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ABSTRACT 

This sequential reading of Four Quartets attends closely to 

form, rhythm, image, idea, syntax, tone, and mood, examining the 

relations of one to another and of one part of the cycle to 

another. It draws on earlier studies which are mainly thematic, 

but it concentrates primarily on analysis of the poetry itself. 

Such a commentary does not set out to prove a single hypo

thesis, and therefore does not lend itself to simple summary. 

But it emphasises, .inter a.lia, these feCltures. 

1. The Quartets are rightly read as a unified cycle. The first 

three, though relatively complete 1n themselves, are buill upon 

and retrospectively modified by their successors in a complex 

pattern; and the recurring and developing themes are not fully 

resolved until the end of little Gidding. On the other hand, 

the five individual parts that go to make up each Quartet are 

not self-contained, and cannot properly be resd in isolation. 

(Such readings fail especially to make sense of the Part IV 

lyrics. ) 

2. The poetry is meditative lyric, or lyric meditation, rather 

than personal confession or philosophic statement. The poet's 

voice often speaks generically. The whole cycle - like each 

Quartet itself - begins with individual perception or experience 

and, through meditation upon it, broadens into universal state-

ment at the end. The point of departure is generally some time -

transcending experience; the concluding meditation generally 

relates the perceptions of the timeless to perceptions about the 

nature of Hrt ond the nature of love, both human and divine. 



3. Despite occasional lapses, usually in Part II or Part III, 

assertions of large-- scale failure ( in The Dry Salvages 

especially) are not justified by close scrutiny of the poetic 

texture. Analysis of structural, tonal, metrical and syntactic 

features vindicates even the alleged prosaically flat passages. 

4. The poetry works largely with traditional imagery, plain 

diction, orthodox syntax and pervasive four-stress rhythm. 

There are severa] departures from all these, yet a rjght reading 

wi 11 see them as deliberate variations, for specifi c purposes, 

on the given norms. 

The general aim of the thesis is to demonstrate that the 

poems are less difficult 1n thought and peculiar 1n method than 

has often been supposed. 



Especially pertinent for the reader of poetry 
- and for the critic of poetry - is [Val~ry's] 
repeated insistence that poetry must first of 
all be enjoyed, if it is to be of any use at 
all; and that most of the rest of what is 
written, talked, and taught is philology, 
history, bjography, sociology, psychology. 

T.S. Eliot: Introduction to Paul Val~ry's 
J~e Art of Poetry (xvii) 

* * * * * 
Each of us brings to the poem his own experiences, 
which need not be - indeed, cannot be - the same 
as the poet's, and there fjnds these private 
experiences more or less, depending on the 
effective power of the motif, conformed to the 
motif and so expressed in it. 

James Olney: Metaphors of Self (267) 

* * * * * 
Knowing, we have found, is only part of a larger 
process of experience, and the point at which we 
have real knowing is never precisely determinable. 

T.S. Eliot: Knowledg"e and Experience ( 139) 
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REFERENCES AND ABBREVIATIONS 

I have avoided footnotes, appending at the end of this study 
only a few longer notes which would otherwise have delayed the 
forward movement of the commentary. References are incorporated 
briefly in the text without publication details, which may be 
found in the bibliography. In cases of more than one item by 
the same writer, ambiguity has been eliminated by context, date 
of publication, editor of the volume concerned, or abbreviati,on. 

The few abbreviations used to simplify references in the 
text are , as follows: 

Works of T.S. Eliot 

OPP: On Poetry and Poets 

P1ays: C011ected Plays 

SE: Selected Essays 

TCC: To Criticize the Critic 

{fP[!C: The Use of Poe try and the Use of Cr it i ci SOl 

Specific page or line numbers for poems in the C01lected 
Poems are avoided as unnecessary and therefore distracting. 
Other quotations from Eliot are generally identified by the 
sources from which they are quoted, most frequently in Helen 
Gardner's The Composition of Four Quartets. 

Other Works 

AJ'SE: Helen Gardner: The Art of T.S. Eliot 

CFQ: Helen Gardner: The Composition of FOllr Quartets 

Casebook: Bernard Bergonzi, ed. Four Quartets: A 
Casebook. 

Inf., Purg., P8ra.: the Dorothy Sayers translations 
of Dante's La Bivina Commedia as Hell, Purgatory and 
Paradise respectively. 

Peers: The Complete Works of Saint John of the Cross, 
ed. E. Allison Peers 

Quotations from the Bhagavad- Gita are taken from the Penguin 
translation by Juan Mascar6. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Nearly fifty years after its completion, the poem - cycle 

Four Quartets is an established though by no means unassailed 

monument of modern poetry. Reactions to the poems range from 

the reverential, as if they were virtually holy writ, to the 

dismissive on the grounds that they are poetically clumsy, or 

psychologically morbid, or ideologically sterile. 

Stan Smith, in h :is book The Invio1ab.le Voice - which 

clearly does not refer to Eliot's - finds them ideologically 

inadequate, an elegant symptom of a dying culture: 

Contempt for the specific leaves the poem always on 
the point of action, never actually soiled by 
commitment. ( 92 ) 

A deliberate abstractive movement evacuates the 
human from a reality which is on the one hand 
focused in moments of privileged ecstasy and, on the 
other, a series of massed, generalised, impersonal 
processes. (93) 

Eliot's poetry expresses, with great beauty and 
precision, a profound crisis in the bourgeois soul in 
this century, a crisis as yet still unresolved . ... It 
is in the abdication of the agent, the contemplative 
abstraction of the subject, that Eliot's poetry finds 
its representative power, as the expression of an age 
when bourgeois culture entered into what looked like 
a terminal par'alysis. (97 ) 

C.R. Stead has recently remarked that Eliot 

had stolen from his own nature all - or very nearly 
all - the natural man; there was little capacity left 
for an open receiving of the phenomenal world, little 
trust in his fellow creatures or willingness to give 
and receive love. And in addition there was a belief 
in a particularly llfe- denying form of Christian 
asceticism which could only add to his poetic 
deficiencies. (1986, 229) 

This 1S clearly psychological and religious antipathy rather 

than lit e rary analysis ; and Stead's often witty exercise in 
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deflation relies more heavily on the life and "ideas" than on 

analysis of the poetry. It is not the aim of this study to 

answer such allegations directly, though my commentary will 

certainly make my disagreement plain; it will also, I hope, 

vindicate the poetry against Stead's astonishing remark in the 

same essay that what.ever the Quartets have been admired for, 

it is not for their "technique" (200). 

F.R. Leavis, towards the end of his career, came to see the 

Quartets as characterized, and damaged, by personal despera-

tion and "the El i oti.e fear of life" (261). I must own that. 

his long essay in The living Principle, despite its air of 

intellectual rigour, strikes me more as the lament of an 

acolyte betrayed than as a clear account of the poetry. 

In plainer terms, and addressing himself to questions of 

style, Donald Davie has seen the cycle as 

on the one hand poetry at its most private, on the 
other hand poetry at its most public, prepared to 
dispense with most of its customary ornaments and 
splendors. 

