that Mary May and her go-ahead daughters brought into the Eliot family.


In the summer of 1904, when Tom Eliot was fifteen, he was invited to join these cousins for the opening of their newly acquired heaven on earth, Camp Maple Hill, on the shore of Lake Memphremagog, thirty-two miles long, stretching from northern Vermont into Canada. The girls wore ‘bloomers’ instead of long skirts and went bare-legged. They liked to fish, swim, row and climb. The younger, Abby, usually led the way up a mountain like ‘Nancy Ellicott’, who strode across the barren New England hills ‘and broke them’. Coming into focus behind that sarcasm is a weary boy with an invisible weakness, lagging behind a bounding little girl.


While Tom Eliot was there, his sister Charlotte gave birth to Theodora (named for their baby sister who had died in 1886). In August he sent a congratulatory letter in verse, which includes his report of a strenuous expedition with his cousins:




We after breakfast took a start,


Four of us, in a two horse cart . . .


To climb a mountain, quite a feat,


3000 ft. and in the heat . . .





He breaks off when voices call him to help make a raft.


Eliot confided to Emily that Uncle Christopher’s camp left him with ‘a terror of excessive community, when . . . it means complete deprivation of privacy’. Campers would have had to relieve themselves in not very private holes in the ground. For a fastidious adolescent with an acute sense of smell and a hernia, encumbered by a truss, it would have been a trial. In his ‘First Debate between the Body and Soul’, a notebook poem he never published, his refrain fixes on bodily functions: ‘defecations’ and ‘masturbations’. The young writer mulls over the humiliations the body can inflict.


The following year, Tom Eliot completed high school in St Louis and entered Milton Academy. He already had a place at Harvard (courtesy of distinguished Eliots before him and a fact that would not have gone unnoticed: he was related to the president of Harvard, Charles William Eliot). But something was wrong, suggested by plummeting grades: a C average with a B in history and an E in physics. Mrs Eliot stressed her son’s uncertain health to the headmaster. Yet something remained undisclosed. Why his mother was concerned to delay her son’s entry to Harvard was almost certainly his apathy – what Eliot eventually named as aboulie. This was no passing adolescent problem. It would prove, he said, ‘a lifelong affliction’.


‘I had to find out by painful and humiliating experience that I was not so good as I took for granted’, he confided to Emily, ‘a bitter lesson in humility: Eliots are not naturally humble’.


Eliot took steps to energise himself with body-building exercises and boxing lessons, and then dispelled fastidiousness with verbal caricatures of what it takes to be a man, pumping up his bravado. In contrast to the suffering self-portrait offered to Emily Hale, his self-presentation to selected men was boisterous. The rhymes are about the antics of Columbo (Christopher Columbus, on his voyages to the New World). Spoofing heroes of classic American fiction – Natty Bumppo or Ishmael – Columbo bonds with a savage other, King Bolo, but Eliot deploys the tie quite differently, not as affection but a pretext for scenes of abusive or rampant sex. Bolo has a ‘Big Black Kween’ whose ‘bum is big as a soup tureen’. Snappy rhymes and bouncing rhythms trounce ‘a bastard jew named Benny’, a doctor, for injecting Columbo’s ‘prick’ with ‘Muriatic Acid’. To the jolly Gilbert and Sullivan strains of ‘In Enterprise of Martial Kind’, a cabin boy scrambles up the ‘mast-o’ but Columbo tugs him down and rapes him in the ‘ass-o’.


It comes as a shock to find a poet of Eliot’s distinction parading this. He topped off his offerings with the misogyny of old Scotch ditties (about a ‘whanger’ so mighty that it rips up a woman, she says, ‘from my cunt to my navel’). Some critics suggest that since Eliot was imitating doggerel and comic books, his rhymes are merely exercises in a popular genre. One of the apologists plays it down as ‘amiable’, another as ‘laddish’. Not so. The publication of Eliot’s letters has shown that he continued to disseminate ever feebler variations (to men only) into his fifties. In 1964, at the age of seventy-six, he still cheered it on.


Though Eliot kept this vein from Emily, she sensed things she could not know, and what he did acknowledge with striking frankness was ‘a kind of Olympian hypocrisy’ in his public manner: ‘unctuous’, he admits, ‘preachy’. This he blames on his family who, he said, believed that since Eliots were better than other people, they had to behave better. The Lord took more notice of ‘us’ than of ordinary people. Ruefully, he offers Emily this explanation for how, in his youth, he came to be a wilful character, contained in public by an iron control. He learnt early to conceal disturbance by following the family’s code of conduct. Conformity, he said, was a strategy for hiding part of a divided self, which became habitual over time.


A different justification is implied in an exchange with the publisher Geoffrey Faber in August 1927. On that occasion Eliot commended obscenity, in the manner of Swift, as an eye for evil.


Yet whatever he said by way of excuse cannot dispel the violence. A punitive relish delivers hatred. Victims are helpless. It’s tempting to ignore this were it not for the fact that as an adult, Eliot would press these jingles on other men. We can’t know what recipients like Pound and Conrad Aiken thought because they were positioned to play up, but Hale, though she never saw a line, recognised that Eliot was not really like other men.


He was a student when he began his ‘Columbiad’ and a possible context could be private discomfort, for the top-up of his education at Milton failed to serve at Harvard. Despite his dutiful attendance at lectures, too many C grades led the college to put him on probation. (In old age Eliot claimed he had loafed – another normative guise.)


None of the women who entered Eliot’s life would see these rhymes, and his second wife only after her marriage. Women’s ignorance is not irrelevant because the smut is rooted in fear of females. Eliot’s 1908 poem ‘Circe’s Palace’, published in the Harvard Advocate, was derived from Nathaniel Hawthorne’s retelling of Homer in the Tanglewood Tales. It takes up the scene where Odysseus comes upon an enchantress who turns men into animals. Eliot’s version has a ‘sluggish python’ lying along Circe’s stairway. The petals of her flowers, ‘fanged and red’, make men impotent.


Along with fear is discomfort with the body, not only its sexual urges, but also the unease it gives his character Prufrock (conceived in 1910) to notice a woman’s arm downed with light brown hair. Society women whose voices proclaim culture as they talk of Michelangelo and whose skirts trail along the floor, are unknown creatures under cover, much as Prufrock, moving among the women, is covered up himself: his necktie mounting to his chin.


Costume and appearance were crucial to Eliot’s intentness on disguise. Two others besides Virginia Woolf observed how Eliot’s untamed eyes were at odds with his subdued clothing and manners. The artist Wyndham Lewis drew a portrait in which the poet’s eyes brood behind a masklike face. Another of his friends, the poet Osbert Sitwell, described Eliot’s eyes as yellow – menacing, not mild.


‘Came Christ the tiger’, Eliot was to write well before his much publicised mid-life conversion. His deity is fierce, the punitive deity of his ancestors, New England Puritans appalled by their sins. The poet’s self-caricature ‘How unpleasant to meet Mr. Eliot!’ mocks the ‘brow so grim’ and the severity in curbing conversational exchange. The primness and gloom, Eliot believed, came from forebears in the seventeenth century.


‘I am by temperament but not in doctrine, an old-style hellfire Calvinist’, he said.


Eliot claimed to inherit their nose for evil. ‘Can’t help smelling out witches’, he joked on one occasion and on another, he recalled that ‘my great etc. gnd.father used to hang witches (I don’t mean with his own hand)’. He was referring to Andrew Eliott,* who made the crossing to the New World in 1669, landed in Beverly near Salem, and entered into its witch-hunt frenzy in 1692.


After the trials and hangings, Andrew Eliott, along with eleven other jurors, put his signature to a confession: this people of the Lord had shed innocent blood. They had been unable to withstand the delusions of the powers of darkness. The signatories blamed the devil for possessing their souls. Their guilt was more gripped by the drama of introspection and repentance than by the fate of their victims – mostly women.


Like them, Tom Eliot felt the presence of evil, not only in the world but within himself. He says as much in ‘Animula’, a poem drawing on himself, he tells Emily Hale in one of many confessions to her. The growing boy finds himself ‘misshapen’: ‘selfish’ and ‘irresolute’, too hesitant to act. This poor soul backs away from human warmth and fears ‘the offered good’. Eliot believed in damnation as the punishment for evil. It bothered Eliot that Emily sustained her Unitarian faith in what he came to oppose: a belief in human progress towards rationality and morality without the need for divine intervention. Eliot, born a Unitarian, came to see his family faith as tepid, confined to conduct and blind to overwhelming questions of mortality and the afterlife.


His chief grievance was the Unitarian code of self-suppression for the sake of others. His grandparents, William Greenleaf Eliot and his wife Abigail Adams Eliot, had practised this as Unitarians. Abigail Eliot lost nine of her fourteen children, and each time a child died, she found the strength to go on helping others. During an epidemic in 1849, when one in ten died in St Louis, she cared for orphaned children. When Eliot spoke of the past to Emily Hale and later to Mary Trevelyan, he waved away his grandfather’s achievements: establishing the Unitarian Church in St Louis; anti-slavery sermons which lost him a quarter of his congregation; and his founding of schools and Washington University. All this, the grandson alleged, was nothing more than ‘an Eliot Unitarianism: and unfortunately all Eliots believe that they are born to a more intimate understanding of Unitarianism than other people – in fact that to be a perfect Unitarian you have to be an Eliot.’ In confidences of this kind to Emily Hale, he was not speaking only of the past; it’s a nudge for a Unitarian correspondent not disposed to convert as he did.


