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  Introduction


  Haydn and the Valve Trumpet




  In the last act of Don Giovanni, the famished Leporello filches a titbit or two from the feast laid for his master and the commendatore. As he does so, a march

  can be heard in the distance, a tune which Leporello recognizes: ‘Questa poi la conosco purtroppo.’ Which is hardly surprising, because Mozart is making a musical pun on the stage

  action, by stealing his own ‘Non più andrai, farfallone amoroso’ from Act I of Figaro. In Liszt’s orchestral Hungarian Rhapsody No. 5 in E minor, I hear the

  prefiguration of a theme in Dvorák’s Aus der neuen Welt (1893). Liszt, of course, came first: his Hungarian rhapsodies of 1851–3 were based on his own Magyar Dallok

  pieces of 1840, which, in their turn, were based on gipsy music Liszt had heard. Is it possible that Dvorák, even though he began as an epigone of Liszt and Wagner, simply transcribed the

  same folk melody? And what ownership claims has Liszt on folk material? When the Stravinsky scholar, Lawrence Morton, examined the massive Anton Juszkiewicz anthology, Litauische

  Volks-Weisen (Kracow, 1900) – known to have been in Stravinsky’s possession at the time Le Sacre du Printemps was composed – Morton found three melodies ‘with

  obvious ties to subsequent material in the Rite’, three melodies in addition to melody No. 157 which was previously acknowledged by Stravinsky (in André Schaeffner’s 1931

  biography) to be the source of the opening bassoon melody.




  I know very little about music – so little that I have no way of establishing whether I have imagined the Liszt–Dvorák coincidence, and whether it is an instance of plagiarism

  or not; so little that I am unable to understand why Stravinsky appears to have concealed as a debt what is a perfectly honourable source; so little that, while I am perfectly sure of

  Mozart’s humorous self-quotation, I do not know whether this is a commonplace among even half-educated Mozartians. It must be.




  Yet, knowing so little about music, I therefore know something of Haydn’s use of the valve trumpet. In this sense: on 3 August 1972, Michael Chanan wrote a longish piece in the

  Listener, seeking to answer the question, ‘What did the trumpet mean to Haydn?’ And he concluded: ‘the valve instrument to some extent allows the separation of tone-quality

  from note-value, which means that all the effects which cannot be notated (and hence are called “inarticulate”) can be smoothed out. This is what the trumpet meant to Haydn, the

  supreme Apollonian composer: smoothness and perfection combined with brilliance.’




  Only a week later, a little week, a letter appeared in the correspondence columns, with this message: ‘Please tell Michael Chanan that the valved trumpet was invented in 1818. Haydn died

  in Vienna on 31 May 1809. It is unwise to found a music(ologic)al theory on Haydn’s use of the valved trumpet.’




  Even those who are not musicians are familiar with Haydn’s use of the valve trumpet. Though, inevitably, Michael Chanan’s mistake is destined to indisputably classic status, the

  phenomenon features prominently in the unofficial history of criticism. Later in 1972, Martin Amis anonymously reviewed for the Times Literary Supplement a selection of Coleridge’s

  verse, edited by William Empson and David Pirie. The anonymous mantle of ‘Our Reviewer’ somehow entailed a tone of amused condescension ambiguously tempered with compliment. After a

  fine show of patient openness to persuasion, our reviewer, with a further show of reluctant reproach, chid Professor Empson for the omission of Coleridge’s prose gloss of 1817. Distracting,

  misleading it might be, yet beautiful at moments it certainly was; without the gloss, students and readers of the Ancient Mariner might be ill-served. Perhaps a place might have been found

  for it in an appendix?




  A place had been found for it in an appendix. A fact Empson pointed out in a peevish letter containing further complaints of misrepresentation. When ‘Our Reviewer’ replied, he began

  with an apology for a ‘bad lapse’, became argumentative and almost bold, and ended with the memorably desperate, ‘Professor Empson always writes like an angel . . .’

  Smoothness and perfection combined with brilliance. Wriggle out of that, if you can, Empson.




  Of course, some critics are undeterred by the single near-fatal collision with Haydn’s use of the valve trumpet. A. Alvarez is an awesomely impaired yet fearless recidivist. My essay on

  Betjeman’s poetry contains an example of Alvarez’s propensity to pronounce from a position of wilful ignorance. Even earlier, in December 1973, the normally tolerant John Bayley noted

  the same tendency: ‘the reader without some Russian cannot form much of an estimate of Mandelstam, though since he became a hot property that has not stopped the poetic PR men from trying:

  his widow’s memoir Hope against Hope has not done any service to the poetry by enabling them to substitute for its reality the usual PR big words like “compassion”.

  (“Hope against Hope, a book almost as fine in its sardonic compassionate way as Osip’s own poetry” – A. Alvarez. Not knowing, as he says, any of the language, how can

  he know? What are his grounds of judgment? The take-over of the Christian name suggests some special and intimate hot line to the poet’s manes.)’ This is well said. Let us have

  no more non-Russian-speaking Russian experts and enthusiasts.




  Let Blake Morrison, the former literary editor of the Observer, be an example to us all. On 21 December 1986, he wrote an appreciation of Irina Ratushinskaya’s poetry to accompany

  the Observer Russian correspondent’s exclusive interview with the newly exiled poet. ‘Irina Ratushinskaya’s place in the great twentieth-century tradition of Russian poetry

  already seems assured,’ he wrote. ‘She has been compared to Anna Akhmatova and Marina Tsvetayeva, passionate celebrators of individual life within the modern totalitarian state.’

  By 5 June 1988, reviewing her second collection of poems, Pencil Letter, Morrison could afford to be more critical. ‘Without a knowledge of Russian it’s difficult to be sure what

  she sounds like, let alone how major her talent is.’ Morrison’s retraction cannot have been easy but it does him credit, and it shows us that an admission of lack of competence can have

  its own authority.




  Russian literature, foreign literature in general, what has now become known as world literature, have fostered their fair share of experts on Haydn’s use of the valve trumpet. Restrained

  sceptics suddenly go on a mental binge. In October 1988, Anita Brookner was carried away and ravished by a tall dark strange idea while reviewing D. J. Enright’s Fields of Vision:

  ‘Enright’s specialised knowledge of the central European tradition leads him to appreciate the work of writers usually found too extreme for English tastes: Canetti, Grass, Kraus,

  Singer, Milosz, Skvorecky. These writers are more dangerous than their English counterparts: bitterness, regret, wildness, fascination with God and the devil mark them out as heavyweights, not to

  be trifled with.’ Is it an accident that Milan Kundera, an exceptionally intelligent and ironic writer, has no place on Anita Brookner’s list? Equally, it is noticeable that laughter

  has no place on her list of dangerous qualities, of heavyweight qualities. I find her formulation suspect and sentimental. How can a ‘fascination with God and the devil mark them out as

  heavyweights’? The devil. Surely a fascination with him is profoundly lightweight and reactionary? It is depressing to find all this dark ugly mental furniture, this hideous and

  uncomfortable lumber, acclaimed as austerely chic. It represents a nostalgia for pontification, for a time when issues seemed grander, harsher, more certain, more serious – when, to adapt

  Cold Comfort Farm, there was no butter in hell. I am irresistibly reminded of Burt Lancaster as an old gangster in Louis Malle’s Atlantic City. As he idealizes bygone times,

  Lancaster is interrupted by his companion, who has just seen the sea. Lancaster dismisses it with a gesture and the verdict: ‘You should have seen it in the old days.’ Milan Kundera

  stands with Louis Malle: ‘the art inspired by God’s laughter does not by nature serve ideological certitudes, it contradicts them. Like Penelope, it undoes each night the tapestry that

  the theologians, philosophers, and learned men have woven the day before.’




  Poetry – and particularly metre – is a noticeably hospitable micro-climate in which the valve trumpet can flourish. Edward de Vere, the Earl of Oxford, farted while bowing to

  Elizabeth I and, mortified, left England for seven years. On de Vere’s return to court, Elizabeth, according to Aubrey, put the Earl at his ease with the words, ‘My Lord, I had forgott

  the Fart.’ In the same spirit, I have no wish to dwell on Tom Paulin’s ‘detection’ of a Yeatsian ‘echo’ in Geoffrey Hill’s sonnet ‘Idylls of the

  King’ – flawless example though it was of a critic blowing his own valve trumpet. I have also completely forgotten why his description of the sonnet as rhythmically monotonous was

  somehow less than just to Hill’s workmanlike metrical variants. Rather let me turn – in the spirit of conservation – to Geoffrey Grigson’s vatic assertion (supported by the

  citation of a line from the middle of a James Fenton poem) that first lines were an infallible test of poetic merit. Then there is Peter Porter’s review of Fiona Pitt-Kethley’s

  Private Parts in the Observer for 12 July 1987: ‘there is one departure’, he wrote, ‘from her norm which would be welcome if it were applied more skilfully. She is

  determined to introduce a semblance of metre into many poems. But, to employ a metaphor of the kind she likes to use herself, she is really more at home in the world of five inches than of five

  feet. Witness such iambic regularities as “He walks his young Jack Russell by the sea”.’ But this line isn’t the promised ‘semblance’ of metre, nor does it merit

  that ironical ‘such iambic regularities’. The line is perfectly regular, if perfectly dull.




  Almost exactly a year later, Jonathan Raban – always elegant, assured, unoriginal – was reviewing Bevis Hillier’s biography of Betjeman. ‘His main interest in

  Betjeman’s verse is for what it can tell us about Betjeman himself, and this leads him to much injudicious quotation of snippets that it might have been wiser to have kept hidden. So, on West

  Hill, Highgate:




  

    

      

        

          

            . . . we were slightly richer than my friends




            The family next door: we owned a brougham




            And they would envy us our holidays . . .


          


        


      


    


  




  . . . Ti-tumpty-tumpty-tum. Burbling along in this mood, garrulous and prosy, Betjeman is as sedative, and mildly addictive, as Valium.’ What a remarkably inattentive ear

  Raban must possess, so remarkable it enables him to detect the valve trumpet’s ti-tumpty-tumpty-tum in lines whose conversational emphases lie athwart the metric pattern. Betjeman’s

  lines are the opposite of verse rising to the trot. They can be scanned as regular but not heard so – except by a critic mildly addicted to the lazy consensus.




