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To Monica, Cecilia, Felicia, and Andrea, four little charmers enchanted by Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats











I’ll strip the ragged follies of the time


Naked, as at their birth—


—Ben Jonson


But if that which is only submission to necessity should be made the object of choice, the law is broken; nature is disobeyed; and the rebellious are outlawed, cast forth, and exiled, from this world of reason, and order, and peace, and virtue, and fruitful penitence, into the antagonist world of madness, discord, vice, confusion, and unavailing sorrow.


—Edmund Burke


We mean all sorts of things, I know, by Beauty. But the essential advantage for a poet is not to have a beautiful world with which to deal: it is to be able to see beneath both beauty and ugliness; to see the boredom, and the horror, and the glory.


—T. S. Eliot













Introduction Benjamin G. Lockerd Jr.



Upon its publication in 1971, Russell Kirk’s critical biography was widely acknowledged as the best general introduction to T. S. Eliot’s life and works. Much has been written on Eliot since, but this volume remains the best introduction to the twentieth century’s greatest man of letters. Moreover, Dr. Kirk’s book is also one that must be consulted frequently by Eliot scholars, for we still have much to learn from it: in many ways our collective understanding of Eliot is just beginning to catch up with Kirk’s. Scholars who fail to check this book when writing on Eliot, especially those who are dealing with his cultural ideas, are likely to find too late that insights they claimed as original were long ago enunciated by Kirk—or, worse yet, long ago disproved by him. Eliot and His Age: T. S. Eliot’s Moral Imagination in the Twentieth Century is a model of the best scholarly writing: sympathetic but not adulatory; learned but not pedantic; comprehensive but never plodding; complex but eminently readable. It is informed throughout by Kirk’s faith in the real importance of imagination to the well-being of each person and of every community. This essential book has been out of print for a few years now, and it is cause for celebration that this new edition is being published.




A Literary Friendship


Some idea of the friendship between Kirk and Eliot may be gleaned from this book, from Kirk’s memoirs (The Sword of Imagination), and from the letters that passed between the two men. Kirk’s first letter to Eliot is dated June 30, 1953, when he had just received his doctoral degree from St. Andrews and had seen his dissertation published by Henry Regnery under the title The Conservative Mind: From Burke to Santayana. The book was taking America by storm, being reviewed in every major newspaper and journal and receiving high praise from nearly all quarters, even from liberal writers who did not agree with its principles. Kirk writes, “Dear Mr. Eliot: Our friend Mr. Henry Regnery has suggested that I call on you when I am in London July 13–19. I believe he has sent you a copy of my new book, The Conservative Mind.” Kirk mentions other common friends: Bernard Iddings Bell and the Earl of Crawford. He notes that Eliot had recently been granted the doctor of laws degree by St. Andrews, while he had himself received the doctor of letters degree (the first ever earned there by an American) and was writing a book about the university.


A letter of July 13, 1953, from Eliot’s secretary, Miss Valerie Fletcher (who would become Eliot’s wife in 1957), invites Kirk to tea with Mr. Eliot, but by the time Kirk arrived in London and received the message it was too late. He writes (on July 17) that he is off to Fife and will see Eliot’s new play, The Confidential Clerk, at the Edinburgh Festival. Eliot responds on August 6, letting Kirk know he will be in Edinburgh at the Beresford Hotel and that he hopes to meet another common friend, George Scott-Moncrieff, while there. In his capacity as editor at Faber & Faber, Eliot is planning to publish the British edition of The Conservative Mind: “I must tell you that I was very much impressed by your book, and hope we may be able to come to some arrangement with Regnery to whom we have written.”


Kirk tells of their Edinburgh meeting in his memoirs, saying that he was immediately “moved by Eliot’s kindness—an impression confirmed by their meetings and correspondence for several years thereafter.” More recent biographers and critics have generally painted a picture of an aloof and even cold Eliot. A notable exception is Anne Ridler, who served for many years as the poet’s secretary: in her short reminiscence, “Working for T. S. Eliot,” she describes him as truthful, generous, and tenderhearted. It seems that those who knew him well usually found him so. The stiff, unapproachable Eliot is largely a fiction of those who did not know him and do not want to like him.


Kirk reviewed The Confidential Clerk for the Month. He found in it (as he puts it in the present volume) a portrayal of modern people who “grope half-consciously for some assurance that their lives matter, and that the barriers which separate every man from his fellows may be transcended, ultimately, in a community of souls.” Eliot was pleased with the review, writing to Kirk (on October 28, 1953), “It is most surprising to find any critic penetrating so far into the play merely on what he has seen at one stage performance, without having been able to read the text. I am wondering when or whether other critics will come to see the play from something like your point of view. It seems to be the impression of some intellectuals that The Confidential Clerk is a rather unsuccessful farce.” Eliot’s implicit objection is not that he thought the play fully successful but that it was not a farce. Kirk had, after attending a single performance, understood what the playwright was attempting. Here an intellectual and artistic fellowship was formed between the sixty-four-year-old eminent man of letters (who had been awarded the Nobel Prize five years before) and the new writer, thirty years his junior, who had just burst onto the scene.


Perhaps it was their amicable first meeting that inspired Kirk to contemplate writing a book on Eliot. In any case, Kirk writes from the Queen Elizabeth off Cherbourg on September 10, “Some day, by the way, I am going to write a critical account of twentieth-century letters, called The Age of Eliot—and perhaps before long.” In the event, it was to be eighteen years before that book was published, six years after Eliot’s death. In the same letter, Kirk confides that “I once intended to call my book The Conservative Mind: from Burke to Eliot. I decided, however, that it would be improper to deal at such length with a thinker whose work is not yet complete; and this was a fortunate decision, as matters turned out, for it would have been rather embarrassing for you to publish a book with such a title.” As it happened, Eliot had told Henry Regnery, the American publisher of the book, that he questioned giving the place of honor to his old Harvard professor, George Santayana. In spite of the reservation expressed in his letter, Kirk did change the subtitle in the revised edition to From Burke to Eliot and expanded his treatment of Eliot (and other modern poets, including Frost) in the final chapter. There he writes, “If there has been a principal conservative thinker in the twentieth century, it is T. S. Eliot, whose age this is in humane letters. Eliot’s whole endeavor was to point a way out of the Waste Land toward order in the soul and in society.”


Thus, at a critical early juncture in his own literary career, Kirk was befriended by Eliot and began to focus his own critical writing increasingly on the latter. Most of Kirk’s later books contain numerous references to Eliot. Kirk’s gothic novel Lord of the Hollow Dark gives its main characters names from Eliot’s verse. He frequently lectured on Eliot, and his presentation at the T. S. Eliot Society’s Centennial Celebration in 1988, titled “Eliot’s Christian Imagination,” was published in a collection called The Placing of T. S. Eliot, edited by Jewel Spears Brooker. A posthumously published collection of Kirk’s essays fittingly bears as its title a phrase from “Ash-Wednesday” (and from the essay “Thoughts after Lambeth”) oft quoted by Kirk: Redeeming the Time. From at least 1953 on, Eliot was central to Kirk’s thought.


Eliot and Kirk had much in common besides their many common friends. Both were eventually happily married to younger women: Eliot married Valerie Fletcher in 1957; Kirk married Annette Courtemanche in 1964. Both founded and edited a review, Eliot’s Criterion and Kirk’s Modern Age—profiting equally little financially from their labors. Both were raised outside Christian orthodoxy: Eliot’s family were Unitarians, and Kirk’s were unchurched people who occasionally practiced spiritualism. They went through gradual conversions, beginning with philosophical convictions and ending in faith. Eliot became an Anglo-Catholic in 1927 and Kirk a Roman Catholic in 1964. Kirk wrote many ghostly tales, and ghosts are also much in evidence in Eliot’s poems and plays. Kirk experienced a kind of mystical connection with Eliot on Ash Wednesday of 1975. On that day he read part of the poem of that title to students at Olivet College. Later that night the old section of his house in Mecosta, Michigan, burnt to ashes.


Sharing a somewhat skeptical temperament, neither expected much improvement in the world, yet by the same token neither was given to despair. A comment of Eliot’s (made in his essay on F. H. Bradley) frequently quoted by Kirk asserted, “There is no such thing as a Lost Cause because there is no such thing as a Gained Cause. We fight for lost causes because we know that our defeat and dismay may be the preface to our successors’ victory, though that victory itself will be temporary; we fight rather to keep something alive than in the expectation that anything will triumph.” On the basis of this stoical (and yet frequently hopeful) attitude an enduring friendship was built.


Though the correspondence between Kirk and Eliot addressed many serious topics, it was also playful at times. Kirk was fond of saying, after some lengthy discourse on the troubles of our time, that nevertheless “cheerfulness will keep breaking in,” and indeed cheerfulness is evident in their letters. For instance, Kirk writes from Balcarres House in Scotland on January 4, 1955, “Lord and Lady Crawford hope you will come up to stay at Balcarres whenever you can contrive it. They have been left servantless recently. Lady Crawford washes the dishes, Lord Crawford wipes them, and Dr. Kirk carries them to the cupboard. The end of an old song.” On January 7 Eliot replies, “Please give my warmest regards to the Crawfords and say that I should always be very glad to serve as a scullery maid, and am also very good at making beds.” The two friends had apparently discussed the possibility of making a journey together, and Kirk is proposing that Eliot join him in a voyage to Cyprus, which was a rather dangerous place to be at that time: “What plans have you for a foreign expedition? It would be rather splendid to be stoned in Cyprus. There’s glory for you.” Eliot responds, “I think it unlikely now that I shall go as far as Cyprus, stoning or no stoning.” In a letter of May 31, 1955, Kirk tells Eliot, “I have been collecting wondrous tales of your lectures at Chicago from students of the Committee on Social Thought….” His informants have apparently told him of trouble Eliot stirred up with some of his comments on education during a 1950 visit to the University of Chicago. Kirk concludes, “I shall have to write a Comic History of the Age of Eliot, as well as an Age of Eliot.” The two evidently shared a love of mischief.


Their mischievous skepticism helped keep Kirk and Eliot from turning their conservative philosophy into just another simplistic ideology that offered easy solutions to all problems. In one of his letters to Eliot (October 27, 1955), Kirk quotes Ambrose Bierce’s definition of a conservative: “A statesman who is enamored of existing evils, as distinguished from a Liberal, who wishes to replace them with others.” In a similar vein, Eliot had rendered a caustic comment on the Conservative Party in 1929 (quoted at length in the present volume): “It has, what no other political party at present enjoys, a complete mental vacuum: a vacancy that might be filled with anything, even with something valuable.” Eliot and Kirk maintained an ironic, even sardonic, distance from all political schemes that promised more than could be accomplished in this fallen world.


In the final chapter of The Conservative Mind, Kirk quotes Eliot’s statement in The Idea of a Christian Society: “Conservatism is too often conservation of the wrong things; liberalism a relaxation of discipline; revolution a denial of the permanent things” (the last term to become enshrined in one of Kirk’s book titles, Enemies of the Permanent Things). Kirk’s comment on this passage gives a name to the kind of mindless conservatism he resisted: “The conservatism of Eliot is not the attitude of the dragon Fafnir, muttering ‘Let me rest—I lie in possession.’ ” This “Fafnir-Conservatism,” as Kirk thereafter calls it, is not what either man supported.