When Eliot was eleven, in 1899, his mother had published a booklet of three poems, Easter Songs. ‘Deep within this soul of mine’, she writes, ‘A living principle divine / Awaits its day and hour’. Her aim is to unfold the ‘conscious life within!’ Here is a formula for her son’s poems: be nearer to God on an ‘upward path’. The bell that will sound in his Four Quartets may hark back to this poem by his mother, where bells ring out ‘fleeting joys that tempt us’ and ring in ‘immortal hopes that shall endure’.


Eliot’s confidences to Emily Hale draw parallels between his mother and himself. ‘I think that my mother, who wrote a good many religious poems, some of which I think very good, would have liked to believe more firmly than she did’. He too was to experience the unease of those who ‘affirm before the world and deny between the rocks’. That kinship with his mother leads him to confess to Emily, to her alone, ‘I have wondered sometimes whether, if I had stayed in New England, I should have returned to the Unitarianism from which I had strayed; certainly my change would have been a more painful process there, surrounded by family and historical traditions.’


It was his mother, he acknowledged, ‘or some shadowy personality behind her who wants me to make retreats and keep vigils . . . One is hustled . . . by a crowd of shadows’. Figures from the Eliots’ past will appear in the finale of Ash Wednesday, written after his mother’s death: ghosts signal the poet from behind the granite rocks of the New England shore. The pain of expatriation and loss culminates in the poet’s cry: ‘Suffer me not to be separated’.


A schoolboy exercise required him to write verses in imitation of Ben Jonson, and the polished result was published in his St Louis school magazine, The Smith Academy Record. He said nothing at home. But his mother did see it, and walking with him one day in Beaumont Street, around the corner from their house, she remarked that ‘A Lyric’ was better than anything she’d done. He felt the gravity of this, because, he said later, ‘I knew what her poetry meant to her.’


About five years later, when Eliot was a student writing poems for the Harvard Advocate, she encouraged him to become a poet in her place. ‘I should so have loved a college course, but was obliged to teach before I was nineteen’, she told her son.


At the age of sixty-seven, she reflects, ‘I made a dead failure’. Her publications in church magazines had placed her, she now saw, in permanent obscurity. Her remaining hope was that her son would fulfil her ambition.


The superior men in Charlotte Eliot’s poems purify themselves by shedding what is ‘low’, including the senses. She sets out ordeals that end in faith and this was to be the pattern her son would follow in his own poetry. Spiritual biography claimed him with absolute authority when he was twenty-one and in his last year as an undergraduate at Harvard. His poem recording this is ‘Silence’, dated June 1910 in his notebook and unpublished in his lifetime. The sound of Boston dies away and ‘the garrulous wires’ of life are cut. It is as though the speaker wakes outside his setting to some timeless state of being. This is a formative moment for the poet, the first of such ‘moments’ in poems to come. ‘Silence’ concludes that nothing could compare with this beatitude: ‘There is nothing else beside.’





___________


* Eliot gave no reason for these visits.


* As the name was spelt.
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SCENES IN PARIS


The first time Eliot opposed his mother was his wish for a year in Paris after graduation. She was appalled and made this plain before he left. The French were not to be trusted, Charlotte Eliot warned; she could hardly bear to think of him amongst so immoral a nation. Little did she know it was decadence, in fact, that drew Eliot to Paris. He was finding a voice through French poetry, especially the sophisticated ennui of Jules Laforgue.


He arrived in Paris in October 1910, soon after he turned twenty-two. At 151 bis rue St Jacques, near the Panthéon and the Sorbonne, Mme Casaubon took in students, including Americans. She offered Eliot a small wallpapered room, with a bed in an alcove. She also provided dinner, and each evening her lodgers would see her tuck a napkin between chin and chest while she tossed the salad with wrinkled hands. Seated at the table was a medical student from the Pyrenees, Jean Verdenal. When Verdenal aired ‘the listless discouragement in which I have been living’, Eliot was pleased to find another who spoke the language of Laforgue.


Imitating Laforgue’s air of weary derision constrained by formal courtesy, Eliot began his first great poem, ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’. His character is a nervous man, too timorous to utter words of love or speak at all, who hesitates to ‘disturb the universe’, no less. The absurdity makes him all the more vulnerable to slights especially from ladies, and so Prufrock must shield himself from them. Indeed, ‘Prufrock among the Women’ was the poem’s alternative title.


Many of Eliot’s early poems are observations of women by an inspector in disarming disguise: an immaculate man of their own ilk. His apparent passivity, ineptness and pathos give out intimations of a man disconnected from ‘them’ – women – like an anthropologist adrift in an alien tribe.


Would women, Prufrock wonders, respond to an overwhelming question about the nature of existence? It’s a test, he thinks, they are bound to fail, since women only look for love. Surely ladies attending Boston teas will not penetrate Prufrock’s philosophic soul. Prufrock sets himself a secret task: to go among them and remain unknowable.


Back in February, during his final semester as an undergraduate, Eliot had begun another long, ambitious poem, ‘Portrait of a Lady’, which he took with him to Paris. This poem traces a young man’s view of a woman from one season to another in the course of a year during which the young man goes abroad. It’s a retort to The Portrait of a Lady, the novel by Henry James, in which an American girl affronts the passive destiny expected of women – an efflorescence of the go-ahead Jo March phenomenon. But where James celebrates the free-spoken woman, Eliot derides her presuming voice.


His live source, according to Eliot’s friend and fellow poet Conrad Aiken, was a slightly older woman, Adeleine Moffat, who lived behind Boston’s State House and invited select students to her teas. She was head supervisor of several settlement houses and, like a number of unconventional Brahmin women, ‘a Saph’.*


Eliot began with the interior monologue of a young man resisting a talkative woman but courtesy forbids him to say so. Soon after arriving in Paris, the poet tried out the Lady’s plaintive voice, stating her claims, which prompts a fantasy. The youth appears so normal, so reasonable, so constrained by politeness to submit to her scenarios that it heightens the surprise when suddenly he displays his weapon: a lethal pen. The reader reels at his bland words, ‘what if she should die some afternoon . . . / Should die . . .’, before he wraps himself again in his hesitating manner.


Prufrock too is not quite as put-upon as he appears. His negatives are revealing, as well as absurd: ‘I am no prophet’ and ‘No! I am not Prince Hamlet’. The negations unveil another side, a visionary and loner who has much in common with Hamlet: an introvert, asking questions; an actor who havers, deferring action. The Hamlet section was the first to be written.


It amused Eliot to keep back details about Prufrock: the J of his suppressed first name stood for Joseph, the dreamer in the Bible who stands out as the chosen of the Lord. Eliot concealed too that an alternative name for Prufrock was Proudfoot. Pride. Visions. A potential force lurks inside an ineffectual man past his prime and unappealing to women.


This caricature of a middle-aged failure can’t be equated with Eliot whose rising gift as a poet would attract discerning people. In his early twenties Eliot was strikingly handsome, with hair parted in the centre, the two sides flopping over his brow, and an enigmatic smile – a friend called it his Mona Lisa smile.


An unexpected encounter shook Eliot during his first months in Paris. It was an overture from a man with a bony face and unfathomable, deep-set eyes, who held himself stiffly.


Matthew Stewart Prichard was an English art historian, aged forty-five, who had worked in antiquities at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts. He had a well-bred manner and a ‘good as gold’ brother, Eliot said, an officer in the British army. An introduction from Eliot’s brother Henry was sufficient reason to trust Prichard as an expert guide to French art but when we meet his poetic representation he is not that – he is a sinister antiquarian, Mr Silvero, in Eliot’s 1919 poem ‘Gerontion’. We see the man’s hands caressing Limoges porcelain.


Eliot revealed Silvero’s identity to Emily Hale and, on two separate occasions (March 1931 and March 1933), talked of their contact, stressing his own naivety. But it was not a confidence about homosexuality. He called Prichard ‘an ascetic pervert’ who had conquered the body but not the soul. It was his soul that Prichard was after, and for a few seconds, Eliot confessed, he gave way. He felt possessed, taken over by someone subtly evil, even devilish. It bore on him as a ‘vision of hell’.


Alone later in his room, he felt sure he had gone over an edge, falling fifty thousand years back in evolution and ‘down into the uttermost abyss’.


He went on seeing Prichard after the incident and, at Christmas, accompanied him on a fortnight’s tour of southern France. He heard Prichard pacing up and down all night in the next room. Eliot told Emily twenty years on that he still remembered those footsteps, and that night (maybe in Limoges) he recovered his self-possession: ‘and I didn’t mind; it was all over, the struggle, for me; something had won’.


The struggle remains murky, but clearly he rejected some tug from an older man. Since it was a temptation of the soul, not the body, he seems to have been horrified by demonic possession. It was not only that this man with an air of holiness preyed on him; the shock was to find himself susceptible, taken over, however briefly. It was a state he recognised in his kinship with the jurors in Salem, including Andrew Eliott who came to believe the Devil had been active in him. Eliot felt it necessary to reassure Emily that Prichard was his sole experience of this kind. And to confide in Emily alone was an intimate act: it mattered to him to come clean to a woman he could trust.


Back in Paris, his continued obsession with vice drove the young Eliot to watch scenes of licence. By day he studied with a literary critic, Alain-Fournier, who was writing for the Paris-Journal and later wrote the celebrated novel Le Grand Meaulnes. Eliot also attended packed lectures by the philosopher Henri Bergson, and other lectures at the Sorbonne and the Collège de France. By night he roamed the prostitute quarter of Montparnasse, guidebook in hand: the fashionably decadent novel Bubu de Montparnasse. In March 1911, in his poem ‘Rhapsody on a Windy Night’, he observes a streetwalker’s ‘crooked eye’, and in his third ‘Prelude’, composed that July, a man imagines sordid scenes warping a prostitute’s soul as she wakes alone after her night’s work. He shudders at the thought of ‘soiled hands’ holding her ‘yellow soles’.