  Most of the pieces reprinted here have been rewritten, expanded, cut, touched up and improved. Where I have set the valve trumpet to my lips, daunted I have tried to silence it, though examples

  will undoubtedly remain. Let me end with my own confession. When I originally wrote my essay on Buddhism in Eliot’s The Waste Land, I made no distinction between Buddhism and Hinduism.

  One sceptical correspondent to the Times Literary Supplement briefly wondered if I knew there was a difference. The distinction wasn’t in the least crucial to my argument, but

  had I been less ignorant I would have acknowledged the distinction before disregarding it – as I now do. My blunder was, as it were, not even to realize a difference existed between a trumpet

  and a valve trumpet. When I told this story to Charles Monteith, my predecessor at Faber, and said I had rewritten the essay to accommodate a national reluctance to imagine Eliot in a dhoti rather

  than his famous four-piece suit, Charles smiled like an old India hand and said: ‘Saffron robes. Dhotis are Hindu.’ The dhoti remains, however, like a conscious act of contrition. I say

  among the trumpets, Ha, ha.




  


 





  Mussolini’s London Triumph




  In Transparent Things, there is a bravura Nabokovian digression about a pencil which has spilled accidentally from the drawer of a desk. It is an unconsidered trifle on

  which Nabokov decides to focus his formidable attention. He considers it as no pencil has ever been considered before: ‘it was not a hexagonal beauty of Virginia juniper or African cedar,

  with the maker’s name imprinted in silver foil, but a very plain, round, technically faceless old pencil of cheap pine, dyed a dingy violet. It had been mislaid ten years ago by a carpenter

  who had not finished examining, let alone fixing, the old desk, having gone away for a tool that he never found. Now comes the act of attention.’ And Nabokov pursues his pencil as far as the

  original pine tree. I think of historians, perhaps unjustly, as people with no time for pencils. Treaties, so to speak, are signed with fountain pens, gripped between important fingers, and

  overseen by famous faces.




  I want you to consider one of history’s lost pencils. I happened to open Malcolm Muggeridge’s The Thirties – written and published in 1940, when history was still gossip

  – and out it fell. Discussing the literary pretensions of fascist dictators, Muggeridge lets slip that ‘in the pre-Axis days, [Mussolini’s] play, The Hundred Days, dealing

  with Napoleon’s return from Elba, was produced at the Old Vic, and kindly received.’ Under the heading ‘Man of Culture’, Denis Mack Smith, Mussolini’s biographer, is

  brisk and dismissive: ‘he claimed co-authorship in three plays though his own contribution, apart from the general themes, was nil. The three subjects he chose were Napoleon, Julius Caesar,

  and Cavour, and it is interesting that all dealt with much the same topic: a great man betrayed by his friends. All three plays were given a fantastic reception by the critics and compared to

  Shakespearean and Wagnerian drama at their best, though in private there was less enthusiasm. Two of them were turned into films about which a great fuss was made, without much box-office

  success.’ Which two were turned into films, I find myself wanting to ask. And then again, what about that kindly reception at the Old Vic? Who was the person who actually wrote the plays for

  which Mussolini took the credit? What kind of pencils did he use?




  Actually, in the service of humbler truths, Muggeridge is a little careless with dates and dull stuff of that kind. Napoleon: The Hundred Days by Benito Mussolini and Giovacchino Forzano

  (‘adapted from the Italian for the English stage by John Drinkwater’, published by Sidgwick and Jackson at two shillings and sixpence net, and printed in 1932 by Billing and Sons Ltd,

  Guildford and Esher) was never performed at the Old Vic. It was performed at the New Theatre, St Martin’s Lane (TEM 3878), with Robert Atkins as Napoleon and Arthur Wontner as Fouché.

  8 Sharp Evgs. Mats. Thurs and Sat 2.15. The production was reviewed in The Times on 19 April 1932, and the same unsigned piece appeared again on 20 April, like a variation on the

  critic’s theme: ‘you feel again and again that the hands of the clock have been put back and that you are a spectator of scenes as they were in truth played.’ Impressed, but not

  uncritical, he noted some overacting: ‘the sniff of grease-paint is instantly in the air.’ But these flaws are ‘trifles’ and ‘the play’s general effect is of a

  swift and necessary movement of destiny. It is, thank heaven, about something – something moving and important, and it is driven forward by a perceptive mind faithful to history and content

  to rely upon that faithfulness for dramatic effect.’ Moving, important, bent, apologizing, our critic tiptoes along Row K as the curtain closes, his final peroration already forming in his

  mind: ‘it is a very uncommon experience in the theatre to feel the same quality of excitement that is there in the turning over of indisputable documents. Nothing here seemed falsified; no

  emphasis is forced, there being in the events themselves a natural and compelling emphasis. History lies quietly open; the comment of the Fates is implied; and the audience, without emotional

  beguilement, is continuously held.’ Bravo, technically faceless old pencil, old stick.




  Our critic isn’t the only anonymous person in this connection. Though credited, Giovacchino Forzano is also anonymous, one can’t help feeling. That ‘perceptive mind faithful to

  history’ should be plural given that the play was co-authored. Mussolini, it is somehow implied, is the perceptive mind in question. And at the celebratory lunch given at the Lyceum Club on 6

  May, the absent Mussolini dominates proceedings by sending a personal telegram of praise which the Italian ambassador reads out. In the speeches that follow, John Drinkwater contrives to keep his

  distance from the piece: he will not say it is a great play ‘because that is always a dangerous word to use’; instead, he confines himself to saying it has ‘elements of

  greatness’. Robert Atkins is less cautious and expresses the honour he feels at being associated ‘with so great a man as Signor Mussolini, with whose name are coupled in this play those

  of Signor Forzano and Mr John Drinkwater’. In spite of his conclusion – that the work would ‘demand a bow even if these three men were nobodies’ – one is left feeling

  that two of the three men are nobodies.




  The play itself is really about the defeat of a somebody by a collection of nobodies. It doesn’t quite answer to Mack Smith’s summary, ‘a great man betrayed by his

  friends’. Essentially, Napoleon is responsible for the defeat at Waterloo, though he attempts to blame it on his subordinates. But the interest lies not in the military defeat, rather in the

  psychological defeat Napoleon suffers at the hands of Fouché, the ‘nobody’ who is his Minister of Police. Napoleon represents passion, the military daemon, the double-edged gift

  of genius, whereas Fouché is a risk assessor, a creature of pure prose: ‘I only became Minister in order that I might, in the public – you may say European – interest,

  control all eventualities.’ Accordingly, he sees emissaries of every political shade and is finally rewarded when Gaillard negotiates the peace with Wellington. After St Helena has been

  arranged, they turn to the Bourbon restoration.




  

    

      

        WELLINGTON: The Bourbon restoration is inevitable.




        GAILLARD: The Bourbons. Yes. And the King’s Ministers – ?




        WELLINGTON: The King’s Minister will be Monsieur Fouché.




        GAILLARD: Exactly. As we had foreseen. Though there is a difficulty – ?




        WELLINGTON: That Monsieur Fouché sent his Bourbon Majesty’s brother to the guillotine. Considerations of policy make that incident

        unimportant . . .


      


    


  




  The computer has defeated the grand master. Against this cynical calculation is set a tragic ideal of sorts whose spokeswoman is Napoleon’s mother, Letizia: ‘Downfall is nothing, if

  one falls with greatness. It is everything if one falls basely. I had a son who was Emperor of France; a son who was King of Spain; a son who was King of Holland; and a son who was King of

  Westphalia. I always remembered that some day all those Kings might again be dependent on me for bread, as they were in Ajaccio. That was the reason for my thrift, my parsimony . . . about which my

  son, the Emperor, was so often amused.’ Potentially, the idea is poignant, but the expression here, as elsewhere, has too much in common with the pencil. It is a little wooden and somewhat

  leaden, though perhaps less so than this stage direction for the defeat at Waterloo: ‘There are cries of “Save himself who can!” ’ The destruction of the

  Emperor’s Guard and the French retreat are narrated by two injured French soldiers observing events from the window of a peasant’s hovel. They miss very little, luckily enough. Napoleon

  appears at the end of the act, a fugitive horseman seeking directions and only recognized because one of his entourage calls him ‘Sire’.




  

    

      

        FIRST SOLDIER: Do you know who that was?




        THE OLD MAN: It wasn’t – ?




        SECOND SOLDIER: Yes. (Falling down)




        THE OLD MAN: Napoleon – fugitive. Well, you never know your luck.




        FIRST SOLDIER: By the way, what’s the name of this place?




        THE WOMAN: We’ve got no name here. But the town, if you can call it a town, just over there, is Waterloo.


      


    


  




  THE CURTAIN FALLS.




  

    Yes, dr amatic irony: nobody has become a somebody, Waterloo has made a name for itself. Somebody, Napoleon, has become a nobody. But I’m adding shape and symmetry to

    what is the merest dramatic opportunism. In reality, the point is horribly blunt.


  




  


 





  Whatever Became of Brain Fever?




  Of the thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir to, at least five or six have been struck off by the medical profession for reasons other than the march of scientific

  progress. Of course, some have been eliminated by medical advances. For example, the erysipelas which carries off William Morel in Sons and Lovers. This skin disease, commonly complicated

  with pneumonia, and caused by haemolytic streptococcus, was once highly contagious but is now easily curable by antibiotic therapy. Green sickness, the scourge of many an adolescent heroine,

  appears to have been rationalized out of existence. Other complaints may have been renamed: reviewing William Clarke’s biography of Wilkie Collins, the critic John Sutherland was shrewdly

  baffled by the ‘internal neuralgia’ which Collins’s mother endured and mused more constructively that the novelist’s ‘rheumatic gout’ might be the (venereally

  transmitted) Reiter’s Syndrome, Other diseases and diagnoses have simply gone missing. When, in Arnold Bennett’s The Old Wives’ Tale, Sophia Scales at last confronts the

  dead body of her scapegrace, absentee husband, Gerald, she contemplates his expression of ‘final fatigue’ – and, returning to Bursley, is herself rapidly overcome in the car. Only

  hours later, the doctor, on the landing outside the bedroom, is confiding: ‘ “U.P.” ’ Though the doctor’s interlocutor nods his understanding, the modern reader is

  uncomprehending. These mysterious initials recur in Joyce’s Ulysses, where the deranged Denis Breen is threatening legal action against those responsible for sending him a postcard on

  which the letters U.P. are written. Dublin wags are highly diverted, Breen’s wife is angered and rueful – ‘ – U.P.: up, she said. Someone taking a rise out of him.