Eliot’s suspicion of doctrinaire ideological conservatism is evident in comments he makes in letters to Kirk concerning William F. Buckley’s National Review. In a letter of December 7, 1955, he notes that several “reliable people” (including Kirk) write for the journal, but, having read some of Buckley’s writing, he finds in it a tendency to go “violently to some extreme” and of “substituting one error for another.” On January 13, 1956, Eliot writes that in National Review and other American journals of opinion there is too much personal vituperation and too little discussion of principles. In an earlier letter (October 12, 1953), in contrast, Eliot had noted with interest the development of a philosophical conservatism in America in advance of anything in England, led by Robert Nisbet (whose book The Quest for Community had been published in the same year as The Conservative Mind), Reinhold Niebuhr, and Russell Kirk. He placed little hope in conservatism of a less balanced and philosophic type, even when practiced by an able ally such as Buckley. Kirk later tells Eliot (December 22, 1955) that he plans to continue writing for National Review but has told Buckley to remove his name from the masthead. (He remained allied with Buckley, and the two joined forces in many common causes, but he aimed to take a longer view than some of the writers in National Review.) On January 28, 1956, he writes that he hopes to set a better tone in his Conservative Review (eventually titled Modern Age). Having received the first issue of this new journal modeled on his Criterion, Eliot writes (on February 3, 1958) to say that it is “much more welcome than the National Review about which I have very mixed feelings.”


In The Sword of Imagination, Kirk identifies three principles of Eliot’s conservatism: “First, he was moved by what Unamuno called ‘the tragic sense of life.’… Second, Eliot abided by ancestral wisdom: the Hebraic and Christian and classical patrimony of culture…. Third, Eliot sought to recover the idea of a community of souls, joining the dead, the living, and those yet unborn.” The order of these three is important: awareness of human weakness leads one to look for wisdom in the traditional teachings of those who have (in the phrase from King Lear) “suffered most,” our ancestors. And central to the wisdom they impart is the idea of community. What is implicit here and explicit elsewhere is that both men believed (influenced in this by Christopher Dawson above all) that this community could only be formed in relation to a common religious belief—that there is no culture without cult.


By 1956, Eliot was occasionally beginning his letters with the familiar salutation “My dear Kirk,” though the younger man continued to greet him deferentially with “Dear Mr. Eliot.” This warm friendship between two men of letters flourished during the last decade of Eliot’s life. Eliot’s last letter to Kirk is dated August 25, 1964, less than six months before his death. The Kirks maintained friendly relations with Mrs. Eliot afterward, and their daughters gave dramatic performances of Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats before Andrew Lloyd Webber did the same on a larger scale. Valerie Eliot and Annette Kirk remain friends today.








The Moral Imagination


In writing of Eliot’s poetry and plays, Kirk introduces an important literary theory which he develops from Edmund Burke’s phrase “the moral imagination.” Though he does not make such a claim for himself, Kirk is here engaging a philosophical debate that began with Plato’s Republic, where Socrates argues that poetic mimesis is thrice-removed from ideal reality and concludes that poets must be banned from the republic. Many Plato scholars regard the entire utopian scheme of this dialogue as ironic, for it begins when Socrates’ interlocutor insists on luxuries in the ideal state and the master acquiesces and agrees to think of an ideal government for a “feverish” society. Nevertheless, the question is raised in this dialogue as to whether poetry can present truth or is only good for pleasure. Aristotle answers in his Poetics that poetry has the capacity to present the universal realities of “human action and life and happiness and misery” and that “[p]oetry, therefore, is more philosophical and more significant than history, for poetry is more concerned with the universal and history more with the individual.” In the Middle Ages Dante extends this claim, saying in his letter to Can Grande that the aim of his Comedy is “to remove those living in this life from the state of misery and lead them to the state of happiness.” In the Renaissance, Sir Philip Sidney defends poetry from puritanical attacks in his Apology for Poetry, arguing that poetic images are able to touch our hearts and move us to moral action, which the philosophers’ abstractions cannot do. Russell Kirk makes a significant addition to this school of literary theory with his expanded concept of the moral imagination.


By the “moral imagination,” Kirk says, “Burke meant that power of ethical perception which strides beyond the barriers of private experience and events of the moment.” This definition is a challenge to the notions of relativism and “cultural constructionism” that rule much of the academy today, asserting that our thoughts can never go beyond “the barriers of private experience and events of the moment.” Kirk defines the moral imagination in contrast to what Irving Babbitt called (in reference to Rousseau) the “idyllic imagination,” which ignores the tragic experience of the past and concocts visions of human perfection to be brought about by rationalist ideological programs. As Kirk puts it later in the book, “Like Burke, Eliot came to dread not the intellect itself—certainly not to dread right reason—but rather to dread defecated rationality, arrogantly severed from larger sources of wisdom.” Thus the first principle of Eliot’s thought—the tragic sense—is inherent in the second—reliance on the wisdom of the ages—for only those who do not believe in evil can suppose they will be able to think of rational solutions to all problems.


In Christian terms, the tragic sense is expressed in the doctrine of Original Sin, an idea that served as a touchstone for Eliot. In The Sword of Imagination, Kirk quotes a statement Eliot made in 1933:




[W]ith the disappearance of the idea of Original Sin, with the disappearance of the idea of intense moral struggle, the human beings presented to us both in poetry and in prose fiction today, and more patently among the serious writers than in the underworld of letters, tend to become less and less real…. If you do away with this struggle, and maintain that by tolerance, benevolence, inoffensiveness, and a redistribution or increase of purchasing power, combined with a devotion, on the part of an élite, to Art, the world will be as good as anyone could require, then you must expect human beings to become more and more vaporous.





Besides Rousseau, one of the culprits in the shift from the moral imagination to the idyllic imagination was Emerson (who had particular importance to Eliot, a descendent of the same New England Unitarian Brahmin class that produced Ralph Waldo). Kirk quotes Emerson as saying “I never could give much reality to evil and pain.” Along with belief in evil and in Original Sin went the belief in Hell, and Kirk quotes Kathleen Raine’s statement that “Mr. Eliot gave hell back to us…. The shallow progressive philosophies both religious and secular of our parents’ generation sought to eliminate evil from the world. Mr. Eliot’s visions of hell restored a necessary dimension to our universe.” The dark visions of Eliot’s early poetry, which were taken by many (and still are taken by some) to be expressions of nihilistic despair, were in fact a dramatic acknowledgment of the existence of evil and the incapacity of one person or one generation to vanquish it.


Yeats says somewhere that no writer who lacks the “vision of evil” can be great, and the finest writers of the twentieth century all describe that vision in their various ways. We find it in James Joyce, Flannery O’Connor, Evelyn Waugh, Robert Frost, William Faulkner, Graham Greene, and so on. The great writers of fiction and poetry seem—implicitly, at least—to reject the modern theory of progressive enlightenment.


Of these, Flannery O’Connor was a particular favorite of Kirk’s. They shared a taste for mordant wit, and they both wrote fiction full of rural grotesques. The two met just once (in 1955), and O’Connor gives a charming description of the event in a letter: “He is about 37, looks like Humpty Dumpty (intact) with constant cigar and (outside) porkpie hat. He is non-conversational and so am I, and the times we were left alone together our attempts to make talk were like the efforts of two midgits [sic] to cut down a California redwood.” She does record, however, one successful dialogue in which the two of them imagine with delight, the recently deceased John Dewey tormented by children crawling all over him. In a letter of January 15, 1957, Kirk inquires of Eliot, “Do you know Flannery O’Connor’s recent book of short stories, ‘A Good Man Is Hard to Find’? Very good, and terrifying.” Eliot responds on February 20, “I did see Flannery O’Connor’s book of short stories when I was in New York and was quite horrified by those I read. She has certainly an uncanny talent of a high order but my nerves are just not strong enough to take much of such disturbance.”


Where are the great works of poetry and fiction written by progressives? Kirk notes that the great liberal literary critic Lionell Trilling admitted the lack of such works in his book The Liberal Imagination (1950):




Our liberal ideology has produced a large literature of social and political protest, but not, for several decades, a single writer who commands our real literary imagination…. So that we can say that no connection exists between our liberal educated class and the best of the literary minds of our time. And this is to say that there is no connection between the political ideas of our educated class and the deep places of the imagination.





Kirk implies that the imagination of a great writer sees and describes the truths of nature and of human nature, whereas liberal political ideology tends to ignore those hard truths. Trilling’s forthright admission has apparently not given more recent liberal critics pause. They still seem to assume that their worldview is complete and consistent. Lacking positive texts to admire, they often devote their efforts to discrediting writers like Eliot, who has been accused by them of being a fascist, an anti-Semite, a misogynist, and so on. But in their efforts to take the moral high ground these critics reveal their simplistic and incoherent notion of morality, which substitutes a pale and vacuous tolerance for a living, breathing charity.


In Kirk’s view, a true moral imagination is impossible without religious truths, and this assertion challenges secular theorists who hope they can develop an ethical system from a starting point in radical moral relativism. In confronting this fantasy, Kirk follows Eliot, who meditated on the connection between literature and religion both before and after his conversion. He considered the idea that sound religious belief makes for good imaginative writing but found the relationship between the two more complicated. His conclusion is perhaps summed up in a comment made in 1947 and recorded by Kirk: “If we learn to read poetry properly, the poet never persuades us to believe anything…. What we learn from Dante, or the Bhagavad-Gita, or any other religious poetry is what it feels like to believe that religion.” Certainly Eliot found that one of the strengths of his favorite poet, Dante, was the Thomistic theology that infused The Divine Comedy. But in the modern era Eliot finds a new necessity; in an era of disbelief, perhaps expressions of belief must take shocking form: “Where blasphemy might once have been a sign of spiritual corruption, it might now be taken rather as a symptom that the soul is still alive, or even that it is recovering animation: for the perception of Good and Evil—whatever choice we may make—is the first requisite of spiritual life.” One of the poets who had the greatest influence on the younger Eliot was Charles Baudelaire, who would hardly come immediately to mind as a poet of moral imagination. Yet Eliot found in Baudelaire’s writing that first principle of moral imagination, a belief in evil. In his introduction to Baudelaire’s Intimate Journals (quoted by Kirk), Eliot states that the French poet’s sense of evil is preferable to the “cheery automatism of the modern world,” and he goes on to say:




So far as we are human, what we do must be either evil or good; so far as we do evil or good, we are human; and it is better, in a paradoxical way, to do evil than to do nothing: at least, we exist. It is true to say that the glory of man is his capacity for salvation; it is also true to say that his glory is his capacity for damnation. The worst that can be said of most of our malefactors, from statesmen to thieves, is that they are not men enough to be damned…. Baudelaire perceived that what really matters is Sin and Redemption… ; and the possibility of damnation is so immense a relief in a world of electoral reform, plebiscites, sex reform and dress reform, that damnation itself is an immediate form of salvation—of salvation from the ennui of modern life, because it at least gives some significance to living.





The horrific infernal visions in Eliot’s early poetry (and those in the fiction of Kirk and O’Connor) have the same effect of bringing the reader face-to-face with evil and refusing simplistic modern scientific and social solutions to the human dilemma. Thus, even Eliot’s darkest verse written before his conversion is, according to Kirk’s theory, genuine poetry of the moral imagination.


Kirk’s theory of imagination has much in common with the one C. S. Lewis proposes in The Abolition of Man. Lewis argues that good imaginative literature trains the heart to respond with ordinate emotions appropriate to the object presented. He maintains that particular things merit particular responses—in other words, that our affections may be objective. Modern rationalism tends to create people who disregard the truths of imagination, becoming “men without chests.” Kirk holds to much the same view in Eliot and His Age. In one significant passage, he evaluates carefully Eliot’s attitude toward discursive and intuitive reason: “Though always a partisan of right reason, Eliot understood that the discursive reason is not the sole way of approaching truth. Repeatedly he took the side of reason against impulse and ideology; he distrusted the notion of an intuition unguided by authority and not subject to discursive analysis—as he disliked the fallacy of an untutored conscience. Yet the insights of faith—the ‘leap in being’ of the man of vision, the sudden direct experience of reality—are essential to Eliot’s later poetry.” The visionary, immediate, direct intuition of reality spoken of here is the fruit of the educated and informed imagination. Kirk expresses with great subtlety the balanced view of discursive reason and imaginative intuition toward which Eliot’s entire oeuvre tends and at which he eventually arrived.







