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THE ABIDING PRESENCE OF THE DEAD


Session 3: ELIOT, ‘TRADITION AND THE INDIVIDUAL TALENT’ (1919)  

T.S. Eliot shifts the module focus towards the heart of ‘Anglophone literary Modernism’. (I say this with eyes on both Women Modernists and the Europeans) Other poetry – Pound’s Cathay and Yeats – also address questions of history and tradition but Eliot, for many critics, the central figure in whose orbit the work of other Modernist writers is constellated, articulates this most strongly. His long poem of 1922, The Waste Land, is often considered the pre-eminent example of a Modernist text. It is the most widely studied and translated English language poem of the 20th C. 
The conservative critic F.R. Leavis, argues that Eliot’s ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ ‘represents a complete break with the nineteenth-century tradition and a new start’: 

The canons of the poetical are forgotten; the poet assumes the right to make use of any materials that seem to him significant. We have here, in short, poetry that expresses freely a modern sensibility, the ways of feeling, the modes of experience, of one fully alive in his own age (75-6). 

According to this influential critical appraisal, Eliot’s earliest poetry marks a revolution in literary practice which brings a clear modern sensibility to bear upon new or surprising material, generating a stylistic inventive. However, although Leavis’s comment suggests liberation it is also potentially misleading on at least two counts: first, because of his insistence on an absolute break with tradition; and second, because he fails to problematise the freely expressed modern sensibility he rightly ascribes to Eliot. Leavis argues that Eliot’s poetry represents a break with the nineteenth-century tradition, and the Victorian poetry of Tennyson and Browning in particular, but he creates a cardboard version of that poetry which, for example, represses the influence of Browning on Pound. Second, what he describes as a ‘new start’ is actually one that incorporates elements of a return to earlier traditions, particularly to the seventeenth-century Metaphysical conceit and to a certain specialised conception of ‘Classicism’. In this respect, Eliot’s poetry shares with that of Yeats and Pound, a dialectical investment in ideas of novelty and continuity, tradition and innovation; although his poetry exemplifies the shock of the new intrinsic to Modernism, it too can be seen (as so often in revolutionary ideas) as a renewal of a degraded original rather than a wholly new venture. Unlike the modernism associated with women modernists, Eliot’s response to the modernity which is his subject is often one of disgust and repudiation. Yeats raged against ‘the filthy modern tide’, Pound found his sleep troubled by ‘the thought/of what America /would be like / if the classics had a wider circulation’; Eliot seeks to shore up the remnants of a ruined culture. And this marks him out, as Peter Nicholls argues, as a central figure for the conservative, traditionalist programmes which comprise a dominant strand within Anglophone Modernism:

[I]n contrast to the ‘ecstatic’ tendencies of some European modernisms, the Anglo-American version developed in part as a critique of modernity. Here the ‘new’ was a highly equivocal category, since cultural renovation was frequently projected as a return to the values of a previous age […]. The modernism presided over by Pound and Eliot (one among several, but arguably still the hegemonic one) thus issued a call to order in the name of values which were explicitly anti-modern, though it did so by developing literary forms which were overtly modernist. (166-7)
This central paradox, that an effort to impose order and stability upon the material of modern life results in a work that is radically experimental and inherently destabilising, is crucial to the understanding of Eliot’s poetry and to a conception of Anglo-American Modernism as a whole.
A key issue is Eliot’s treatment of time. ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ – and indeed all of Eliot’s poetry, refutes the mechanical clock time espoused by industry and instead links the time of the artwork with a kind of vast unconsciousness, separating creativity from mechanisation. (consider Mansfield’s Rosabel gazing out of the bus window at a wet London night and dreaming of Venice). 

Bergson’s influence straddles Modernists everywhere (though Eliot and Pound would refute him later in search of harder, less ‘feminine’ concepts.) In 1926, Will Durant argued that ‘Of all contemporary contributions to philosophy, Bergson’s is the most precious …. Before him we were cogs and wheels in a vast and dead machine; now, if we wish it, we can help to write our own parts in the drama of creation.’ (The Story of Philosophy London: Simon & Schuster)  Indeed Richard Lehan notes that 
	Bergson creates the divide between the Enlightenment and the modern mentality... If the moderns did 	not have Bergson, they would have to invent him.’ (Literary Modernism and Beyond: The Extended Vision & 	the Realms of the Text (Baton Rouge, Louisiana State UP 2009, p.311)

 ‘The Men of 1914’

A term coined by writer and painter Wyndham Lewis to describe Eliot, Ezra Pound, James Joyce and Lewis himself, characterising the traditionalist or ‘High’ strand of Modernism. Lewis groups these 
writers together rather artificially, although for short periods their correspondence and literary collaboration was genuine and intense. They were all exiles – Eliot, Pound and Lewis as North Americans relocated to Britain, and Joyce as a ‘Europeanised’ Irishman – and their work is thus cosmopolitan in both form and content, attuned to questions of belonging and cultural and linguistic displacement. Yet, as Erik Svarny notes, the military metaphor employed in Lewis’s phrase – deliberately invoking the spectre of the First World War - suggests more than a historical moment, for it captures the macho and ‘antagonistic, often rebarbative cultural posture of these anti-democratic and anti-humanist cultural stances’ (2) of the British-based writers. Taken together these writers contribute an oppositional [image: Vorticists]William Roberts, The Vorticists at the Restaurant de la Tour Eiffel, Spring 1915, 1961–2  
(L-R: Cuthbert Hamilton, Ezra Pound, William Roberts, Wyndham Lewis, Frederick Etchells & Edward Wadsworth. In the doorway: Jessica Dismorr & Helen Saunders. Joe, waiter, & Rudolph Stulik, proprietor, 1908-37)

avant-garde to Anglophone literary Modernism that is also in dialogue with its European counterparts. Looking back from the vantage-point of 1937, when the fertile 
movements and counter-movements of Modernism were beginning to wind down and the shadow of War was again falling across Europe, Wyndham Lewis imagined the historical legacy of this avant-garde in the following terms: ‘What I think history will say about ‘the Men of 1914’ is that they represent an attempt to get away from romantic art into classical art, away from political propaganda back to the detachment of true literature’ (cited in Svarny, 3). Here an elitist conception of ‘true literature’ as detached both from political machinations and the miasma of popular culture is driven by a renunciation of ‘romanticism’ in favour of ‘classicism’, a term that has particular currency in the work of Eliot. (Compare however the women: esp. Woolf, Stein, Mansfield) In his Extension lectures of 1916, Eliot contends: 