  It’s a great shame for them whoever he is’ – but posterity is as baffled here as it was with The Old Wives’ Tale. Nor does the laconic remark of the parish

  apothecary’s apprentice in Oliver Twist at the death-bed of Old Sally in any way clarify the nature of this fatal complaint: ‘ “Oh!” said the young man, turning his

  face towards the bed, as if he had previously quite forgotten the patient, “It’s all U.P. there, Mrs Corney.”’




  H. G. Wells begins chapter 4 of The History of Mr Polly with this cynical, callous sentence: ‘his father died suddenly – the local practitioner still clung to his theory that

  it was imagination he suffered from, but compromised in the certificate with the appendicitis that was then so fashionable.’ Wells was writing in 1910, but in the previous century another

  complaint had been just as voguish. It was brain fever – a mysterious inflammation of the brain, which disposed of, or temporarily damaged, countless fictional creations, before it was itself

  deposed by the omnipotent appendicitis. The literary life of brain fever is now restricted to the occasional metaphorical reference, as when, in Humboldt’s Gift, Citrine’s

  gold-digging mistress, Renata, denounces Citrine’s outlay on Thaxter and his journal of fresh ideas: ‘What do you know about all these things, Charlie? You’ve got brain

  fever.’ Renata is less au courant with medical lore, it would seem, than Asa Leventhal, the protagonist of Bellow’s second novel, The Victim: there Leventhal’s

  faintly robotic interior monologue avers that ‘years ago everyone spoke of brain fever; now it was known there was no such sickness’. Leventhal is speaking, I’d imagine, for the

  consensus, but actually he is no better informed than busty Renata. There is such a sickness.




  Whatever became of brain fever? The answer is that the term ‘brain fever’ is still used by the medical profession as a lay translation for encephalitis – that is, an

  inflammation of the brain caused by a virus. The trouble is that we laymen have mislaid it, largely because the affliction is now ignored by literature, whereas in the nineteenth century it was a

  dramatically active scourge. Nowadays, heroes and heroines are unaccountably immune. (Except in the USSR, where Pasternak’s Lara from Doctor Zhivago, watched by a sceptical nurse,

  takes refuge in a bout of brain fever, after her failed attempt to shoot Komarovsky.) Perhaps we know too much. Perhaps we know too little. At any rate, the moment of change can be observed in the

  work of D. H. Lawrence. In The White Peacock, Leslie suffers ‘a slight brain fever’ following his car crash. Two years later, in 1913, Mr Morel in Sons and Lovers

  complains of ‘ “nasty peens in his head” ’ and Lawrence eschews ‘brain fever’ in favour of a longer, more self-consciously accurate statement: ‘he was

  sickening for an attack of an inflammation of the brain.’ In 1911, then, ‘brain fever’ could be used very loosely to describe any rise in body temperature. Since the term itself

  no longer described the particular illness, for precise cases its definition by 1913 replaced the by now promiscuously employed cognomen ‘brain fever’. Thereafter, brain fever more or

  less disappears from literature. It is not replaced, however, by ‘attacks of an inflammation of the brain’. The syndrome itself vanishes from the novel, though not from life, as medical

  testimony corroborates. Why is this?




  Put it another way. Why did brain fever once feature so regularly in fiction and poetry? Perhaps literature was itself responsible for the deplorable laxness with which ‘brain fever’

  came to be used. After all, Victorian novelists are not noted for their medical accuracy – their diagnoses can be highly imaginative and colourful. Consider the notorious Spontaneous

  Combustion of Krook in Bleak House. The event is merely a pretext for Dickens’s powers of imagination and description: ‘ “I suppose it’s chops at the Sol’s

  Arms.” “Chops, do you think? Oh! – Chops, eh?” Mr Snagsby sniffs and tastes again. “Well, sir, I suppose it is. But I should say their cook at the Sol wanted a lime

  looking after. She has been burning ’em, sir! And I don’t think;” Mr Snagsby sniffs and tastes again, and then spits and wipes his mouth; “I don’t think – not to

  put too fine a point upon it – that they were quite fresh, when they were shown the gridiron.” ’ Brilliantly tasteless in its emphasis on taste, the passage is the perfect

  illustration of Valéry’s dictum that the mind is a fly that will settle on anything. The thoroughness of Dickens’s imagination has some of the grim relish one associates with

  Swift’s ‘A Modest Proposal’. Yet Dickens defends himself with cited case histories in his preface without discernible irony. Spontaneous Combustion for Dickens represented an

  imaginative opportunity – and one can’t help feeling that brain fever represented not so much medical fact for the nineteenth-century novelist as a convenient short-cut to a dramatic

  climax. Illness, of course, was much more common, but even so brain fever, like alcohol and drugs, functioned as a great accelerator.




  A brief anthology. According to the OED, brain fever first occurs in Marryat’s Peter Simple, but it probably existed before its appellation. Hysterica passio has to

  serve as Lear, traumatized by his children and the elements, wanders mentally and physically. Jane Austen, too, has to settle, as it were, for a shabby circumlocution – ‘sleepless pain

  and delirium’ – when Marianne Dashwood succumbs in body and spirit after the same combination of inclement weather and disappointed love. The symptoms are aching for their proper

  sobriquet. If these two candidates seem unlikely, the OED’s citation looks equally improbable: ‘I had a brain fever, which lasted six or seven days,’ says Peter Simple.

  This, the first recorded use, appears as lax as many of the later usages when the term was in its decadence. He is probably suffering from simple sunstroke – the result of clinging to an

  upturned boat under a scorching Caribbean sun. Typically in the novel, brain fever has some emotional trigger which is absent in this case. The treatment is unconventional also: ‘we were put

  into baths of brandy and water.’




  If Peter Simple was cured by brandy, Lord Lowborough (another heterodox case in Anne Brontë’s The Tenant of Wildfell Hall) could blame it for his troubles. After excessive

  losses at the gaming tables, followed by profound insobriety, followed by addiction to laudanum, he downs a bottle of brandy in one go. In the circumstances, the subsequent ‘rather severe

  brain fever’ seems rather a mild penalty, though one’s faith in natural justice may be restored by the ‘apoplectic fit’ which precedes it. The circumstances are very

  different from those in chapter 8 of J. Meade Falkner’s The Lost Stradivarius (1895), where Sir John Maltravers is found by his sister somewhat the worse for wear. Dr Empson diagnoses

  that he is ‘suffering from a sharp access of brain-fever’. This has been brought on by sitting in an unlit picture gallery during a violent thunderstorm and seeing there the spectral

  figure of a long-dead, white-faced evil man. Not really surprising – was it? – that Dr Empson ‘could not answer for any turn his sickness might take’.




  Between these twin causes of booze and bogymen from the beginning of brain fever to its virtual end, there are other, more orthodox examples, in which brain fever is the physical manifestation

  of inner emotional turmoil. In Maupassant’s Une Vie, Jeanne succumbs to brain fever in chapter 7 after she discovers that Rosalie has succumbed to her husband, Julien. Becky Sharp in

  Vanity Fair invents a plausible scenario to win the sympathy first of Jos and then of Amelia: ‘my agonies were terrible when they took [my child] away from me; I thought I should die;

  but I fortunately had a brain fever, during which my doctor gave me up, and – and I recovered, and – and here I am, poor and friendless.’ Behind that one unpredictable word

  ‘fortunately’ lies, I would hazard, the entire unwritten theory of brain fever as a necessary illness, as a safety valve for intolerable emotional stress. Thus when Jim tells Marlow, in

  Lord Jim, that he ‘didn’t get brain fever’ in the open boat after the Patna had been abandoned, the case isn’t parallel with that of Peter Simple – since

  Jim is under intense pressure of a psychological kind. He has taken the pulse of his own heroism and found it laggard. Amelia Sedley’s own bout of ‘fever’ prostrates her

  ‘after the death of George Osborne on the plateau of Mount St John’. Though it isn’t specified as brain fever by Thackeray, the assumption isn’t unreasonable since the young

  widow’s hair is cut off in the usual way. The Victorians, however, were free with the scissors, as they are in this example from The Pickwick Papers which may, or may not, be brain

  fever: ‘In proof of Bob Sawyer’s being one of the funniest fellows alive, he proceeded to entertain Mr Pickwick with a long and circumstantial account how that gentleman once drank

  himself into a fever and got his head shaved.’




  The theory of brain fever as a safety valve, useful for transposing emotional strains into physical expression, is somewhat modified by Henry James’s ‘The Madonna of the

  Future’. The painter’s brilliant theory, ‘the material for a hundred masterpieces’, issues in the failure of a blank canvas: ‘I need only the hand of Raphael. I have

  his brain.’ Exposed, the decline follows, but the adverb ‘fortunately’ here does not apply: ‘A violent fever had seized our patient, and the case was evidently grave. A

  couple of hours later I knew he had brain fever. From this moment I was with him constantly, but I am far from wishing to describe his illness. Excessively painful to witness, it was happily brief.

  Life burned out in delirium.’ Brain fever could be fatal.




  Not that it is in the case of Emma Bovary, when she receives Rodolphe’s letter reneging on their projected elopement. First, she thinks of suicide but is deflected by the voice of her

  husband calling. Then she suffers a paroxysm and by midnight ‘brain fever had set in’. Flaubert is painstakingly detailed about the treatment and the duration of the fever: ‘for

  forty-three days Charles never left her side. He forsook his patients, sat up all night with her, and was continually feeling her pulse or applying mustard plasters or cold-water compresses.’

  Her symptoms are also recorded: ‘what alarmed him most was Emma’s condition of prostration. She didn’t speak, and she didn’t hear anything. She appeared even to be without

  pain, as though body and soul were resting together from all the shocks that they had suffered. By the middle of October she was able to sit up in bed with pillows at her back. Charles shed tears

  when he saw her eating her first slice of bread and jam.’ A relapse follows, caused by the sight of the garden arbour with its painful amorous memories: this time the symptoms are more

  complex, ranging from dizziness to pains in the heart, head, chest and limbs.




  In Goncharov’s Oblomov, brain fever is the merest aside, but the emotional trigger remains identical as Oblomov confesses to Stolz: ‘I had brain fever as it was, when I saw

  what an abyss lay between me and her, when I grasped that I wasn’t worthy of her . . .’ Dr Manette’s account of his ‘patient in a high fever of the brain’ in A Tale

  of Two Cities lacks the detached narration of Flaubert. Dickens is in the grip of his plot and his broadest effects.