He would have had his father’s voice in his ear: if a cure for syphilis were to be found, his father said, ‘there will be more nastiness, and it will be necessary to emasculate our children to keep them clean’. Henry Ware Eliot Sr looked on extramarital sex as tantamount to consorting with the Devil. His wife reinforced sexual prohibition with a more compelling image of ascetic aspiration:




Purge from thy heart all sensual desire,


Let low ambitions perish in the fire


Of higher aims. Then, as the transient dies,


The eternal shall unfold before thy eyes . . .





To purge lust was to unfold ‘immortal gifts’. The force of these parental warnings ensured that their son was an inspector, not a practitioner, of vice – a curious, riveted onlooker.


To be a spectator became his habit, but could not satisfy unfulfilled desires. A safer solution was the desire perpetuated through romantic love.


The most formative experience Eliot had during his year in Paris, a prompt for an alternative image of love, was to witness a performance of the Russian dancer Nijinsky. Le Spectre de la rose entranced Paris in 1911. It was the star turn of the Ballets Russes, performed every night between 6 and 18 June at the Théâtre du Châtelet. Proof that Eliot saw Le Spectre de la rose is a barely noticed poem, ‘Suppressed Complex’, about a dancer who enters a girl’s bedroom. This short poem in his notebook, written in 1914/15 but unpublished in Eliot’s lifetime, draws on this ballet: a man dancing in the presence of a sleeping young woman, who then, in Eliot’s phrase, ‘passed out of the window’.


Sergei Diaghilev had first brought Russians to Paris in 1909, and then in 1911 the dancers, trained in St Petersburg, arrived as a permanent company and with new ballets that were all the rage. Diaghilev had commissioned a twelve-minute filler for his programme, from his choreographer, Mikhail Fokine, who used a piano piece by Carl Maria von Weber, ‘Invitation to the Dance’, orchestrated by Berlioz. The result was an innovation in choreography placing the male dancer, Vaslav Nijinsky, centre stage.


Though Le Spectre de la rose is a pas de deux, the young girl is mostly seated in a chair as she sleeps. It’s largely a solo for Nijinsky, the Rose, as a vision of love. He appears out of the dark at a long French window with arms curled about his head. Strung only with petals shaded from pink to mauve, some wilted, some curled about his loins – barely covered with a few fronds – he jetés onto the bedroom floor, and his turns around the dreaming girl reach through her sleep. The Rose is expressively physical with his bulging thighs and long leaps, but it’s a masculinity unafraid of its femaleness – it does not seek to overpower. It’s not the usual seduction scene, not conquest. The eroticism of the Rose is delicate; he tends the girl’s innocence as a quality of her own. It’s a visitation, leaving the girl with a presence like a lingering perfume.


For the nine minutes the Rose is on stage, the audience is transported from a familiar scene – a young girl in her bedroom after a ball, breathing in the scent of the rose she has worn and falling asleep in her chair – into a visionary awakening. The Rose’s curling and unfurling arms behind her sleeping head rouse her senses, and she moves with him, eyes still closed, as in a dream.




[image: illustration]


Vaslav Nijinsky and Tamara Karsavina in Le Spectre de la rose.





Then, as her dream takes hold, she dances faster, before dropping back in her chair. Bending over her from behind, the Rose touches his face to hers then runs for the window: five steps, and on the sixth he lifts off in flight. As Nijinsky soared through the window the conductor, Pierre Monteux, held up the beat, like catching a breath in wonder. And no one who saw his leap – never to come down – forgot it.


The girl wakes now to her familiar world. She picks up her rose from the floor and, holding it to her face, plants it in memory.


The dancer whose grace brings timeless love into the human world, the lingering scent of a ‘Rose of memory’ and a scene in a rose-garden were to recur in Eliot’s poetry. Nijinsky said he wished to express as the Rose ‘love in its divine sense’. In time Eliot too would elevate love to this level.


Eliot composed much of ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ that summer in Munich, while staying at the Pension Bürger at No 50 Louisenstrasse, in July–August 1911. His return to Prufrock had been prompted by another ballet in the same programme as Le Spectre de la rose: a clown-marionette, Petroushka, is unable to live and love according to his own impulse. This manipulated flop, shunned by a ballerina, suffers rebuff (as does Prufrock, pinned and wriggling on a wall). Nijinsky painted his face white, obliterating expression, but unable to conceal his wounded eyes. He danced this role with his head on one side to music by Stravinsky – music so alert to jangled private emotions in the midst of a crowd that the musicians laughed when they saw the score. Neither the tragic clown nor Prufrock can bring himself to approach a woman.


During this fertile year abroad, Eliot shifted from writing juvenilia to launching poems that would make his name. Even though Eliot felt physically weak in Munich, a condition he called cerebral anaemia, he took walks with a woman living in his pension, Marie von Moritz, who was proud of being ‘echt Deutsch’, though born in Lithuania. She was in her early forties, about the same age as Eliot’s eldest sister, Ada. Eliot knew enough German to converse and take in her memories. She spoke of her exhilaration as a child tobogganing in the mountains: ‘Marie, Marie, hold on tight,’ they’d say. Since then, her existence had fallen flat. She merely filled vacant time: ‘I read much of the night and go south in the winter.’ Eliot looked back on this twenty years later, when he told Emily Hale how he had relayed this woman’s conversation ‘almost word for word!’ in The Waste Land.


Prufrock’s need to frame an ‘overwhelming question’ and the intellectual stimulus of Paris prompted Eliot’s resolve to enrol for a doctoral course in philosophy, a subject in which he had gained A’s during his final year as an undergraduate. Following his summer jaunt to Munich and Italy, he found himself back at Harvard and again in his cousin Eleanor’s company. She owned a phonograph in a studio of her own, where Eliot attended dances. It wasn’t long before he met once more her friend Emily Hale, now grown up.





___________


* A Sapphist. From Sappho, the ancient Greek poet of Lesbos.
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A CHANCE OF LOVE


Eliot returned to America with a polished European air, a Malacca cane and a reproduction of the Yellow Christ by Gauguin. He also brought back a sheaf of new poems, including his ‘Prelude’ about a prostitute, and was ready to complete ‘Portrait of a Lady’ with its dismissive finale. For all his panache, he began to worry. In his two rooms on the third floor of 16 Ash Street, near Harvard Yard, he suffered from insomnia and began writing undistinguished poems about the world falling apart, together with the mental health of its observer.


‘Prufrock’s Pervigilium’, an addition to ‘Prufrock’, written in about 1912 and set apart in his notebook, narrows in on a madman in the gutter singing as dawn breaks. Here, Prufrock’s confession loses its ironic ruefulness and becomes raw apprehension: ‘I heard my Madness chatter before day / I saw the world roll up into a ball / Then suddenly dissolve and fall away.’ On the advice of Conrad Aiken, the ‘Pervigilium’ was not included in the final poem.


This and other night-vigil poems were not publishable, especially a self-harm fantasy, ‘Do I know how I feel? Do I know what I think?’ A tight-lipped lodger greeting his porter dreads ‘what a flash of madness will reveal’. The poem moves on swiftly to a doctor performing a post-mortem, which is followed by a potential diversion (a pencil addition on the same page) beginning ‘Hidden under the heron’s wing’: it’s a tender thought of a lovely girl whose arms divide the evening mist. The dream of hidden love brings a gentleness that dispels violence.


But tenderness cannot take hold. On the loose is ‘a syphilitic spider’, a fear of venereal disease. The after-effect of fear and suppressed sexuality was a will-less apathy, his aboulia. The physical result was an outbreak of shingles two springs running, and this may be the reason that Eliot was treated in the Stillman Infirmary from 17 to 25 March 1912. He knew that this painful illness was brought on by stress.


The searcher in Eliot chose to study Eastern religions. He took an elementary course in Sanskrit, followed by a course in Pali, in order to explore Hindu and Buddhist scriptures. He never forgot the Sanskrit he studied in J. R. Lanman’s course in Indic Philosophy, particularly the words of wisdom Lanman tipped into the copy he gave his pupil of The Twenty-eight Upanishads: ‘da datta, damyata, dayadhvam’ [‘give’, ‘control’ and ‘sympathise’, with meanings out of the reach of the English equivalents]. These injunctions would reappear in the finale to The Waste Land. Other voices he heard in his classes would also resound ten years later. St Augustine’s Confessions, Books I and VII, came into Eliot’s philosophy course in December 1913 and Dante in January 1914. The fruits of his poetic gift, fruits that would ripen, had their beginnings in what seemed to him, at the time, a fruitless period.


Though outwardly a successful philosophy student, he was studying under duress: forcing himself to become an academic, what everyone around him expected, his mother above all. Although he produced a stellar fourth ‘Prelude’ in 1911–12, a poem foreseeing The Waste Land, he felt himself drying up.


To combat inertia, his reading explored extreme positions on the outposts of existence: the biblical landscape of spiritual desire and trial. The earliest fragments of what would become The Waste Land take place at these outposts: ‘I am the Resurrection’, ‘So through the evening’ (the earliest version of the climactic part V) and a failed ‘dancer to God’ in ‘The Death of St Narcissus’. The opening lines of ‘Narcissus’ (completed early in 1915), would appear verbatim in The Waste Land.


