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        The next time I teach Eliot to undergrads, I will assign this swift, witty, enjoyable invitation to T. S. Eliot’s work and thought. Maddrey knows everything about Eliot, but he grinds no axe, which frees professors and students to grind their own. Scrupulously footnoted for professional use, not short but concise, it is stuffed with unfamiliar and apt quotations. Maddrey quotes a 1949 interview about The Cocktail Party, in which Eliot said, ‘If there is nothing more in the play than what I was aware of meaning, then it must be a pretty thin piece of work.’ There’s the New Criticism in 25 words, 21 of them monosyllables. Eliot asks us to quit asking what he thought and to do some thinking ourselves. This book will help.

        GEORGE J. LEONARD, AUTHOR OF INTO THE LIGHT OF THINGS AND THE END OF INNOCENCE. PROFESSOR OF INTERDISCIPLINARY HUMANITIES, SAN FRANCISCO STATE UNIVERSITY

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Joseph Maddrey provides an illuminating spiritual biography of T. S. Eliot that treats his writings as markers of Eliot’s lifelong spiritual drama and development while avoiding reducing his poetry to biography because he treats the texts as products of creation that all can contemplate. Maddrey admiringly captures the creativity of both Eliot’s character and his poetry. The two are elusive not only because Eliot’s poetry employs a vast and encyclopedic storehouse of poetic images (“3,000 years of word made flesh”), but also because his poetry strives to move “beyond poetry,’ at the apophatic ‘ever-present frontier of consciousness—where words fail, though meanings persist.” Maddrey introduces Eliot to a new generation of readers, and guides wanderers anew at the “point of intersection with the timeless / With time.”

        JOHN VON HEYKING, PROFESSOR OF POLITICAL SCIENCE AT THE UNIVERSITY OF LETHBRIDGE, ALBERTA, CANADA

      

      

      

      
        
        
        T. S. Eliot considered that “a worthwhile biography should show the development of an artist and give readers a proper sense of how each work of art fits within the whole.” In Simply Eliot, Joseph Maddrey has fulfilled the directive, brilliantly compressing a gargantuan amount of previous Eliot studies and providing a fresh dynamic manual for understanding this storied literary icon.

        QUINTON HALLETT, POET, AND AUTHOR OF MRS. SCHRÖDINGER’S BREAST

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Simply Eliot is an accessible, artfully written book that positions a well-known literary figure in a seemingly new landscape. One of the book’s greatest strengths is its extensive engagement with archival sources. Maddrey draws on those sources to give weight and depth to his narrative, which weaves interpretations—close readings, even—of Eliot’s poetry into the broad strokes of his biography and intellectual genealogy. The approach is neither reductive nor esoteric, and Maddrey’s way with language draws the reader—one suddenly realizes one is reading and enjoying literary criticism. For this reason, the book will appeal not just to an audience of academics or students, but to intelligent, cultured people of all kinds.

        DR. SIÂN WHITE, ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR OF ENGLISH, JAMES MADISON UNIVERSITY

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Joseph Maddrey’s Simply Eliot is an elegant addition to the Great Lives series, providing an authoritative introduction to T. S. Eliot’s work and influences. Accessible and yet well researched, Maddrey’s biography gives readers a deeper understanding and appreciation of Eliot’s life and his development as an artist by tracing the personal and critical influences of the individual poems and plays written throughout the writer’s long career. Maddrey focuses on the individual works themselves to demonstrate how each fits into the whole and represents Eliot’s journey as a spiritual seeker and artist. Maddrey’s book will make a great introduction to all who are interested in Eliot, as well as to everyone and anyone who wants to learn more. Simply Eliot is simply what all biographies should be.