The beginning of the twentieth century has witnessed a return to the ideals of classicism. These may be roughly characterized as form and restraint in art, discipline and authority in religion, centralization in government (either as socialism or monarchy). The classicist point of view has been defined as essentially a belief in Original Sin – the necessity for austere discipline’ (cited in Svarny, 21). 

Rather than offering any objective commentary upon the drift of modern society and contemporary history, Eliot outlines his own ideological standpoint, what later became the deeply conservative position elaborated in The Idea of a Christian Society (1939) and Notes Towards a Definition of Culture (1948). Classicism is, for Eliot, both an exercise in austerity and discipline, and a way of containing the disruptive energies of the modern and the new within the authoritative precincts of tradition. 

‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ (1920)

In this important essay, Eliot argues for a practice of artistic ‘impersonality’ seeing the progress of the artist as one of ‘continual self-sacrifice, a continual extinction of personality’ (26) in which an individual talent is absorbed into the body of a continuous tradition. It’s a position recognisable in 18th C writing. For Eliot, the most significant and individual aspects of a contemporary poet’s work are not those which mark a definitive break with what has gone before, but are rather ‘those in which the dead poets, his ancestors, assert their immortality most vigorously’ (22). And yet – as can be seen in The Wasteland, this position leads to a problem of separation from the dead who thus infiltrate the present and haunt every word with ghosts of the past (see also, eg, ‘Gerontion’, 1920) Tradition, in Eliot’s sense, is always at least one step ahead of that which is modern or contemporary, anticipating the inclusion of the new work and its departures from previous models before it has even come into being. In this way, tradition achieves the miraculous trick of altering continuously, yet remaining fundamentally unchanged.
	
Eliot’s poetry is classical and modern, innovative and traditional all at once, and his critical conception of the way in which dead poets speak through the work of their successors can be read as an oblique commentary upon the densely allusive nature of his own poetic style, a point that is attested to in the extensive Notes he provides for The Waste Land. Yet, if on the one hand these allusions to Dante, Virgil, Ovid, Webster, Shakespeare, Milton, and Spenser, to name only a few, embed Eliot’s own strikingly modern poetry within an august literary tradition, they also, as Harriet Davidson argues, ‘disperse clear meanings into other contexts, undermine the notion of authentic speaking, and blur boundaries between texts’ (128). Which is to say, that if Eliot’s ostensible intention is to impose a sort of external authority upon his material through an extensively allusive poetic practice, then this practice has the result, intended or not, of radically destabilising any clear sense or distinction between the heterogeneous elements from which his poems are composed. This allusiveness of the poetry is also what contributes to the impression that Eliot’s work is difficult or obscure, an impression that Eliot himself encouraged but also sought to explain. In his essay on ‘The Metaphysical Poets’ he writes: 

[I]t appears likely that poets in our civilization, as it exists at present, must be difficult. Our civilization comprehends great variety and complexity, and this variety and complexity, playing upon a refined sensibility, must produce various and complex results. The poet must become more and more comprehensive, more allusive, more indirect, in order to force, to dislocate if necessary, language into his meaning. (118-9)
The model for this condensation of variety and complexity which Eliot posits is the metaphysical ‘conceit’, a traditional device that is nonetheless capable of articulating the particular dislocations and intensities of modern life. This tendency towards obscurity and indirectness can certainly be interpreted as an expression of erudition and the elite authority it manifests, although it is also, Eliot insists, a necessary response to the involuted circumstances of modernity itself; the self-conscious complexity, and often the partial fragmentation, of poetic form is an appropriate analogue for the very difficulties inherent in the constitution of contemporary civilisation. Such an explanation does not, however, make Eliot’s poetry any less formidable for student readers, who may often react to them with a mixture of awe, bewilderment, and hostility, whilst the enormous range and bulk of critical commentary and contextualisation of what is the most translated and most widely studied English-language poem of the 20th Century, can overwhelm and alienate further. A way out of such difficulties has famously been proposed by the critic I.A. Richards, who contends that Eliot’s poetry should be treated as a ‘music of ideas’:

The ideas are of all kinds, abstract and concrete, general and particular, and, like the musician’s phrases, they are arranged, not that they may tell us something, but that their effects in us may combine into a coherent whole of feeling and attitude and produce a peculiar liberation of the will. They are there to be responded to, not to be pondered or worked out. (151)
For Richards, the effort to wrest any sense of intellectual coherence from Eliot’s poetry is fundamentally misplaced, for the poems are in fact collages or arrangements of discrete elements which are irreducible to any singular thread of meaning, but which are nonetheless powerfully suggestive and communicative in the manner of a musical composition or an abstract painting. Yet this critical perspective, while it draws our attention to the free-form structures and abstract nature of Eliot’s poetry, ignores the ideology informing such a presentation of material and overlooks the fact that the absence or obscurity of meaning is politically meaningful in itself. 
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