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‘Sibyl, what do you want? - I want to die’: modernism, time and spectral overcrowding.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  T. S. Eliot, ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’, The Waste Land and Other Poems (London: Faber and Faber, 1972; reset 1990 and 1999) p.3] 

Marcel Duchamp’s Nude Descending a Staircase No. 2 (1912) is a modernist painting that exhibits the contemporary modern artist’s response to the challenge of film, to both ‘the camera [that] freezes time, and the projector [that] starts it up again’.[footnoteRef:2]  Not only does it replace the detailed, though somewhat deadened, realism of the photograph with suggestion and emotion, but further, it plays with film’s ability to capture movement, discovering and displaying it as a facet of time. It offers, in a single frame, a body moving through space. Since every incidence of that movement remains in that space the painting collapses the concept of the present moment as the ultimate destination of time, free from its past. Further, the body in the Nude seems made of shards of wood so that every movement made is part of the staircase itself. Therefore, the staircase is also drawn into the eternal and, by that measure, so too is the space the staircase occupies; the painting seems to insist all must be included, since the eternal demands everything that existed in that space before and after the staircase. Thus, Nude is a perfect visual representation of the modernist preoccupation with time.  [2:  Philip Prodger, ‘Photography and Cinema: A Tale of Two Closer-Than-You-Think-Siblings’, The Mirror (2015) printed online in Time USA (2020) <https://time.com/3818034/photography-and-cinema/> Accessed 10th April 2020. Although, as Prodger notes, ‘at its core, cinema is basically an animated form of still photography’, Duchamp was technically responding to the intermediary between still photography and cinema, that which would later be called stop-motion photography. These were series of photographs of a movement (such as walking) that broke the movement down to its constituent parts. It did also apply some basic re-animation, in various ways, by running the images together. This was not quite Prodger’s description of the ‘Dr Frankenstein of Arts’ of cinema, that restored the ‘slices […] into something resembling reality’, the difference being that in this resemblance to reality you just see walking again, not the revelation of movement and time. 
 ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk37517158][bookmark: _Hlk37517215]The concern here though is in the literary response to that preoccupation, which for the purposes of this analysis will largely centre on a selection of work by Eliot. ‘The Love Song of Alfred J Prufrock’ and The Waste Land (1922) will be considered poetic representations of time as fractured but interpenetrating, with all things that ever were, are and shall be eternally present - a formulation indebted to Henri Bergson, a formative philosophical influence on Eliot. Further, the problem explored in these poems for the modern human of an enforced ‘clock time’ (a quantitative multiplicity) that attempts to wrest them from eternal time (durée, a qualitative multiplicity) is seen answered by Eliot’s essay ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ (1919). However, for Eliot and other modernist writers (including Joyce, Woolf and Mansfield) time, and dislocation from the past, seem to be measured in ghosts, an increasingly problematic premise in the aftermath of the devastating loss of WW1.
Thus, attention will be turned to The Waste Land’s epigraph, and also to the epigraph and content of ‘Prufrock’ (1915) which complicate the call back to eternal time as a curative for the ills of modern life. There is the complication of the exhausted seers, the Sibyl of Cumae and Tiresias, called again to look upon our world of nothing. The complication that the past we seek communion with is in the underworld – and that no truth from there really reaches the top world, the present, that is wholly intelligible to the living. The complication of summoning up past ‘greats’ adds to the sense of the overpopulation of time with the dead. 
Henri Bergson enjoyed a brief but stellar moment in the public gaze. Eliot, who like many was initially struck by Bergson’s ideas on time, explained his ‘“temporary conversion to Bergsonism”’ as a ‘seduction’, lured by Bergson, ‘the sweet siren of philosophers’.[footnoteRef:3] This conversion and rejection places Eliot in the zeitgeist of modern thought on Bergson and time, so that Eliot’s work can be used as an exemplar for exploring this particular modernist preoccupation.  [3:  Jewel Spears Brooker, ‘Seduction and Disenchantment: Eliot in the Bergsonian World’, Chapter 2, Jayme Stayer ed., T.S. Eliot, France, and the Mind of Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2015) p.24] 