        CAROL SCARVALONE KUSHNER, PROFESSOR OF ENGLISH & HUMANITIES AT DUTCHESS COMMUNITY COLLEGE

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Joseph Maddrey’s brief vita of Eliot is a tale of a search for identities, both human and divine. Maddrey is right to say that “Eliot’s total commitment to the church transformed his poetry.” Was that church, though, the Church of England, with its distinctive patrimony of the King James Bible, and Lancelot Andrewes, and George Herbert, and their like, or the Anglican faith as a world religion that Eliot experienced first in the USA during his flight from Unitarianism? Maddrey’s analysis of Eliot as an American High-Church Anglican living in Britain insightfully explores the relationship between religious and cultural identities, and helpfully places Eliot, nationally and religiously respectively, as “stranger and pilgrim.”

        THE REVEREND GRAEME NAPIER MA MPHIL (OXON), RECTOR, ST. JOHN’S IN THE VILLAGE, GREENWICH VILLAGE, NEW YORK

      

      

      

      
        
        
        This relatively brief account of the life of T. S. Eliot admirably enlarges one’s appreciation of his poetry and other writings by situating them within their historical, cultural, and religious backgrounds. Not of least value is the final section entitled “Suggested Reading,” which is actually a summary of the responses of critical scholarship to Eliot’s work rather than a mere list of books.

        THE REVD DR. PAUL BRADSHAW, PROFESSOR EMERITUS OF LITURGICAL STUDIES, UNIVERSITY OF NOTRE DAME

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I had to stop my daily life, almost, to read Simply Eliot; for me, it is compelling, refreshing, and genuinely exciting to read a biography that speaks to Virginia Woolf’s “common reader.” Cats saved Eliot for millions of people, but it did not make people want to read Eliot’s challenging poetry. I think Maddrey’s book will.

        CHARLES W. SPURGEON, PROFESSOR EMERITUS AT MARYMOUNT UNIVERSITY AND AUTHOR OF THE POETRY OF WESTMINSTER ABBEY AND J. HENRY SHORTHOUSE, THE AUTHOR OF JOHN INGLESANT (WITH REFERENCE TO T. S. ELIOT AND C. G. JUNG)
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      Simply Charly’s Great Lives series offers concise yet deeply insightful introductions to the world’s most influential thinkers and creators—scientists, artists, writers, economists, and other extraordinary figures whose ideas and achievements continue to shape our world.

      Each book opens a window into the life and mind of its subject: their work, their inspirations, the pivotal moments that defined them, and the obstacles they overcame along the way. You’ll also find glimpses of their lesser-known sides—the quirks, contradictions, and private battles that make geniuses feel unmistakably human.

      Written by leading scholars and experts who have spent years studying their subjects, these volumes move far beyond the familiar timeline of “greatest hits.” They dive deep into the thought processes, struggles, and turning points that propelled these figures toward their most enduring contributions.

      The Great Lives series brings clarity and depth to complex lives, transforming historical icons into vivid, relatable individuals whose ambitions and doubts mirror our own.

      Ultimately, we hope that these books do more than inform—that they inspire. Because the best stories of extraordinary lives don’t just teach us about the past; they remind us what’s possible in our own.

      
        
        Charles Carlini

        New York City
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      There is nothing simple about T. S. Eliot. At least, that’s the simple conclusion to be drawn from the existence of thousands of books, essays, and dissertations about the Nobel Prize-winning poet. Collectively, this body of critical work has created a popular conception of Eliot as an impossibly complex writer and a man of many contradictory masks. Critics have presented him as an avant-garde poet and conservative critic, a modernist and a traditionalist, a Romantic and a Classicist, a philosopher and a moralist, an American and a European, a proto-fascist and a pseudo-mystic, a bigot and a sage. Each of these masks can be peeled away, but then what are we left with? Who was T. S. Eliot, and what did he really stand for?

      First and foremost, he is the author of several very influential poems, including “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” The Waste Land, The Hollow Men, Ash-Wednesday, and Four Quartets. Even those who have never read these poems have probably encountered some key phrases from them—enigmatic allusions to measuring out one’s life with coffee spoons, or enduring the cruelty of April, or watching the world end with a whimper instead of a bang. Those who are familiar with Eliot’s poetry may have an impression of him as an esoteric wordsmith who captured the world-weary “spirit of the age” in post-WWI Europe, or as a religious conservative who championed Christianity as the solution to all the problems of the modern world. Both are oversimplifications.