It is small wonder if the product of such extreme 
tension is a poem remarkably uneven in tone if not 
in quality; a poem which has to make a formal virtue 
out of its own disparities .... (Litz 195 ) 

I would agree with Davie - and inlend to demonstrate - that 

there are patches of unevenness; but these are not frequent or 

grave enough to warrant the generalisations he makes, nor do 

they proceed from the cause he alleges. We cannot, in any 

case, derive automatic consequences from the co-presence of 

the "most private" and the "most public" in poetry; if we 

could, Dante would have been consigned long ago to the critical 

equivalent of his own Inferno. 
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It has long been obvious that major stumbling-blocks to many 

readers have been the fact, or the nature, of Eliot's Christi 

anity, or the alleged peculiarities of his temperament or his 

political and social beliefs. The latter have been analysed 

with persuasive sympathy by Roger Kojecky and to some extent by 

John Margolis; my concern in what follows is a far more limited 

one, not attempting to engage in apologetics or ideological 

vindication. Readers are of course free to dislike the poems, 

the poet and his beliefs, as they are free to dislike Milton or 

Lucretius ; though it is hard to avoid the suspicion that Eliot's 

religion, in particular, would have been less problematic in 

the assessment of his work had he not been a contemporary and, 

especially before his conversion, a leading spirit in the 

genesis of modernism. The future may well change all this. 

Adverse response to the later Eliot 1S of course not uni 

formly religious in origin; nor, happily, are his admirers con -

fined to the ambience of the cathedral close. The cycle exerts 

a wide appeal and clearly means many things to many people ; the 

bewildering range of responses often suggests that equally 

enthusiastic readers are encountering quite different poems. 

The commentary that follows represents one reading and does 

not, needless to say, claim to be definitive. What it does 

claim is to offer one reading in some detail and in sequence, 

providing a step- by- step basis for comparison of responses, and 

attempting to justify by analysis the responses that it offers. 

It is not polemical in intent, though it is fair to say that it 

arises from profound admiration of the poetry and from the urge 

to share this with others ; also that I am largely in sympathy 
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with Eliot's religious viewpoint. The question remains, why a 

c ommentary of this kind ? Are there not enough of them? 

The justification of fresh work in a well-ploughed field is 

a starting- point for many literary studies, and this is no 

exception. A commentary at this stage, on a work as widely 

known and studied as Four Quartets, runs two risks: either of 

tiresome reporting of the obvious and of what many others have 

already said, or of assuming a startling ( and so predictably, 

to many readers, irresponsible) "ot-i ginality" of approach. Yet 

beh.;een the two still lies, I be]ieve, a considerable space in 

which useful work may be done - a larger space than the volume 

of exisling studies might lead us to expect. 

A great deal of illuminating work has indeed been done on 

the cycle as well as on individual Quartets : most notably, i n 

my opinion, by the late Helen Gardner in The Art of T.S. Eliot 

(1949) and The Composition of Four Quartets ( 1978) - each, in 

its way, a pioneering study. Dozens of critics and commentators 

have helped to clarify details, identify influences, trace allu

sions and assess Eliot's artistry; and few have written without 

making some real contribution. In spite of all this, surpri -

singly little has been written in the way of sustained book

length commentary on the cyc le as a whole and as, primarily, 

. poetry ( Julia Reibetanz's helpful work l being one of the few 

exceptions). Most of the existi ng commentaries are valuable 1n 

identifying sources and interpreting ideas at various points, 

but lack sequential continuity of attention to the texture of 

the verse in relation to the ideas as they unfold. 
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Notable among accounts of the cycle during the past ten 

years - extended ones, though not of book length - are those hy 

A.D. Moody and Ronald Bush. Each is carefully researched and 

documented. Moody's is meticulous and often helpful. Bush's, 

often illuminating and sympathetic on Eliot's earlier career, 

seems less concerned with the poetry of the Quartets than with 

using them, together with biographical detail, to present a 

picture of inner conflict and personal failure in the poet. 

Lyndall Gordon's brilliant and moving Eliot's New Li.fe, though 

biographical and not offered as a commentary, details the 

personal relationships and conflicts with far more information 

and insight. It could perhaps be argued that it encourages a 

more biographicaL reading of the Quartets ( and of Ash-Wednesday) 

than they really warrant: the presence of Emily Hale in Burnt 

Norton's garden being, for instance, a detail to be valued yet 

not an essential key to the opening movement of the poem. But 

the tasks of biographers and commentators necessarily differ in 

emphasis; and the first responsihility of a sustained commentary 

is to the details of the text as we have it. 

A siudent long ago remarked to me how often the available 

"guides" to Eliot's poetry tended to pass over in silence just 

those passages thai puzzled him most, as if the authors were 

reluctant to admit "I don't know what lines x to y could 

possibly be taken to mean, and would appreciate suggestions". 

This is sti 11 true of parts of "Gerontion", The Waste Land and 

Ash - Wednesday, and arguably even more so of the Quartets. 

Granted that accounts of "meaning" are not necessarily defini

tive, attempts to offer them remain worthwhile. 
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But it is not only at the level of "explication of meaning" 

that the well - scarred field invites further ploughing. Eliot 

remarked in "From Poe to Valery" that "The subject exists for 

t.he po e m, not th e poem for the subject" ( .TCC 39); and unless we 

detach from its context and wilfully misread the famous state 

ment. in East Coker, it is not t.rue t.hat "The poetry does not 

matter". The mysterious connection between subject and poetry 

- hazy as the t.erms and artificial as the distinction may b e 

warrants close scrutiny, and here lies plenty of scope for 

further i nvestigation (far more t.han will be undertaken here ) . 

It is perhaps excusable for the average student of Eliot to 

suspect that t.here are two main approaches to commentary on 

the cycle: that of the expert image - , al1usion- and source 

hunter ( such as Grover Smith, Peter Milward or Harry Blamires) 

who provides an embarras de richesse of suggestions and 

parallels yet often leaves us with the difficulty of fitting 

them coherently together; and that of the sophisticated expo 

sitor of influences ( Hugh Kenner or Derek Traversi) who ranges 

over a wide field of religious and philosophical thought from 

Heraclitus to Bradley or the Bhagvvad- Gita to Ber gson, yet 

leaves us stiil wondering what, in the plain , old-fashioned 

sense , lines x to y may mean, why they take the form that they 

do , and how they connect with the rest of the poem. The occu-

pational hazards of commentary on t.he Quart.ets are such that 

they too easily, and dauntingly, begin to sound like textbooks 

of metaphysics or collections of sermons or, worse still, a 

fiendish literary quiz or s et of crossword-puzzle clues. 
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The aim of this study has been to do reasonable justice to 

the Quartets as, above and before anything else, poetry. And 

far from dismissing the kinds of expertise I have mentioned, I 

am deeply indebted to them, as the following pages will amply 

demonstrate. My point is that the very wealth of scholarship 

often tends to leave the poetry itself on the sidelines, and 

that there remains plenty of scope for a line-by-line critical 

reading of the whole. I have tried to offer a plain but full 

account, ignoring neither the puzzling nor the more familiar, 

bearing in mind the likely responses of the ljterate and well -

informed but non-specialist reader, as well as drawing fairly 

selectively on the insights afforded by the work of specialist 

scholars. My study is a sequential reading of Four Quartets as 

an unfolding experience involving simultaneous response to 

form, rhythm, image, idea, syntax, tone, and mood, attending 

to the interrelationships of one to another and of one part of 

the cycle to another; and avoiding the distractions of extended 

and incon c lusive debates over religion or philosophy or mysti -

cism or Eliot's personal temperament and problems. These all 

have their relevance to the cycle, but the experience of reading 

it is the chief object of my attention. 