However, for Eliot, the trajectory that Bergson’s theory set him on somewhat belies this arc. Eliot, at least in his poetic work, does not simply reject Bergson’s theory of time as something that was once of interest but now rebuffed, rather his poetry, even as it problematises the theory, continues to inhabit it. As Spears Brooker observes ‘the last word on Eliot’s response to [Bergson] lie[s] in […] the […] traces of Bergsonian motifs in his poetry’.[footnoteRef:4] Thus Eliot’s work will be read as simultaneously embracing and rejecting Bergson’s theory, developing a sophisticated, modernist response to the complexities of time in an era that had recently become so heavily populated by the dead.  [4:  Ibid., p.37 ] 

Bergson describes a quantitative (clock) time, one that is time divided into years, months, weeks, days, hours, minutes, seconds, as an artificial compartmentalising of time. Maguire summarises what Bergson saw as problematic in this: ‘we inadvertently spatialize time when we refer to it as linear or measurable, […] real time—or durée—is something that can only be experienced not quantified’.[footnoteRef:5] This artificial time had extended its reach since, in the mid-1800s, the need for a standardised system to ensure the safe and smooth running of the railway system contrived to enforce a centralised time over a local time.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  Megan H. Maguire, Gyres and Waves: Bergsonian Movement and Multiplicity in the Works of W.B. Yeats and Virginia Woolf, The University at Greensboro, ProQuest Dissertations Publishing, 2017 p.2 <https://search.proquest.com/openview/b672bfd09c3d22e50f22e9c28ca38bfa/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750&diss=y> Accessed 11th April 2020]  [6:  For example, in 1847 in England and similarly in 1883 in the United States, < https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greenwich_Mean_Time> Accessed 13th April 2020, and <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Standard_time> Accessed13th April 2020] 

This was a further dislocation from la durée, from the real time that an individual experienced, an eternal time that connected the individual to all of the past and the future, where ‘every single one that comes into existence must be related, as a part, to the others. The duration [la durée] is that to which everything is related and […] is absolute.’[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Leonard Lawlor, and Valentine Moulard-Leonard, ‘Henri Bergson’, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2004, revised 2016) <https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/bergson/#2> Accessed 11th April 2020  ] 

The interpenetrating nature of each aspect of durée, that offers countless unseen connections in time, does not seem to be creating a manageable sense of time in the modernist world, however. While in 1912 the Nude leaves a sense of pattern formed by what passes through time, and the promise of pattern yet to come, ‘Prufrock’ is already articulating the inertia of the modern human unable to see, make sense of, or shape a pattern amongst the shards. Thus, the interconnected heterogeneity of durée, that offered the concept of time through movement, lies ‘etherized upon a table’.[footnoteRef:8] Despite Eliot’s eventual rejection of Bergson’s work, this is more a dissatisfaction with modernity than durée.[footnoteRef:9] Durée is being overwritten by clock time with its drive to compartmentalise, to focus on a present loosed from the past and its preference instead for endorsing the future. In ‘Prufrock’, the modern human is already suffering disconnection from the voice of past greats, and is disconcerted by the knowledge that they are unequal to the task of making meaning. In The Waste Land, these voices are entirely splintered. The knowledge they offer is there but becoming meaningless soundbites cluttering the atmosphere, in a world that seeks to clear them into that ‘phrase of censure’, the ‘“too traditional”’.[footnoteRef:10] [8:  Eliot, ‘Prufrock’, p.3]  [9:  That Bergson is happy to stop at ‘“durée reelle [pure durée] […] [when] it is simply not final”’; that for Bergson time is based only in consciousness and relegates reality/the material to an ‘“aggregate of images”’ (which seems a strangely appropriate sentiment for a modernist to then reject); that this ‘“aggregate of images”’ was a proposed middle ground between materialism and idealism that Eliot considered merely a ‘less convincing and less honest’ ‘watered down idealism’. Quotes from Jayme Stayer, T. S.. Eliot, France, and the Mind of Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2015) p.36]  [10:  T. S. Eliot, ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’, Sacred Wood (1921), on Bartleby.com <https://www.bartleby.com/200/sw4.html> Accessed 26th March 2020] 