      In academic circles, Eliot is usually remembered as an influential literary critic who coined several memorable phrases, including “objective correlative,” “mythical method,” and “auditory imagination.” His breakthrough essay, “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” provided a loose basis for New Criticism, a movement in literary theory prevalent in American universities during the middle of the 20th century. Other major essays and lectures revolutionized the study of metaphysical poetry and revitalized interest in 17th-century English poets like John Donne, contextualizing their work as part of a broader literary tradition from the 14th-century Italian poet Dante Alighieri to the 19th-century French poet Charles Baudelaire. For several years, Eliot tried to clarify the distinction between literary Classicism and Romanticism before reframing the dichotomy in terms of orthodoxy vs. heresy, and turning his focus toward social criticism. In his later years, he suggested that his critical work would endure mainly as an aid to understanding his own development as a poet. That is how many scholars (and the author of this book) choose to use it.

      Eliot’s work as a playwright has receded further into the background in recent years, but a new generation of scholars recognizes that his early verse dramas—especially Sweeney Agonistes: Fragments of an Aristophanic Melodrama, Murder in the Cathedral, and The Family Reunion—are vital to understanding the poet’s body of work. Toward the end of his life, Eliot all but abandoned verse poetry in favor of stage plays. He achieved his greatest commercial success with the contemporary comedies The Cocktail Party, The Confidential Clerk, and The Elder Statesman, and those works subtly embody his ultimate truths.

      Although Eliot once famously declared that critics should never concern themselves with the personal details of an artist’s life, critics and biographers have often been tempted to mine the specifics of his personal life for insights into his body of work. At times, the poet took the same approach to studying writers who preceded him. In 1937, he characterized the collected essays of his late friend Paul Elmer More as a chronicle of More’s “spiritual pilgrimage.”⁠1 He also wrote that More’s journey was an “auxiliary” to his own.⁠2 Like Eliot, More was born in St. Louis and educated at Harvard under the tutelage of Irving Babbitt, and he extensively studied Eastern religion and Western philosophy before turning away from his Unitarian upbringing and embracing the Anglican form of Christianity. What was important to Eliot—about his own work, and More’s—was not the destination, but the journey. By studying Eliot’s poetry and plays within the context of the author’s life, we can better understand him and his lifelong search for an intellectually coherent and authentically-felt worldview, and better assess his importance as a literary figure and a cultural icon.

      Of course, it’s difficult to trace that journey without contemplating some of the more intimate details of the poet’s life—and here we run the risk of getting mired in celebrity gossip that may or may not illuminate his work. Critics and biographers have thoroughly examined Eliot’s troubled relationship with his first wife, Vivienne Haigh-Wood, who was committed to a mental hospital in 1938. Some of these studies have depicted the poet as emotionally abusive, even misogynistic. Eliot’s friendship (in the years 1910 through 1915) with a Frenchman named Jean Verdenal has also been a subject of much scrutiny, and the basis for some spurious claims about Eliot’s sexual orientation. The poet’s cohabitation with the English scholar John Hayward (from 1946 until early 1957) and his marriage to his much younger secretary Valerie Fletcher have also prompted speculation. Hidden behind all these relationships is Eliot’s decades-long friendship with Emily Hale, the reputed lady-in-waiting who hoped to be his second wife. The details of that relationship will be illuminated more fully in 2020 when approximately 1,131 letters from the poet to Hale become available to researchers at Princeton University. Until then, critics (and novelists) will continue to hazard guesses about the “truth” of Eliot’s romantic and sexual life.

      To be fair, Eliot himself once suggested in a private letter that an author’s sexual life is worthy of studying if that author is “a spiritual type, not a mere abnormal.”⁠3 We can safely assume that Eliot regarded himself as a spiritual type, but we can also understand why the poet—or anyone—would want to maintain their privacy about the most intimate details of their life. In 1927, Eliot wrote to his mother that if a
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