While debates over critical theory are not my concern here, 

it will be apparent that my preferred method of approach can be 

caLled "close reading" (tho ugh I trust not of the myopic kind ) 

and that it is not unlike the methods of the New Critics of the 

mid - century. Not long ago Sanford Schwartz wrote: 

After several decades of dramatic change, New 
Criticism now seems as quaint as the tradition it 
replaced .... Many now look ba c k upon their New 
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Critical heritage as a kind of provincial embarrass
ment, a reminder of the humble origins they have 
left behind. (213) 

Many will doubtless agree with him; at all events, in my firm 

c onviction that the efficacy of the method is more important 

than its provenance, I am gratified to find him adding that 

the tradition we are leaving behind should be 
treated as seriously as the tradition we are now 
assimilating .... (215) 

(It is a question, of course, whether we Rre leaving that 

tradition behind. ) Every method carries its dangers, and our 

business IS as far as possible to avoid the dangers rather than 

to spurn the methods. Since Eliot's well-known comments in 

"The Frontiers of Criticism" on "the lemon-squeezer school of 

criticism" (OPP 113), a certain defensive self-consciousness 

has sometimes attended and bedevilled exercises in the close 

reading of texts. Russell Kirk has offered a severe warning: 

The "lemon - squeezer school of criticism", disliked 
by Eliot, is too fond of lengthy indolent quoting 
from the poet, extracting drops of juice that these 
drops may be inspected briefly through the critic's 
microscope. Carried to excess, this technique 
bewilders the common reader and bores the man who 
has read Eliot severa] t.imes over. (285) 

The problem is, of course, to identify the nature and limits 

of "indolence" and "excess". More to our purpose, however, IS 

the context in which Eliot made his remarks. Discussing a 

volume of close readings, he claimed to find the method rather 

"tiring", yet added that the analysis of "Prufrock" in that 

volume, ignoring the darker recesses of his own private life, 

was an attempt to find out what the poem really 
meant - whether that was what I had meant it to mean 
or not. And for that I was grateful. (opp 11:3) 

Going on to the dangers of the method, he listed them as: the 
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assumptions that one and only one interpretation is right and 

that it is necessarily an account of the author's conscious or 

unconscious intentions; and the damage that can be done to the 

reader's personal enjoyment of a poem. These cautions, though 

salutary, are equally applicable to many other methods of ana-

lysis and interpretation. The term "lemon-squeezer" itself is 

of course tendentious; the close reader would prefer to see 

him-- or herself as a reasonably informed, helpful and tactful 

tour guide, hlending factual information with personal respon

ses, alerting the hearers to details that might be overlooked, 

and finally leaving them to explore further for themselves, 

refining their own evaluations and enlarging their capacity to 

understand and enjoy the work before them. 

Two frequently recurring emphases perhaps warrant preliminary 

comment: those on syntax and on metrics. Believing that Eliot 

departed from normal syntax, word order or idiom only for 

specific effects, I have often looked at the structure of the 

sentences, the patterning of phrases, clausal relationships or 

significant conjunction-links, shifts in tense or grammatical 

mood, the varying choice of generic pronouns, or the functions 

of syntactical ambiguities. I have also scanned selected 

sections of the text as the commentary proceeds. The verse, I 

find, has a dominant pattern - more dominant than is usually 

recognized - of four main stresses to the line, often with a 

number of secondary stresses. Doubtless many readers would hear 

the rhythms somewhat differently; but a fairly frequent emphasis 

on hearing them at all, and on noticing variations from the 
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basic pattern, is an essential part of my aim to examine the 

verse as vehicle for the images and ideas, without with they 

would remain images and ideas but would not be poetry. Harvey 

Gross, in his rewarding study of Eliot's prosody, has argued 

with some persuasiveness that the syntax 1S in fact closely 

related to prosodic form and musical effect: 

Eliot, through prosody, and a syntax so intricately 
patterned that it must be reckoned a part of Eliot's 
prosody, evokes a complexity of feeling in ways that 
music evokes comparable states in the minds of 
sensitive listeners. (175 ) 

Amidst a rich welter of literary- theoretical propositions I 

have adhered to a few simple assumptions, the defence of which 

would doubtless be inconclusive and would leave no space for 

the commentary itself. (In this respect the study must justify 

its method through its practice.) These assumptions are: that 

a poem must not only "be" but "mean", and, conversely, that 

meaning is affected by the manner of its "being" in the poetry; 

that the author's intended meaning, if detectable from extra-

textual sources (here, above all, the drafts of the Quartets ) , 

is worth taking into account though by no means final; that the 

poetry matters more as an experience for the reader than as a 

revelation of the author - who is, after all, only an object of 

interest by virtue of what he or she has given us to read; and 

finally that, while no assessment or interpretation can ever be 

taken as definitive, personal responses (whether of enthusiasm 

or of distaste) are not out of place - it is the commentator's 

righl to be evaluative as well as expository. 

* * * * * 
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It is not accidental that the title Four Quartets draws 

analogies with musical composition. In reading the work we 

soon realise the value of alertness to features which musical 

metaphors help to describe - to the patterns of repetition, 

development, recapitulation, variation, to which themes and 

statements are subjected. In "The Music of Poetry", often 

quoted in this connection, Eliot observed that 

The use of recurrent themes is as natural to poetry 
as to music. There are possibilities for verse 
which bear some analogy to the development of a 
theme by different groups of instruments; there are 
possibilities of transitions in a poem comparable to 
the different movements of a symphony or a quartet; 
there are possibilities of contrapuntal arrangement 
of subject-matter. (OPP 38) 

Earlier in the same lecture he had said: 

Dissonance, even cacophony, has its place: just as, 
in a poem of any length, there must be transitions 
between passages of greater and less intensity, to 
give a rhythm of fluctuating emotion essential to 
the musical structure of the whole; and the passages 
of less intensity will be, in relation to the level 
on which the total poem operates, prosaic - so that, 
in the sense implied by that context, it may be said 
that no poet can write a poem of amplitude unless he 
is a master of the prosaic. (OPP 32) 

These analogies can be applied to Four Quartets, though not 

systematically pursued. There are senses in which they simply 

cannot be pressed: nothing in the ~se of language can really 

correspond to the varying harmonic possibilities offered by four 

instruments,2 and we can stretch the comparison no further than 

saying that the texture of Eliot's language sometimes undergoes 

changes faintly suggesting the different blends of instrumental 

sound. That Eliot himself was more concerned with structural 

analogies and the weaving of themes than with blends of instru -
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mental texture, is clear from a letter he wrote to John Hayward, 

the friend whose advice and comment he sought while composing 

the last three Quartets. 

