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GENERAL EDITOR’S PREFACE

The Casebook series, launched in 1968, has become a well-regarded library of critical studies. The central concern of the series remains the ‘single-author’ volume, but suggestions from the academic community have led to an extension of the original plan, to include occasional volumes on such general themes as literary ‘schools’ and genres.

Each volume in the central category deals either with one well-known and influential work by an individual author, or with closely related works by one writer. The main section consists of critical readings, mostly modern, collected from books and journals. A selection of reviews and comments by the author’s contemporaries is also included, and sometimes comment from the author himself. The Editor’s introduction charts the reputation of the work or works from the first appearance to the present time.

Volumes in the ‘general themes’ category are variable in structure but follow the basic purpose of the series in presenting an integrated selection of readings, with an Introduction which explores the theme and discusses the literary and critical issues involved.

A single volume can represent no more than a small selection of critical opinions. Some critics are excluded for reasons of space, and it is hoped that readers will pursue the suggestions for further reading in the Select Bibliography. Other contributions are severed from their original context, to which some readers may wish to turn. Indeed, if they take a hint from the critics represented here, they certainly will.

A. E. DYSON


INTRODUCTION

The Waste Land and the Four Quartets have already been documented in separate volumes in the Casebook series; and this third Eliot volume is devoted to the rest of his poetry. The treatment is necessarily selective. Beyond the obvious choices, there have had to be many exclusions. For example, there are no separate critical items on ‘Eyes that last I saw in tears’, ‘Sweeney Agonistes’, ‘Coriolan’, ‘La Figlia Che Piange’, on any of the French poems or on The Rock, although these works are mentioned within the discussion of other poems. To have tried to cover a wide range of individual poems would have produced a thin and sketchy account. Instead, the critical documents focus on a smaller number of central and representative poems; and this narrowness of focus has been balanced by the section of ‘Perspectives’, which supplies wider-ranging views of Eliot’s development and relates the ‘minor’ poems of this Casebook to his ‘major’ achievement in The Waste Land and the Four Quartets.

‘Major’ and ‘minor’ properly stand within inverted commas, for the nature of Eliot’s achievement is still far from decided and agreed upon. The terms could be reversed. Some critics find the ‘great’ Eliot in the so-called ‘minor’ poetry, and a question-mark hangs over the Four Quartets. Is it the high-point of Eliot’s career? Or a mannered and rhetorical decline? In the decade since his death, there has been a spate of critical and biographical studies. The discovery of The Waste Land manuscript (together with drafts of other poems) has stimulated research and rethinking. Valuation and revaluation go on and the discussion of Eliot’s poetry is alive and continuing.

I

This Casebook illustrates some of the ways in which his work has been approached over the last sixty years and the force of its impact upon different critics (some of them considerable poets in their own right) across this period. It is not a steady and harmonious chorus of praise. There have been some notable dissenters, including Yvor Winters and W. B. Yeats. If a single truth emerges from this body of opinion, it is a testimony to the necessary independence of critical judgement and the obligation that rests on each individual reader to arrive at his own understanding of what he reads. It was a moral that Eliot never tired of repeating, indeed, was compelled to repeat in order to cope with the long and persistent line of questioners, some simple-minded, some scholarly, who came to enquire about the meaning of his poetry, the significance of this or that line or image. Sometimes he would play possum and keep quiet. Sometimes he would play willing, dropping veiled hints, half opening doors. Sometimes he would brush them off more flatly, as he did at the press conference in Edinburgh in 1953, following the first performance of The Cocktail Party: ‘As far as I am concerned, it means what it says. If it had meant something else, I would have said so.’ ‘But would you have said it so clearly?’ ‘No, I would have said it just as obscurely.’

The ‘meaning’ of a poem is something notoriously difficult to define, the subject of much critical debate. One theory is that a poem does not mean, it is. Eliot’s version was to say, for example, as he did of The Waste Land, that at the time ‘I wasn’t even bothering whether I understood what I was saying’; and that the ‘meaning’ of his poetry was only something that arose afterwards, to satisfy those readers who wanted his poetry to have meaning!1 But on one thing Eliot was clear. Confronted with a collection of essays entitled Interpretations, which included an analysis of ‘Prufrock’, he drew attention to the fallacy ‘of assuming that there must be just one interpretation of the poem as a whole, that must be right’; ‘as for the meaning of the poem as a whole, it is not exhausted by any explanation, for the meaning is what the poem means to different sensitive readers’.2

II

Part One of this collection presents quotations drawn from Eliot’s own prose. ‘Never trust the teller, trust the tale’ was D. H. Lawrence’s neat saying; Eliot’s concession was that ‘There may be much more in a poem than the author was aware of.’3 This, together with Eliot’s jokiness, is a warning to be attended to. None the less, embedded in Eliot’s reviews and critical essays is a body of commentary and explanation as suggestive and illuminating as in all the formal criticism of Eliot’s poetry from other people. The connection between his poetry and prose is deep and intimate. In ‘The Frontiers of Criticism’, he explained that his critical writing was ‘a by-product of my private poetry-workshop . . . a prolongation of the thinking that went into the formation of my own verse’.4 He went on to say that T wrote best about poets whose works had influenced my own’, a comment which he repeated, and significantly expanded upon, five years later, when in 1961 he added a historical gloss: ‘in my earlier criticism, both in my general affirmations about poetry and in writing about authors who had influenced me, I was implicitly defending the sort of poetry that I and my friends wrote’.5