Political Philosophy


In acknowledging the fundamental truths of human existence, the moral imagination necessarily finds itself at odds with modern ideologies, which tend to reduce all problems to a single one (whether it be class or gender or something else) and exaggerate the power of instrumental reason to transform human society. In The Conservative Mind, Kirk points out that Eliot distrusted the new bureaucratic elites representing the centralized state: “For one thing to avoid,” Eliot declares, “is a universalized planning; one thing to ascertain is the limits of the plannable.” The moral imagination thus proposes as a corollary of the theological doctrine of Original Sin the political principle of “the limits of the plannable,” limits not always recognized by post-Enlightenment rationalists.


In his Choruses for The Rock, Eliot brilliantly describes the modern planners’ dreams “of systems so perfect that no one will need to be good.” The traditional imagination instead dreams of community founded on prayer:




What life have you if you have not life together?


There is no life that is not in community,


And no community not lived in praise of GOD.





Here is the third principle Kirk identifies in Eliot’s conservatism, the notion that what we need is not a grand vision of a national or global society providing for all, but rather a vision of smaller and more integral communities of persons caring for one another. It is the difference between providing goods and providing for the good. Kirk defines ideology as “the attempt to supplant religious dogmas by political and scientistic dogmas.” Modern ideologies, he believed, are all variations on the Benthamite notion of achieving “the greatest good of the greatest number,” where the good is defined materially and humanity is seen as a manageable herd rather than as a community of souls.


Eliot considered two extreme versions of modern central planning—fascism and communism—and his view of these two is worth close examination. A number of critics have accused him of being a fascist or at least a cryptofascist, but these critics have not read Kirk’s book. Kirk, on the other hand, examined all of Eliot’s commentaries in the Criterion, which is where his most directly political statements appeared. No one who reads those commentaries carefully could still believe Eliot sympathized with Mussolini or Hitler, but some scholars have read neither the commentaries nor Kirk’s explication of them. (An excellent recent book on the Criterion by Jason Harding finally begins to set the record straight on these issues, but the author fails to give Kirk credit for making many of his points three decades earlier.) Kirk’s conclusion is that in the years between the wars when Eliot was editing the Criterion “he was a consistent and intelligent opponent of both Fascist and Communist ideologies; and somewhat to his own surprise, perhaps, on occasions he found himself defending the constitutional democracies of Britain and the United States. He never entertained any foolish hopes of Mussolini or Lenin, Hitler or Stalin.”


Fascism and communism, Eliot maintained, “are merely variations of the same doctrine.” This seems almost self-evident today, but few saw it at that time, when many British intellectuals adhered to one or the other of these variations and shouted at each other across the abyss. Kirk notes that in the April 1931 issue of the Criterion Eliot published Thomas Mann’s Berlin speech, in which Mann denounced National Socialism. The fundamental problem with both communism and fascism, Eliot maintained, was that they were both atheistic systems. His definitive statement on them appears in The Idea of a Christian Society, published in 1939, just as war was breaking out: “If you will not have God (and He is a jealous God) you should pay your respects to Hitler or Stalin.”


Critics who continue to accuse Eliot of fascist leanings frequently offer as evidence his high regard for the French writer Charles Maurras, whose political movement, called the Action Française, was deeply anti-Semitic, though not really profascist. Again, these critics would do well to read Eliot and His Age, for Kirk clarifies the limits of Eliot’s regard for Maurras. In describing Eliot’s opposition to the 1935 Italian invasion of the Negus Negusti region of Abyssinia, Kirk points out that Eliot’s commentary in the Criterion takes an anti-imperialist stance, asking, “How many lower peoples have been, on balance, really helped by our European intervention?” Kirk goes on to say that Eliot’s stand on this issue “carried him, too, into grave misgivings about the French Right, for which he had long felt sympathy. The Abyssinian war had provoked manifestoes from three groups of intellectuals: from the Right, from the Left, from the Catholics. With the last, Eliot took his stand.” The leading light of the French Right, with whom Eliot had sympathized, was of course Maurras. Kirk is certainly right to say that this sympathy diminished over time, and probably right when he claims that Irving Babbitt and Paul Elmer More exerted a greater influence over Eliot’s political thought than did Maurras.


On the question of Maurras and Eliot’s view of him, contemporary critics who want to make Eliot out as a fascist ignore Kirk and get it wrong. In a recent essay in a reputable scholarly journal, for instance, a well-known critic asserted that Eliot never distanced himself from Maurras. His evidence is a statement made by Eliot in 1948 calling Maurras “a sort of Virgil who led us to the gates of the temple.” First of all, this demonstrates the critic’s ignorance of Eliot’s favorite poem, The Divine Comedy, in which Virgil leads Dante through the Inferno and part way through the Purgatorio but is incapable of guiding him into Paradiso. Eliot is saying through this allusion that Maurras (who valued Catholicism strictly as a cultural force, who was himself an unbeliever, and whose works were placed on the Index by Pope Pius XI) led him to the gates of the temple but could not take him inside. In any case, if this critic had consulted Eliot and His Age he would have found quoted a passage from a 1955 lecture by Eliot in which the poet speaks of “a man whom I held in respect and admiration, although some of his views were exasperating and some deplorable”—Charles Maurras. Eliot goes on to say that if Maurras had limited himself to “the literature of political theory” instead of becoming involved in practical politics, “those of his ideas which were sound and strong might have spread more widely.” Furthermore, when critics get Eliot right, they sometimes claim observations as original that Kirk made long before. Dominic Rowland recently published an article pointing out that Eliot was strongly influenced by two French political theorists: one on the right, Maurras, but also one on the left, Julien Benda. Once again, this is an observation Kirk had made three decades earlier.


During the past decade there has been a great debate concerning Eliot’s alleged anti-Semitism, with many scholars maintaining that Eliot was virulently anti-Semitic. In Eliot and His Age Kirk gives a carefully balanced and objective analysis of this issue. Recently, a scholar named Ranen Omer brought to light the lengthy correspondence between Eliot and the American Jewish philosopher Horace Kallen. One of the great Eliot scholars of our time, Ronald Schuchard, wrote a lengthy article re-evaluating Eliot’s relations with Jews in light of his friendship with Kallen. Not surprisingly, Kallen’s name comes up in the pages of this book. Kirk quotes a letter Eliot wrote him on January 13, 1956, mentioning “my old friend Horace Kallen.” Another recent issue in Eliot scholarship has to do with the eugenics movement, which was very popular in the early twentieth century, particularly among intellectuals. Two different books have asserted that Eliot believed in eugenics. Neither quotes a highly relevant passage from Eliot’s commentary in the January 1931 issue of the Criterion, in which he deplores proposals to put eugenics into practice: “we may conceivably have, in time, legislation framed to enforce limitation of families (by the usual methods) upon certain parts of the population, and to enforce progenitiveness upon others. With the applause of some of the clergy.” Kirk does quote it.


Eliot was, as Kirk makes clear, suspicious of modern movements that paraded under the banner of “social justice.” While he found nothing to disagree with in this term, he feared that it led to an overemphasis on society and a deemphasis of the individual. Kirk quotes Eliot as saying, “the moment we talk about ‘social conscience’ and forget about conscience, we are in moral danger—just as social justice must be based on justice. The separation in our mind which results simply from dwelling constantly upon the adjective ‘social’ may lead to crimes as well as errors.” The history of various social justice movements since then has provided ample proof that Eliot’s concerns were justified.


Nevertheless, as noted earlier, Eliot’s philosophical conservatism never made him a complacent partisan of the British conservative party. For example, as Kirk points out, “In his Criterion Commentary of October 1931, Eliot drubbed both the materialistic socialism of Harold Laski and the materialistic conservatism of Lord Lymington….” The problem with some strains of modern political conservatism from Eliot’s point of view is that they tend to be every bit as secularized and materialistic as the socialism they oppose. Kirk also quotes a passage from the April 1931 Criterion in which the editor asserts that “the old contrast between Capitalism and Socialism is hardly going to suffice for the next forty years….” Kirk was sympathetic, for he found himself at times debating the atheistic capitalist Ayn Rand, as well as various libertarians and “neoconservatives” over the years. Eliot often pointed out that theological heresies result when a partial truth is seen as absolute, and he saw the same sort of error arising in political philosophy.


Eliot was concerned that our modern enlightened democracies with their educational elites might become totalitarian states without dictators, a concern voiced more recently by Pope John Paul II in his encyclical letter Veritatis Splendor. Eliot’s view, as Kirk explains it, is that “[e]ven if the democracies do not slide into their own variety of totalitarianism,… still they are irreligious in many ways already, particularly in their economic measures. To organize society merely on the principle of private profit leads to a rejection of nature—including the exhaustion of natural resources by unregulated industrialism and ending in ‘dearth and desert.’ ” As this passage suggests, Eliot had a sympathy for what would now be called “environmentalism.” Kirk goes on to quote him as saying, “For a long enough time we have believed in nothing but the values arising in a mechanised, commercialised, urbanised way of life: it would be as well for us to face the permanent conditions upon which God allows us to live upon this planet.” On the other hand, Kirk notes elsewhere Eliot’s skepticism concerning the idea of overpopulation, one of the bugbears of many modern environmentalists. Thus does Kirk reveal the subtlety and balance of Eliot’s cultural and political thinking in a way that has never been surpassed.







An Enduring Work


Eliot and His Age is a literary biography that will endure when much of the more recent writing on Eliot is gathering dust. In his memoirs, Kirk highlights especially two books of his: The Conservative Mind and Eliot and His Age, which he rightly calls “a really major book.” It has a place with other essential early books on Eliot that still richly repay our attention—books by scholars like Hugh Kenner, Grover Smith, Leonard Unger, and Helen Gardner. In fact, I would say that the two works every student of Eliot should have on hand are Smith’s encyclopedic book T. S. Eliot’s Poetry and Plays (1956) and Kirk’s Eliot and His Age. The former is still a treasure-trove of knowledge concerning Eliot’s literary sources; the latter remains the most thoroughly researched and judicious study of Eliot’s fundamental ideas. No other scholar was better placed to understand the man and his writings than Kirk, for he knew Eliot well, had read most of the same books, and had many of the same friends (including, besides those already mentioned, people like Wyndham Lewis and Roy Campbell). Moreover, Kirk and Eliot were fighting the same intellectual and cultural battles on opposite sides of the Atlantic. His deep sympathy for Eliot and his beliefs might have made Kirk a mere acolyte, but he was always a profoundly independent and critical thinker—so his book is never simply a reverential tribute to the master. It is fortunate that Kirk did not write his book on Eliot when he first thought of it. Writing nearly two decades later, he had matured in his own thought and had become himself an eminent man of letters. He was able to survey the whole of Eliot’s life and career with enough distance in time and with enough personal authority that his judgments became as nearly objective as is possible. The result is a book that comprehends better than any other both Eliot and his age.





I wish to thank Mrs. Annette Kirk for inviting me to write this introduction. Jeremy Beer and Jennifer Connolly at ISI Books have labored diligently and patiently to bring out this new edition. Several people have pointed out errors: William Blissett, Lee Oser, David Huisman, James Person, and Jewel Spears Brooker. My wife, Micheline Lockerd, generously read proofs with me.













1 Eliot and the Follies of the Time



Nowadays, a few years after the death of T. S. Eliot, we vacillate in a literary interregnum. From 1960 to 1970, say, most survivors from what I call the Age of Eliot entered one after another into eternity; and though here and there some stalwart Gerontion still writes, or some hopeful new talent starts up, for the most part we encounter literary ephemera, or else the prickly pears and Dead Sea fruit of literary decadence.