I should like to indicate that these poems are all 
in a particular set form which I have elaborated, 
and the word "quartet" does seem to me to start 
people on the right tack for understanding them 
("sonata" in any case is too musical). It suggests 
to me the notion of making a poem by weaving in 
together three or four superficially unrelated 
themes: the "poem" being the degree of success 1n 
making a new whole out of them. (CF() 26) 

We may, too, have a general impression that after the large 

dramatic and "symphonic" range of The Waste .lewd, the Quartets 

have the more intimate and austere poise of chamber music; but 

this does not carry us very far. Herbert Howarth, discussing 

the alleged links between the poem-cycle and the late string 

quartets of Beethoven (277-289), built on the hint in one of 

Eliot's lectures that he aimed to "get beyond poetry, as 

Beethoven, in his later works, strove to get beyond music" 

(Matthiessen 90). Howarth goes on, but with a noticeable 

wrenching of parallels, to draw structural analogies between 

each of the four poems and Beethoven's Opus 132 in A mlnor. 

Poetry, however, stubbornly lacks the abstraction of music 

("I gotta use words when I talk to you", as Sweeney says); and 

although much of Four ()uartets may look like the product of 

ineffably private experience, the poems do communicate, and we 

both must and can "use words" to talk about subject and theme. 

If forced to answer in one word the question "What are the 

Quartets about?", most of us would probably reply (with all the 

inevitable frustrations and reservations) "Time". Past, future, 

before, after, beginning and end together appear over 100 times, 
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and the word time itself about 70 times in the 876 lines: and 

almost every conceivable meaning of the word time is brought 

into play: occasion, opportunity, moment, continuum, age, rhythm 

and so on. If allowed a few more words, we might name as some 

leading themes the relation between certain haunting individual 

experlences (initially the poet's own) and the nature of time 

itself; and the relation between the limitations of temporality 

and human intimations of perfection and eternity. 

The Quartets are, then, in a limited sense religious or 

philosophical poetry; but I believe it is preferable to speak 

of them as poetry of meditation. Eliot often deliberately 

creates the sense of a mind turning upon itself in meditation : 

but this mode periodically gives way to passages of heightened 

lyric intensity and vision. 

To classify the Quartets precisely is certainly difficult. 

They contain episodes of narrative and near-narrative; emotion 

recollected in tranquillity; experiences of visionary intensi -

ty; ly~icism that approaches incantation; the occasional brief 

symbolist structure; verbal landscape- painting; and one elabo-

rately designed modification of the sestina. Taking each poem 

as a whole, perhaps their nearest - though very approximate -

formal and generic affinity with any traditional poetic kind is 

with the capacious adaptations, over the last three centuries, 

of the irregular Pindaric ode. And if we think for a moment of 

Wordsworth, it would not be too fanciful to see them as Eliot's 

intimations of immortality, dominated by, and exploring answers 

to, the question "Whither is fled the visionary gleam?" We 
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would, no doubt, hasten to add that Eliot's visionary gleam and 

his answers were very different from Wordsworth's.3 

Attempts to describe in general terms the nature of the 

Quartets sometimes take undue account of the circumstances of 

their composition. Burnt Norton (1936), as a single poem and 

not part of a cycle, began with pieces rejected from the recent 

writing of Murder in the Cathedral (1935); Eliot has, indeed, 

something of a reputation as an economical user of poetic left -

overs. And The Family Reunion (1939) may well have used some 

passages earlier considered for Burnt Norton: motifs of the 

door, the passage, the rose-garden, and "what might have been" 

appear in both. The idea of a cycle and the name Quartets - at 

one stage proposed as Kensington Quartets (CFQ 26) - came 

several years later when Eliot began East Coker; and even then 

he seemed to envisage a series of only three poems, not four 

(CFQ 16-18), which shows that the eventual quaternities of 

symbols recognized in the cycle - of the elements, for instance 

- were stumbled upon a]most by chance when he was nearly half-

way through. In the course of the commentary I hope to show, 

however, that this need not discourage us from responding to 

the cycle as genuinely one work in its final form. It is worth 

remembering at this point that. The Waste Land, The Hollow Men 

and Ash-Wednesday all grew from earlier separate poems. 

Nor, I think, need we be deterred by the time-gap bet.ween 

the pre-war first quartet and the other three, all composed 

during the war. True, there is a limited sense in which the 

last three IIIay be called war poems, unlike Burnt Norton; but to 

question the unity of the cycle on such grounds is t.o be wise -

• 
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or unWIse - after the event. A reader uninformed about the 

dating is not likely to question the unity of the series as it 

now stands; and it is in any case the poet's own prerogative -

indeed a part of the process of composition - to determine the 

final order and grouping of the works he wishes to be read as 

totalities. Our critical judgment may question the wisdom of 

his decision, yet we are formally obliged to regard as whole 

works what he has identified as whole works, regardless of the 

events and changes of mind that have intervened in the process 

of their composition. An analogous case is that of Hilke's 

Duino Elegies, begun in 1912, variously continued, abandoned 

and re - ordered, and not finished until 1922; yet Hilke finally 

regarded them as one work and intended them to be read as such. 

The plural noun jn the title Four Quartets invites us to see 

each one as Ln some sense a separate poem, yet the title itself 

identjfies them as one work; and it is legitimate as well as 

rh e torically convenient to refer sometimes to Itthem" and some -

tjmes to "it". I have observed the distinction by using italics 

for the group title (as for each individual poem), but not when 

mentioning "the Quartets" less formally. 

On the question of "them" and "it", one other subject needs 

brief attention: ought we to regard the two epigraphs from 

Heraclitus as applying to the cycle or to Burnt NortoIJ alone? 

Originally they applied only to Burnt Norton; since then they 

have led a curious double life. Helen Gardner summarises thus : 

The Greek epigraphs were omitted when Burnt Norton 
was published in pamphlet form. In Four Quartets 
the y appear on the reverse of the table of Contents, 
as if they were epigraphs to all four poems. In 
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The Complete Poems and Plays (New York, 1952) and 
Collected Poems 1.909- 1962 they appear, as in the 
draft, below the title of Burnt Norton. (CFQ 82) 

Th e facts here are quite correct, as far as they go; but the 

implications are not. To say "as if they were epigraphs to 

all four poems" is to suggest that they ought not to be; and 

the phrase "as in the draft" implies that they are now rightly 

printed as epigraphs to Bur]]i: Norton alone. The evidence is 

nevertheless that Eliot intended their transfer from the first 

individual poem to the status of epigraphs to the whole cycle. 

In the Hayward Bequest in King's College, Cambridge, is the 

poet's own proof copy of Four Quartets (1944). In it the 

epigraphs appear under the title of Burnt Norton, but Eliot 

has ringed them in blue pencil, adding an arrow directing the 

printing-house in future editions to transfer them to the left-

hand page (the verso of the Contents page). He added a note: 

"and put in smaller type, as in American edition". These two 

changes were duly made in subsequent issues of Four Quartets, 

where they appear separately from Burnt Norton not "as if" but 

because they were finally intended as epigraphs to all four. 