The demands and challenges of a genuine spiritual trial gripped Eliot, first through his mother’s poems and then his study of Indian scriptures and Dante. To him Dante was the greatest poet of the spirit’s journey, reaching ‘deeper degrees of degradation and higher degrees of exaltation’. From 1911 he carried around the Temple Classics edition of The Divine Comedy, small enough to keep in his pocket, and he learnt passages by heart on long train journeys between St Louis and Boston.


Eliot’s pencil lines in the margins pick out two figures who appeared to Dante in the course of a vision. One is Brunetto Latini, a Florentine writer whose homosexuality lands him in Dante’s hell.


[image: illustration]


Dante finds this fate disturbing because Brunetto’s sodomy turns out to determine his afterlife, rather than his best-known book, a popular allegorical journey (influential for Dante himself) called the Tresor. Pitifully, Brunetto asks Dante if the Tresor (treasure both literally and, for an author, emotionally) is still alive. It’s not sodomy itself that appears to upset Dante; it’s divine Judgement* giving precedence to sin (what is perceived as sin) over art – no matter how great art is. Dante is filled with empathy for his master, who wants his work to last.


The other figure is Beatrice. In his early reading of the Paradiso, Eliot marks at several points the appearance of Dante’s great love, his guide in heaven. When Dante meets Beatrice, his nature ‘is transmuted to the quality of heaven and he knows not whether he is still in the flesh or no’. Dante is waiting for Beatrice to restore his lost sight: his eyes will be as the gates through which she entered, ‘with the fire wherewith I ever burn’. The paradisal fire comes first, called forth by Dante’s understanding of a woman’s goodness, ‘for good . . . kindles love’. The angelic voice of Beatrice represents Divine Wisdom.


Memorising these passages, fretting about his life, Eliot was about to encounter his own Beatrice.


Berkeley Place was, and still is, an old-fashioned street of large, plain wooden houses with steeply pitched roofs to shake off snowfalls, within walking distance of Harvard Yard and Eliot’s lodgings in Ash Street. He felt especially at home with his cousin Eleanor, a graduate of Radcliffe College now taking an advanced play-writing course, Harvard’s ‘47 Workshop’ (forty-seven were enrolled). She acted with this group, wrote plays for it and liked to dramatise scenes from novels by Austen and Dickens.


Eleanor was a member of the Cambridge Social and Dramatic Club, and Eliot was drawn into the circle. Acting, a chance to immerse in a role, with script and costume, offered a counter to his worry, a release from a tortured and directionless self. It delighted him to offer silly scenarios to Eleanor, teasing his cousin that her play-writing would conform to theatrical clichés. These scenarios caricature female types and the dialogue in subtitles to silent films. Prominent was a Mexican dancer with rolling eyeballs who performs to a medley from Carmen. Another cliché was the plucky Native American maiden who dies saving the man she loves, and there was Effie the Waif, pursuing the truth about her parentage:


‘Father, won’t you tell me about Mother?’


‘Not now, dear.’


Eliot often saw Emily Hale at the Hinkley house. Another young woman serious about theatre, Emily had the gifts to be an actor: a command of the stage and her lovely voice. In 1912 she performed in Through the Looking Glass. At twenty, she was tall with a slim, upright figure. Her manners combined the familiar decorum of old Boston with warmth and humour. A photograph shows how her wavy hair shone when the light fell on it. Eliot was welcome for Sunday evenings around the fire with comfy suppers of what he remembered as ‘nice things’. In after years, faced with English puddings, he would remember Boston fish-cakes as ‘ambrosia’. He felt the ‘thrill & excitement’ of eating baked beans on toast with ‘Miss Hale’.


One evening, the Hinkleys held a small party: it included Emily Hale, Eliot and Penelope Noyes, who had been at Radcliffe with Eleanor. Long afterwards, Eliot reminded Emily of what had been for him a memorable evening. ‘I had been bottled up for a long time. When I fell in love with you,’ he wrote, ‘we acted some impromptu charade in which I stepped on your feet. All I knew at the moment, being very undeveloped and never having had any such experience before, was that I wanted dreadfully to see you again; and it was only when the “stunt show” was proposed and I knew that I should be able to see you once a week [at rehearsals] that I began to realise what had happened to me.’


The stunt show took place at the Hinkleys’ on 17 February 1913. Emily, who studied singing in Boston, led each half of the programme with songs. She and Eliot did a scene from Emma, devised by Eleanor, who herself took the role of Emma. The three of them performed in a small space in front of the fireplace in order to be visible to all in the inter-leading two-room parlor. Eliot played Emma’s father, Mr Woodhouse. Emily remembered he played the part of this wrapped-up hypochondriac ‘delightfully, while I was a “natural” for the part of Mrs Elton. I was overawed by the quiet, reserved very brilliant young man whose low voice made all he said very difficult to follow, apart from the content of his already individual thinking. I was given to understand by others that I was the only girl he paid any attention to.’


Eliot retained a tender memory of Emily’s dresses and could recall them years later. She was ‘graceful’ in a pretty apricot dress with fur trimming on a day he felt how ‘hopelessly remote’ she was. She wore a blue dress with a scarlet sash the first time he ventured rather hesitantly to call her by her first name. He watched her performance in a comedy of manners, The Mollusc, and years afterwards still held wryly to his identification with a mollusc fixed to its rock and determined not to move. He would also remember the ‘light flowered dress’ Emily had sported in her role as a matron tenacious of social conventions, a variation on persistent Mrs Elton.


Emily invited Eliot to join her party, along with her friend Margaret Farrand, for Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde at the Boston Opera House on 1 December 1913. This third memorable event (following the charade and stunt show) was independent of the Hinkley connection and momentous enough to provide the earliest scenes for The Waste Land.


The sailors’ chorus on board ship in Act I, as the pair fall in love, was to remain with Eliot and introduce his memory of Emily Hale as ‘the hyacinth girl’. Her effect on him is blind and lasting love. In Act III of the opera, Tristan, bleeding and fatally wounded, needs ‘the healing Lady’; after a delay, Isolde appears but too late to save him. She has come to die with him, and her voice calls him back: ‘his heart swells and, brave and full, pulses in his breast’. This strain too will stay with the poet. The finale of The Waste Land will recall that pulse in the breast as though his own. He would spell out for Emily what followed: ‘After that night at the opera I was completely conscious of it [love], and quite shaken to pieces.’*




[image: illustration]


Eliot kept this programme from the night at the opera when he realised he was in love with Emily.





He invited Emily to a football game and arranged a tea party for the next day, for the purpose of seeing her again. Afterwards, when he walked her back to Clement Circle at the end of that Saturday afternoon, he fell into feverish gloom. ‘I was so down in the mouth to think those delirious two days were over – it all seemed over – that I nearly spoke to you.’


‘I could not / Speak’ at the height of the hyacinth girl scene in The Waste Land recalls this delirium, a love that goes beyond its object: ‘Looking into the heart of light, the silence.’


It was, however, far from clear whether Eliot was bent on courtship. In the end he did speak, but puzzled Emily with a mixed message, as she recalled in a pencil scrawl of 1957, a first draft of a brief memoir about her relationship with the poet to serve as an introduction to his letters: ‘he very much embarrassed me by telling me he loved me deeply; no mention of marriage was made’. Here is the telling fact in their story: what he did not say. Since he did not speak of marriage, she had to be cautious. He had won a Sheldon travelling scholarship to study for a year at Merton College, Oxford, and made his declaration to Emily when he was leaving. If a man did not commit himself, a woman could not allow, much less return, feeling. Instead, she waited.


Sixteen years later, he took pains to explain.


‘I said, that last evening: “I can’t ask anything, because I have nothing to offer”. That meant simply “I cannot ask you to become engaged to me, I cannot try to induce you to love me, because I am still so far away from being self-supporting”. You should know that my only goal and ambition in life was that I might ask you to marry me.’


Though his explanation was persuasively rational, Emily remained unconvinced so he explained further.


‘When I first knew you I was immature for my age, timid, discouraged, and intensely egotistical,’ he told her. ‘At Oxford I was in a very disturbed state; for I knew I should never be a good professor of philosophy, that my heart was not in it, that my mind even was not good enough.’


This rings true. To offer marriage would have been to fix himself in a life he did not want: a jobbing academic supporting a family; not the international poet he wished to be.


Emily had to ask herself if she could read the meaning of Eliot’s words. Furled there were needs that veered away from what a person might expect of love: physical closeness, domesticity, security, public acknowledgement.


He had been ‘a divided man’, he justified his actions in many letters to Emily and in his eventual statement about her to posterity. Between 1911 and 1914 the division in him deepened, as he bound himself to Emily and at the same time contrived a sequence of farewell scenes: first in his Weeping Girl poem. She had to take in the fact that, however much he loved her, he could not commit himself. The situation permitted her no other course than to turn away.


‘La Figlia che Piange’ foretells a parting. What’s curious about this poem is the date: late 1911 or 1912. It means that Eliot composed this scene before, by his own account, he fell in love with Emily, and some two and a half years before they parted. It seems prophetic for them that in this poem, love has little chance. An admirer and a girl with her arms full of flowers part artistically, her body posed for maximum effect:




Stand on the highest pavement of the stair —


Lean on a garden urn —


Weave, weave the sunlight in your hair —


Clasp your flowers to you with pained surprise —


Fling them on the ground and turn


With a fugitive resentment in your eyes:


But weave, weave the sunlight in your hair.