Yet no civilization rests forever content with literary boredom and literary violence. Once again, a conscience may speak to a conscience in the pages of books, and the parched rising generation—like bushmen at the back of beyond—may grope their way toward the springs of moral imagination. There endure, however much defaced and neglected, what Eliot called “the permanent things.”


A fresh examination of the work of T. S. Eliot may assist in that reinvigoration. This book is an endeavor at once to criticize an important body of literature, and to relate that literature to the events and circumstances and prospects of civilization in this century.


As yet, we have no biography of Eliot, nor any large collection of his letters.1 “How I should hate you!” Samuel Butler (disliked by Eliot) wrote of his presumptive future biographer. The kindly Tom Eliot felt no such acrimony toward those who, in the fullness of time, would write about him as a man. Always reticent about his private tribulations, nevertheless, and careful to distinguish between his private emotions and the sentiments expressed in his poems, Eliot desired no Boswell.


Although this book is not that biography, a prefatory note on Eliot the man may be found appropriate here. He had many acquaintances, some friends, few intimates. Others knew him better than I did, but I do not believe that I failed to apprehend his character. People who are acquainted with Eliot only through his writings may fancy that he was a man chilly and almost impersonal. The truth was otherwise.


We first met in 1953, in an obscure little private hotel, unattractive wicker furniture in its parlor, where Eliot was staying in Edinburgh before the first performance of The Confidential Clerk. I called upon him because he had persuaded Faber & Faber, of which firm he had been a director for many years, to publish the London edition of a fat book of mine, and because I had been asked to criticize The Confidential Clerk in the pages of The Month.


Kindliness, simplicity, and directness were among Eliot’s characteristics, I discovered; and this impression was confirmed by our later meetings, in London, over the years—at the Garrick Club or in his little office upstairs at Faber & Faber, in Bloomsbury. Disciplined like his literary style, Eliot’s mind was humane with a consistency rare today. It was easy to talk with him, because he was both keenly intelligent (though never abstract in discourse) and gracefully unassuming.


A thoroughly different sort of person—Somerset Maugham—argued two decades ago that it has become impossible for us moderns to venerate anybody. True, there remain few men of our time whom anyone is tempted to venerate. Yet though Eliot never expected reverence for himself, and would have smiled affably at the notion, he deserved to be revered, in those later years of his, if anybody so deserved. Nowadays I hesitate to attribute “compassion”—what with the mawkish corruption of that word—to a sensible man. Yet compassion, in its root sense, could be read in Eliot’s face: not the condescending sentimentality of the humanitarian, but a consciousness of the community of souls.I Now and again there came into my head, as I sat with Eliot, those lines from his “Preludes” which he had written in his Harvard days:




I am moved by fancies that are curled


Around these images, and cling:


The notion of some infinitely gentle


Infinitely suffering thing.





Those lines had struck Wyndham Lewis, too, in 1915. Lewis then, and I later, did not take Eliot himself to be pathetic: he had passed through suffering, by the time I knew him, to resignation and hope; but the vanity of human wishes clung about him always, not unpleasantly. His appetites were reduced, his manners perfect—and his patience boundless. He might have sat for Sir Thomas Browne, or for his own friend Father Martin D’Arcy, as an exemplar of Christian morals.


All about him, in those late years when I knew Eliot, he perceived inner and outer disorder, but was not dismayed. One winter I told him that he ought to come with me to Cyprus. (He could not have walked with me, then, as he had walked beside the Loire and in Brittany with Wyndham Lewis, just after the First World War; but if I had sat by him in the roofless Queen’s Lodging of the castle of St. Hilarion, say, where the cliff-face drops away more than two thousand feet, I might have known one of Eliot’s moments when time and the timeless intersect.) What with his arthritis, he may have been tempted; but he had duties to perform. True, he said, his doctor had advised him that he ought to spend the cold months in some “dry, quiet place—Egypt, perhaps.” At that hour, Egypt was made hideous by revolution and massacre; Eliot suggested that the doctor was rather an old-fangled practitioner, not given to chewing the newspapers.


His physician’s unworldiness notwithstanding, I replied, really he and I ought to embrace that prescription: at Cairo or Alexandria, or in the City of the Dead at Luxor, we might end gloriously as two Roman candles ignited by Saracens, not with a whimper but a bang. Eliot smiled, perhaps regretfully, aware that nothing melodramatic ever had occurred to him, nor would—except in the realm of mind and spirit.


Standing still while men were arming, Eliot lived secure, full of years and honors, amidst the crash of empires. He might have said, with Don Quixote, “I know who I am,” a rare discovery—teaching resignation to any man who makes it—that Eliot had achieved painfully. Not attracted by power or wealth, Eliot was content to be poet and critic. He had no passionate desire for the fame that settled upon him, and was not easily wounded by hostility among reviewers and ideologues.


Yet for the present condition of culture, and for the future of man, Eliot knew a concern that (at least by 1953, when we met) he had ceased to feel for himself. For five decades, from Prufrock and Other Observations to the essays that were published after his death, Eliot labored to renew the wardrobe of a moral imagination, that generation might link with generation—and that, beyond the boredom and the horror, men might perceive the glory.


Through poem and play and essay, Eliot hoped to work upon his age—through what he wrote, not through what he experienced privately; and in that spirit this book has been undertaken. With what might have been arrogance in a man less amiable by nature, Thomas Stearns Eliot aspired to represent in his day the power of moral imagination possessed by his Mantuan and Florentine exemplars. He was an ethical poet, bent upon redeeming the time. What Unamuno called “the tragic sense of life” was Eliot’s to the full—although, as old Robert Burton had written in The Anatomy of Melancholy, melancholy men are the wittiest. In his austere and subtly humorous way, Eliot perceived his own age more poignantly than did anyone else in the republic of letters.


T. S. Eliot was the principal champion of the moral imagination in the twentieth century. Now what is the moral imagination? The phrase is Edmund Burke’s. By it, Burke meant that power of ethical perception which strides beyond the barriers of private experience and events of the moment—“especially,” as the dictionary has it, “the higher form of this power exercised in poetry and art.” The moral imagination aspires to the apprehending of right order in the soul and right order in the commonwealth. It was the gift and the obsession of Plato and Virgil and Dante.


In Burke’s rhetoric, the civilized being is distinguished from the savage by his possession of the moral imagination—by our “superadded ideas, furnished from the wardrobe of a moral imagination, which the heart owns, and the understanding ratifies, as necessary to cover the defects of our naked shivering nature, and to raise it to dignity in our estimation.” Drawn from centuries of human experience, these ideas of the moral imagination are expressed afresh from age to age.2 So it is that the men of humane letters in our century whose work seems most likely to endure have not been neoterists, but rather bearers of an old standard, tossed by our modern winds of doctrine: the names of Eliot, Frost, Faulkner, Waugh, and Yeats may suffice to suggest the variety of this moral imagination in the modern age.


Burke’s moral imagination is contrasted by Eliot’s teacher, Irving Babbitt (who probably introduced to Eliot this aspect of Burke), with Rousseau’s idyllic imagination. In the twentieth century, the idyllic imagination may be giving way to the diabolic imagination. Eliot would contend against both the disciples of Rousseau and the disciples of Lawrence—against the worshipers of strange gods.


Eliot and some of his contemporaries agreed, tacitly or explicitly (again in Burke’s phrases), “that we have made no discoveries, and we think that no discoveries are to be made, in morality….” Their achievement was to reinvigorate in the twentieth century those perennial moral insights which are the sources of human normality, and which make possible order and justice and freedom.


Good books and essays already have been written about Eliot’s style, his sources, his power as literary innovator, his critical talents. Yet many critics have touched somewhat uneasily or glancingly upon Eliot’s moral and political principles. His Christian orthodoxy has been tolerated by some, sneered at by others; his social ideas frequently have been ignored or disparaged. To strip the ragged follies of the time, nevertheless, was Eliot’s undertaking all his long literary career. Deliberately he wrote within a great tradition and in conformity to orthodox teaching. Like Samuel Johnson, Eliot would have chosen to be judged upon his merits as moralist and statist, not as stylist merely. As philosophical poet, as dramatist, as literary critic, and as social essayist, Eliot labored for the recovery of order: the order of the soul, and the order of the commonwealth.


It is the power of moral imagination that will give long life to Eliot’s work. And some fifty-five years after “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” was published, tardy discursive judgment needs to be rendered. So I propose to examine Eliot’s chief endeavors, and to touch now and again upon the work of his allies or of his adversaries. If we apprehend Eliot—who is not easy to plumb—we apprehend the intellectual and moral struggles of our time.


My own object in this present book is to discuss the significance of Eliot’s convictions for this age, and to set in his social perspective the most eminent writer of the past half-century. I do not serve under the flag of those gentlemen whom F. O. Matthiessen (after Eliot) calls “the sociological critics”: participating in a high continuity, Eliot was not simply a product or a representative of social influences within his lifetime. Yet I agree with Irving Babbitt that all important literature is ethical in character, and that the man of letters moves his society for good or ill. This book, then, has to do with Eliot the champion of the moral imagination and with Eliot the critic of the civil social order.


In humane letters, ours has been the Age of Eliot, as once there was an Age of Dryden, and an Age of Johnson. As an historical and a literary epoch, our time commences with the First World War: the preceding years of this century were the tag-ends of nineteenth-century opinions, and until 1914 the social institutions of the nineteenth century stood little impaired. After the deluge of what optimists called the “Great War,” a new current flowed in literature, as in the social order. The past half-century has been Eliot’s age, in that Thomas Stearns Eliot, a shy colossus, bestrode the period as Virgil or Dante or Dryden or Johnson had dominated very different times. Relish him or not, we encounter Eliot everywhere in twentieth-century intellectuality and social speculation and literary controversy.


Since Eliot’s death, we have slipped farther still into the antagonist world of armed doctrine and consuming appetite. This book may help to explain the strong relevance of Eliot’s thought and imagery to our present passionate discontents.


I have put into the ten following chapters of prose what James McAuley expresses in three stanzas:3




A distant shepherd on the plain


Changed his tune, and the city fell;


But, syllable by syllable,


Amphion raised the walls again.


The ratios of the vibrant string,


The trembling column of breathed air,


Ordain a measure to despair


And bind ambition in a ring.


Justly framed, the metre gives


This meaning, meaning’s counterpart:


“Set love in order in the heart—


For in these modes the polis lives.”





It is conceivable that in some distant future time, when the history of the twentieth century seems barbarous and bewildering as the chronicles of Scotland’s medieval age, the piercing visions of Eliot may be regarded as the clearest light which endured in that general darkness.




	
I. Carl Sandburg, no lover of Eliot’s poetry or principles, was similarly impressed at the one brief (and accidental) encounter of the two poets. They met in Robert Giroux’s office: “… Sandburg had already drawn up a chair and was moodily gazing across my desk into Eliot’s eyes. ‘Just look at him!’ Sandburg said to me, pointing at Eliot. ‘Look at that man’s face—the suffering, and the pain.’ By this time Eliot was wearing a great big grin. Sandburg continued, ‘You can’t hold him responsible for the poets and critics who ride on his coat-tails!’ With that, he walked out of the office and I realized that one of the great literary encounters of our time had occcurred, and as far as I know Eliot had not uttered a single word.” See Giroux, “A Personal Memoir,” in Allen Tate (ed.), T. S. Eliot: The Man and His Work (1967), 339–40.













2 The Burial of Matthew and Waldo





Sir Edmund Gosse and the Hippopotamus


In June 1917, there was published by The Egoist Press, in Bloomsbury, a slim book of verse: Prufrock and Other Observations. This was the first volume brought out by The Egoist Ltd., which later would publish books by James Joyce, Wyndham Lewis, and other new writers; it was also the first book of the creator of Prufrock. Five hundred copies were printed, and it took four years to sell out the edition; the author’s royalties would amount to ten guineas, and the publisher’s profits to eighteen shillings and eightpence.