The fact that Eliot allowed issues of the Collected Poems, 

unlike those of Four Quartets, to retain the "Burnt NortolJ 

only" layout - as they have done right up to the 1980's - is 

irrelevant. In later life he did not carefully check each new 

printing of his work. Moreover, the same blue-pencilled proof 

copy contains two minor punctuation changes and one verbal 

change ( from IIAnd reconciles forgotten wars ll to "Appeasing long 

forgotten wars" in Burnt Norton II) which are now part of the 

universally accepted text. The epigraphs ought therefore to be 
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printed consistently, in accordance with his wishes, as applying 

to the ent ire cycle . 

Eliot quoted the Heraclitean fragments from Hermann Diels' 

collection of the Pre --Socratic philosophers, Fragmente del' Vor -

sokratike r. The standard English version of the first (from 

Fragment 2) is: 

But although the Law is un i versal, the majority live 
as if they had understanding peculiar to themselves. 
( ~'reeman 24 - 25) 

Grover Smith offers three useful paraphrases: 

Though the law of things is universal in scope, the 
average fuan makes up the rules for himself. 

Though the Word governs everything, most people 
trust 1n their own wisdom. 

Although there is but one Center, most men live i n 
centers of their own. (2 55 ) 

Noticeable is th e variety of paraphrase which the term logos 

allows, indeed seems to demand. On a more literal level, and 

without translating the key word, we may read tfWhile the logos 

is common, most live as if having their own purpose tf - or, again 

more idiomatically, "ac c ording to their own devices". Much of 

th e cycle addresses itself in one way or another to the problem 

of this disjun ction between the universal or eternal One and the 

diverse or temporal Many, the logos (i n one of its senses Word) 

assuming various guises as we move through the poems. 

The se c ond epigraph ( Fragment 60) is less variable in the 

translations i t inv ites, but its oracular paradox is multivalent 

In thought: 

The way up and down 1 s one and t h e same. ( ~'re eman 29) 

In its original form it may be associated with the Heraclitean 
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doctrine of the flux of all material things; but in the course 

of the Quartets it a c quires further resonance as an echo of the 

idea that the affirmative ( "up" ) and the negative ("down") ways 

of spiritual experience lead to the same point of fulfilment in 

the apprehension of the eternal. 

Since Eliot was simply "attract.ed by the poebc suggestive -

ness" (Preston viii) of these fragments without specifying what 

they meant to him, they are better read in t.he light of the work 

than vice versa, and cannot be used as skeleton keys to int e r -

pretntion. It is, indeed, in retrospect that they assume the 

thematic values outlined above. As we proceed to examine Four 

Quartets in detail, a number of the poet's recurring preoccupa

tions will carry our minds back to the Heraclitean fragments: 

the oppositions - yet ultimately the reconciliat.ions - of the 

individual and the universal, the many and the one, flux and 

stasis, time and eternity, the way up and the way down, words 

and the Word. 
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BURNT NORTON 

Part I 

In his 1942 essay The Music of Poetry Eliot remarked that 

the poet is sometimes "occupied with frontiers of consciousness 

beyond which words fail, though meanings still exist" (OPP 30). 

This is true of himself in Four Quartets, and we feel it most 

acutely at the opening of Burnt Norton, which possesses a higher 

degree of impersonality and abstraction than the other three. 

As we begin, we seem to be travelling through regions of an 

unspecified mind pondering a subject which at first is not 

precisely clear to us, except that it is a meditation on time. 

( / d ( / Tlme present/an tlme past 
Are b6th perhaps pr~sent/in t{me f6ture, 
And time f6ture/contained in time p~st. 
If all time/is eternally pr~sent 
All time/is 6nred~emable. 

Whatever the nature of the subject-matter, one or two things 

are immediately apparent about the verse which is its vehicle. 

The basic line - of Burnt Norton and of Four Quartets as a 

whole - is a four-stress line of varying syllabic length. 

(Sometimes three, five or six stresses may be necessary or 

preferable, but the norm is four, regardless of the typographi-

cal spread.) These four stresses, with a fairly insistent 

caesura between pairs - as in much medieval verse - function 

variously. At the beginning of Burnt Norton they reinforce the 

sense of a musing mind weaving abstract thoughts in and out of 

each other in a kind of intellectual cat's-cradle. 

We · begin with a slow, deliberate meditation on the nature of 

time, and the possibility that all time is eternally present 
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actually simultaneous, despite the appearance of causality -

and therefore "unredeemable". This implies that our timebound 

existence is an imprisonment in an inexorable determinism, that 

choice is an illusion, and that no future act can undo anything 

in the past; that the present moment (including the moment in 

which we read these Jines) is merely an illusory bridge between 

a fixed past and a fixed future, an everlasting "now" that we 

cannot make significant and cannot escape or transcend. The 

poet repetitiously circles about a few words in a tone of 

constantly weighing up possibilities that lead nowhere. The 

diction, syntax and movement - abstract and dry, convoluted and 

constricted - combine to reinforce the idea ilself. 

And yet, these lines are couched in the form not of statement 

but of tentative speculation: the words "perhaps" (line 2) and 

"If" (line 4) are crucial. The poet does not commit himself. 

He seems to be saying, "Lel x equaJ so-and-so, then y must 

follow" - but allowing for the possibility that x does not equal 

so - and-so after all. Yet, granting for the moment that it may 

do, it follows that 

What might have been is an abstraction 
Remaining a perpetual possibility 
Only in a world of speculation. 

Our habit of thinking in terms of what-might-have-been is one 

which proceeds from the assumption that choice is real, that 

things could have been otherwise - and, moreover, that various 

possibilities remain open in the future: what - might-come-to-be 

is a cohabitant in the mind that entertains what-might-have-

been. But, say lines 6 - 8, if we accept the opening assumptions, 

it follows logically that the what-might-have-been concept 
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should itself be relegated to the status of a mere might-have

been, not an actuality. The notion of possibility is, in fact, 

itself negated in a world where all-that-could-be and all-that-

is are eternally synonymous and coexistent. A sad and sombre 

thought, we might say, except that the verse remains poised in 

virtual tonelessness. 

In lines 7-8 occurs a syntactical ambiguity half obscured 

by the lineation. What-might-have-been, we are told (or rather 

overhear, since we have no sense of being addressed), remains a 

possibility in a world of speculation only, and in no other 

world; or is it, rather, that it remains a possibility only, a 

mere possibility - if we run line 7 into line 8 without 

pausing? Eliot's penchant for ambiguity should be enough to 

persuade us that the implications are richer if we allow also 

the secondary meaning in which the "Only" of line 8 is syntac

tically assimilated to the line that precedes it. 

Of course, a perpetual possibility is by definition one that 

remains forever in a state of potential, lacking realisation. 

Paradoxically, what remains forever possible but no more, also 

remains forever impossible in the sense of being denied the 

opportunity of realisation demonstrating that possibility. A 

permanently hypothetical state of potential is a self-negating 

entity. It is as if we were trying to conceive of a looking-

glass world where the square roots of minus numbers could be 

found. 