  To find an equivalent of Flaubert in English, one had best turn to Mrs Gaskell’s novella ‘Cousin Phillis’. And, of course, there is no equivalent of Flaubert’s

  ‘first slice of bread and jam’ – only the brain fever syndrome in its classic outline. Phillis falls in love with Edward Holdsworth whose surname proves to be ironical. Mrs

  Gaskell drops a strong hint about his emotional unreliability when she notes that his whiskers and mustachios are somewhat in the foreign fashion. And, sure enough, he goes to Canada and Phillis

  embarks on a strict regimen of pining away. Just when her bloom has begun to return, Mrs Gaskell reveals that Holdsworth has married ‘another’. Brain fever sets in as a symbolic moth

  flutters round a candleflame. Phillis collapses with ‘a quivering of muscles round her mouth’ and is carried ‘slightly convulsed’ to her bed. There, her hair is cut off

  (they order these things so much better in France) and wet cloths are applied. Eventually, the ice treatment succeeds.




  Phillis’s prototype is Mary Barton whose trials probably add up to brain fever, though Mrs Gaskell is never specific. First there is the shock of discovering that her father is a murderer

  as well as an opium addict. Mrs Gaskell conveys the trauma in plodding units, as if a conjuror were being photographed by Eadweard Muybridge, with a separate frame for every pass and sleight,

  concluding with the removal of a burly, red-eyed, squirming rabbit from a top hat: ‘she sat down for an instant to think; and rising directly, went, with a step rendered firm by inward

  resolution of purpose, up the stairs; – passed her own door, two steps, into her father’s room. What did she want there? I must tell you; I must put into words the dreadful secret which

  she believed that bit of paper had revealed to her. Her father was the murderer!’ The exclamation mark quivers like a javelin on the page. Possibly, a girl might come to terms with this, but

  her mind is bound to boggle a bit when themansheloves is to be tried for the very same crime. And boggle it does. Sleepless nights follow as Mary sets about establishing an alibi for

  themansheloves. ‘Armies of thoughts’ meet and dash in her brain. Gradually, as she struggles to control her wandering mind, her brain refuses to recognize the sense when people speak to

  her: ‘A veil seemed drawn over her mind, and she had no clear perception of what passed.’ ‘Her very words seemed not her own, and beyond her power of control, for she found

  herself speaking quite differently to what she meant.’ By now it is plain that her hair is in some danger. Sure enough, on Jem’s acquittal, Mrs Gaskell transports her heroine to

  ‘the ghastly spectral world of delirium’. Her hair, however, is reprieved in parallel with her lover and wet cloths effect a cure.




  Emily Brontë’s Cathy, on the other hand, has her thick locks ‘partly removed at the beginning of her illness’. Her brain fever follows a fit of temper on Linton’s

  barring Heathcliff from Thrushcross Grange. As often in English, the fever isn’t restricted to the character but also afflicts the prose style. After ‘dashing her head against the arm

  of the sofa, and grinding her teeth, so that you might fancy she would crash them to splinters’ – both medically inadvisable procedures – Cathy retaliates by barring herself in

  her room. There she has three sleepless nights (see Mary Barton above) and bemuses herself by tearing the pillow in her teeth. The resultant feathers are examined with a whimsical

  inconsequentiality borrowed from Ophelia. ‘That’s a turkey’s . . . and this is a wild duck’s’ etc. Nelly Dean, unsurprisingly, is as unimpressed by this plagiarism as

  Pasternak’s nurse: ‘Give over with that baby-work,’ she says, bringing the scene briefly to life. Cathy merely wanders to the mirror and refuses to recognize her own reflection.

  After five days of ‘cold water and ill temper’ (Nelly’s epitome) Cathy blacks out, returns to childhood, raves, and, in short, gives way to ‘what was denominated a brain

  fever’.




  Her recovery is slow; her appearance is altered; her eyes no longer give ‘the impression of looking at the objects around her’. She is unable to read a letter from Heathcliff and she

  struggles to arrange her ideas. It is a picture of general debility, but when Heathcliff reappears, other side-effects are evident. They embrace passionately. It transpires that Cathy’s

  fingers have acquired preternatural strength. As the couple part, Cathy retains ‘in her closed fingers a portion of the locks she had been grasping’. On the other hand, she is easily

  bruised: Heathcliff’s fingers leave ‘four distinct impressions . . . blue in the colourless skin’. As one wonders mildly about Heathcliff’s thumb and its peculiar failure to

  make any impression at all, Cathy goes into labour and dies in childbirth.




  In literary terms, Emily Brontë’s account is stronger than either of Mrs Gaskell’s but, without Nelly’s sceptical presence and sour annotation, it would be wholly risible.

  Dickens, a far greater artist than both, but a writer constantly capable of the worst, plays down the distraught physical actions. Mere notation is replaced by the imaginative treatment of fever.

  Pip, in Great Expectations, undergoes the long, familiar apprenticeship of strain (discovering Magwitch is his benefactor, harbouring him, watching his trial and death) which issues in

  breakdown. Dickens writes (brilliantly): ‘I confounded impossible existences with my own identity; that I was a brick in the house wall, and yet entreating to be released from the giddy place

  where the builders had set me; that I was a steel beam of a vast engine, clashing and whirling over a gulf, and yet I implored in my own person to have the engine stopped, and my part of it

  hammered off.’ For a moment, Dickens is the Piranesi of prose. He risks more than Flaubert and yet brings it off.




  Moreover, Pip’s fever happens to be thematically significant. Its delusions are the climax of a life filled with delusions – the delusion that Miss Havisham is his benefactor, his

  deluded snobbery which makes him ashamed of Jo and repelled by Magwitch. On first seeing Miss Havisham, Pip sees an illusion of the young bride, and later imagines she is hanging by the neck in the

  old brewery. Add to this the way Pip harps on his ‘poor dreams’ and his remark ‘Miss Havisham’s intentions towards me, all a mere dream’ – and one can see why

  Dickens, at the turning point of Pip’s life, puts him to sleep, torments him with delusions, and allows him to wake up to the single reality in his life. Jo.




  After Dickens, one wonders whether the other characters, including Liza and Stavrogin in The Devils, were suffering from anything worse than bad writing. And the temptation to laugh is

  strong. The psychology on offer seems so primitive, recent examples are so utterly rare. And yet: one thinks of a latent virus like herpes simplex, the common cold sore, which lives

  permanently in the brain and only travels to its other home on the lips when the host is physically depleted and psychologically depressed. That at least is no old wives’ tale. Brain fever,

  unlike appendicitis at the turn of the century, isn’t fashionable, but it may return, like padded shoulders or flared trousers or flowered shirts, to afflict us in the future as if it had

  never been away. Should this happen, most writers will fail in their descriptions, as they always have done.




  


 





  The Waste Land




  In March 1965, Stephen Spender, writing in Encounter, recorded that he had once overheard T. S. Eliot say ‘to the Chilean poet Gabriele Mistral that at the time he

  was writing The Waste Land, he seriously considered becoming a Buddhist’. Were this snippet of literary gossip the sole instance of Eliot’s interest in Indian thought, one might

  forbear to follow up the hint. On the face of it, a vermilion caste mark and a dhoti seem unlikely replacements for the famous Anglo-Catholic features ‘of clerical cut’ and the

  four-piece suit satirically invented for Eliot by Virginia Woolf. Eliot, of course, was a Boston Brahmin, but a Brahmin Brahmin is bound to strike us as unlikely.




  Nevertheless, in Eliot’s prose there are several references to the body of Buddhist and Hindu thinking. Possibly the earliest occurs in the Athenaeum for 28 November 1919, where the

  thirty-one-year-old Eliot, in the course of reviewing an edition of Donne’s sermons compiled by Logan Pearsall Smith, suddenly demonstrates a daunting theological expertise which, for all its

  air of calm exposition, is challenging and pugnacious: ‘the method – the analogy and the repetition – is the same as that once used by a greater master of the sermon than either

  Donne or Andrewes or Latimer: it is the method of the Fire-Sermon preached by the Buddha.’ What a display of strength, what a deliberate invitation to the intellectually foolhardy to question

  the depth of his knowledge. Both the comparison and the judgement are knowingly unorthodox and thus aggressive in their assertions.




  Eliot’s confidence was rooted in his time as a student at Harvard, where, as he recorded in After Strange Gods (1933), ‘two years spent in the study of Sanskrit under Charles

  Lanman, and a year in the mazes of Patanjali’s metaphysics under the guidance of James Woods, left me in a state of enlightened mystification.’ Later, in Notes Towards the Definition

  of Culture, Eliot was to be even more flamboyantly modest in disclaiming Indian scholarship. At the same time, though, he was direct and considered about the influence of Indian thought on his

  poetry. The authority of this aside, made in 1948, isn’t that of the tyro reviewer with a reputation to make and sustain, but the authority of a great poet who is aware that his achievement

  does not rest on mystification. ‘Long ago I studied the ancient Indian languages, and while I was chiefly interested at that time in Philosophy, I read a little poetry too; and I know that my

  poetry shows the influence of Indian thought and sensibility. But generally, poets are not oriental scholars – I was never a scholar myself.’ The man speaking here is the same

  straightforward, candid, unassailable celebrity who, in 1956, described the notes to The Waste Land as ‘the remarkable exposition of bogus scholarship that is still on view

  today’ and who concluded, to the detriment of many a study, by expressing regret for ‘having sent so many enquirers off on a wild goose chase after Tarot cards and the Holy

  Grail’.




  One could, of course, express the drift of the argument so far as a football result: Indian Thought 2 (Spender, and Eliot), Fertility Myth 0. Or one could set the ‘wild goose chase after

  Tarot cards’ against the positive declaration ‘I know that my poetry shows the influence of Indian thought and sensibility’. This is a little too simple, however. First, Eliot

  prefaces his repudiation of the Tarot cards with the statement, ‘It was just, no doubt, that I should pay my tribute to the work of Miss Jessie Weston.’ By this, I assume that Eliot

  intends to indicate that her work is in some way implicated, however generally, in the scheme of The Waste Land. That, to use Eliot’s own phrase from the notorious notes, ‘not

  only the title, but the plan and a good deal of the incidental symbolism . . . were suggested by Miss Jessie L. Weston’s book on the Grail legend’. The apparent contradiction between

  ‘wild goose chase’ and the citation in the notes to The Waste Land cannot be resolved by an assumption of punctilious politesse on Eliot’s part in 1956 – that he was

  simply paying tribute to her work as he might pay tribute, say, to Marie Curie. It is not a purely disinterested compliment. From Ritual to Romance is implicated in the structural plot of

  The Waste Land. As readers, we need to know the basic scenario – that the Fisher King is the impotent ruler of an infertile land; that the curse can only be lifted by the arrival of a

  stranger who can put or answer certain ritual questions. In parallel with this is the Grail legend, in which a knight searches for the cup used by Christ at the Last Supper; the knight journeys to

  the Chapel Perilous where he must put certain questions about the Grail; the plight of the land is then lifted. Thirdly, there are the vegetation ceremonies, in which the image or effigy of the

  fertility god is thrown into the sea to symbolize the death of summer, without which spring could not follow. The crucifixion and resurrection of Christ is assimilated to these traditions: one

  purpose of Frazer’s The Golden Bough, itself acknowledged in the notes, is to present Christianity as a development of older pagan traditions.