Here is a director setting up a scene. His imperatives, one after another, devise a mime; the distressed girl has no lines and she is to enact parting through gesture, eyes and tears alone. The image of the Weeping Girl foreshadows Eliot’s poetic idea of Emily as the hyacinth girl of The Waste Land – marking again her beauty, hair and arms full of flowers – and the speaker’s positioning of the Girl foretells the unlikelihood of their coming together – which is perhaps why Eliot never shared this with Emily in the way he shared other scenes.


The speaker gives no reason for discarding the girl. Certainly, she attracts him, for he considers a love-scene – ‘how they should have been together’ – but he prefers a scene of parting to fix in memory and art: as statue or poem, she cannot fade. It is what poetry does, Shakespeare tells the beloved of the Sonnets: so long as eyes can see, ‘So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.’


Eliot’s Figlia tantalises us with the kind of novelistic scene at which this poet became master. This is a fragment of a fuller story touching a woman who is loved, then used and rejected – her ‘pained surprise’; her trust left ‘torn and bruised’. The impact of a man sensitive to the hurt he could inflict is delivered with extraordinary candour.


Unknown to Emily Hale was this: at the time that Eliot did not ask her to marry him or wait for him, he imagined a solitary drama of martyrdom. In June 1914, he wrote ‘The Burnt Dancer’, a poem about a moth singeing itself in the flame of a candle. A refrain, ‘O danse danse mon papillon noir!’, urging a dance to the death, sets up a fire narrative as distinct from a love narrative. How early Eliot invents this antinomy: the solo death-dance along with the bedroom dance in the footsteps of the Rose.


And there’s yet another complication that Eliot concealed from Emily Hale and all other women. His Bolo and Columbo rhymes, which he was still composing in 1914, and which he put together (taking the time and trouble to copy out the cycle to date) in a separate notebook in 1915, are another counter to the romance of the Rose. What Emily Hale was up against was an adversarial code: a polarisation of the female into innocent Figlia versus the ‘whore’ of the smutty jingles. The traditional split puts aside living women so as to revel instead in fantasies of sexual assault. How, on deck, Columbo grabbed the bosun’s wife round the neck and ‘raped her on the bowsprit’.


Tempting though it has been for some to play down the Columbo cycle, it can’t be excluded. The violence with an edge of hilarity would enter the poet’s public oeuvre, bent on declaring a buried life with total honesty, the sordid and horrible along with the poet’s sense of beauty.


Still at Harvard in the spring of 1914, his last semester there, Eliot chose to take a course with a visiting Englishman from Cambridge University, the mathematical philosopher Bertrand Russell. He found Russell’s logic ‘a ballet of bloodless alphabets’. But Russell took a liking to the silent Eliot, and Eliot admired Russell for his social ease and laughter. In Eliot’s poem ‘Mr Apollinax’, he pictures him as Priapus, god of fertility, in the shrubbery, while his hosts, prim Bostonians with amusingly respectable names, Professor Phlaccus and Mr and Mrs Channing-Cheetah, avert their eyes. The poem favours the disruptive intruder with pointed ears, recognisably Russell’s. They would meet again in London, where Russell would play a new role in Eliot’s life.


At the beginning of July 1914 Eliot sailed for Europe a second time. His Boston manners and accent led some passengers, many of them students from the West, to take him for an English visitor to America. They found it hard to believe he came from St Louis.


By the end of July, he was ready to send a new poem to Conrad Aiken. The title, ‘The Love Song of St Sebastian’, suggests a sequel to ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’, but the scene has shifted from an imagined tea party, populated by unapproachable women, to an untouched figure of a particular woman. Clothed in white, an image of purity, she stands at the top of a stair, watching an act of martyrdom. A would-be saint flogs himself until he is standing in a pool of blood. In pity, the woman takes him up and he dies on her breast.


The second stanza reverses roles: now it’s the woman’s turn to die. The lover turns out to be a strangler, fingering her ear as he bends her head between his knees. He is in love with the flesh he’s about to destroy. This man articulates a twisted rationale for violence in a manner that prefigures the spiel of present-day terrorists. In Eliot’s version the victim has no story, no character; she exists solely as a tabula rasa for an insane ‘saint’ seeking power.


Emily Hale lingered in Eliot’s mind. He sent Conrad Aiken a postal order for $4, to order pink or red Killarney roses for the Saturday night performance of one of her plays that December.


During the Christmas vacation of 1914, Eliot stayed at 1 Gordon Street in Bloomsbury. It was a boarding house full of transient Americans. In his first term at Oxford, Eliot had been taken aback at the right of students at the women’s colleges to mix with men. At the more conservative Harvard, professors keen on women’s education had to repeat their lectures at Radcliffe College. It disturbed Eliot’s sense of fitness that women – this would be Vera Brittain’s generation of feminists – came ‘right into’ a men’s college. ‘No one looks at them,’ he assured his family.


Yet he could not entirely avert his eyes from women in London. ‘One walks about the street with one’s desires,’ he confided to Aiken on New Year’s Eve. As in Paris, ‘nervous sexual attacks’ confronted his wall of shyness and refinement. It worried him to be still a virgin at the age of twenty-six and he thought how ‘very stimulating’ it would be for several women to fall in love with him. Several, he says, because that would make ‘the practical side’ less evident. And he would be ‘very sorry for them’.


A continued outlet was ribaldry. Eliot was proud of his rhymes and elaborated on their bravado to a new friend, the American poet Ezra Pound, then living in London. Aiken had shown him ‘Prufrock’ as well as providing Eliot with a personal introduction. Eliot pretended to Pound to have been fatigued by a non-existent ‘debauch’. To impose Bolo on Pound and Aiken was to beckon them into complicity. Mundane reasons for this performance offer themselves – protracted juvenility (a common excuse to Emily as he grew older), unwilling virginity and not least the popular notion of masculinity current in America at the time – but none seems quite to explain this guise.


Eliot was prepared to publish two of the rhymes, both drafted a few years back in Paris and Munich: ‘The Triumph of Bullshit’ (November 1910, an address to critical ‘Ladies’ with a refrain to ‘stick it up your ass’) and ‘Ballade pour la grosse Lulu’ (July 1911, with a call to Lulu to put on her rough red drawers ‘And come to the Whore House Ball!’). But the artist and writer Wyndham Lewis, to whom these verses were offered for his avant-garde magazine Blast, declined to print words ‘Ending in -Uck, -Unt and -Ugger’. On 2 February 1915, writing from Merton College, Eliot complained to Pound that Lewis was too ‘puritanical’. He nudged Pound to share the hilarity of a new couplet: Bolo’s Big Black Kween ‘pulled her stockings off / With a frightful cry of “Hauptbahnhof!!”’. In this same letter he enclosed his Spectre de la rose poem, ‘Suppressed Complex’.


A girl in her bedroom lies prone; the man is at first ‘upright’ in a corner, then he starts dancing along with the flames of her fire. Nothing is required of the girl but to watch his performance. He stays all night and then, the dancer reports, ‘I passed joyously out through the window.’


What is the situation? As with ‘La Figlia’, the girl is silenced; she protests only with her eyes. The fugitive resentment in La Figlia’s eyes when she is discarded and the stubborn eyes of the girl in ‘Suppressed Complex’ signal discord. Disturbing in both poems is the speaker’s awareness of a girl’s emotions and his disregard for them.


Eliot drew on yet another ballet that had been a sensation in Paris in the spring of 1911, Le Martyre de Saint Sébastien. Beautiful Ida Rubenstein danced barefoot on hot coals, and this found its way into Eliot’s Narcissus, who dances barefoot on burning sands. The burnt feet, a follow-on from the burnt moth six months earlier, revives Eliot’s fire ordeal. Eliot’s early try-outs with fire mock his would-be martyrs as failures.


‘St Narcissus’ had been accepted by Pound’s contact Harriet Monroe in Chicago for publication in Poetry, when Eliot pulled it at the last moment. There is no explanation but Eliot, increasingly under Pound’s influence, was turning away from martyrdom towards a hard-edged Modernism. Pound encouraged the satiric element in ‘Prufrock’. Not the Prufrock of the hundred visions: Pound had no truck with an unrealised prophet, nor with saints, failed or otherwise, nor with Judaeo-Christian religion. Eliot resolved on a new phase of quick caricatures; and so, the higher aspirations of dance and fire – and, with them, the nearly published ‘Saint Narcissus’ – were relegated to the back burner.


Encouraged by Pound, Eliot resolved to stay in London and put poetry first.


After he left for Europe, Emily Hale recalled, ‘I heard often from him; on certain anniversaries my favorite flower, sweet-peas, always arrived.’* What Emily had meant to him – innocence, unspoiled desire and the silence falling between them – was to flash back in memory like the light of some other possibility: a might-have-been, all the sharper for their separation.





___________


* In Canto XV of the Inferno it is of course Dante himself who has exercised Judgement and placed Brunetto with those who, in life, had practised sodomy.


* Eliot had seen the opera in 1909 and written a poem, ‘Opera’, unmoved by extravagant emotion. The speaker feels like ‘the ghost of youth / At the undertakers’ ball’. His newfound affinity for the emotion in 1913 could have been prompted by Verdenal’s regard for Wagner as well as by the presence of Emily.


* Over the years, he mainly chose roses. The scent of sweet-peas was too overpowering, he once told her.
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‘THE POET’S BRIDE’


Eliot’s marriage came as a ‘complete surprise’ to Emily Hale. He did not warn her or anyone else of this move, neither his parents, nor his sisters, nor Eleanor. All expected him back at Harvard to complete his doctorate.