Indeed, "a world of speculation" sounds like one of those 

phrases in which, with solemn verbal playfulness, Eliot may be 
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hinting at more than straight abstractions. A speculum is a 

mirror, and a world of "speculation" can be taken in more than 

one sense: as a world of philosophical logic in which hypothe

tical states are entertained; as the familiar world of profit 

and-loss investment (profit and loss appear frequently 1n 

combination as a motif in Eliot's poetry); and as the world 

into which we step through Alice's looking-glass, where things 

work weirdly and backwards - a world, too, of enchanted gardens 

in which possibilities may be perpetually realised. In this 

world of might-have- been, and only in it, exists the opportu

nity of really experiencing something which in the inferior 

profit-and- loss world is never more than hypothetical. 

If this is so, lines 6 - 8 are making two contrasting state

ments simultaneously, rather in the manner in which a Moebius 

strip presents one continuous surface yet possesses two opposed 

sides at any given point. They are saying, of what-might-have-

been, (a) that it is never more than hypothetical, and (b) that 

only in a looking- glass world can that perpetual possibility 

become "genuinely" capable of realisation. In the visionary 

sequence that is about to follow, we step into that strange 

world, out of our timebound one, and the experience takes place. 

Certainly lines 6-8 cannot, on a first reading, be expected 

to carry this weight of ambiguity; but that is no reason to 

discount it. Eliot's poem, like its subject, is not limited to 

a linear sequential movement - it is clearly part of its aim to 

transcend such limitations. As we keep on rereading, the 

"future" of the poem (a passage we have not yet arrived at) is 

able to modify, inform and enrich the meaning of its "past" (a 
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passage we have just read) or its "present" (the passage we are 

reading in the fleeting moment of here and now). The Quartets 

begin with the problem of imprisoning simultaneity, and move to 

the solution of liberating simultaneity; and the more we read 

them, the more the solution becomes, in retrospect, inherent 

and implicit in the statement of the problem itself. 

Up to this point, the seesaw rhythmic movement of the verse, 

with its pair of stresses on either side of the caesura, has 

conveyed the impression of a mind either circling hesitantly 

around its own thought, or swinging tentatively, in pendulum 

fashion, between speculation and conclusion. An occasional 

secondary st.ress (marked with the' instead of the I accent) 

quietly highlights a moment of extra deliberation, as in line 3: 

And time f~ture/contriined in time p~st. 

And when we arrive at lines 9-10, the four-stress pattern is 

overlaid with the hints of a six-stress one, making (especially 

in the wor'd "Point") for a slower and more deliberate concluding 

cadence: 

"\,~ I ,/ / 
What m1ght have been/and what has been 
Paint to bne ~nd,/wh£ch is 'lways pr~sent. 

The slight stress on "Point" itself points to the ambiguity of 

"end", hinting at purpose as well as conclusion or cessation. 

We are not yet clear about the nature of the "one end" pointed 

to, but there is at least the ghost of a direction: the point 

of arrival, or the everlasting purpose, is always present, 

always potentially "there", "Present" in these lines often 

means more than simply present tense: it carries connotations 

of "present and ready for inspection" (line 2), or "permanently 
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unavoidable" (line 4), or "permanently available" (here in line 

10). That emphatically repealed phrase "What might have been", 

although it is only an abstraction, begins to be focussed 

together with "what has been" as if they had equal validity. 

As the anonymous author (now identified as Constance de 

Masirevich) puts it in a 1953 study On the Four Quartets of 

T.S. Eliot: "Not only are past and future co-existent with the 

present; equally existent in some unknown mode are the non-

actualised possibilities of each moment" (Anon 14). The 

solution, in fact, is implicit, though not yet spelt out, in 

the statement of the problem. 

We now modulate from the abstract into the concrete, with a 

delicate sensory balance between the two: "Footfalls echo in 

the memory". To conceive of the memory in quasi - spatial terms, 

as of an indoor passage in which footfalls may be heard, is to 

prepare us for a sense of escape from the confinement of a 

building into the relative freedom and openness of a sunlit 

garden, enclosed though that in its turn may be. (It resembles 

the hortus conclusus of a long literary tradition.) 

Fbotf~lls/~cho in the m~mory 
Obwn the passage/which we did not t~ke 
Tow~rds the d60r/we never 6pened 
tnto the rose-g~rden./MY words echo 
Th~s, in y~ur mind./ 

" I I 

Oisttfrbing the 
I d6 not know. 

But to what purpose 
d~st/on a b6wl of r6se-leaves 

Lines 11-17 provide a subtle, evocative bridge- passage into 

the rose-garden experience. The first ten lines, as Julia 

Reibetanz says, 

are intended to create a rather unattractive and 
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difficult barrier, which is to fall away ... when the 
sensuous imagery of the rose - garden floods our aware 
ness and animates our poetic experience. The world 
of the rose - garden, dreamlike and elusive as it is, 
will thus seem to us more real and more compelling 
than the grim chain of experience argued in these 
first ten lines. (22 ) 

The images that take over are, first of all, images suggesting 

a movement into an experience of what-might ·- have-been, evoking 

that experience as if it might have happened, and thereby, 1n 

our minds, creating the sense that it could be happening now. 

The effect is created partly by the notion of an echo, with its 

blurring of the time-continuum; and the present tense of "echo! 

Thus" (the immediacy of "Thus" poised carefully at the enjambe-

ment) contrasts with the preceding clauses which momentarily 

slid into the past t.ense ("which we did not take", "we never 

opened"). These things, the taking and the opening, did not 

occur, yet their very past - tense forms compel us, as we read, 

to imagine them occurring. The words echo like footfalls, not 

merely in our imagination but in our memory, which is 

hypnotised at this point into including what-might-have-been 

together wit.h what - has - been. The poetry makes the experience 

happen as we read so that, as in the d~j~ vu state, we have the 

illusion that we can remember what is about to happen in the 

moment that it begins. The purposeful regularity of the foot-

falls (or their echoes) is implicit in the continued rhythmic 

beat of the pairs of stresses on either side of each caesura. 

In fact, the metrical pattern which earlier reinforced the 

hesitancy of speculation, now reinforces the purposefulness of 

imagined movement, yet without any startling rhythmic shift, so 

that the one appears to grow naturally and easily out of the 
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other. The relationship between the speaking voice ("My words") 

Rnd the reader's response ("your mind"), together with the "we" 

of lines 12 and 13, gently incorporates the reader's own con-

sciousness into a shared experience. We are no longer merely 

overhearing a hesitant mind communing with itself. We are now 

becoming implied participants in an event. 

I 
Thus, 

,I I 
My words echo , , 

in your mInd. 

The tentative extra stresses on the pronouns confirm this new 

communality, and we are encouraged to accept it passively. The 

imminent experience resembles a light breath of air disturbing 

a pot-pourri of old memories, giving off a scent of what seems 

past and yet has power to impinge upon the immediate senses. 

(A pot-pourri might be described, somewhat quaintly perhaps, as 

offering the olfactory analogue of an echo; and "rose-leaves", 

as the Oxford Dictionary confirms, may mean rose-petals.) 

But to what purpose 
Disturbing the dust on a bowl of rose- leaves 
I do not know. 