  To give a small instance of relevance, in the Grail legend, a choir of children sings at the ceremony of foot-washing which precedes the restoration of Amfortas by Parsifal and the lifting of

  the curse from the waste land. Eliot’s poem, we are treated to a farcical travesty:




  

    

      

        

          

            On the moon shone bright on Mrs Porter




            And on her daughter




            They wash their feet in soda water




            Et O ces voix d’enfants, chantant dans la coupole!


          


        


      


    


  




  And I would suggest that travesty – ‘O O O O that Shakespeherian Rag’ – is The Waste Land’s preferred modus operandi. The predicament

  of ancient Thebes – a sterile land caused by the incestuous marriage of Oedipus and his mother Jocasta – is consigned to a parenthesis, as Tiresias witnesses the indifferent sexual

  coupling of the typist and the young man carbuncular. Sterility itself isn’t what it used to be.




  The Fisher King isn’t exactly a regal figure either as he fishes in the dull canal ‘behind the gashouse’. The fourth section, ‘Death by Water’, travesties the

  vegetation ceremonies and, instead of the effigy of the fertility god, we have Phlebas the Phoenician, a trader interested in profit and loss. Finally, at the poem’s end, we encounter

  ‘the empty chapel’, the Chapel Perilous, and the questions are asked and the answers are given – to what effect, it is difficult to tell. The Fisher King wonders ‘Shall I at

  least set my lands in order?’




  Indisputably, then, The Waste Land has a Fisher King of sorts, a vegetation ceremony of sorts, a ritual feet-washing of sorts, a Chapel Perilous of sorts, and a waste land of sorts where

  ‘there is no water’. Why then did Eliot in 1956 repudiate the Tarot and the Grail legend as ‘a wild goose chase’? The answer is very simple. He was, as he said, no scholar.

  He was a poet who had opportunistically seized on a useful metaphor to encapsulate a spiritual condition. In ‘Shakespeare and the Stoicism of Seneca’ (1927) Eliot comments on

  Donne’s sources in a way that reflects on his own sources: ‘Miss Ramsay, in her learned and exhaustive study of Donne’s sources, came to the conclusion that he was a

  “mediaeval thinker”; I could not find either any “mediaevalism” or any thinking, but only a vast jumble of incoherent erudition on which he drew for purely poetic

  effects.’ In fact, Eliot is quite honest about the superficial nature of his interest in anthropology. If those who have followed the wild goose chase of the Tarot pack had been willing to

  read, they could have read Eliot’s candid admission of amateurism: ‘I am not familiar with the exact constitution of the Tarot pack of cards.’




  Eliot’s repudiation is only the repudiation of special knowledge and his remarks should be seen in their context – a lecture on ‘The Frontiers of Criticism’ – where

  Eliot opposed the way in which scholarship frequently replaces the work of art, and the need to understand its internal economy and its formal dynamic, with the accumulation of data about the work

  of art. In a sense, then, Eliot in 1956 was reversing an earlier onslaught in ‘The Function of Criticism’ (1923): ‘interpretation is always producing parts of the body from its

  own pockets, and fixing them in place. And any book, any essay, any note in Notes and Queries, which produces a fact even of the lowest order about a work of art is a better piece of work

  than nine-tenths of the most pretentious critical journalism, in journals or in books.’ By 1956, Eliot could see that ‘facts’, too, could be forced into place, that there was a

  need for interpretation – but interpretation which issued from a tactful sense of what poetry itself was likely to issue from. And, conversely, what poetry was itself unlikely to issue from.

  The last thing a poet is likely to attempt is a full-scale transposition of detailed anthropological theory into a poem of 433 lines – not only because Frazer’s The Golden Bough

  is very, very long, but also because such a condensation would be a very unsatisfactory way of communicating the substance of Frazer and Jessie L. Weston. Not that literary scholarship believes

  that was Eliot’s purpose; it merely behaves as if it believed that such a condensation was Eliot’s purpose. Poetry has a saving stupidity, a saving ignorance, and scholarship

  stands in relation to poetry as the works of Henry Arthur Jones stand in relation to Shakespeare’s: ‘a play of Shakespeare’s and a play of Henry Arthur Jones’s are

  essentially the same type, the difference being that Shakespeare is very much greater and Mr Jones very much more skilful.’ Poetry is unafraid of simplicity and The Waste Land, for all

  the particular demands it may make, exploits the various fertility myths in the simplest, most unsystematic way possible: ‘it seemed as if, at that time, the world was filled with broken

  fragments of systems, and that a man like Donne merely picked up, like a magpie, various shining fragments of ideas as they struck his eye . . .’ So Eliot in 1927, asking, one can’t

  help feeling, for his own record of pilfering and felony to be taken into account.




  It follows from the above that Eliot wasn’t attempting either to freeze-dry Indian thought in its complex entirety when he remarked that his poetry showed ‘the influence of Indian

  thought and sensibility’. All the same, in 1933 in The Use of Poetry, Eliot, as he examined the relationship between enjoyment of poetry and the system of beliefs embodied in the

  poetry, concluded: ‘I am not a Buddhist, but some of the early Buddhist scriptures affect me as parts of the Old Testament do.’ As the famous advertisement for Rakusen’s matzos

  used to run: ‘You don’t have to be Jewish to enjoy Rakusen’s crackers.’ I doubt if we will ever know What Precisely Eliot’s relationship to Buddhism was in the years

  preceding 1922. On the one hand, there is Spender’s recollection. On the other hand, there is Eliot’s statement in 1933, eleven years after the publication of The Waste Land and

  six years after his conversion to Christianity: ‘I am not a Buddhist’. Yet, taken with its rider, it reads like an untroubled admission that he had once been at least drawn to the

  ambience of Buddhism. This hypothesis – which, I know, runs slightly counter to the critical point Eliot wishes to make in The Use of Poetry – receives some support in 1944 from

  the essay ‘What is Minor Poetry?’, where Eliot relates his boyish pleasure in Edwin Arnold’s versified life of the Buddha, The Light of Asia: ‘I must have had a

  latent sympathy for the subject-matter, for I read it through with gusto, and more than once.’ In 1929, in his essay on Dante, Eliot described the Bhagavadgita, the great Hindu text

  which incorporates Buddhist elements, as ‘the next greatest philosophical poem to the Divine Comedy within my experience’.




  So what has been established? Only that Eliot had some knowledge of, and interest in, Indian thought, and that he believed his poetry showed the influence of Indian thought and sensibility. The

  question I should like to answer is this: given that the first section of The Waste Land to be composed was ‘The Fire Sermon’, an undisputed allusion to the Buddha’s sermon

  at Uruvela, can we apply Eliot’s statement to his greatest poem? How does The Waste Land relate, if at all, to Eliot’s avowal that ‘my poetry shows the influence of Indian

  thought and sensibility’?




  The discovery of The Waste Land Manuscript in the Berg Collection of the New York Public Library and Valerie Eliot’s subsequent meticulous edition enable one to garner the odd

  additional Indian fragment. To begin with, there are the lines:




  

    

      

        

          

            I am the Resurrection and the Life




            I am the things that stay, and those that flow.




            I am the husband and the wife




            And the victim and the sacrificial knife




            I am the fire, and the butter also.


          


        


      


    


  




  After the opening quotation from St John XI:25, which begins The Order for the Burial of the Dead, what follows is closely modelled, as Mrs Eliot points out, on the

  Bhagavadgita IX, 16:




  

    

      

        

          

            I am the rite, the sacrifice,




            The offering for the dead, the healing herb:




            I am the sacred formula, the sacred butter am I,




            I am the fire, and I the oblation.


          


        


      


    


  




  Perhaps the nearest Western equivalent of this evocation of the Infinite Substance is to be found in Spinoza’s Ethics. But the passage isn’t entirely straight

  in its rendition of Indian metaphysics. There is a rogue element, one item trailing whiffs of irony in this context: ‘I am the husband and the wife’ is a neutral statement whose

  neutrality is underlined by the subsequent ‘victim and the sacrificial knife’. Again, there is an element of bathos, of travesty.




  More crucial for the argument I wish to pursue are these lines about London:




  

    

      

        

          

            London, the swarming life you kill and breed,




            Huddled between the concrete and the sky;




            Responsive to the momentary need,




            Vibrates unconscious to its formal destiny.


          


        


      


    


  




  Ezra Pound scrawled in the margin of the typescript this succinct verdict – Balls – and rightly, so far as the poetry is concerned. Eliot, in faint pencil, singled

  out one line and wrote ‘Keep’. The line was:




  

    Vibrates unconscious to its formal destiny


  




  but he did not keep it. Nor did he retain another line, two lines later, which explains what the ‘formal destiny’ was:




  

    London, your people is bound upon the wheel.


  




  This image occurs again in the manuscript:




  

    The inhabitants of Hampstead are bound forever on the wheel.


  




  Which wheel does Eliot have in mind? There are several candidates, including the medieval Wheel of Fate, King Lear’s ‘wheel of fire’, the Buddhist Wheel of Law (dhamma)

  which incorporates the Noble Eightfold Path to Truth leading to the end of suffering, the medieval wheel of fire taken from the New Testament Apocrypha, Ixion’s Wheel on which the father of

  the centaurs suffered for the attempted seduction of Hera. No doubt a tortuous case could be made for each of these spare wheels as well as many others. It is, however, not unreasonable to favour

  candidates with an Indian flavour in a poem whose author, as we know from Lyndall Gordon’s biography, Eliot’s Early Years, in August and October 1913, ‘bought two

  books by Paul Deussen, Upanishads des Veda and Die Sûtras des Vedânta’. This must be a justifiable predisposition given that The Waste Land notes include this

  rebuke to spiritual provincialism: ‘the complete text of the Buddha’s Fire Sermon (which corresponds in importance to the Sermon on the Mount) from which these words are taken, will be

  found translated in the late Henry Clarke Warren’s Buddhism in Translation.’ Lastly, Eliot’s poem reaches its emotional climax with the imperatives Datta,

  Dayadhvam and Damyata (elucidated in a note telling us that ‘the fable of the meaning of the Thunder is found in the Brihadaranyaka-Upanishad’) and concludes

  with the thrice-repeated ‘shantih’ (described in Eliot’s note as ‘a formal ending to an Upanishad’).