The poet, though an American, was a London bank clerk, then twenty-nine years old. In one short innovating poem, “Cousin Nancy,” he broke good-naturedly with the attenuated genteel tradition of his Bostonian kinsfolk:




Upon the glazen shelves kept watch


Matthew and Waldo, guardians of the faith,


The army of unalterable law.





Riding, smoking, and dancing, Cousin Nancy would not be governed by Matthew Arnold and Ralph Waldo Emerson; neither would the new antagonist world, baptized by fire a few months before Prufrock appeared. In the battle of the Somme, from July through October 1916, almost half a million British soldiers had been killed or wounded or captured; myriads more would die on that front—the obsession of Field Marshal Haig—in 1917 and 1918. By June 1917, the Great War seemed a stalemate that could not be broken until all conscript armies lay dead. Rudyard Kipling had published, in the fatal spring of 1917, his frightful description of the boy-soldiers’ corpses in no-man’s land, “blanched or gay-painted by fumes,” given to corruption:




For this we shall take expiation.


But who shall return us our children?





Those children had died beside the Somme; their bones would not speak in the bent world after the War. The old civilized order of Europe and America was laid waste by this devastation. Arnold and Emerson, those pillars of nineteenth-century sweetness and light (such as it had been), lay cindered by fires beside the corpses in the craters.


J. Alfred Prufrock, strolling mean streets in Boston at tea-time, oppressed by small timidities and a vast ennui, unable to love or to escape from the stuffy closet of self, never saw the Somme; but he knew his own Hell. Prufrock, too, would be an aspect of the new antagonist world. After 1917, many a man like a pair of ragged claws would scuttle about the world; and the Prufrocks would be such a man’s prey. No longer would Matthew and Waldo slice tea-time’s cake of custom. Not out of the War, but out of a bank’s cellar beneath a London street, emerged the poetic vision that was to take the measure of the century.


As if bent on giving the lie to Darwin’s notion of the survival of the fittest, the War was thinning the talents of the time. Military principles of selection, especially for regimental officers, sent “to be senselessly tossed and retossed in stale mutilation” the younger professional men, scientists, teachers, engineers, administrators, artists, public leaders—and poets. In the world after the War, places that might have been occupied by men like George Wyndham and T. E. Hulme and Rupert Brooke—by young men of high promise who, instead, suffered from “the heart-shaking jests of Decay where it lolled on the wires”—would be filled by another breed. Their successors, too often, were the new sort of politicians (those “hard-faced men who looked as if they had done very well out of the war,” in Stanley Baldwin’s honest description); or the ideologues of totalist politics; or a variety of Hollow Men.


Matthew and Waldo, too, were blanched or gay-painted by the fumes of the Somme. The antagonist world was at hand; but so was the Age of Eliot, with its resignation, its penitence, its defense of the permanent things, and its stubborn hope.


As yet little known, the young writers whom Wyndham Lewis called “the men of 1914”—Eliot, James Joyce, Ezra Pound, T. E. Hulme, and Lewis himself—had begun to make their mark in London just about the time the War erupted. In Ezra Pound’s rooms at the foot of Notting Hill (later to become the Rotting Hill of Lewis’ sardonic sketches after the Second World War), that detached observer Wyndham Lewis first met, in 1914, the young T. S. Eliot of those years, “a figure entering the portals—seated in the parlour—of Heartbreak House.” Was this youthful unknown, placidly smiling, one of Ezra’s “preposterous people”? In his magazine Blast, Lewis would publish in July 1915, Eliot’s “Preludes” and “Rhapsody on a Windy Night.”


Lewis, so readily displeased with people, took to Eliot: “He growled softly at me, as we shook hands. American. A graceful neck I noted, with what elsewhere I have described as a ‘Gioconda smile.’ Though not feminine—besides being physically large his personality visibly moved within the male pale—there were dimples in the warm dark skin; undoubtedly he used his eyes a little like a Leonardo. He was a very attractive fellow then; a sort of looks unusual this side of the Atlantic. I liked him, though I may say not at all connecting him with texts Ezra had shown me about some fictional character dreadfully troubled with old age, in which the lines (for it had been verse) ‘I am growing old, I am growing old, I shall wear the bottoms of my trousers rolled’—a feature, apparently, of the humiliations reserved for the superannuated—I was unable to make head or tail of.”1


Ezra Pound was engaged in stiffening, rather than molding, T. S. Eliot for the world of London letters; Eliot would lend Pound and Miss Harriet Weaver a hand in editing The Egoist, a periodical promising, troubled, and doomed to early dissolution. In June 1917, Eliot was appointed assistant editor of that paper, with a salary of nine pounds a quarter, much of that sum (without Eliot’s knowledge) contributed by Pound. Perhaps the paper’s title was not altogether happy. Eliot already was aware, from observing people in parlors and pubs, and from reading Kipling, that a principal affliction of twentieth-century man is this: he has too much ego in his cosmos.


His association with The Egoist led to Miss Weaver’s publishing Prufrock, and so to a certain limited celebrity. That winter, Osbert Sitwell—an officer returned from horrors to literary drawing rooms—met the shy emerging Eliot at a fashionable public reading by several poets. This was a charity benefit for the Red Cross, held on December 12, 1917, at a house in South Kensington; Sir Edmund Gosse chaired the affair. The evening before this reading, a dinner party was held for the chairman, the benefit’s organizers, and the “performing poets”—among them Robert Graves, Robert Nichols, Irene Rutherford McLeod, Sherard Vines, Aldous Huxley, Edith Sitwell, Sacheverell Sitwell, Osbert Sitwell, Viola Tree, Siegfried Sassoon (who, however, did not turn up), and Eliot.


Sir Edmund Gosse was then England’s arbiter of literary taste; the Age of Eliot would dethrone him. Gosse was so fiercely detested by the rising generation of literary men, the men of 1914, that they have damned him to immortal fame. Although his deserts may have been small, distinctions had been heaped upon him. “At a good word from him—and at this time, from him alone—the sales of a young author’s books, even of a poet’s, mounted higher,” Sir Osbert Sitwell writes, “while the insolence he would naturally otherwise have had to encounter would diminish or altogether disappear.”2


Gosse was given to administering rebukes, sternly, to presumptuous young writers. Evelyn Waugh (whose father, a distant kinsman of Gosse, had been helped by Sir Edmund in earlier years) looked upon this martinet-critic as an abominable charlatan: “To me he epitomized all that I found ignoble in the profession of letters”: a charlatan as a scholar, the author of next to nothing, a sycophant with men of power and fashion. “I saw Gosse as a Mr. Tulkinghorn, the soft-footed, inconspicuous, ill-natured habitué of the great world, and I longed for a demented lady’s-maid to make an end of him.”3


At that Gosse-dominated dinner, the Sitwells first saw Eliot: “A most striking being, having peculiarly luminous, light yellow, more than tawny, eyes: the eyes, they might have been, of one of the greater cats, but tiger, puma, leopard, lynx, rather than those of a lion which, for some reason, display usually a more domesticated and placid expression. His face, too, possessed the width of bony structure of a tigrine face, albeit the nose was prominent, similar, I used to think, to that of a figure on an Aztec carving or bas-relief.”4


The next day, the poets read from a platform in Lady Colefax’s drawing room in Onslow Square. Having been detained overlong at his bank, Eliot arrived late—and was rebuked before everybody by that pomposity Sir Edmund. “He showed no annoyance at being reproved,” Sitwell recollects, “for one manifestation of [Eliot’s] good manners was that he never allowed his companions to suspect the fatigue he must have been suffering: nor did he ever repine openly at the extraordinary fate which constrained such a poet to such a task, but endured it, if puzzled at times, with a jaunty patience—though doubtless with all a tiger’s fiery core of impatience at the heart.”


The suzerainty of Gosse was collapsing, and in this fashion the Age of Eliot was ushered in, grumpily, by Gosse himself—all unwitting. Gosse’s interest in literature for literature’s sake—or perhaps for fashion’s sake—would be swept away by Eliot’s interest in literature for the sake of the moral imagination.


Aldous Huxley was one of the performing poets on this occasion. Sir Edmund Gosse—so Aldous wrote to his brother Julian—was “the bloodiest little old man I have ever seen”; various “young bards” (Gosse’s phrase) succeeded other young bards on the platform, “troops of Shufflebottoms, alias Sitwells bringing up the rear: last and best, Eliot. But oh—what a performance: Eliot and I were the only people who had any dignity: Bob Nichols raved and screamed and hooted and moaned his filthy war poems like a Lyceum villain who hasn’t learnt how to act: Viola Tree declaimed in a voice so syrupy and fruity and rich, that one felt quite cloyed and sick by two lines; the Shufflebottoms were respectable but terribly nervous: the McLeod became quite intoxicated by her own verses; Gosse was like a reciter at a penny reading.”5


Eliot read “The Hippopotamus”; whether or not he had intended to outrage Gosse, he succeeded:




He shall be washed as white as snow,


By all the martyr’d virgins kist,


While the True Church remains below


Wrapt in the old miasmal mist.





Probably few present suspected that this ironical young poet, within a few years, would be almost venerated by the Church Times. Arnold Bennett, present at that afternoon’s readings, was mightily impressed by Eliot; he wrote in his diary, “If I had been the house, this would have brought the house down.” Thereafter, whenever the two of them met, he would ask Eliot if he were going to write another “Hippopotamus.” Despite his bank-weariness, Eliot, usually adept at making himself inconspicuous, was charismatic that afternoon.


“Though he was reserved, and had armored himself behind the fine manners, and the fastidiously courteous manner, that are so particularly his own,” Osbert Sitwell continues; “though, too, the range and tragic depths of his great poetry were to be read in the very lines of his face; and though, in addition, he must have been exhausted by the long hours of uncongenial work, his air, to the contrary, was always lively, gay, even jaunty.” Elegant of dress, easy of movement, this young poet not long out of Harvard and known, until the publication of Prufrock, chiefly for his contributions to The Egoist, would play David to Gosse’s Goliath.


The comic, but not irreverent, lines of “The Hippopotamus” were Gosse’s bane. Nearly fourteen years later, when Eliot had come to dominate London letters after a fashion very different from Gosse’s, the author of “The Hippopotamus” reviewed in his quarterly the Criterion Evan Charteris’ biography of Gosse.


“The place that Sir Edmund Gosse filled in the literary and social life of London,” Eliot would write in 1931, “is one that no one can ever fill again, because it is, so to speak, an office that has been abolished…. I will not say that Sir Edmund’s activity was not a very useful activity, in a social-literary world which is rapidly receding into memory. He was, indeed, an amenity; but not quite any sort of amenity for which I can see any great need in our time.” Charteris’ comparison of Gosse with Sainte-Beuve was not happy, Eliot continued. “Sir Edmund could not have written a masterpiece like Port-Royal, because he was not interested enough; he could not even have written a book comparable to Chateaubriand. I think that people whose interests are so strictly limited, people who are not gifted with any restless curiosity and not tormented by the demon of thought, somehow miss the keener emotions which literature can give. And, in our time, both temporary and eternal problems press themselves upon the intelligent mind with an insistence which they did not seem to have in the reign of King Edward VII.”6


Keener emotions and urgent concern with temporal and eternal problems were to be conspicuous marks of literature in the Age of Eliot. Although the Sitwells and Arnold Bennett and Aldous Huxley and others glimpsed genius in this newcomer, relatively few people detected in Eliot, at first, his soberness and his power of intellect. Literary gentlemen like Arthur Waugh—writer, publisher, and father to Evelyn Waugh—still enjoyed their “capital evenings” at Sir Edmund Gosse’s house in Hanover Terrace, even if they were a little afraid of that potentate. The Gosse set took Eliot for a poet of negation and bad manners; Arthur Waugh compared the author of Prufrock to a drunken helot, capable only of chastening the rising generation by his ignominious example.