No more than the poet are we inclined, at this stage, to ask 

"Why?". We do not even need the Prufrockian warning, "Oh, do 

not ask, 'What is it?'''; we simply accept: "Let us go and make 

our visit". The sense of (at least momentarily) unquestioning 

acceptance is appropriate: this door, says Cleo Kearns, 

opens on what Bradley and Eliot alike referred to as 
immediate experience, the experience often predicated 
of children, of mystics and visionaries, of people in 
simple societies, and, at times, of poets. (232) 

And as we emerge In imagination from the echoing corridor into 

the sunlight of the enclosed garden, we are being reborn, as it 
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were, into a world rich with archetypes, are sharing in the 

evocation of a lost opportunity regained. 

Althou~h the title points us to the country-house and garden 

of Burnt Norton in Gloucestershire, which Eliot visited with 

Emily Hale in the 1930's, he emphasised to Helen Gardner the 

importance to him of 

the feeling that it should be merely a deserted 
house and garden wandered into without knowing 
anything whatsoever about the history of the house 
or who had lived in it. (CFQ 37) 

Clearly he was anxious not to limit the resonances of the 

garden: by avoiding biographical red herrings in this, the 

most unbiographical of the Quartets, he wished to leave the 

garden free to acquire, in the reader's mind, the full range 

of suggestive possibility of which the hortus conclusus is 

capable, with its multiplicity of variations and adaptations 

through centuries of literary and visual art. As has rightly 

been said, Eliot 

is attempting to evoke experiences which are latent 
in the reader's mind, not primarily to convey 
experiences of his own, and so the images are allowed 
to have multiple and variable values. (Ward 230) 

We should not draw rigid parallels between Eliot's garden 

and any single other garden; yet it would be perverse not to 

list some of those that come to mind: the gardens of Genesis, 

of the Song of Solomon, of the Hesperides; of Dante's Earthly 

Paradise and the Roman de la Rose; gardens in mediaeval 

painting, in Andrew Marvell's poetry, in Tennyson's Maud; the 

gardens of Lewi sCar ro 11' s Alice books; The Secre t Garden of 

Frances Hodgson Burnett; and the orchard of Eliot's own poem 

"New Hampshire". (More prosaically, it has also been linked 
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biographically to the garden of the Mary Institute girls' 

school neighbouring the Eliots' house in St Louis (Bush 189).) 

To say that it is reminiscent of any or all of these, yet 

different from all of them, is to be precise rather than vague. 

It is also reminiscent of, yet other than, the garden of the 

country- house in Rudyard Ki pling's story "They", where the 

narrator discovers, buried in the heart of the English 

countryside, a manor - house and formal garden complete with box 

hedge, fountain and topiary, presided over by a blind woman and 

inhabjted by the laughing ghosts of dead children whom she 

loves and hears yet never sees, and who seem to represent the 

might - have-beens of her life. Added to the range of suggestions 

offered by Western art and tradition is a further range (with 

at least some of which Eliot must have been familiar) from 

Indic and Persian traditions: it has been pointed out, for 

instance, that "The Rose Garden was, in the Persian convention, 

an image of the one-ness of God, and of the consummation of the 

mystical experience" (Ward 231). 

In its long and varied traditions the hortus conclusus 

often contains at its centre an object or experience of great 

value or significance - sometimes good, sometimes evil. It 1S 

of the stuff that dreams and myths are made of. It carries 

its own curious authority in our primordial memories, and we 

can generally respond to it imaginatively even when we are not 

at all sure what it signifies; the sense of a special meaning 

is clear although its exact nature is not. 

The rose-garden experience of Burnt Norton is of a moment 
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of illumination outside time, yet also a moment at which time 

and the timeless fuse together, an experience of what - might-

have-been as what-is, of primal innocence (or something very 

like it) as not mere dim memory but fleeting actuality. It is 

ushered in by echoes and by birdcall. It begins as the search 

for "Other echoes" which inhabit the garden. Like Ferdinand 

'in The Tempest, we follow the beckoning music as if under a 

spell, yet conscious of the urgency of the summons. 

I / 

Other echoes 
Inh~bit the g~rden. Sh~ll we f6110w? 
Quick, said the bird, find them, find them, 

I I , " Round the corner. Through the flrsl gate, 
" , I I I Into our flrst world, shall we follow 

I I' (I The deception of the thrush? Into our flrst world. 

The lines describing the bird's call enact the eager, darting 

movement of the bird itself, then broaden out into the calmer 

rhythms of wondering arrival in that world, an arrival quietly 

reinforced by the tentative stress on "Into". This sense of 

arrival prevents us from taking too literally the momentary 

impression of the birdcall as deceptive: elusive, rather, we 

might call it - we are being ushered into a world potentially 

of illusion, but potentially also of a higher reality. 

Although the garden is, on the face of it, so un-Dantesque, 

it does share some of the qualities of his Earthly Paradise at 

the summit of Mount Purgatory. Dorothy Sayers has evoked 

these qualities of Dante's landscape in haunting terms: 

holding fast its secret of repatriation and renewal, 
this is the place that all mankind remembers. This 
is the forgotten innocence, thrust back by the trauma 
of Adam's guilt into the unconsciousness of all his 
seed, the image of which troubles the imagination of 
some children and all poets with intimations of 
immortality. (Purg. Introduction 18-19) 
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It is the place of lost opportunity, of what-might-have-been, 

realised astonishingly in the realm of sudden spiritual illumi-

nation. Both the lost opportunity and the sudden realisation 

are movingly imaged at the climax of Eliot's play The Family 

Reuni on. Agatha has spoken to Harry of her memory of her 

unfulfilled love for his father: 

I only looked through the little door 
When the sun was shining on the rose-garden: 
And heard in the distance tiny voices 
And then a black raven flew over. 
And then I was only my own feet walking 
Away, down a concrete corridor 
In a dead air. (Plays 106-107) 

This is the lost opportunity, its loss characterised by the 

preventive presence of the black raven - "Until the chain 

breaks", the chain of our temporal limitation. Harry, finding 

sudden release from the alienating guilt of his past, answers: 

I was not there, you were not there, only our phantasms 
And what did not happen is as true as what did happen 
o my dear, and you walked through the little door 
And I ran to meet you in the rose-garden. (Plays 107) 

Helen Gardner's comment on this point in the drama is eloquent: 

As Agatha speaks of that moment of ecstasy she had 
experienced as a girl, and of the long years of 
discipline and duty that followed, waiting for the 
moment when "the chain breaks", and he tells of his 
own existence among shadows, till the moment when he 
found himself alone, his excitement mounts. It is 
not only a mother he finds. In a flash he becomes 
his father, on that summer day years ago, looking up 
to see Agatha enter through the little door of the 
rose-garden. Just as for a moment he has been the 
child he might have been, he becomes for a moment 
the lover he never was, freely encountering love 
with love. (ATSE 152-153) 

The moment in the rose - garden is one of "free encounter" with 

what-might-have-been as what-is. The echoes, 1 ike the chi Idren 

of Kipling's story, are "not there" in the ordinary sense, yet 
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at the same time they are present to the heightened conscious-

ness. And they represent the momentary recovery of what in our 

timebound existence we have lost or missed. Northrop Frye calls 

this passage the "most concentrated of all visions of a lost or 

transitory state of innocence" (55), adding that "innocence 

becomes, for an instant, an epiphany of paradise" (57). 