In The Waste Land, the fragmentation of eternal time is presented in the manner that captures how it is felt (according to Eliot) in the modern world. It is a sound collage, replicating the sound collage of a modern life, snippets of words and phrases simultaneously pregnant with, and barren of, meaning. The work of the philosophers and writers stretching back through time, incomprehensible to many, jostle for space amongst a variety of voices from the present (or near present) of the early 20th century. Thus, it is a sound picture pieced together not with knowledge but with feeling. The same sensation of confusion that paralyses modern life must, to some extent, be accepted as the first sensation that The Waste Land, and indeed ‘Prufrock’ wish to elicit. You must surrender to the poems, ‘like a patient etherized upon a table’ (l. 3), accept not knowing with what is familiar and listen to the ‘song’ below it. 
Both poems offer the armistice of twilight. In ‘Prufrock’ it is the evening ‘spread out against the sky’ (l. 2) that offers an etherised state, some altered consciousness that might allow ‘travel’ between life and death. Whilst in The Waste Land, it is the ‘violet hour’ (l.15) of evening when Tiresias ‘throbs between two lives’ (l.218) and ‘can see’, and the ‘violet air’ (l.372) and the ‘violet light’ (l. 379) when the presence of the thunder, the voice that offers the clues to managing time, is heralded.[footnoteRef:11] Evening is suffused with the purple glow of the Elysian fields, the area of the underworld where Aeneas finally finds and communes with his dead father.[footnoteRef:12] The evening, then, is some daily gap in time, where one is nearest to discovering a truth, or determining a course of action, where there is a possibility of descending to the underworld to receive wisdom from the dead. This is the poetic form of Eliot’s solution for a figure in fractured but eternal time that is called for in his essay ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’. It is communication with the dead (with whom the artist is in ‘simultaneous existence’).[footnoteRef:13] [11:  T. S. Eliot, ‘The Waste Land’, The Waste Land and Other Poems (London: Faber and Faber, 1972; reset 1990 and 1999) pp.31 and 37]  [12:  ‘The Infernal Regions – The Sibyl, Chapter XXXII, Sacred Texts <https://www.sacred-texts.com/cla/bulf/bulf31.htm> Accessed 10th April 2020]  [13:  Eliot, Tradition] 

What Eliot was suggesting was claiming back tradition. It had become a term that had been relegated to the description of the unsophisticated and outmoded, and he wished to return it to a term that indicated the rich seam of past philosophical and artistic thought available to the modern poet. Eliot believed the poet to be both a catalyst and ‘a receptacle for seizing and storing up numberless feelings, phrases, images, which remain there until all the particles which can unite to form a new compound are present together.’[footnoteRef:14] Those particles, ideas, and dead poets create part of the eternal time that surrounds the modernist poet, just as they surround and cut across the modern voices in The Waste Land, but more than a casual interaction needs to take place. Whilst ‘the best, […] [and] most individual parts of [a poet’s] work may be those in which the dead poets […] assert their immortality most vigorously’, if understanding is not ‘obtain[ed] [...] by a great labour’ no ‘new compound’ of the alive, and startling and relevant will form.[footnoteRef:15] Thus, for Eliot, the modernist poem is a memorialisation, the best hope for retaining some of what is retrieved by the poet from a communion with the dead. It can offer the modern human the sense of what it is to be part of eternal time, and give some cohesion back to time’s countless shards.  [14:  Ibid.]  [15:  Ibid.] 

