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The Presentation of ‘Life’ and ‘Death’ in The Waste Land and Duino Elegies
T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land and Rainer Maria Rilke’s Duino Elegies were written at the height of what is now deemed as the modernist period.   Marvin Perry points out that ‘by the early twentieth century…. Western intellectuals no longer possessed a clear and unified idea of who the human was; individuals seemed strangers unto themselves, and life seemed devoid of an overriding purpose, a discoverable meaning’.[footnoteRef:1]  The modernist period was indeed a time where great changes had already occurred and were continuing to happen; alongside industrialisation and technological and scientific advances there was the event and aftermath of World War One and the impact of the Russian Revolution.   A focus upon the ‘self’ and introspection which primarily developed from Freudian thought also emerged.  Another aspect of change was the notion of how time was experienced as put forward by the philosopher Henri Bergson.  This presentation explores how T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land and Rainer Maria Rilke’s Duino Elegies responded to such a tumultuous time in terms of the presentation of the concepts of ‘life’ and ‘death’.	Comment by Administrator: Good clear introduction [1:  Marvin Perry, An Intellectual History of Modern Europe (Houghton Mifflin, 1993) p.348] 

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Henri Bergson postulated that ‘we trail behind us unawares of the whole of our past; but our memory pours into our present only the odd recollection or two that in some way complete(s) our situation’.[footnoteRef:2]   This idea of the past playing a part in creating the present is shown in several ways in The Waste Land.  The impact of the presence of past figures, both real and mythical infiltrate the poem; this not only illustrates what became the modernist dichotomy between origin and originality in terms of the ‘old’ instilling some order into the ‘new’, it also suggests that we live our lives affected by what has already happened.  ‘Life’ becomes somewhat fragmented, thus foregrounding the fragmentation of society at the time the poem was written. The lines ‘That corpse you planted last year in your garden….Has it began to sprout?’[footnoteRef:3] initially suggests the possibility of growth, but the fact that it is a ‘corpse’ implies once again, a present haunted by the past dead.  The image of a corpse coming back to life also defamiliarises the reader and insists that the reader plays an active part in making meaning from such an unusual image.   It also illustrates Maud Ellman’s point that ‘The Waste Land does not fear the dead themselves so much as their invasion of the living’.[footnoteRef:4]  	Comment by Administrator: 1911??	Comment by Administrator: Good   [2:  Henri Bergson, Creative Evolution (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1911), p.167]  [3:  T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land in The Waste Land (Norton Critical Edition) ed. by Michael North (New York: W. W. Norton & Company Inc., 2001) lines 71 - 73]  [4:  Maud Ellman, ‘A Sphinx without a Secret’ in The Poetics of Impersonality: T. S. Eliot and Ezra Pound (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987) p. 93] 

As Matthew Taunton explains, Henri Bergson’s comparison  of ‘pure duration’ with ‘demarcations of the clock’[footnoteRef:5] provided a  different approach to ‘time’ by arguing that time could not be measured purely by the ticking of the clock.  The passing of temporal time and Bergson’s ‘duree’ is juxtaposed in The Waste Land.   There is ‘the final stroke of nine’ as ‘Saint Mary Woolnoth kept the hours’,[footnoteRef:6]  which suggests that despite differing individual internal time, there is no escape from the passing of time, and thus life becomes an existence within such parameters.   ‘Time’ in the temporal sense had become a caricature of evolution in the early twentieth century; however in The Waste Land the polyphony of voices, the absence of linearity and apparent disjointedness subverts the ‘conventional’ view of the experience of time, instead pointing to a different internal rhythm and in the process, derailing ideas of unstoppable change in society.  As closing time is repeatedly called in ‘A Game of Chess’, the declaration that  ‘I was neither/Living nor dead’[footnoteRef:7] signals life as one of paralysis, where man is caught between the constraints of internal and external time; despite the presence of an internal clock, the passing of time cannot ever be stopped. 	Comment by Administrator: Excellent  [5:  Matthew Taunton, ‘Modernism, time and consciousness: the influence of Henri Bergson and Marcel Proust’ (2016)  <https://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature/articles/modernism-time-and-consciousness-the-influence-of-henri-bergson-and-marcel-proust> [accessed 23rd March 2018]]  [6:  The Waste Land, lines 67 - 68]  [7:  The Waste Land,  line 40] 