‘I did want to write poetry, and I felt obscurely that I should never write in America; and so I suppose I persuaded myself gradually that I did not love you after all,’ he told Emily in a letter of 1930 when he resumed their tie, as though it had been impossible for her to be with him elsewhere. Emily must have questioned this because the following August, he insists: he had to escape the life laid out for him in America.


Disappointingly, the real-life parting from Emily did not prompt the lasting work of art anticipated in the projected farewell scene of ‘La Figlia’. Eliot had written nothing since of that calibre. On arrival in England he continued to divert desire into the Columbiad and the masochistic show Narcissus puts on, these knowingly crazed displays a substitute for the romance that he left behind as he sailed for Europe.


All through Hilary term (January to March 1915) Eliot was having a deadly time in an Oxford emptied by war. Immured amongst men in Merton College, his body felt numbed. And then, at a lunch party in March, a vivacious young woman, the daughter of an artist, appeared as one of the guests.
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Vivienne Eliot at Garsington Manor. Photographed by Lady Ottoline Morrell, who thought her a spoilt kitten but then was charmed.





She was dark, petite and put herself forward in a flamboyant manner, unlike the Boston women Eliot had known. The party took place in the grand medieval pile of Magdalen College. Eliot was invited by another American, Scofield Thayer, whose rooms had once been occupied by Lord Alfred Douglas, the lover of Oscar Wilde. Thayer came from a wealthy family on Martha’s Vineyard, an island south of Cape Cod in Massachusetts. He had been a year behind Eliot at Milton Academy, attended Harvard and now he too was reading philosophy and writing poems. Thayer had also invited Vivienne Haigh-Wood, a close friend of his cousin Lucy Ely Thayer. The two had met in Vevey in 1908. Vivienne’s 1914 diary shows how often she stayed over with Lucy in Bayswater after a late-night jaunt in London. This is where she encountered Scofield. A year-long flirtation was still in play when Eliot entered the scene.


At the time, Vivienne was a governess with a Cambridge family, and freer than most to come and go. She did not look like a governess. Her clothes were dashing, stagey in the manner of the Ballets Russes.


She meant to leave her origins behind. Her grandfather had been a craftsman in Lancashire. He lived in Bury and the name had been Wood. The Haigh came from Vivienne’s grandmother, Mary Haigh, from Dublin. Vivienne’s father, Charles Haigh-Wood, rose to be a successful Royal Academician, who did portraits and popular drawing-room scenes, including a painting of Vivienne as a little girl in a sash, with curled red lips, looking down at the doll in her arms. His wife was Rose Esther Robinson from London, where the couple had settled in 1891. Two children, a daughter and then a son, were born. The family lived in comfort at 3 Compayne Gardens on the fringe of Hampstead, a respectable address, though not on the arty heights of this north London suburb. Their income was increased by the rentals from seven inherited Dublin properties.


Vivienne was artistic, multi-talented and uncertain which course to follow. At one time or another she tried different arts: dance, writing, music. The range and keenness of her tastes made her unusually alive – almost quivering with life. Ballet was her favourite of the arts and the previous year she had seen Nijinsky’s last performances in Le Spectre de la rose and Les Sylphides at the Palace Theatre.


One evening when Eliot came to London during his spring vacation, Vivienne and a friend joined him at one of the dances held on Saturdays in hotels. Vivienne, who had taken ballet lessons, proved a pliant dancer, quick to follow when Eliot started to foxtrot,* the latest from New York. Around them, couples jerk from side to side in the one-step while, coming from St Louis with the rhythm of ragtime in his blood, Eliot dips to the beat and in his arms is a lithe, uninhibited woman with animated eyes.


Small and slight next to this tall American, nearly six foot, Vivienne casts an upward, enquiring glance and lifts a pointed chin. Her grey-green eyes are full of venture as she raps out opinions. Where Eliot reserves observations for his poems, she says what she thinks out loud.


Vivienne. He repeats her ‘amusing’ name.


She speaks with conviction, even vehemence, and as she speaks she exhales cigarette smoke. It excites him to see a woman smoke, he writes home to Eleanor, struck by Vivienne as ‘emancipated’, ‘sophisticated’, a Londoner in the know, an Englishwoman – a species so new to him he cannot as yet exercise judgement.


By now it’s the summer term at Oxford, with leaves afloat on the branches and boating parties on the Cherwell. Vivienne is there again, down from London. Scofield Thayer is there too. He’s what Gatsby will aspire to be, one of those born to privilege with a voice full of money. He has his eye on Vivienne. And Eliot is there, lean and handsome in white flannels. Neither American is as young as their fellow-students. A year later Eliot will remind Scofield Thayer of this occasion: ‘Can it be that a year ago you and I were charming the eyes (and ears) of Char-flappers from one virginal punt’.


That day Vivienne’s attention turns from Thayer to his potential rival, silent, more unknowable, more gifted. She knows his poetry and likes what is flagrant and catchy in Eliot’s writing. That May, he has produced three caricatures of supposed Boston relatives: the fast Miss Nancy Ellicott and the deadly propriety of a deceased aunt, Miss Helen Slingsby, and another aunt who reads the Boston Evening Transcript as a substitute for living. The youth who brings the paper to his Boston aunt is quite like Prufrock, wearily dutiful, but harbouring the character of a thinker. In June 1915, the month when Eliot turned from America to Europe, ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ was published by Harriet Monroe in Poetry.
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‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ was published in the same month, June 1915, as Eliot resolved to stay on in England and marry an Englishwoman.





Eliot, about to break with his people, expressed disillusion through those family satires, and Monroe accepted all three for the coming autumn.


That this poet is destined for greatness Vivienne has the wit to discern. She, like Pound, urges Eliot to remain in London, as the centre of the literary world. Despising ‘provincialism’, Eliot does not want to fall into what he sees as the narrowness of New England. Vivienne’s imagination sights a new role while the poet-to-be watches her step from the punt at Magdalen Bridge and into his life.


He is by no means in love in the delirious way it had been with Emily. This is not blood shaking the heart. What he wants is an affair but does not know how. His upbringing, moral and hygienic, forbids casual sex. At twenty-six, he has wished to shed his virginity together with the numbness induced by Oxford, and now opportunity could be thwarted once more by his wall of shyness. Could he change course? His year at Merton will come to an end in the middle of June.


Marriage, then?


Eliot has rarely failed to exercise the option of inaction. His way has been to hold back with Prufrockian indecision. To close now with Vivienne, to act decisively, will take him away from his past with relieving finality.


At twenty-seven, Vivienne is a few months older than Eliot, and totally unlike the single women of his Boston circle, Eleanor Hinkley, Emily Hale and Penelope Noyes, who will all remain single. The assurance of Vivienne’s manner implies that she knows what she’s about. She is given to disillusion, and while Eliot’s disillusion owes a lot to Laforgue, Vivienne has gone and found it for herself.


On 15 June, with Eliot’s last day in Oxford at hand, Vivienne is still flirting with Scofield Thayer. Her nudging directness has not so far brought on a proposal. That day she reproaches Thayer for letting her down about a dance at the Savoy the previous Saturday.


‘I could have danced like a faun,’ she says, alluding to Nijinsky’s Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune.


A cultured man like Thayer would have picked up this sophisticated signal, not only Vivienne’s allegiance to Modernist choreography but also an erotic innuendo. In this controversial ballet, the face, in profile, is expressionless; the body alone speaks. The sexually explicit finale, the faun stretched face down over the nymph’s scarf – Nijinsky, it seemed, masturbating in public view – outraged the first audience in 1912.


A few days later Vivienne was engaged to Eliot, with no inkling that he had dreamed of someone else.


Eliot too had no inkling of Vivienne’s past: a dependence on chloral hydrate, prescribed by doctors for nervous episodes since she was fifteen. But even before he left Oxford, he did create a nervous episode, in a prose-poem, ‘Hysteria’. The piece sets up a scene in a tea room where a woman loses control of herself. Helpless, the gentleman with her takes in his companion’s shaking breasts and open mouth. Her bared teeth and the cavern of her throat, with its rippling muscles, bring on the same sexual fear as in Eliot’s student poem where a man, turned into a snake, lies sluggish along Circe’s stair.


‘Hysteria’ is the first fruit of Vivienne’s impact on Eliot’s work, prompting sharp, agonised scenes of a man and woman who cannot uncouple, two figures apparently at odds. But the unrestrained Vivienne Haigh-Wood and her restrained suitor were not incompatible. On the contrary, they had in common a capacity for emotion, in Eliot contained, in Vivienne uncontained, emotions in search of situations.


Eliot’s rationale for his decision to marry Vivienne, as laid out eventually in letters to Emily Hale, was a variation on what became the set story about needing to escape from America ‘to some life in which I could write poetry . . . I had to persuade myself that I was in love with someone here who could not or would not go to America – I had to pretend to myself that I had cut all ties to home.’


There was also an unspoken intention. Eliot was after a bolt of novel experience, less to do with falling in love and more with ending inhibition, sexual and poetic. His first statement about the marriage, writing seven days later to explain himself to his brother, is that he feels less ‘suppressed’. He adds, ‘I feel more alive than I ever have before.’ Daring herself, daring him, Vivienne stood ready to join herself to the poet in him. She could inject her quick fire into his hope to end hesitation.


As Vivienne saw it, Eliot was the active party, firing her imagination with a role she could offer. Her speech was rapid in contrast with Eliot’s slow deliberation; she could seize a telling word amongst the trove of synonyms in the English language. As a poet of the ‘tobacco trance’, Eliot was of course a master, yet Vivienne was a match in her way: quick in repartee, almost hypnotically rhythmic in her insistent repetitions, and tuned in to the Cockney of the streets. Eliot’s commitment to the marriage seemed to appoint her as partner of his poetic venture.