Yet Eliot complicates it. What is learned in the underworld conversing with the dead is never quite brought back to the top world meaningfully, at least for Prufrock, and with limited success in The Waste Land. For Prufrock the mini evening descent out of clock time and into the underworld has not either freed him from the mundanity of a life ‘measured out […] with coffee spoons’ (l.51) nor indeed the vastness of eternity. To have already known ‘evenings, mornings, afternoons’ (l.50), all the ‘eyes already’ (l.55), all ‘the arms already’ (l.62), and ‘the voices dying with a dying fall’ (l.52) is mundane in its own way, and terrifying. He has seen in all this ‘the lonely men in shirt-sleeves’ (l.72) and so must take action to secure companionship at least, to ‘drop a question on your plate’ (l.30) yet thought and action are etherised/paralysed, caught between the urgency of time measured and the inertia of time eternal. 
Consulting the underworld for wisdom and translating it to the top side (the present) is beyond the ordinary man, beyond Prufrock. He is without even the power of the arch-procrastinator Hamlet who, although presented with knowledge of regicide by the ghost of his father, found action could not easily be taken on the earthly plane when there is no earthly proof to base that action on. The epigraph of ‘Prufrock’ begins the poem by telling us the truth of the dead is not meant to pass back up to the living. Yet, as always in Eliot, an anomaly is included, since the comment in the epigraph is passed to Dante, one of the three figures alluded to over the two poems who actually do manage to return with knowledge from the underworld (Aeneas and Odysseus in The Waste Land). Prufrock is not one of these figures, nor is he a channel like Bran the Blessed, a ‘head […] upon a platter’ (ll. 82-83) that continues to speak after death. These oracles are the unquiet dead: unable to rest in death they have not escaped to eternity. This is extended by the oracles in The Waste Land (the Sybil and Tiresias) who come to stand for all the unquiet dead. 
Whilst ‘Prufrock’ was touched by WW1, it was actually begun in 1910 and so largely focused on the modernist dilemmas of navigating both clock time and durée. If ‘Prufrock’ adds the horror of war to what might fracture and freeze man in time, it still only lies at the edge of that horror and its consequences. The Waste Land, however, is firmly post both WW1 and Spanish Flu, so that the association of fractured time, eternal time and the dead is now in the context of a completely shattered world, one that is  ‘only a heap of broken images’ (l.22), and in the midst of a massive and incomprehensible loss of life. Although talking to the dead was probably now unavoidable, it surely brought no meaning or comfort. 
The Waste Land captured the shock and the scale of the loss that had intensified the sense of fractured time and made durée unbearable. Considering the two poems together, lines from Ophelia in appearing in The Waste Land: ‘good night sweet ladies, good night, good night’ (ll. 171-72), and reference to Hamlet in ‘Prufrock’, cannot be ignored as links to those managing a world that has failed to adequately minister to its dead. Both are characters tormented by the presence of dead fathers who have not been afforded proper burial rites and rituals. Thus, in The Waste Land there is a heightened sense of modern time as a fractured space crowded with the recently dead, who share the space of the poem with multiple shards of literary allusion. Now though, the allusions are also to ancient shared wisdom reinforcing the necessity of a proper, dignified completion for death. However, in the contemporary world this necessity has been blown apart and left scattered on the battlefields and trenches of WW1. Therefore, ‘that corpse you planted last year […] oh keep the dog far hence, that’s friend to men,/ or with his nails he’ll dig it up again’ (ll. 71-75) are lines fearful of the tenuous hold the earth has on those dead not secured by ritual. As Matthews notes it is a domestication of ‘the dirge uttered by Cornelia in [Webster’s] The White Devil’: ‘“But keep the wolf far thence, that's foe to men,/For with his nails he’ll dig him up again”’, itself referring to a similar quote in Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi where ‘the nightmare […] is that the dead are not left to rest’.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Stephen Matthews, ‘Cryptograms’, T S Eliot and Modern Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), accessed Oxford Scholarship online, pp. 107-08] 

There is a weary weight now in summoning up the dead for wisdom. It is, in a sense, creating more disquiet at a time when so many unburied dead cannot move to the peace of eternity. Placing the Sibyl of Cumae in the epigraph to The Waste Land reminds us these dead are stuck. They are like Aeneas’s dead pilot Palinurus, met by the Sibyl and Aeneas in the underworld. Palinurus is unable to cross the river Styx since Charon takes only ‘those who have received burial rites’, he must instead wander the shore for a thousand years unless this is rectified.[footnoteRef:17] This is compounded further in The Waste Land’s epigraph since when the Sibyl is asked ‘what do you want?’, she replies ‘I want to die’. This seems a pitiful image to be evoked by one who is otherwise concerned that we summon up the dead for our art: an exhausted Sibyl calling for the release of death. She is not seeking death into eternal time that merely stretches her sentence, but away from time altogether and into eternity.  [17:  Sacred Texts] 