  Even so, I do not believe that Eliot intended the Wheel of Law, with its positive connotations, its promise of moral improvement, because the people who are bound upon the wheel are

  ‘stunned’, ‘dazed’, ‘knowing neither what to think, nor how to feel’ – a constellation of epithets scarcely appropriate to souls with spiritual

  amelioration in the forefront of their minds. The wheel I have in mind is Samsara, the Wheel of Becoming or Rebirth. Granted the unignorable presence of Indian ingredients in Eliot’s

  poem, it seems, prima facie, at least a plausible candidate. Ultimately, though, its acceptability will depend on how far I can show it to be central, crucial and simplifying. Is it a thread which,

  when pulled, produces a terrible tangle? Or, as it should, the resolution of a tangle into a continuous thread? I hope, in what follows, that the Wheel of Rebirth fits flush with the minimum of

  forcing.




  Let me enter two caveats now. This wheel, whether it be Samsara or not, plays only a tiny role in The Waste Land as it finally emerged in 1922. We glimpse the wheel when Madame

  Sosostris examines her ‘wicked pack of cards’ and finds ‘the man with three staves, and here the Wheel’. Each reader must decide for him- or herself how far an

  interpretation based on the entire Waste Land manuscript is still valid for The Waste Land after Ezra Pound and Eliot had dropped several hundred lines. Is the architectural

  master-plan crucially affected when whole wings are demolished by Pound on the grounds of poor workmanship (‘inversions not warranted by any real exegience [sic] of metre’,

  ‘georgian’, ‘too tum-pum at a stretch’)? With the dead wood did Pound also discard a vital structural beam?




  The second caveat concerns Eliot’s remark that he was never an oriental scholar. Patently, though he was no scholar compared to Henry Clarke Warren, he was a scholar compared to the

  majority of his readers. As often in the late prose, Eliot provides a hint, a nudge in the right direction, but accompanies it with a note of caution. Accordingly, I propose to apply only the

  simplest shared constituents of Buddhist and Hindu thought – rebirth, karma and nirvana – to Eliot’s text. Since I am not an oriental scholar my information comes primarily from

  Sir Charles Eliot’s classic, three-volume study, Hinduism and Buddhism. And, when I say ‘simple’, I do not discount the possibility of profundity. I merely mean

  ‘central’, or ‘basic’, rather than recherché.




  In both of the major Buddhist schools of thought, the Theravada and the Mahayana, the Wheel plays a vital part in the idea of rebirth and the journey towards nirvana. Perhaps the most poetic

  description of rebirth occurs in the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad mentioned in Eliot’s note to line 401: ‘even as the caterpillar, when coming to the end of a blade of grass, reaches

  out to another blade of grass and draws itself over to it, in the same way the Soul, leaving the body and unwisdom behind, reaches out to another body and draws itself over to it.’ Another

  image cited by Sir Charles Eliot is ‘the chain, also known as the twelve Nidânas or causes’. But usually the Wheel is the preferred image of reincarnation. As it happens, F. L.

  Lucas, in an early and damning review, touched on the idea fleetingly, but left the supposition untested and speculative, since his main purpose was to recoil from Eliot’s modernism:

  ‘She [the Sybil at Cumae] typifies, I suppose, the timeworn soul’s desire to escape from the “Wheel” of things.’




  The original epigraph to The Waste Land was not taken from Petronius’s Satyricon, but from Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, shortly after the death of Kurtz.

  ‘Did he live his life again in every detail [my italics] of desire, temptation, and surrender during that supreme moment of complete knowledge? He cried in a whisper at some image, at

  some vision – he cried out twice, a cry that was no more than a breath – “The horror! The horror!” ’ Pound, underrating Conrad’s status as a writer, urged Eliot

  to drop the lines and find something weightier from an author who could stand the citation. Eliot replied, ‘It is much the most appropriate I can find, and somewhat elucidative’. The

  passage was omitted. But how is it ‘elucidative’? The title of The Waste Land, the general prefatory paragraph to the notes, point towards an infertile and arid world which needs

  to be rescued from this condition by rebirth – this condition being a metaphor for a spiritual state of dryness. In this scheme, rebirth is good, something to be sought after, and death is to

  be feared.




  However, the quotation from Conrad activates a second, central oppositional strand, in which the ‘horror’ is living one’s life over again, being trapped in continual suffering

  (dukkha) – of being, in other words, bound upon the Wheel of rebirth. In this scheme, rebirth is a necessary evil, while nirvana in which the self is extinguished is the most desirable

  state. Continuing consciousness is the evil to avoid. In fact, the epigraph from Petronius, in which the Sybil wants to die, conveys the same information but rather less clearly. There, the

  ‘horror’ is the inability to die, which, though it amounts to the same thing, does not introduce the idea of rebirth.




  Further evidence to support this reading comes in ‘Death by Water’:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                

                  

                    

                      

                        As he rose and fell


                      


                    


                  


                


              


            




            He passed the stages of his age and youth




            Entering the whirlpool.


          


        


      


    


  




  Phlebas, like many another drowning man, and like Kurtz, relives his life at the moment of death. Interestingly, the original version in French, ‘Dans le

  Restaurant’, makes the point more clearly:




  

    Le repassant aux étapes de sa vie antérieure.


  




  Conceivably, Eliot is alluding to Baudelaire’s ‘La Vie Anterieure’, of which Wallace Stevens, in ‘Two or Three Ideas’, wrote: ‘the idea of an

  earlier life is like the idea of a later life, or like the idea of a different life, part of the classic repertory of poetic subjects.’ Eliot’s use of this ‘classic

  repertory’ is well in advance of the merely stock.




  For instance, the puzzling ‘The Death of Saint Narcissus’, from which Eliot retained only the opening lines (’Come under the shadow of this gray rock . . .’ etc.),

  belongs to the same collocation of ideas. It began as a poem about narcissism, about a man ‘struck mad by the knowledge of his own beauty’. In the two surviving versions of the poem we

  can watch Eliot adapting this early material to his new Buddhist purpose.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                First he wished that he had been a tree




                To push its branches among each other.




                And tangle its roots among each other


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  These lines become, in the later version, less speculatively yearning and more downright:




  

    First he was sure that he had been a tree . . . etc.


  




  The emphasis shifts from a self-regarding, onanistic sensuality to the idea of reincarnation. Similarly, the lines




  

    

      

        

          

            Then he wished that he had been a fish




            With slippery belly held between his own fingers




            To have writhed in his own clutch . . .


          


        


      


    


  




  become ‘Then he knew that he had been a fish . . .’ etc. And, finally, the lines:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                Then he wished he had been a young girl




                Caught in the woods by a drunken old man




                To have known at the last moment, the full




                Taste of her own whiteness . . .


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  likewise harden and become definite: ‘Then he had been a young girl . . .’ etc. The purpose of the adaptations is transparent enough. The later lines describe a

  series of incarnations or vies antérieures:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                First he was sure that he had been a tree . . .




                Then he knew that he had been a fish . . .




                Then he had been a young girl . . .


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Saint Narcissus, however, did not figure in the final draft. Tiresias, though, did. Familiar, comfortably classical, Tiresias nevertheless fits into Eliot’s Indian scheme without the

  slightest dislocation, He chose the hermaphroditical seer because he was, appropriately, ‘throbbing between two lives’. There is no need to dwell on the significance of this, especially

  since Eliot explained, quite straightforwardly, in his notes to the poem what Tiresias’s function was: ‘although a mere spectator and not indeed a “character”, [Tiresias] is

  yet the most important personage in the poem, uniting all the rest [my italics]. Just as the one-eyed merchant, seller of currants, melts into the Phoenician Sailor, and the latter is not

  wholly distinct from Ferdinand Prince of Naples, so all the women are one woman, and the two sexes meet in Tiresias. What Tiresias sees, in fact, is the substance of the poem.’ To

  paraphrase, Tiresias is all the figures in the poem: they represent a series of incarnations, a series of lives which are all one life. Stephen Spender commented on this note: ‘Now this all

  too easily might cause the student who reads the explanation first . . . to write in his notebook: “One-eyed merchant = Phoenician Sailor = Ferdinand Prince of Naples”.’

  Precisely. That was Eliot’s intention. If anything, the explicitness of the explanation is an example of Eliot’s risking a flaw – by sacrificing the poem’s internal

  integrity – for the sake of complete clarity. It is surely unsatisfactory that a note, a piece of apparatus, should be used to convey such crucial information.




  Tiresias is not the only example of Eliot’s ability to make over an apparently alien cultural fact to ideas of rebirth. There is also Philomela from Ovid’s Metamorphoses:




  

    

      

        

          

            The change of Philomel, by the barbarous king




            So rudely forced; yet there the nightingale




            Filled all the desert with inviolable voice




            And still she cried, and still the world pursues . . .


          


        


      


    


  




  The italics are mine. The change in tense, from preterite to continuous present, makes it clear that this is a continuous process – that defilements result in incarnations

  lower in the order of things. As a whole, ‘A Game of Chess’ illustrates this neatly and shows how Samsara can cope with falls from high to low estate. Firstly, there is Cleopatra

  who is alluded to in the magnificent blank-verse opening. Her modern reincarnation is placed in denatured magnificence. She does not hop thirty paces in the public street: she threatens

  something like it, an hysterical episode, but the closed car at four is more suited to her sapped vitality. She is Mrs Skewton young. Secondly, Eliot travesties and satirizes the married life of

  Albert Edward, Prince of Wales and later King Edward VII. His long-suffering wife, Alexandra, Princess of Denmark, gave birth to five children, Eddy, George, Louise, Victoria and Maud. Though

  Louise’s birth was the most troublesome, the Princess Alexandra’s health was not strong and it was two full months after George’s birth before she made a public appearance at

  Cowes:




  

    She’s had five already, and nearly died of young George.