The particular friend (rather than ‘friends’) in question was Ezra Pound. From 1915, when Eliot’s earliest reviews and essays began to appear, into the early 1920s, they were united in their efforts to create an informed public capable of responding to the sophistication, subtlety and European allusiveness of their poetry. Eliot’s critical writings are valuable as criticism; some are classics of their kind; yet the pre-1920 pieces can also be read as the justifying, enabling, forerunning propaganda of a poet determined to shape the taste by which he could be appreciated. The principles of this criticism are practical rather than philosophical, as he said in a letter to Pound in February 1915: ‘There can be no contemplative or easychair aesthetics, I think; only the aesthetics of the person who is about to do something.’ And Eliot’s early criticism is evidently the declaration of a writer ‘about to do something’. Later, his Websterian and Jacobean verse is matched by essays on Webster and the other dramatists of that period; his metaphysical conceits and echoes by encomiums of metaphysical poetry; his Dantean images and themes by the celebration of Dante; his imitation of French symbolist poetic devices by praise for the symbolist poets. Even the essays written very much later can throw an informative light upon the earliest poetry.

We see this in, for example, the lecture ‘What Dante Means to Me’, given in 1950, where he looks back to the influence of Laforgue, whose work he was reading while still a student at Harvard and under whose impact he began to write imitations, culminating in the highly developed and creative Laforgueanism of ‘Prufrock’ and ‘Portrait of a Lady’. In that lecture he also refers to the influence of Baudelaire, where T learned first, a precedent for the poetical possibilities, never developed by any poet writing in my own language, of the more sordid aspects of the modern metropolis, of the possibility of fusion between the sordidly realistic and the phantasmagoric, the possibility of the juxtaposition of the matter-of-fact and the fantastic’ (see below, Part One, section 3. 1).

This statement makes an invaluable commentary on the subject-matter and vision of ‘Preludes’, ‘Rhapsody’ and the other poems that touch upon the experience of modern life in cities. It helps us to understand the insistence that both Pound and Eliot make in their early reviews and essays upon the European element in what they were then promoting as the best English and American school of modern poetry (meaning, of course, their own poetry!). It also helps us to understand, more precisely, the way in which Eliot can be described as a ‘literary’ poet and the complexity of his indebtedness to the past.

To take isolated sentences and passages from the close fabric of Eliot’s prose is undeniably destructive. But the purpose of these extracts is not to display Eliot’s qualities as a writer but to highlight specific ideas which are relevant to his poetry and which have played a part, directly or indirectly, in the criticism of his work. For example, there is the question of poetry and religious belief, an issue that has occupied many critics of Ash Wednesday and the Ariel poems. Another important idea, which Eliot returns to again and again, is the capacity of the creative imagination to bring together disparate, seemingly unconnected experiences – a feature of his own poetry, and widely discussed by the critics, sometimes to his advantage, sometimes to his disadvantage. Or there is his concept of the ‘new art emotion’ (see below, Part One, section 5.111) for which the structure of the poem provides the formula, a hint which some of Eliot’s most recent critics have taken up.

I have also included some of Eliot’s reflections on criticism itself: these are always illuminating and sometimes amusing too. In ‘The Frontiers of Criticism’ he talks about ‘the lemon-squeezer school of criticism’, whose practitioners seize a poem, ‘analyse it stanza by stanza and line by line, and extract, tease, press every drop of meaning out of it that one can’ {On Poetry and Poets, p. 113). The joke is double-edged. His quatrain poems are dense with remote allusion and obscure reference, baited with pedantry, a source-hunter’s paradise, an explicator’s dream, designedly grist to the lemon-squeezer’s mill. So lemon-squeezing has not been wholly excluded from this collection.

Part One concludes with an extract from the very revealing Paris Review interview where Eliot explained the origins of his choice of vers libre (at first in imitation of Laforgue), and of his experimentation in a tight quatrain form, in imitation of Gautier. He also mentioned his campaigning relationship with Pound, and commented on the prevailing poetic fashions of that period, from about 1910 to 1920.

III

Fittingly, the section of ‘Perspectives’ (Part Two) opens with Pound’s 1917 review of Prufrock and Other Observations and closes with an extract from Rajan’s 1966 essay on ‘the evolving logic of the œuvre’. These accounts of Eliot’s poetic development provide a context for the criticism, in Part Three, of the individual poems and groups of poems.

Pound’s review carries a special authority, a special proximity to Eliot. When he first met Pound, in September 1914, Eliot was an unknown and rejected
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