Immediately following the Sibyl in the epigraph is the chapter ‘The Burial of the Dead’. This offers hope that there may be an end to calling upon this desiccated Sibyl, some ceremony that gives her and so the war’s dead their death rites. Booth observes that the phrase ‘“The Burial of the Dead,” is taken from the section in the Church of England’s Book of Common Prayer that supplies the liturgy for ushering a corpse from churchyard to graveyard’, thus finishing the ritual of death.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Allyson Booth, Reading “The Waste Land” From the Bottom Up, ‘”Shantih, shantih, shantih”: Upanishads’ (new York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2015) <https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1057/9781137482846_54> Accessed 8th April 2020] 

Yet the poem opens with ‘the cruellest month, breeding / Lilacs out of the dead land’ (ll.1-2), ‘stirring / Dull roots’ (ll. 3-4) and ‘feeding / […] dried tubers’ (ll. 6-7). These are images that offer little peace to the Sibyl: like her they are held in a deadened, dried form ‘forgetful in the snow’ until they are forced again to engage with life. So that though ‘I will show you fear in a handful of dust’ (l. 30) at first seems indicative of the fear of death and our ultimate bodily reduction, what the Sibyl might tell you is the true thing to fear is a handful of sand. Her request to Apollo for years of life equivalent to the thousand grains of sand she held in her hand was granted, but without the corresponding youth. The Sibyl endured centuries suffering a body that shrivelled away, and was still called to make prophesies despite being so reduced. Tiresias suffered a similar fate. 
Eliot himself, in his notes to The Waste Land, calls Tiresias ‘although a mere spectator and not […] a “character”, […] [the] most important personage in the poem’.[footnoteRef:19] This concurs with the general recognition that the figure of Tiresias represents that of a poet. Like The Sibyl, Tiresias endures an extended life that spans seven lives, and his ability to prophesy continues in the underworld: thus he is also a figure concerned with time and communication between the dead and the living. Tiresias was called from the underworld by sacrificial blood to prophesise for Odysseus, so perhaps it is the copious blood shed during the first World War that summons him to the modern world. What reason could there otherwise be to call him, only to witness the banalities of the modern world? It seems the worn and aging Tiresias, like Eliot, is a poet blessed and fettered by eternal time, doomed now to be called to a modern world with nothing to prophesy, and no certain person to give a prophesy to.  [19:  Eliot, Wasteland, p.42] 

Despite this, the dimension offered by Bergson’s durée, peopled by the greats and their wisdom, still offered Eliot the possibility to re-introduce meaning to a modern world, whose banality seemed encouraged by its clock-bound present. Whilst it seems counterintuitive for Eliot to use the Sibyl and Tiresias in The Waste Land, deliberately exacerbating the pain of spectral overcrowding following WW1, durée remained the time-scape of his poetry. Durée still best allowed for his belief in tradition and in interacting with the wisdom of the greats, yet Eliot candidly explored the danger of this move backwards into eternal time merely becoming an extension of the ever-growing reach of clock time, and the danger that summoning the ancients into conscious time, in the end, might deprive us all of our escape from time into eternity and oblivion. Meanwhile, Eliot, unable to totally discount durée, must have eventually reconciled himself even to the tragic ghosts of WW1. In the end, all ghosts are the unavoidable outcome human of consciousness and time, and we interact with them rather than banishing them, since to do so would be to banish memory and knowledge.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  For my father Charles May, because I can now understand why the most literary man I knew could no longer, after surviving WW2, read his beloved Dickens, why he loved Hardy only for his poetry and why he loved Eliot. It was not that he had read everything and now only read and reread poetry, it was because he could no longer lose himself in fiction, and the poets spoke so much better to a re-stitched soul fractured by horror.] 
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