  




  If Eliot treats the strict facts with poetic licence, it is surely because the joke has greater piquancy if it attaches to the reigning monarch. The echo of Ophelia’s

  goodnight at the end of ‘A Game of Chess’ reminds us poignantly of another girl from the Danish court who was treated badly by a prince, and, incidentally, is an echo which preserves

  the Shakespearian harmony of the whole passage.




  Before Eliot decided to use Ovid’s Philomela, he evidently considered a more general treatment of lower incarnations. There is something eerily prophetic in these lines from ‘The

  Death of the Duchess’, describing the inhabitants of Hampstead:




  

    

      

        

          

            Dogs eyes reaching over the table




            Are in their heads when they stare




            Supposing that they have the heads of birds




            Beaks and no words


          


        


      


    


  




  This is fantasy arising out of disgust, but it isn’t difficult to see how the unfinished passage might have been adapted, possibly as the stanzas of ‘The Death of

  Saint Narcissus’ were altered, changed to show all things change. Kipling’s account in Kim is populist rather than professional, yet useful for that reason: ‘when the

  shadows shortened and the lama leaned more heavily upon Kim, there was always the Wheel of Life to draw forth . . . Here sat the Gods on high – and they were dreams of dreams. Here was our

  Heaven and the world of the demi-Gods – horsemen fighting among the hills. Here were the agonies done upon beasts, souls ascending or descending the ladder . . . Often the lama made the

  living pictures the matter of his text, bidding Kim . . . note how the flesh takes a thousand thousand shapes, desirable or detestable as men reckon, but in truth of no account either way; and how

  the stupid spirit is bound to follow the body through all the Heavens and all the Hells, and strictly round again.’




  Although The Waste Land may appear to be a collection of brilliant dramatic monologues (‘He do the police in different voices’) they are unified in the person of Tiresias. He

  is not impersonating those people. He is those people. And the meaning of The Waste Land is that ‘flesh takes a thousand thousand shapes’:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                

                  

                    And I Tiresias have foresuffered all




                    Enacted on this same divan or bed . . .


                  


                


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Reincarnation is also repetition, and repetition is also boredom. The last line of ‘The Burial of the Dead’ is a quotation from Baudelaire’s ‘Au

  Lecteur’, which summons the airless void of ennui:




  

    

      

        

          

            C’est l’Ennui! – l’œil chargé d’un pleur involontaire,




            Il rêve d’échafauds en fumant son houka.




            Tu le connais, lecteur, ce monstre délicat,




            – Hypocrite lecteur, – mon semblable, – mon frère!


          


        


      


    


  




  The Baudelaire is wonderful in the way it modulates from the accuracy of tears of boredom to the last hyperbolic refinement of taedium vitae which is an apathetic longing

  for death: ‘Il rêve d’échafauds en fumant son houka.’ And there is something thrillingly incriminating about tutoyer-ing the unknown reader – a real liberty is

  taken with the person. If the reader and all potential readers can be implicated in Eliot’s scheme of reincarnations, the wide social spectrum of The Waste Land is only to be expected

  as ‘flesh takes a thousand thousand shapes’. And this is why, theoretically, the flexible structure of the poem could have included many more poems, many more lives in addition to the

  Countess Marie Larisch, Elizabeth I, the working-class voice of Lil’s friend, the young man carbuncular and so on. It could have included Fresca and Bleistein, two characters easily

  assimilated to the idea of rebirth. Just as Elizabeth I melts into a character from the lower middle class (‘Highbury bore me’), so Fresca is fluid rather than fixed:




  

    

      

        

          

            . . . in another time or place had been




            A meek and lowly weeping Magdalene;




            More sinned against than sinning, bruised and marred,




            The lazy laughing Jenny of the bard.


          


        


      


    


  




  The identity may vary, but the fallen predicament is the same:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                

                  

                    For varying forms, one definition’s right:




                    Unreal emotions and real appetite.


                  


                


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  So much for Fresca’s karma (volitional actions which determine the nature of the succeeding existence). Bleistein’s karma is a desire for money. Consequently, his

  next life will be similar to the last. Eliot expresses this metaphorically in these lines:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                

                  

                    

                      

                        Though he suffers a sea change




                        Still expensive rich and strange.


                      


                    


                  


                


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Neither is the long, deleted sea voyage an exception. As far as the theme of reincarnation is concerned, the voyage is a modern dress repetition of the Ulysses canto (XXVI) of the

  Inferno, and includes this anachronistic encounter with the Sirens:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                On watch, I thought I saw in the fore cross-trees




                Three women leaning forward, with white hair




                Streaming behind, who sang above the wind




                A song that charmed my senses . . .


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  The narrator thinks it is a dream, but it is, in fact, a memory of the former life on which the whole passage is modelled.




  Similarly, the ‘crowds of people, walking round in a ring’ are literally going round in circles because they are bound upon the Wheel. And when Tiresias singles out one individual

  with the words ‘You who were with me in the ships at Mylae!’ there is no problem. Nothing requires exegesis. The statement is a statement of fact. Tiresias means exactly what he says.

  Stetson has also been reincarnated. A notorious local difficulty blends back into the text like vanishing cream. This is what I meant when I said that the concept of the Wheel of Rebirth should

  prove simplifying rather than complicating, and that this would be the strongest argument in its favour.




  In the same way, Madame Sosostris, ‘famous clairvoyante’, is a macabre comic reminder that the soul survives physical death – she is a fake Tiresias who, by chance, happens to

  be right. And when she evokes ‘Belladonna, the Lady of the Rocks’, she also evokes Pater’s sinister meditation on La Gioconda in The Renaissance, with its

  spectacular adherence to metempsychosis: ‘She is older than the rocks among which she sits; like the vampire, she has been dead many times, and learned the secrets of the grave . . . The

  fancy of a perpetual life, sweeping together ten thousand experiences, is an old one . . .’




  The soul, in this scheme, voyages wearily on, without rest, without finality. So it is appropriate that Eliot’s evocation of Londoners ‘under the brown fog of a winter dawn’

  should allude to Dante’s Inferno Canto III:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                

                  

                    

                      

                        

                          

                            si lunga tratta


                          


                        


                      


                    


                  


                




                di gente, ch’io non avrei mai creduto




                

                  

                    che morte tanta n’avesse disfatta.


                  


                


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  ‘I had not thought death had undone so many’ refers to those who ‘spent Life without infamy and without praise’. Rejected by heaven and hell alike,

  ‘they have no hope of death’, ‘Questi non hanno speranza di morte’. They exist in a kind of limbo, longing for death – longing for death like the Sibyl of Cumae.




  Which brings us to the Dog ‘that’s friend to men’. I mentioned earlier that The Waste Land is driven by a central polarity – between the desire to be reborn (part

  of the vegetation myths) and the desire to avoid being reborn at all costs (the Buddhist prescription). Even the Buddhist-Hindu arm of the polarity includes the human desire to go on living: it is

  this thirst which binds human beings to the Wheel and causes them to be reborn. In Webster’s The White Devil, to which Eliot’s note refers us, the wolf is ‘foe to

  men’. Here, the Dog is ‘friend to men’ because it digs up the buried corpse and stops it sprouting. Not death but rebirth is the thing to fear. On the other hand, the speaker is

  clearly anxious that the dog should not be allowed to interfere with the process of rebirth. At the end of the first section of The Waste Land, then, Eliot marshals his conflicting

  imperatives: the imperative to survive is as strong as the need to die. Eros and Thanatos are the Freudian version of this very human equation. Somehow, though, Eliot contrives to deprive them of

  all dignity in a way I find unsatisfactory. There is an atmosphere of sick farce for which we now have the adjective Ortonesque, alas. There is a determination to shock which is entirely febrile,

  as the punctuation demonstrates. Even the allusion to Baudelaire is very much weaker than the original.




  ‘I will show you fear in a handful of dust’: I don’t think this is a reference to death either (however Donne used it) but a reference to the Sybil of the epigraph who was

  granted the long life she desired by Apollo – for as many years as she held grains in her hand. Eliot begins with an image of Time and Mortality:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                Your shadow at morning striding behind you




                Or your shadow at evening rising to meet you


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  but offers to show ‘something different from either’ the morning or evening shadows. It is the ‘handful of dust’ which, therefore, cannot be an image of

  mortality, but rather its opposite.




  The hyacinth girl and the episode in the hyacinth garden are more problematic:




  

    

      

        ‘You gave me hyacinths first a year ago;




        ‘They called me the hyacinth girl.’




        – Yet when we came back, late, from the hyacinth garden,




        Your arms full, and your hair wet, I could not




        Speak, and my eyes failed, I was neither




        Living nor dead, and I knew nothing,




        Looking into the heart of light, the silence.


      


    


  




  These very beautiful lines represent some great good, some intense spiritual afflatus. I take this as axiomatic, even while I experience certain difficulties of detail. I do

  this because, later in the poem, when things are going disastrously awry, the experience here is invoked ironically in the next section, ‘A Game of Chess’. The ecstatic phrase ‘I

  could not / Speak’ returns shrewishly, as the woman chides her partner with his sullenness: ‘Speak to me. Why do you never speak. Speak.’ ‘I knew nothing’ is deformed

  by impatient anger: ‘What are you thinking of? What thinking? What? / I never know what you are thinking. Think.’ ‘And my eyes failed’ is twisted into a rhetorical question:

  ‘Do you see nothing?’ And the great climax, ‘I was neither / Living nor dead’, becomes a mere sarcasm: ‘Are you alive, or not?’ This negative version defines, I

  think, the initial experience after the hyacinth garden as positive. In fact, I should gloss it with a later quotation – probably planted by Eliot for just this purpose – in his Dante

  essay of 1929: ‘The experience of a poem is the experience both of a moment and of a lifetime. It is very much like our intenser experiences of other human beings. There is a first, or an

  early moment which is unique, of shock and surprise, even of terror (Ego dominus tuus); a moment which can never be forgotten, but which is never repeated integrally; and yet which would

  become destitute of significance if it did not survive in a larger whole of experience, which survives inside a deeper and a calmer feeling.’