Eliot rejected the nineteenth century’s liberalism and its vogue of Culture, undone by the War; Eliot would observe that the nineteenth century—which he abhorred—must end sometime, even if in the middle of the twentieth century. In time it would become clear (to the chagrin of some early neoterist votaries of Eliot) that this American was affirming a belief old and tough, if sardonic. Eliot would turn, presently, to the Anglican divines, to the seventeenth century (the century of genius), and to still older sources of thought and feeling.I


To those tired of Gosse, the poems of Prufrock were a tardy relief. Eliot did not attempt to write what Huxley called “filthy war poems”: that variety of literature he left to those who had fought, among them Sitwell and Sassoon and Graves and Edmund Blunden and the young poets who had died among the poppies of Flanders. Eliot’s health had not been vigorous enough for the American navy to accept him. Ford Madox Hueffer’s “Antwerp” was “the only good poem I have met with on the subject of the war,” Eliot wrote in an Egoist review of November 10, that year. But he was no pacifist, he had told Bertrand Russell in October 1914. He wrote of what he knew—the inner disorder, not the outer.


Reading Prufrock in 1917, E. M. Forster was heartened to encounter verse “innocent of public-spiritedness”; Eliot, he wrote, carried on the human heritage by singing of “private disgust and diffidence, and of people who seemed genuine because they were unattractive or weak.” Eliot, Forster continued, had uttered a feeble protest against obsession with patriotism and the like—a protest “the more congenial for being feeble.”


Two decades after Prufrock—by which time, sentiments revolutionary, rather than pacifist, would be in vogue among poets—Louis MacNeice, in his Modern Poetry, would sneer at Forster’s judgment expressed in Abinger Harvest (1926). Eliot, MacNeice would write, had “sat back and watched other people’s emotions with ennui and an ironical self-pity…. Ten years later less feeble protests were to be made by poets and the human heritage carried on rather differently…. The contemplation of a world of fragments becomes boring and Eliot’s successors are more interested in tidying it up.”


To MacNeice, there would reply in 1940 a writer with some experience of war, revolution, poverty, and the literary dogmas of the Left: George Orwell, who took up Eliot’s defense on this point. MacNeice wished his readers to believe that he and his friends somehow had protested more effectively than had Eliot, by publishing Prufrock at the moment when the Allied armies were assaulting the Hindenburg Line. Orwell would remark:


“Just where these ‘protests’ are to be found I do not know. But in the contrast between Mr. Forster’s comment and Mr. MacNeice’s lies all the difference between a man who knows what the 1914–18 war was like and a man who barely remembers it. The truth is that in 1917 there was nothing that a thinking and sensitive person could do, except to remain human, if possible. And a gesture of helplessness, even of frivolity, might be the best way of doing that. If I had been a soldier fighting in the Great War, I would sooner have got hold of ‘Prufrock’ than The First Hundred Thousand or Horatio Bottomley’s Letters to the Boys in the Trenches. I should have felt, like Mr. Forster, that by simply standing aloof and keeping touch with pre-war emotions, Eliot was carrying on the human heritage. What a relief it would have been at such a time, to read about the hesitations of a middle-aged highbrow with a bald spot!”7


Neither Forster nor MacNeice understood Prufrock well: the poems in that book were not concerned directly with order in the commonwealth, but they did reflect a strong concern for the order of the soul. Yet certainly Eliot’s poems refreshed that part of the public which retained a taste for humane letters. Joined to the novelty of Eliot’s verse-forms and his grimy new images with a touch of Laforgue, the ironies, levities, evocations, and allusions of Prufrock and Other Observations succeeded in rousing the attention of the younger literary public, weary both of patriotic sloganeering and of Georgian bucolic poses. As the War put an end to the complacent political notions of the nineteenth century, so Eliot demolished nineteenth-century smugness about the human condition.


About this time, George Santayana, another fugitive from Harvard Yard, described the end of an era: “The days of liberalism are numbered…. It is in the subsoil of uniformity, of tradition, of dire necessity that human welfare is rooted, together with wisdom and unaffected art, and the flowers of culture that do not draw their sap from that soil are only paper flowers.”8 That, in substance, would become Eliot’s discourse on modern society.


Anarchy, certainly, Eliot was to resist with all his strength. Eliot’s culture would more nearly resemble that of the old School-men. We moderns are dwarfs mounted upon the shoulders of giants, Bernard of Chartres had said in the twelfth century: “If we see more and further than they, it is not because of our own clear eyes or tall bodies, but because we are raised on high by their gigantic stature.” In certain medieval churches, the figures of the Evangelists sit or stand upon the shoulders of the Prophets. So it was to be with Eliot’s understanding of cultural and social tradition. His protests—even his protest against Sir Edmund Gosse—were an affirmation of the permanent things.







The Youngest Eliot of St. Louis


Thomas Stearns Eliot never cast off affection for family or place or the culture he inherited, but modern life was to efface, as it has for millions of other people, the setting he knew in his childhood. The house at 2635 Locust Street, in St. Louis, where he was born in 1888, has vanished without trace: on the site stands a new flat-roofed industrial building. In recent years, that whole neighborhood has been devastated beyond recognition. On Locust, and in the nearby streets, almost no population remains, everything having become shoddy commercial development, or having sunk into ghastly dereliction.


Indeed, the river-city that Eliot knew is three-quarters obliterated. A few hundred yards to the north of what was Laclede’s Landing, on the Mississippi, there survive some buildings he would have recognized—and those saved from demolition only at the eleventh hour. Most of the old French town was swept away deliberately in the 1940’s, and for a quarter of a century the cathedral stood solitary in the rubble-strewn urban desert called the Jefferson Memorial. Blight has spread outward for miles, from the city’s heart. “We are destroying our ancient edifices,” Eliot would write in 1948, “to make ready the ground upon which the barbarian nomads of the future will encamp in their mechanized caravans.”


Yet the St. Louis into which Eliot was born—the seventh child of middle-aged parents—then enjoyed swift growth and high prosperity. His was one of the families that gave St. Louis a culture and a tone of its own. If a gentleman may be defined as a person who never refers to himself as a gentleman, so in America an aristocracy has led without ever calling itself an aristocracy.


The descendants of Andrew Eliot, cordwainer (who emigrated from Somerset to Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1667), soon were eminent in the peculiar austere New England aristocracy of ministers and merchants. On both his father’s side and his mother’s, Eliot’s ancestors were woven into this class—although sometimes suffering vicissitudes. The sixth president of the United States, for one, was a collateral connection. “My great-grandfather’s cousin John,” T. S. Eliot wrote to me in 1956 (referring to John Quincy Adams), “was extremely useful to my family. My great-grandfather was a shipowner whose fortunes were ruined by that little maritime war between Britain and the United States in 1812, and my cousin John saved the situation by finding him a job in the Civil Service in Washington, where my grandfather was born.”II


From Harvard Divinity School, the Reverend William Green-leaf Eliot, doctor of divinity, had gone straight out to St. Louis in 1834 and had established the Unitarian Church of the Messiah. He founded Washington University, becoming in 1872 its first chancellor; he read and wrote much; was great in charities; labored against slavery and for prohibition of drink; helped to keep Missouri in the Union, when the Civil War began. This grandfather of T. S. Eliot was all New England conscience.


“I never knew my grandfather,” the poet said in St. Louis in 1953; “he died a year before my birth. But I was brought up to be very much aware of him: so much so, that as a child I thought of him as still head of the family—a ruler for whom in absentia my grandmother stood as vicegerent. The standard of conduct was that which my grandfather had set; our moral judgments, our decisions between duty and self-indulgence, were taken as if, like Moses, he had brought down the tables of the Law, any deviation from which would be sinful. Not the least of these laws, which included injunctions still more than prohibitions, was the law of Public Service: it is no doubt owing to the impress of this law upon my infant mind that, like other members of my family, I have felt, ever since I passed beyond my early irresponsible years, an uncomfortable and very inconvenient obligation to serve upon committees.”9


Henry Ware Eliot, second son of William Greenleaf Eliot and father of the poet, prospered as president of a brick-making company. (“Too much pudding choked the dog,” Henry Ware said of his father’s plan to make a clergy-man of him.) Henry Ware’s wife, Charlotte Champe Stearns, came of a Massachusetts family still older than the Eliots; she wrote a dramatic poem, Savonarola, and a life of her father-in-law; she was active in the reform of prisons for women and of courts for juveniles. Pious in both classical and Christian senses of that abused word, the parents of the Eliot children thought much—justifiably—of their ancestors, and more of their religious and civic duties.10 Though T. S. Eliot was to transcend this kindly family culture, at once conservative and reforming, he never would repudiate it.


His was a good boyhood. Long later, he would write of “the long dark river, the ailanthus trees, the flaming cardinal birds, the high limestone bluffs where we searched for fossil shellfish….” The Mississippi fascinated him, and in the preface he would write for an edition of Huckleberry Finn, that river would be called the clue to the meaning of the book. “I feel that there is something in having passed one’s childhood beside the big river,” he would write in 1930, “which is incommunicable to those who have not. Of course my people were Northerners and New Englanders, and of course I have spent many years out of America altogether; but Missouri and the Mississippi have made a deeper impression on me than any other part of the world.”11


He was fortunate to have been born in St. Louis, he would say in 1953, rather than in New York, Boston, or London. The Church of the Messiah, the old city, and Washington University became for him symbols of Religion, the Community, and Education: “I think it is a very good beginning for any child, to be brought up to reverence such institutions, and to be taught that personal and selfish aims should be subordinated to the general good which they represent.” At Smith Academy, “a good school” since vanished, he was taught “as is now increasingly rare everywhere, what I consider the essentials: Latin and Greek, together with Greek and Roman history, English and American history, elementary mathematics, French and German. Also English! I am happy to remember that in those days English composition was still called Rhetoric.”12


Religion and Education, in those days, were healthy enough in St. Louis; but what occurred in the old courthouse and the city hall, down toward the river, was not always so salubrious. The political corruption of that city was the subject of Lincoln Steffens’ first chapter in The Shame of the Cities (1904). There had arisen in St. Louis, too, an avaricious plutocracy for which the Eliots and their kind knew contempt; “Bleistein with a Cigar” and other gross figures in Eliot’s early poems had their St. Louis models. For honest industry and commerce, T. S. Eliot—like his ancestors of New England and St. Louis—had a liking all his life; for that matter, he would make himself into an efficient man of business. But the financial predator was a different being. Some of Eliot’s recurrent scorn, in his poems, for the shady barbarous financier may be in part the reflection of the scandals that plagued St. Louis while he was a boy at Smith Academy. The young Eliot knew affluence, in St. Louis and in Massachusetts; but lifelong he despised Sir Epicure Mammon.







Harvard, Babbitt, and Paris


Boston and London, rather than St. Louis, would provide the background for his early verse. Eliot departed for Harvard College in 1906; from that year forward, St. Louis had only a subtle claim upon him. The Somerset village of East Coker, from which Andrew Eliot had gone out to America, in time would be dearer to Eliot than mutable St. Louis—dear enough for him to have his ashes interred there, at the last. For permanence and continuity, Eliot was to long all his life; and East Coker today might be recognizable by a returned Andrew Eliot, while the St. Louis of T. S. Eliot’s youth is little more than a ghost.


As he had grown up in St. Louis at a fortunate time, so he came to Harvard in happy years. It was the Harvard where a distant kinsman, Charles William Eliot, was president; the Harvard of Irving Babbitt (who detested President Eliot), of Barrett Wendell, George Santayana (who held Wendell in contempt), Josiah Royce, Charles T. Copeland, and other famous professors whose books have endured. F. O. Matthiessen suggests that of Harvard’s professors, Babbit and Santayana most influenced Eliot; certainly Eliot and Santayana had in common a mordant criticism of political liberalism; but Santayana’s materialism did not settle upon the young Eliot.III From Babbitt, too, Eliot would dissent in part; but Eliot would be grateful always to Irving Babbitt, who, assailed on all sides by his intellectual adversaries, nevertheless built more strongly than he knew.