Eliot would later stress his passivity: a man who found himself engaged to a woman with whom he had hardly had the lightest flirtation. He could have been driven by continued rivalry with his Boston cousin Fred Eliot, the success in the family. Can it be merely a coincidence that Tom Eliot chose to marry on 26 June 1915, on the heels of Fred’s wedding day, 25 June? Fred’s was the full-blown occasion with bridal white and proud mothers. Tom Eliot’s, by contrast, was to be downplayed: a registry office. No flummery, no guests. In a letter to his cousin Eleanor, Eliot had spoofed Fred’s simpering bride. In fact, Elizabeth Berkeley Lee was a graduate of Radcliffe and well-placed in Boston society, a bride certain to please the family.


When much later Eliot came to justify himself to Emily, he wanted her to believe the short engagement – no more than a few days – with no time to come to his senses, was because Vivienne told him of her previous broken engagement, to a school teacher, Charles Buckle, and claimed that this time she could not stand the strain. Eliot went along out of compunction, he said.


Amongst Vivienne’s stories is an early, unpublished one entitled ‘Rosa Buckle’, about a Victorian woman with her mother’s first name, who, at the age of twenty-six, ‘very nearly an old maid’, gets engaged to an unattractive man called Charles (the name, as it happens, of Vivienne’s father as well as her former suitor). He becomes the butt of jokes for Rosa’s younger sisters. The telling detail is wild, cruel laughter. The author presents this as a family trait: ‘unless they were laughing they were in the dumps. There was nothing between.’ This went with a fleeting look of ‘utter recklessness’. This kind of recklessness was not a mark of courage or adventure; it was ‘self-destruction’.


In 1914 Vivienne’s father had settled £500 on her; soon after, she asked him to inform Buckle that the engagement was off. Her mother had agreed with Buckle’s mother that the pair should part. So Vivienne was defying a previous disaster when she joined Eliot on 26 June 1915 at the Hampstead Register Office. For both, then, to marry was a rebellion against the lives laid out for them: Eliot as unwilling academic, Vivienne as governess.


It was the very day that Vivienne’s nineteen-year-old brother Maurice left for the battlefields in France. For Vivienne to say goodbye to her brother and, the same day, go through with a secret wedding, took some nerve.


She produced the necessary witnesses: her aunt and godmother Lillia Symes, and her friend, Lucy Thayer. Eliot, acting alone, gave an address in Greek Street on the marriage certificate. He must have lodged there, in Soho, for six days after he vacated his rooms in Oxford. The certificate registered ‘no occupation’. Once he surrendered his travelling fellowship from Harvard (which would have paid his return fare to America), he had no income.


Vivienne had an annual allowance of £50 from her father (worth about £5,000 today). It’s not clear if she retained the £500 her father had settled on her when she became engaged to Mr Buckle. In addition, there were expectations, including a third of the Irish rental income after her father’s death and her mother’s substantial annual income of £600. Eliot had no income at this point and could expect to earn around £150 a year through full-time teaching, which is what he proposed to do during the school year of 1915–16. With men away at the Front, schoolmasters were in demand, and Eliot’s American nationality, which kept him out of the war, was an advantage.


The marriage was announced in The Times on 30 June. Eliot also informed Harvard that he’d changed course in favour of poetry, had married in London, and had no intention of living again in the US. The marriage, he claimed in his stiffest manner, had been hastened by ‘factors to do with the war’.


Eliot later confided to a friend that he never ‘lay’ with a woman he liked, loved or was strongly attracted to physically. This confession – if true – cannot but centre on Vivienne, and what was a sad fact for Eliot was also a sad fact for his bride. In his poem ‘Ode’, a bridegroom is observed trying to compose himself, smoothing down his hair. The bride lies prone and appears at once pitiful and threatening, a ‘Succuba eviscerate’. Not only has the bridegroom harmed this creature but also himself, for instinct has, it seems, betrayed him with a premature ejaculation, some way below the stars.


Eliot’s poetic method, he told Aiken, was to use his own experience in an objectified way, as though it were disconnected from himself. He published ‘Ode’ only once, and not in America, because he did not want his mother to see it.


In no time, Vivienne’s rescue role deflated into helplessness: she was ‘knocked out completely’, Eliot told his brother on 2 July, seven days after becoming her husband. No one knew the cause of ‘illness’ (presenting as migraine or neuritis or ‘glands’ or stomach trouble or rheumatism or ‘internal displacements’), not the expensive doctors summoned to attend Vivienne, nor Eliot, nor Vivienne herself. Her voice cried ‘ill’, like a warning gong.


Elements of self-dramatisation and invalidism can’t, though, dispel a crucial fact: her vulnerability to assorted doctors who prescribed drugs now known to be dangerous. Since puberty, she had been given chloral, which could damage the liver, and potassium bromide, a sedative whose side-effects fit the otherwise disconnected array of Vivienne’s ills: headaches, eye problems, lethargy, confusion, irritation of the stomach and loss of appetite. Another of her prescribed drugs was Hoffmann’s Anodyne, a hypnotic consisting of one-part ether to three parts alcohol. Later, the effect of ether rubbed into her skin or soaked into her handkerchief could leave her groping in a daze, and in company the smell of it clung about her. From 1915, the year she married, she had insomnia.


Her ‘upsets’, the word she used for scenes, were challenging, but they put an end to Eliot’s numbness. The crises of his wife’s instability together with his own huge leap in the dark – expatriation at any cost – threw him into the kind of action that could animate his poetry.


Vivienne gave back to him pure, distilled, the vision in ‘Prufrock’s Pervigilium’ that the world was falling apart. Where Emily Hale, or his fantasy of her, had countered the potential disintegration, Vivienne confirmed such fear in the destructive context of a country at war. Both came to see the war as horribly futile, along with the pacifist Bertrand Russell, who meant to help Eliot establish himself in England. Two weeks into the Eliots’ marriage, Russell visited the couple who were staying for the time being with Vivienne’s parents in a Hampstead house with lots of decorative china and brass. Vivienne told Russell that she had married Eliot to stimulate him and had found that she could not. Since her husband was present, reclining listlessly across the table, it was a measure of Vivienne’s disappointment that she spoke so openly. Her need for reassurance was not lost on Russell, who began to fix his lascivious eye on this unhappy bride.


Vivienne’s impulse to make sexual failure entirely her husband’s fault was cruel: to shame him to a near stranger who was his prime English connection. She was certainly a disappointed bride, but she was also simplifying an unfathomable situation at Eliot’s expense. It was only years later that he could bring himself to tell his brother that Vivienne had treated him as a ‘clodhopper’. Some power game was in play: Vivienne, it seems, competing with Eliot for Russell’s regard, and Eliot, unable to read the signals between his bride and Russell, humiliated by her disparagement. To defend himself would have been uncivil to his wife.


It’s common to pity this marriage. Yet the couple’s letters to others during their early years contradict this truism if their joined forces are recognised as theatre. Two days after Vivienne’s disclosure to Russell, Eliot offered a different scenario to Boston’s eminent art collector Isabella Gardner, saying that she would know his marriage was not rash. He trusted this art connoisseur to condone the all-out ambition that could not be revealed to family because it was too keen for ordinary people. Unlike commonplace minds, she could discern what it took to pursue works of art. What Vivienne and Eliot undertook together was more a poetry union than an ordinary marriage; it’s something we can’t quite label, and was to prove extraordinarily fertile for a long time.


Eliot wrote to his father that Vivienne had been willing to sacrifice herself by marrying a man without money. ‘She has everything to give that I want, and she gives it.’ He had to drive home that during their first month together he had found her to be ‘the one person for me’.


Vivienne too found reason to be pleased. She was proud to be ‘the poet’s bride’ in an announcement by Wyndham Lewis in the July issue of Blast. A month later she crows with triumph and teasing self-confidence in her letter to Eliot’s defeated rival, Scofield Thayer.


When Eliot came to know his wife’s people, he found them ‘distinctly outsiders socially’. Since the Eliot family was grander than her own, Vivienne assumed they were well placed to support the new couple. She staked a claim to straitened circumstances owing to the war. Their properties were said to be a liability rather than an asset. Nothing was said about Mr Haigh-Wood’s lucrative sideline in illustrations for greeting cards. Eliot’s letters to his family convey his sense of sole responsibility for supporting what was now revealed to be a semi-invalid wife. There appears no suggestion that Vivienne was prepared to use her annual income for medical and other expenses. At no point, neither now nor in the future, would she take in the fact that her husband’s family did not fit the cliché of rich Americans.


Eliot found a post as a schoolmaster in High Wycombe, a town west of London. The salary was only £120 a year. School would not start until September, so what were Eliot and his wife to live on in the meantime? There was nothing for it but to beg help at home: ‘What I want is MONEY!$!£!!’ he told Conrad Aiken.


In the wake of the torpedoed liner Lusitania, Eliot embarked on a perilous wartime crossing from Liverpool to see his family. On 24 July he sailed on the St Louis (a neutral American ship), arriving in New York on 1 August.


His parents were summering as usual at Eastern Point on Cape Ann. His father reminded Tom of the affectionate and dutiful son he had always been. His mother pointed out the low status of a schoolmaster. She foresaw her son as a Pegasus in harness and it disturbed her further that he should continue to take it for granted that whatever he needed must come his way. They were not in the least impressed by his backing from Bertrand Russell and a long screed from Ezra Pound attempting to cheer them with his own transatlantic success.