Rilke wrote the Duino Elegies several years before The Waste Land was published.  Like The Waste Land which questions the nature of existence by asking ‘What shall we ever do?’[footnoteRef:8], ‘The First Elegy’ similarly alludes to this, by suggesting that each day we tend to ‘settle on’ a ‘specific tree on a hillside’[footnoteRef:9] thus living life habitually and governed by external factors.  Thus the suggestion that we risk ‘dying’ in life is again foregrounded.   As in Eliot’s poetry, the impact of Bergson can also be seen; in ‘The Fourth Elegy’ it is stated that ‘what stood behind its figures was more than past and what spread before us was not the future’.[footnoteRef:10]  It is suggested therefore, as in The Waste Land that living wholly in the present is not possible and that the impact of memories and the past actually create our fragmented existence.   [8:  The Waste Land, line 134]  [9:  Rainer Maria Rilke, ‘The First Elegy’ in Duino Elegies (London: Enitharmon, 2006)]  [10:  Duino Elegies, The Fourth Elegy] 

However, in contrast to The Waste Land Rilke appears to offer a ‘solution’;  In ‘The First Elegy’ it is stated that ‘the living are wrong to draw such distinctions so clearly’[footnoteRef:11] and it is from this viewpoint that an answer emerges regarding how life and death should be viewed.  As Spender points out,  Rilke saw that ‘life and death had to be different sides of single existence, like the bright and dark sides of the moon’.[footnoteRef:12] Indeed, in ‘The First Elegy’ it is suggested that death must be faced as the narrator declares ‘Fling this emptiness out of your arms, back into the spaces into which we breathe and suddenly the birds will feel the more expansive air’.[footnoteRef:13]  This highlights that in order to appreciate life with any intensity, death must be fully recognised and accepted.  It is also implored that we should truly listen to the whisper ‘of all those who died young ‘ and by doing so it will actually help the dead ‘to shake off the sense of injustice that still troubles’ their deaths and ‘holds them back in the onward process of their soul’.[footnoteRef:14]  In  Walsh’s words ‘through a profound openness to pain and death, a greater consciousness of the totality of existence’[footnoteRef:15] is obtained and indeed, the elegy states that by fully embracing the voices of the dead, a transcendence is reached.  The references to the dying young foregrounds the trauma caused to society from the event of the millions who died in the First World War and the elegies elaborate on how viewing death in a completely different way is not only liberating for the living but also those who have died. 	Comment by Administrator: Indicate line breaks 	Comment by Administrator: Good. Supported well. Both poets responding to the Great War of course [11:  Duino Elegies, The First Elegy]  [12:  Stephen Spender, ‘Rilke and the Angels, Eliot and the Shrines’, The Sewanee Review (61) 4 1953  p.568 - 569]  [13:  Duino Elegies, The First Elegy]  [14:  Duino Elegies, The First Elegy]  [15:  Kelly S. Walsh, ‘The Unbearable Openness of Death: Elegies of Rilke and Woolf’ in Journal of Modern Literature, (32) 4, (2009) p.3] 

Walsh also points out that ‘life’ in the elegies, can be seen as a ‘long infancy’.[footnoteRef:16]  Indeed, the imagery of the ‘early-departed’ being ‘weaned gently from earthly things, as one outgrows the mother’s mild breast’[footnoteRef:17]  foregrounds the period of life almost as that of a childhood and a precursor to what comes next, and thus when death does arrive it is not final, but a continuation or next step of life.   The reference to birth foregrounds the eternal renewal of life and one which is not spoiled by death as this is purely that which must be accepted in order to live life intensely.  This concept is in  contrast to that portrayed in The Waste Land; the actual waste land is conveyed through the startling imagery of a ‘dead mountain mouth of carious teeth that cannot spit’.[footnoteRef:18]  The dry, arid land and indirect reference to the mythical figure of the Fisher King conveys an impression of isolation and infertility and thus a far more negative and inescapable view of what constitutes  the nature of living and finality of dying.	Comment by Administrator: Indeed Lill, in the Game of Chess, has had an abortion she is damaged (needs new teeth) but ‘she nearly died of young George’. The child as threat to the mother. Difficult births in a sterile land [16:  Walsh, p. 5]  [17:  Duino Elegies, The First Elegy]  [18:  The Waste Land, line 339] 

In conclusion, both Eliot and Rilke explore the concept of Bergsonian time, and in doing so, subvert the notion of life as a linear process, marching towards an ultimate end.  Instead, memories and the past are seen to impact upon the present creating a fragmented existence within a dislocated society.  However, as The Waste Land portrays life as being haunted by the past, whilst the upcoming event of actual death is surrounded by uncertainty and inescapability, the Duino Elegies suggest that life can be lived fully by accepting death; certainly, by attempting to ignore death the living are actually dying and those who are already dead suffer through the negativity associated with death.  Another difference between the two poems concerns Rilke’s view of life and death as stemming from the ‘mother’ and thus alluding to birth and renewal.   Eliot’s allusion to the Fisher King and an actual waste land implies infertility and stagnation.  Both Eliot and Rilke’s poetry, as a response to all that had happened in the early twentieth century thus acts to redefine perceptions of life and death and illustrates the seeking of an ‘undiscoverable meaning’, and in the process, both reflects and continues to perpetuate the changing ideologies of the early twentieth century. 
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