During Eliot’s years at Harvard, Babbitt published his first three books: Literature and the American College, The New Laocoön, and The Masters of Modern French Criticism. These, and indeed all of Babbitt’s later writings, were to find renewed expression or clear sympathy—if sometimes disagreement, too—in Eliot’s poetry and prose. In the fullness of time, Eliot would pass beyond Babbitt’s ethical humanism, as already he had passed beyond his family’s Unitarianism; but his debt to Babbitt remained Babbitt’s closest tie to the writers of his own century. That fact requires a digression.


“I do not believe that any pupil who was ever deeply impressed by Babbitt, can ever speak of him with that mild tenderness one feels towards something one has outgrown or grown out of,” Eliot would write in 1941. “If one has once had that relationship with Babbitt, he remains permanently an active influence; his ideas are permanently with one, as a measurement and test of one’s own. I cannot imagine anyone coming to react against Babbitt. Even in the convictions one may feel, the views one may hold, that seem to contradict most important convictions of Babbitt’s own, one is aware that he himself was very largely the cause of them. The magnitude of the debt that some of us owe to him should be more obvious to posterity than to our contemporaries.”13


In 1908—the year before Eliot enrolled in his class in “Literary Criticism in France with Special Reference to the Nineteenth Century”—Babbitt published Literature and the American College, the fruit of fifteen years of study and reflection. This was the prolegomenon to the intellectual movement that came to be called American Humanism, or the New Humanism, which for nearly a generation filled the serious journals of the United States with friendly or hostile criticism—and which, in England, would be a major concern of Eliot’s review The Criterion. This Humanism (not to be confounded with John Dewey’s “Religious Humanist” association, which was neither religious nor humanistic) remains a living force today, though professed only by a remnant. Babbitt thought it inexpedient to push beyond ethics into theology or dogma; besides, he could not persuade himself of the operation of divine grace. Babbitt’s disciple Eliot would become a Christian, in time; but Eliot remained to the end a humanist also.


“What Is Humanism?” This is the first chapter of Literature and the American College, and all the rest of Babbitt’s books enlarge upon this subject. To put matters briefly, humanism is the belief that man is a distinct order of being, governed by laws peculiar to his nature; there is law for man, and there is law for thing. Man stands higher than the beasts that perish because he recognizes and obeys this law of his nature. The disciplinary arts of humanitas teach man to put checks upon his will and his appetite. Those checks are supplied by reason—not the private rationality of the Enlightenment, but by the higher reason that grows out of a respect for the wisdom of one’s ancestors and out of the endeavor to apprehend the character of good and evil. The sentimentalist, who would subject man to the mastery of impulse and passion; the pragmatic materialist, who would treat man as an edified ape; the leveling enthusiast, who would reduce human personality to a collective mediocrity—these are the enemies of true human nature, and against them Babbitt directed this book and all his later books.


Against the humanist, Babbitt set the humanitarian. The humanist struggles to develop, by an act of will, the higher nature within man; the humanitarian, on the contrary, believes in “outer working and inner laissez faire,” material gain and emancipation from moral checks. What the humanist desires is a working in the soul of man; but what the humanitarian seeks is the gratification of appetites. Francis Bacon represented for Babbitt the utilitarian aspect of humanitarianism, the lust for power over man and over physical nature; Rousseau stood for the sentimental side of humanitarianism, the treacherous impulse to break what Burke had called “the contract of eternal society” and to substitute for moral obligation the worship of a reckless egoism.


Much read in Indian philosophy, Babbitt drew from the Buddha the truth that the greatest of vices is “the lazy yielding to the impulses of temperament (pamâda), the greatest virtue (appamâda) is the opposite awakening from the sloth and lethargy of the senses, the constant exercise of the active will.” Babbitt’s respect for Indic wisdom helped to persuade Eliot to embark upon graduate work in Indic studies at Harvard—studies Eliot would abandon later, nevertheless, fearing that he might fall into an amorphous syncretism at the expense of full participation in classical and Christian culture. “A good half of the effort of understanding what the Indian philosophers were after—and their subtleties make most of the great European philosophers look like schoolboys—lay in trying to erase from my mind all the categories and kinds of distinction common to European philosophy from the time of the Greeks,” Eliot would say in 1933, regarding his Indic studies at Harvard under Lanman and Woods. He did not wish to forget how to think and feel as an American or a European. “And I cannot but feel that in some respects Irving Babbitt, with the noblest intentions, has merely made matters worse instead of better.”14


This demurrer notwithstanding, the mark of Babbitt is strong upon Eliot’s poetry and prose—even the mark of Babbitt’s admiration for Buddhist insights. In The Waste Land, the Buddha’s Fire Sermon would become relevant to twentieth-century culture. In the apprehension of cultural continuity, especially, Eliot’s work continues Babbitt’s undertaking; in the reaction against romanticism; in theories of education; in political principle; in grasp of the ethical end of letters; in emphasis upon the essential and the succinct; in the rousing of the moral imagination.


So Babbitt became imprinted upon Eliot’s mind; but in general, Harvard did not affect Eliot substantially. The Genteel Tradition did not attract him, and of old New England’s writers, only Hawthorne impressed him much. With some New England authors whose convictions he might have shared, Eliot was acquainted only superficially, or perhaps not at all.IV


We see Eliot during his Harvard years chiefly through the eyes of Conrad Aiken, his fellow-student and closest early friend: through Aiken’s short sketch “King Bolo and Others,” and through Aiken’s inimitable autobiography, Ushant. (Eliot is the “Tsetse” of Aiken’s cast of characters in Ushant.) Aiken was the first to spy out in “the fabulously beautiful and sibylline Tsetse” those literary gifts which would go unpublished until 1915. They were fellow editors of the Harvard Advocate, and shared many interests, though dissimilar in character. (Aiken spent much of his life in an almost obsessive pursuit of women, while Eliot was shy with everyone in the beginning, and lifelong was severe in the encounters of the sexes.) In London, a few years later, Aiken’s “Uncle Dracula” kept “wagging an accusatory finger at the embarrassed Tsetse, and repeating over and over, ‘I think you are a very wicked man’ (the last thing, of course, that could possibly have been said of him).” Aiken describes Eliot as “a singularly attractive, tall, and rather dapper young man, with a somewhat Lamian smile,” writing farcical verse about King Bolo (which he continued to do for many years, showing it only to a select circle). Eliot wrote, too, the Class Ode, when he graduated from Harvard College.


It is useful to know something of Harvard and Boston and Eliot in those days, if one wishes to understand Prufrock and Other Observations. The lack of such acquaintance leads one critic, Graham Martin, perceptive in more theoretical questions, to the absurd aside that “The lover in the ‘Portrait’ [of a Lady, in Prufrock] reports visits to his mistress….” But Eliot’s Beacon Hill Lady is, in fact, an elderly “dear deplorable friend, Miss X, the précieuse ridicule to end all preciosity, serving tea so exquisitely among her bric-a-brac.” So says Aiken, who knew the Lady’s original, “pinned like a butterfly to a page” of Prufrock. Her snares were not those of Circe, and her like survives in Boston today. Doubtless Graham Martin has been misled by the epigraph to “Portrait of a Lady,” which (from The Jew of Malta) mentions fornication. One needs to bear in mind always Eliot’s subtle sense of fun.


Although Harvard and Boston in those years had charms now desiccated, they could not attach Eliot. In 1908 and 1909, he had read Arthur Symons’ Symbolist Movement in Literature and the three volumes of Jules Laforgue’s poems; admiration for the French Symbolists (combining, perhaps, with the influence of Babbitt’s lectures on French literature) transported him out of Harvard Yard. He obtained a master’s degree in English literature in 1910, and went off to Paris for most of a year.V


Nearly a quarter of a century later, Eliot would write with some nostalgia of his Parisian year. At that time, he remarked, England had been an intellectual desert where one could see a few tall and handsome cactuses: the “art for art’s sake” sterility of such as Sir Edmund Gosse; while America had been an intellectual desert “without the least prospect of even desert vegetables.” But Paris had been in bloom:


“The predominance of Paris was incontestable. Poetry, it is true, was somewhat in eclipse; but there was a most exciting variety of ideas. Anatole France and Rémy de Gourmont still exhibited their learning, and provided types of skepticism for younger men to be attracted by and to repudiate; Barrès was at the height of his influence, and of his rather transient reputation. Péguy, more or less Bergsonian and Catholic and Socialist, had just become important, and the young were further distracted by Gide and Claudel. Vildrac, Romains, Duhamel, experimented with verse which seemed hopeful, though it was always, I think, disappointing; something was expected of Henri Franck, the early deceased author of La Danse devant l’arche. At the Sorbonne, Faguet was an authority to be attacked violently; the sociologists, Durkheim, Lévy-Bruhl, held new doctrines; Janet was the great psychologist; at the Collège de France, Loisy enjoyed his somewhat scandalous distinction; and over all swung the spider-like figure of Bergson…. I am willing to admit that my own retrospect is touched by a sentimental sunset, the memory of a friend coming across the Luxembourg Gardens in the late afternoon, waving a branch of lilac, a friend who was later (so far as I could find out) to be mixed with the mud of Gallipoli.”15


After some months, Aiken joined Eliot there, “for the first visit to the pâtisserie and then sirop de fraises and soda at the sidewalk café.” While at the Sorbonne, Eliot had learned to compose critical reviews directly on the typewriter; and he had found that “it tends to compel one to use periodic sentences rather than loose,” he had informed Aiken. They read poems in a garret; they talked at “the marble-topped table… the chestnut blossoms fell from the lamplit spring trees into the book or the bière blonde, or onto the heads of poets….” So writes Aiken, who nevertheless withdrew (abandoning, too, a pretty little American coquette) to London—the seat of his only pair of trousers being nearly worn through.


During that Parisian year, Eliot read—along with much else—the writings of Charles Maurras and of Julien Benda, a man of the Right and a man of the Left, whose ideas would work upon him for decades, though not half so strongly as Babbitt’s. He read, too, Henri Massis; he heard Bergson lecture—but did not become a disciple; he knew Alain-Fournier and Jacques Rivière; he studied Paul Claudel. He would return to Harvard “in exotic Left Bank clothing, and with his hair parted behind”; he had entertained some thought of settling in France permanently.


Yet the claim of Paris upon Eliot was less strong than upon many other Americans who made their way to the Left Bank, or to the Right, in those years. Though he had been “early inoculated by the subtle creative venoms of Laforgue and Vildrac” (Aiken’s phrase), even the influence of Laforgue, as Aiken remarks, has been too strongly emphasized by some commentators on Eliot’s poetry. Eliot was no imitator of Laforgue; it was more a matter of somewhat similar minds regarding somewhat similar subjects. Already Eliot was writing verse that, though not to be published for another four or five years, was something quite new; in Aiken’s eyes, Eliot “adumbrated a form which might be exactly the solution they were looking for—something freer, certainly, than the strictly stanzaic, or the monotonies of classic blank verse; with varying length of line, and, to some degree, a substitution of cadence for metrical beat or measure; but using both these and rhyme, too, when it wished, or when it suited.”