The family would have relayed the latest achievements of his Boston cousins, Fred, Martha and Abby Eliot. The contrast could not have been starker between their promise and the son of Henry Ware Eliot Sr, who appeared to have messed up his life. After graduating summa cum laude from Harvard, Fred had followed their distinguished grandfather into Harvard Divinity School. In 1915 he was ordained as a Unitarian minister in the First Parish in Cambridge and his path would lead to becoming the foremost Unitarian in America. Martha, meanwhile, was at Johns Hopkins University, which welcomed women into the medical profession (unlike Harvard at that time). Impelled by the many child deaths in the Eliot family, she would set up ‘Well Baby’ clinics in poor, immigrant, black and rural areas. She was determined to wipe out rickets. The dauntless May character in Martha May Eliot would lead to reform in children’s health, eventually through the United Nations as a founder of UNICEF. Her younger sister Abby, a recent graduate of Radcliffe College, was undertaking social work, preparatory to her own pioneering career as founder of free nursery education for the children of working parents who could not otherwise afford it.


A chastened Tom Eliot was persuaded of the need to complete his education and use it to become self-supporting. Professor Ralph Barton Perry, chair of philosophy at Harvard, advised him that it could be difficult to write his dissertation while teaching. So Eliot gave the headmaster notice, aware he was letting the school down.


No sooner did Vivienne hear of a plan to keep her husband in America than alarms about illness tugged him back. His first thought was to accede to Vivienne, and then, when she was better, return to the US to carry out his undertaking. But once she had him in England, Vivienne convinced him to stay. He now had to apologise to his father for his ‘blunder’. All the same, he was forced to hold out his hat. It was not a matter of needing help, he said: ‘It’s a matter of living at all.’


This was not the only issue in play at this fraught time. Vivienne was a creature of contradictions, with quick-change moods as one scene in her repertoire replaced another. Her performances had an extravagance beyond the polite comedies of manners that Emily and Eleanor had played in the Cambridge Dramatic Club. While her husband had been away, Vivienne had sent Thayer (now back home on Martha’s Vineyard) a provocative letter, taking the role of a satisfied bride brimming with awakened sensuality, reclining on black silk sheets.


Thayer confessed to Eliot he was ‘nettled’.


Eliot’s reply was cold. ‘You had never given me the impression that your interest in the lady was exclusive – or indeed in the slightest degree a pursuit: and as you did not give her this impression, I presumed that I had wounded your vanity rather than thwarted your passion.’


For a time, Vivienne had held the attention of two uneasy Americans dancing about her. Englishmen took a cooler view: Bertrand Russell, and later Aldous Huxley and Anthony Powell, classed her as vulgar. There was pity for Eliot’s mistake. All the same, these high-flyers were charmed, as Eliot was, by Vivienne’s darting, forthright views.


Russell reported on the appeal of Vivienne to his former mistress, Lady Ottoline Morrell, aged forty-three, an uninhibited grandee, half-sister of the Duke of Portland. He observed that Vivienne had ‘no physical passion’ and actually found maleness ‘disgusting’.


Vivienne’s scenes with Thayer and Russell appear unfeeling for her husband while he was putting himself through an ordeal for her sake. But it’s futile to take sides. Long before Eliot put together The Waste Land, Vivienne was a prime player, a ‘Lady of Situations’ or a doomed Duchess of Malfi or a would-be Cleopatra who will find herself up against a closed-off Hamlet haunted by the past. Each took the lead in a different drama.


Could the invalid be one of the roles in Vivienne’s repertoire? Eliot’s brother Henry thought so: a demand for attention ‘well buttered with sympathy’. Eliot’s experience is well known and supported by all who knew the couple at the time: how his wife’s deteriorating condition obliged him to reset the course of his life. That position leaves out the question of his own conduct. Privately, he came to agree with his wife that he did harm, adding to her ills.


He later told Emily Hale, ‘I did try, again and again, to love as I had promised; but failed utterly; and no one could thrive on what I had left to give.’


Vivienne played up to men who did like her, Thayer and Russell, to boost her fragile self-confidence. What’s extraordinary in all this is that nothing could shake her commitment to Eliot’s poetry. This vital element in their union was genuine and lasting.


On Eliot’s return to England, the pair had a reunion in cheap lodgings at Eastbourne from 4 to 16 September. Russell called it a ‘pseudo-honeymoon’, with Vivienne swinging from her August high to a low exacerbated by menstrual tension. Vivienne was embarrassed by a bloodstained sheet and took it home to wash. Eliot spent a night in a deck chair on the beach.


He retrieved the job as a schoolmaster in High Wycombe. On weekdays he lodged there and joined Vivienne in London at the weekend. Russell had offered them the use of his flat at Russell Chambers on Bury Place in Bloomsbury. Vivienne was in clover. The alternative of joining her husband did not occur to her. As a lecturer in mathematics and philosophy, Russell lived at Trinity College, Cambridge, but was often in London. It was a questionable situation, with Russell and Vivienne alone in the flat. There was a gentlemanly exchange, with Russell asking Eliot’s permission to be in his own home, and Eliot polite in return, He offers civil thanks to this usurper in his marriage.


It’s the familiar situation of the American as an innocent abroad falling victim to the corrupt Old World (a variation on Eliot’s encounter with the ascetic predator in Paris). Russell told himself and others that his intentions towards Vivienne Eliot were kindly. In November, he said to Lady Ottoline Morrell that he loved Eliot ‘as if he were my son’ and Lady Ottoline warned Russell not to meddle, both for the Eliots’ sake and for his own protection.


Russell did not agree. It pleased him to play the role of benefactor. He was indeed generous in giving the Eliots debentures in an engineering firm, worth £3,000, since, as a pacifist, Russell could not in good conscience profit from a company making munitions. He also paid for Vivienne to take ballet lessons. In return, she typed up Russell’s anti-war writing.


There were two bedrooms in the Bury Place flat. The one occupied by Vivienne was behind the kitchen, a former pantry. The single bed was too small for two people, and when Eliot was there he slept in the hall. This arrangement continued until early December, when the Eliots took a flat in St John’s Wood for three months.


At this stage Eliot was not thinking of Emily Hale – not yet. At first he exulted in having found the ‘force’ to change his life. He stood ready to embrace the prospects that would open to him both in the way of writing the kind of Modernist poetry that Pound was calling for, and to take on paid reviews for leading philosophical journals.


Looking back at the start of a new year, on 10 January 1916, he told Aiken that Cambridge (Massachusetts) had been ‘a dull nightmare’ in contrast to his present ‘wonderful life’. He said, ‘I have lived through material for a score of long poems, in the last six months.’


Sure enough, material that would enter The Waste Land was the fruit of a second belated honeymoon that month. This time the venue was Torquay. Russell orchestrated this, taking Vivienne down to Devon for the first few days and paying for rooms at the Torbay Hotel looking out to sea. While Eliot remained in London he commended Russell for ‘managing’ Vivienne more skilfully than he.


To be giving Vivienne this seaside holiday was, Eliot told him, the ‘last straw (so to speak) of generosity’.


Help is how it appeared to this young husband, baffled by his bride. Russell commended Eliot in turn for being ‘devoted’ to Vivienne, and so he was. But whatever Russell had anticipated, he found himself with an invalid. After five days, once Eliot took over from Russell, things fell apart, with Vivienne on the verge of suicide.


The scene in Torquay in January 1916 was the loveless friction of a couple cooped up together, followed by a taxi ride in the hope of diverting an ill Vivienne one wretched Saturday afternoon.


‘My nerves are bad tonight. Yes, bad. Stay with me. / Speak to me. Why do you never speak? Speak.’


So a wife starts the famous non-exchange in The Waste Land. A silent husband thinks of an urban alley where ‘dead men lost their bones’. She then asks if he’s ‘alive, or not’, and what they will do tomorrow. ‘What shall we ever do?’ The answer is to follow deadening routine and, to fill the time, ‘a closed car at four’.


Pound thought this too photographic, while Vivienne – as co-creator of the scene and whose performance will resonate for ever – would applaud in pencilled capitals climbing sideways up the typescript: ‘WONDERFUL, wonderful & wonderful. Yes.’


How rapidly Vivienne and her poet-husband plunge together into the world of The Waste Land before it existed on the page. How quickly their non-union created an alternative to a lone allegorical journey beyond the world in ‘So through the evening’, an earlier fragment of The Waste Land manuscript, going back to the first half of 1914. This discarded but all-important source for the climactic part V of the poem Eliot had conceived on his own. Vivienne then provided a foil for the lone journey: a man and a woman stuck together.


As the waste of their day-to-day lives rolled out, Vivienne was driven to humiliate her husband in the manner he feared most: to strip him of cover, or at least threaten to do so. The harm on his part was his unreachable detachment. Missing on both sides was kindness: a wife understanding her husband’s unease with intimacy; a husband understanding a wife’s need for love.


Russell found, he said, that the Eliots’ troubles were what they clung to. It’s a skewed and self-serving opinion from a philanderer. Yet there’s a grain of truth to it: the pair held together with the rare purpose of living a poem yet in the making.


This bond is more like twinning than marriage. He was the foreigner, she the Englishwoman; they were alien to each other, and yet poetically they were kin. Vivienne was the face of what Eliot felt inside the armour of his politeness. Her free-spoken voice released the poet in him. Vivienne took it on herself to stand up for him to his family and to speak in no uncertain terms.


‘Tom knows perfectly well that I share his feeling over the poetry – in fact, of the two of us perhaps I worry most – and rather more often get despondent. I look upon Tom’s poetry as real genius – I do think he is made to be a great writer – a poet.’
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