  ‘Even of terror’: that and the parenthetical reference to La Vita Nuova (Section III: I am your Master) explain the slight air of foreboding, of misgiving, which tinges the

  incident. (Eliot is always shrewd about the element of queasiness, the slight pang in all pleasure: consider, for instance, his account of first reading Edward FitzGerald’s Omar:

  ‘it was like a sudden conversion; the world appeared anew, painted with bright, delicious and painful colours.’) The passage, too, is flanked by two quotations from Tristan und

  Isolde, one asking the whereabouts of ‘Mein Irisch Kind’, the other implying a negative response – ‘Oed’ und leer das Meer.’ It is

  uncomfortable also that the passage should begin with what feels like a qualification: ‘ – Yet . . .’ Yet any awesome experience is bound to be awesome. Particularly here because

  Eliot is describing an experience of Enlightenment: ‘Looking into the heart of light . . .’ The name ‘Buddha’ means ‘Enlightened’.




  Can we be more precise? At the risk of trying to describe the indescribable, we can attempt a more formal definition, but Eliot’s evocation is unsurpassable. Any more abstract account is

  liable to read as ploddingly as a police statement. Enlightenment, ‘nirvana’, is defined in Buddhist Scriptures (p. 247) as ‘the ultimate goal of all Buddhist endeavour,

  the extinction of craving and separate selfhood, a life which has gone beyond death’ (my italics):




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                

                  

                    

                      

                        

                          

                            

                              

                                I was neither


                              


                            


                          


                        


                      


                    




                    Living nor dead . . .


                  


                


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  (Incidentally, Eliot’s line-breaks on ‘I could not / Speak’ and ‘I was neither / Living nor dead’ are brilliant cliff-hangers both – full of

  suspense and angst.) This timeless moment of enlightenment is repeated in ‘Burnt Norton’, as the first in a series of four moments outside the tyranny of time and its cycle of rebirth

  and renewal:




  

    

      

        

          

            And the lotos rose, quietly, quietly,




            The surface glittered out of heart of light . . .


          


        


      


    


  




  The lotus, of course, is often depicted as the seat of the Buddha.




  However, the trouble with being ‘neither / Living nor dead’ is that this state can be difficult to distinguish from that of the crowd flowing over London Bridge – those who are

  ‘odious to God and to his enemies’. On the one hand, there is nirvana. On the other hand, there is limbo. (Eliot may have dismissed his notes as ‘bogus scholarship’ but in

  1950, in his essay ‘What Dante Means to Me’, he was strict about the necessity for at least this note: ‘readers of my Waste Land will perhaps remember that the vision of my

  city clerks trooping over London Bridge from the railway station to their offices evoked the reflection that “I had not thought death had undone so many”; and that in another place I

  deliberately modified a line of Dante by altering it – “sighs, short and infrequent, were exhaled”. And I gave the references in my notes, in order to make the reader who

  recognised the allusion, know that I meant him to recognise it, and know that he would have missed the point if he did not recognise it.’) What is the precise moment when loss of self becomes

  hollowness, when the purged and pure is merely the empty? As the 1929 Dante essay explains so conveniently – since the moment can ‘never be repeated integrally’ but can only

  ‘survive in a larger whole of experience’, the larger context of aridity and emptiness is bound to taint the awesome moment. It is a reference point, but one that is under constant

  threat. How can one be sure the experience of enlightenment was not an illusion, given that so much else in The Waste Land is an illusion:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                

                  

                    Jerusalem Athens Alexandria




                    Vienna London




                    Unreal


                  


                


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  The great civilizations of the Jews, the Greeks and the Egyptians have all decayed. Vienna and London, modern cities, will reenact their fate. It is for this reason that Eliot,

  in his notes, refers to Baudelaire’s




  

    

      

        

          

            Fourmillante cité, cité pleine de rêves,




            Où le spectre en plein jour raccroche le passant.


          


        


      


    


  




  We are all of us ghosts, bound upon the Wheel, having had former lives in former cities: ‘You who were with me in the ships at Mylae!’ The disintegration of London

  is shadowed forth in the phantasmagoric scene-painting of ‘What the Thunder Said’. There, despite ‘the sandy road’ and ‘mudcracked houses’, ‘empty cisterns

  and exhausted wells’, we are still in London.




  

    

      

        

          

            And upside down in air were towers




            Tolling reminiscent bells, that kept the hours


          


        


      


    


  




  recall Saint Mary Woolnoth which ‘kept the hours’ in ‘The Burial of the Dead’. In addition, the woman who ‘drew her long black hair out tight / And

  fiddled whisper music on those strings’ (my italics) is recognizably the neurasthenic from ‘A Game of Chess’ whose hair ‘Spread out in fiery points / Glowed into

  words . . .’ Equally, the ‘bats with baby faces’ are a nightmare version of her cupidons, who are, after all, babies with wings. What we have here is a nervous breakdown of

  reality itself. And my hunch is that, on the same principle, ‘the empty chapel, only the wind’s home’ is at once the Chapel Perilous and St Magnus Martyr – just as the

  ‘voices singing out of empty cisterns’ are the Thames maidens. Not that either hunch can be positively proven.




  ‘The Fire Sermon’, predictably, is the easiest section of The Waste Land to interpret from the Buddhist point of view. Set ironically against the refrain from Spencer’s

  ‘Prothalamion’ are a series of arid sexual encounters that bind their protagonists more firmly to the Wheel. Sir Charles Eliot broadens the concept of desire: ‘This thirst

  (Tanhâ) is the craving for life in the widest sense: the craving for pleasure which propagates life.’ Distasteful as some have found Eliot’s asceticism, his intention is

  unambiguous: ‘the collocation of these two representatives of eastern and western asceticism, as the culmination of this part of the poem, is not an accident.’ Moreover, this asceticism

  continued to interest him, as we can see from the epigraph to Sweeney Agonistes, taken from St John of the Cross – ‘Hence the soul cannot be possessed of the divine union, until

  it has divested itself of the love of created things.’ The Buddha at Uruvela advocated the same thing: ‘All things are on fire . . . And with what are these things on fire? With fires

  of lust, anger and illusion, with these are they on fire, and so with the other senses and so with the mind. Wherefore the wise man conceives disgust for the things of the senses, and being

  divested of desire for the things of the senses, he removes from his heart the cause of suffering.’




  Finally, a look at the very beginning of the poem and a glance at the last 33 lines. The first phrase of The Waste Land – ‘April is the cruellest month’ – has the

  force of an unquestionable fiat. There is, too, a surreal quality shared with ‘The Naked Lunch’, which is rooted in the oddness of the adjective. After all, the winter months, we might

  think, are more cruel. It is partly the weirdness of what the line says that gives it authority. Few readers ever ask why April should be stigmatized as the cruellest month. Yet the Wheel of

  Rebirth explains why with proper simplicity: April mixes ‘memory’ of former existences and ‘desire’ (tanhâ) for life which, necessarily, will prolong the period

  on the Wheel. As the Bhagavadgita warns so eloquently: ‘their soul is warped with selfish desires, and their heaven is a selfish desire. They have prayers for pleasures and power, the

  reward of which is earthly rebirth.’ Spring and renewal are, therefore, to be dreaded. In The Family Reunion, Eliot reverts to this idea so clearly that it is impossible to

  misinterpret him:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                Spring is an issue of blood




                A season of sacrifice




                And the wail of the new full tide




                Returning the ghosts of the dead




                Those whom the winter drowned




                Do not the ghosts of the drowned




                Return to land in the spring?


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Mary replies to this speech of Harry’s:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                And what of the terrified spirit




                Compelled to be reborn . . .


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Spring, then, means only the renewal of old agonies, whereas ‘dry bones can harm no one’.




  The end of The Waste Land is difficult to interpret. Clearly, Eliot presents us with imperatives out of which arise the questions that, correctly answered, will lift the curse of

  sterility: ‘Datta: what have we given?’ By analogy, the two further imperatives, Dayadhvam, Damyata, require a response too. Is the blight lifted? It is not clear.

  First, the desired rain appears to fall: ‘a damp gust / Bringing rain.’ Immediately, the poem rescinds this: ‘the limp leaves / Waited for rain.’ The finale is likewise

  inconclusive, though tipped towards pessimism despite the thrice-repeated ‘Shantih’, which (Eliot’s note tells us) means ‘The Peace which passeth understanding’. Set

  against this ‘formal ending to an Upanishad’ are ‘the arid plain’, the ruin of London Bridge and the tower of the Prince d’Aquitaine, Arnaut Daniel in

  purgatory, the loss of poetic inspiration evoked by the quotation from ‘Pervigilium Veneris’, and Hieronymo’s madness. It is possible to argue, as Eliot does in his essay on Dante

  (1929), that the suffering of Arnaut Daniel is hopeful: ‘the souls in purgatory suffer because they wish to suffer, for purgation’, Eliot maintains; whereas Virgil, in limbo, has

  anaesthesia but no hope. Nevertheless, in context, Arnaut Daniel’s ‘hope’ hardly strikes one as robust.




  Will metempsychosis help explain the curiously fragmented conclusion of Eliot’s poem? ‘O swallow swallow’ alludes to Philomela, of course, and her transmigration may be

  paralleled by the Prince d’Aquitaine who claims in Nerval’s sonnet, ‘j’ai deux fois vainqueur traversé l’Achéron’, Acheron across which Charon

  ferries the dead. Conceivably, the Prince was Tiresias in a former existence, but I believe the end to be not an invitation to cryptography, but a gesture of cultural exhaustion – a

  scattering, as it were, of the loose change left in the poet’s pockets, a gesture of poverty which tinges the word ‘shantih’ with irony.




  As for the penultimate section in which the speaker responds to the imperatives of the thunder, this, too, is ambiguous and poised, if anything, towards pessimism. It is an account of an

  emotional failure. ‘Blood shaking my heart’ and ‘the awful daring of a moment’s surrender’ are intended to summon the moment after the hyacinth garden with its

  admixture of terror. But after this moment of naked communion, not necessarily sexual, there is subsequent withdrawal:




  

    

      

        

          

            We think of the key, each in his prison




            Thinking of the key, each confirms a prison


          


        


      


    


  




  If one pursues the Dante passage cited in Eliot’s notes, one is confronted with the story of Ugolino, who, despite his love, ate the flesh of his dead children. The

  general application might be summarized by Oscar Wilde’s ‘each man kills the thing he loves’. The ‘aethereal rumours’ at nightfall appear not to achieve anything more

  concrete than rumour and dream. Lastly, in the image of the boat, Eliot calls up his happiest memories of sailing, only to conclude with the wasted possibility: ‘your heart would have

  responded’. Would have, but didn’t. As the lady said:




  

    

      

        

          

            ‘I have been wondering frequently of late




            (But our beginnings never know our ends!)




            Why we have not developed into friends.’
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