The young Eliot ought not to be taken for a sobersided devotee of Gallic high culture: Aiken tells us of Eliot’s fun with what now would be called “pop art” and “pop culture,” during “the first ‘great’ era of the comic strip,” of Krazy Kat, Mutt and Jeff, Rube Goldberg, and Nell Brinkley; of their passion for discovering and inventing slang; these were not quite the usual diversions of a representative Harvard graduate student. Yet returning to Harvard in the autumn of 1911, Eliot entered upon Indic studies and pure philosophy. He was appointed an assistant in philosophy—his promise being detected by Alfred North Whitehead and Bertrand Russell more clearly than it had been by Irving Babbitt—and the Harvard professors expected him to join them permanently, once he had obtained his doctorate.


He was one of the dozen graduate students of Russell, that aristocratic eccentric then delivering the Lowell lectures while visiting professor of philosophy at Harvard; with the others, Eliot took tea with Russell once a week, saying little. He made Russell into “Mr. Apollinax” of Prufrock and Other Observations:




When Mr. Apollinax visited the United States


His laughter tinkled among the teacups.


I thought of Fragilion, that shy figure among the birch-trees,


And of Priapus in the shrubbery


Gaping at the lady in the swing.





Those similes were apt. This acquaintance would lead, a year later, to an intimacy with Bertrand Russell which had curious consequences.


Graduate study at Harvard was a brief interlude: Eliot did not mean to abide with Professor Channing-Cheetah and dowager Mrs. Phlaccus. Eliot had gone back to Cambridge “already Europeanized,” Aiken writes; “He made the point, for a while, a conspicuously un-American point, of carrying a cane—was it a malacca?—a little self-conscious about it, and complaining that its ‘nice conduct’ was no such easy matter.” In his room Eliot hung a Crucifixion by Gauguin; and he took lessons in boxing from a Boston Irishman, perhaps the original of Eliot’s tough Sweeney. (Long later, when asked what sort of person his creator supposed apeneck Sweeney to be, Eliot would reply that he had in mind a moderately successful pugilist who had retired to keep a public house.) “He was early explicit, too, about the necessity, if one was shy, of disciplining oneself,” Aiken recollects, “lest one miss certain varieties of experience which one did not naturally ‘take’ to. The dances, and the parties, were a part of this discipline, as… was his taking of boxing-lessons.”16


At Harvard, the varieties of experience were limited; Santayana, finding this so, had just departed forever. Europe offered diversity. A student of Idealism, in those years, necessarily spent some time at German universities; and so Eliot proceeded to handsome old Marburg in the spring of 1914. He then unwitting, the Old World would claim him.







Expatriation


T. S. Eliot scarcely had begun to settle down in Marburg—indeed, he had not yet received the suitcase that Aiken had forwarded to him—before the events that began at Sarajevo sent Americans scurrying out of the Continent: the beginning of that disruption of civilization which was to weigh upon Eliot all the rest of his life. Retreating to England, he read philosophy at Merton College for a year, loving Oxford’s buildings but not much taken with Oxford’s professors. The accident of departure from Marburg, Aiken says, “would prove to have been decisive, and in England he would remain, exploring and consolidating the new cultural terrain, and beginning the laborious work of marking out what was to be his own domain in it.”


In October 1914, by chance he met Bertrand Russell, back from Harvard, in New Oxford Street. The lonely young American and the iconoclastic mathematical philosopher fell into friendship; certainly Eliot then needed someone’s help. At Oxford he completed his doctoral dissertation on F. H. Bradley, the English Idealist philosopher. He never returned to Harvard to take his doctoral degree: poetry had lured him away from metaphysical disciplines and professorial possibilities, and England had won him away from the United States. As late as May 1916, Eliot’s mother would write to Bertrand Russell to express her hope that Russell would encourage Tom to choose “Philosophy as a life work…. I had hoped he would seek a University appointment next year. If he does not I shall feel regret. I have absolute faith in his Philosophy but not in the vers libres.”17 That could not come to pass.


For Tom Eliot had been married to Vivienne Haigh-Wood in June 1915, and at first the two of them lived with her parents in Hampstead; more of that union presently. Presumably they had not the money to shift to France or America, had they wished to; besides, Bertrand Russell suggests that Vivienne was afraid to meet the Eliots of St. Louis. More than anything else, an accident of marriage converted him into an expatriate.


To support the two of them, for more than a year Eliot served as a school usher, chiefly at Highgate Junior School, “then a rough place,” says John Betjeman, a boy at that school, who put into the hands of The American Master a manuscript modestly entitled The Best Poems of Betjeman. Eliot taught French, Latin, lower mathematics, drawing, swimming, geography, history, and baseball.VI The situation was unpromising, and he found instead a clerkship at Lloyd’s Bank, in the City. From that time forward he resided in London, returning to the United States only at rare intervals, the first of these seventeen years after he had left Harvard Graduate School.


Another reason for Eliot’s settling in London, and later becoming a British subject, is suggested in the concluding sentences of his “Note on the American Critic” in The Sacred Wood: “But it is not the fault of Mr. More or Mr. Babbitt that the culture of ideas has only been able to survive in America in the unfavourable atmosphere of the university.” He did not change his mind: he would write, in 1931, “The American intellectual of today has almost no chance of continuous development upon his own soil…. He must be an expatriate.” It was better to be an expatriate in London than in New York—this latter the worst form of expatriation from American life, Eliot declared.


He took a whimsical pride in becoming a man of business. To Lytton Strachey he would write, in 1919: “You are very—ingenuous—if you can conceive me conversing with rural deans in the cathedral close.” (He dealt with documentary bills, acceptances, and foreign exchange.) “I do not go to cathedral towns but to centres of industry. My thoughts are absorbed in questions more important than ever enter the heads of deans—as why it is cheaper to buy steel bars from America than from Middlesbrough, and the probable effect—the exchange difficulties with Poland—and the appreciation of the rupee.”18


He was not altogether pleased with English life; but he had little choice. “Where to live? The letters are full of the question,” Conrad Aiken recollects from his correspondence with the newly married Eliot. “England was clearly impossible. ‘A people which is satisfied with such disgusting food is not civilized.’ London is at first detested. But Oxford, and Merton, with its ‘Alexandrian verse, nuts and wine,’ the professors with pregnant wives and sprawling children, and hideous pictures on their walls, make him long even for London, perhaps to work in the British Museum. ‘Come, let us desert our wives, and fly to a land where there are no Medici prints, nothing but concubinage and conversation. Oxford is very pretty, but I don’t like to be dead.’ ”


So Eliot wrote to Aiken in 1915. Earlier, during a visit to London, Aiken had endeavored in vain to find a publisher for the manuscripts of “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” and “La Figlia che Piange” that he had carried with him there on Eliot’s behalf. Those poems had satisfied him, Eliot told Aiken in 1915, whether they were good or not; he was uncertain whether he could or would write more like them. “Why should one worry about that? I feel that such matters take care of themselves, and have no dependence upon our plan.” He threw his incertitudes into Byron’s verse; he had nothing planned, he said, “Except perhaps to be a moment merry….”


Merriment, nevertheless, was not precisely what Eliot would find, most days, during those next few years. As much by accident as from choice, he stuck to London. He was not totally alienated from America: rather, gradually he became immersed in England, and that, the seventeenth-century England of Little Gidding and East Coker as much as the twentieth-century London where he earned his living and his reputation.


By 1915, at the age of twenty-seven, T. S. Eliot had made only one grave mistake in his life, but that very grave: his marriage. Vivienne (sometimes spelt Vivien) Haigh-Wood, who became the first Mrs. Eliot, was a pretty chatterbox, and then a dancing spirit; Eliot learned to fox-trot with her. “Poor Tom Eliot married the landlady’s daughter,” Roy Campbell said to me once, in his unsparing, good-natured way. Vivienne was a thin-skinned young woman, whimsical and impatient of restraint, a product of her times: a flapper. “She wanted to enjoy life,” Stephen Spender says, “found Eliot inhibiting and inhibited, yet worshipped him.” Someone called her “the river girl.” She possessed a petulant intelligence, and some literary gift, recognized by Eliot; during 1924 and 1925, she would write several vignettes and reviews for her husband’s quarterly. It is not difficult to understand why a shy and solitary young American in London, philosophically adrift and parted from his early moorings in Missouri and Massachusetts, should have been drawn to this hyacinth-girl of the idyllic imagination.


But Vivienne Haigh-Wood suffered from poor health, from obscure neuroses, and, in the judgment of several, from vulgarity. Bertrand Russell dined with this newly married pair in July 1915:


“I expected her to be terrible, from his mysteriousness; but she was not so bad. She is light, a little vulgar, adventurous, full of life—an artist I think he said, but I should have thought her an actress. He is exquisite and listless; she says she married him to stimulate him, but finds she can’t do it. Obviously he married in order to be stimulated. I think she will soon be tired of him.”


Still, Russell liked them both—so much so that he invited them to occupy one of the bedrooms in his London flat; and being wretchedly poor, they accepted. Also Russell gave, or lent, Eliot some debentures in a munitions-making firm—Russell being a pacifist, and Eliot not. This strange conjunction of personalities could not endure. “It is quite funny how I have come to love him, as if he were my son,” Russell was writing about Eliot in November. “He is becoming much more of a man. He has a profound and quite unselfish devotion to his wife, and she is really very fond of him, but has impulses of cruelty to him from time to time. It is a Dostojevsky type of cruelty, not a straightforward everyday kind. I am every day getting things more right between them, but I can’t let them alone at present, and of course I myself get very much interested. She is a person who lives on a knife-edge, and will end as a criminal or a saint—I don’t know which yet. She has a perfect capacity for both.”


Russell was no ideal marriage counselor. About this time, Bertrand Russell—who had been chaste until his marriage, but had steered another course thereafter—was carrying on simultaneously affairs with Lady Ottoline Morrell, with the famous Colette (Constance Malleson), and with an American girl whom he had more or less promised to marry if a divorce might be obtained. By September 1916, Russell was writing to Lady Ottoline, to whom he was candid about all his other amours, “I shall soon have come to the end of the readjustment with Mrs. E. [Mrs. T. S. Eliot]. I think it will be all right, on a better basis. As soon as it is settled, I will come to Garsington.”19


Russell’s relationship with the Eliots terminated about that time; T. S. Eliot made some endeavor by correspondence to renew the friendship, a decade later, when Vivienne’s decline was far advanced, but he would have made an odd sort of son to Bertrand Russell. The Eliots took a house at Marlow (which place-name Vivienne adopted as her pseudonym), where Aldous Huxley called upon them in June 1918, finding both in excellent form: “I rather like her; she is such a genuine person, vulgar, but with no attempt to conceal her vulgarity, with no snobbery of the kind that makes people say they like things, such as Bach or Cézanne, when they dont.”20 That “excellent form” would not endure.







Rebellion against the Abstruse


“Cousin Nancy” was published in Poetry, through Ezra Pound’s good offices, in October 1915. Eliot’s burial of Matthew and Waldo, in that poem, was the act of a young man who had discovered through Babbitt, Bradley, and his other literary and philosophical studies (as, indeed, through his brief experience of three cultures) the hollowness of those nineteenth-century guardians.


Anyone who reads Eliot’s dissertation, Knowledge and Experience in the Philosophy of F. H. Bradley (not published until 1964), will find Eliot’s one excursion into pure philosophy worthy of Josiah Royce’s description of it, “the work of an expert.” Believing Arnold and Emerson had become, to employ a word coined by Ambrose Bierce, “incompossible” with believing Bradley. The Harvard Graduate School and Francis Herbert Bradley had made something of a metaphysician of Eliot—if, like Bradley, a metaphysical skeptic; and in metaphysics, Matthew and Waldo seemed nerveless.VII


Bradley’s writings, unlike Babbitt’s, did not endure in Eliot as a strong conscious influence for much more than a decade; and in his preface to the dissertation, Eliot disclaimed, somewhat after Bradley’s manner, any lasting importance for his early study: “Forty-six years after my academic philosophizing came to an end, I find myself unable to think in the terminology of this essay. Indeed, I do not pretend to understand it.”21
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