Bodelsen in his commentary suggests that the children in the 

garden are the ch i ldren the poet might have fathered on the 

woman he is addressing (41 - 43 & 45). No doubt they do represent 

the full range of joyous might-have- beens ( potentially including 

children), but I see no reason to take them as specifically or 

biographically as this; and there is no evidence at all that 

the poet 1S addressing a specific person other than the reader. 

True, he visited Burnt Norton with Emily Hale (Gordon ]988, 

45), one of the might-have-beens of his life; but if he was 

writing in intimate riddles, they are too intimate and too 

riddling for the meaning to depend on them. To make it do so 

would be an injustice to the generality of his mode of address, 

which is not confessional, but rather designed to carry the 

reader - any reader - into an imaginative realisation of his or 

her own might-have - beens . The poet's images help to evoke this 

experience, yet do not prescribe the particularities of each 

individual reader's memories. 

There they were, dignified, invisible, 
Mov i ng without pressure, over the dead leaves, 
In the autumn heat, through the vibrant air, 
And the bird called, in response to 
The unheard music hidden in the shrubbery, 
And the unseen eyebeam crossed, for the roses 
Had the look of flowers that are looked at. 

"There they were", as if expected, though they were not -
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the blend of the expected and unexpected resembling that of a 

dream-vision encountered without surprise by the dreamer. In 

the evoked experience, a sense beyond the normal five comes 

into play: "There they were" (to be reinforced by repetition 

at line 30) has the matter-of-fact ring of visual encounter, 

but they were t'invisible" - and yet, recognizable enough to be 

known as "dignified", moving over the "dead leaves" (so preva-

lent in Kipling's story with its summer-into-autumn setting) 

without any physical pressure, and, we surmise, without exerting 

any other mode of pressure on the experiencing consciousness. 

The "autumn heat" and the "vibrant air" offer apt vehicles for 

what in more mundane circumstances would be a mirage or hallu-

cinatory vision glimpsed through the shimmer. (And tfvibranttf 

justifies its presence as it seldom does in contemporary speech, 

which has popularised it into a vague term of approval.) The 

deadness of the leaves emphasises by contrast the impression of 

intense life and purpose in the movement described - a delibe-

rate, steady progress conveyed in the parallel phrasing: "over 

the dead leaves, / In the autumn heat, through the vibrant air". 

The bird calls in response to tfunheard music tf . The oxymoron 

emerges not from poetic mystification but from the quest for 

precision and clarity where the experience is all but ineffable. 

It is like the experience in The Dry Salvages of 

music heard so deeply 
That it is not heard at all, but you are the music 
While the music lasts. 

The idea of unheard music is also probably indebted to Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning's line in tfThe Lost Bower tf , tfCame a sound, a 
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sense of music which was rather felt than heard" (CFQ 40). 

Eliot, as Reibetanz (33) points out, used it again in The Con -

fidential C.lerk: tucasta describes Colby's "secret garden", his 

private world, as 

Where you hear a music that no one else could hear, 
And the flowers have a scent that no one else could 

smell. (Plays 245) 

It IS clear by now that "they" in the passage are invisible 

presences, "accepted and accept ing", pres ences indi s t ingu i shab 1 e 

syntactically from "echoes" which are also "memories". Those 

who are found in the garden are not. strangers when they are 

found, nor are they objects of fear. All is filled with 

acceptance and recognition, the air is vibrant, the scene is 

bathed in light. The note of serene response is pervasive: the 

invisible is looked at., and looks unblinkingly back: "the 

unseen eyebeam crossed". Our response to beauty - notably 

human beauty - is often associated with unawareness of our gaze 

on the part of the admired object; but here it moves on another 

plane where the object is reciprocally conscious wit.hout any 

coyness or embarrassment: "the roses/Had the look of flowers 

that are looked at". (We cannot avoid - nor need we do so - a 

moment's awareness of the curiously conscious flowers at the 

climax of Tennyson's Maud (I.xxii), and the more whimsically 

conscious ones in Carroll's looking-glass burlesque of them: 

what is striking is how the poise of Eliot's lines allows us to 

assimilate the more haunting associations while firmly 

eliminating the element of whimsy.) 

There they were as our guests, accepted and accepting. 

The encounter of cons c iousness with what lies outside time is 
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not a one-way affair. Since "they" inhabit the garden and 

"we" have strayed into it, "we" mighl expect to be their 

guests, yet the roles of host and guest are reversed and so in 

effect fused. The images of timeless encounter are significant-

ly couched, not in the solitary terms of the mystical ascetic's 

experience, but in terms of social affirmation. And the images 

of plurality and of unanimous movement tremble on the brink of 

what we shall meet again and again in the Quartets, the notion 

of dance, with its implications of order within multiplicity and 

of timeless pattern within temporal movement. 

So we moved, and they, in a formal pattern, 
Along the empty alley, into the box circle, 
To look down into the drained pool. 

The movement is towards the centre- point of the garden, to the 

feature that focusses its symmetry. The presences which have 

accepted and joined one another now become united as spectators 

of a climactic enactment of the timeless moment. The drained 

pool becomes for them (and therefore for us) the focus of atten -

tion as a lighted stage does for a theatre audience. Although 

we should be cautious about accepting the overwhelming number 

of puns detected in the text by, for instance, Harry Blamires, 

it is at least thinkable that at this moment the theatrical 

associations of the words "box" and "circle" are subliminally 

assimilated - in an imprecise atmospheric fashion - to the 

primary ones of formally shaped hedge. (Hugh Kenner, indeed, 

remarks that "there is no harm in allowing 'the box circle' to 

remind us of a theatre as well as a hedge" (252).) 

The formal pattern sounds processional, and the "to" of "To 
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look down" implies purposive movement, as if the initial follow-

ing of echoes has developed into a conscious tryst at a central 

point. Expectancy therefore rises as we approach the climax, 

and is further heightened by the matter-of-factly negative 

adjectives "empty", "drained" and "dry", which throw into strong 

relief the process that immediately follows. 

Dry the pool, dry concrete, brown edged, 
And the pool was filled with water out of sunlight, 
And the lotos rose, quietly, quietly, 
The surface glittered out of heart of light, 
And they were behind us, reflected in the pool. 

One simple way of accounting for "empty", "drained" and "dry" 

is, of course, to say that that is how Eliot and Emily Hale 

found the alley and pool when they visited the garden of Burnt 

Norton house. But, as always in his work, it is not the origin 

of the details that matters so much as their poetic destiny, so 

to speak. The literal dryness of the pool in the timebound 

world is incorporated into the description in such a way as to 

emphasise the vision of its filling in the timeless moment. 

The water created out of sunlight, glittering in the vibrant 

air from the concrete base, creates an impression of all four 

of the traditional elements (earth, water, air and fire) as 

momentarily at one - and this unity 1S further focussed in the 

mystical symbol of the lotos rising in the pool. 

The lotos in the rose-garden hints at a universality of 

experience transcending the cultural differences of East and 

West - rather as the linked references to the Buddha and St 

Augus tine do in Part I I I of The Was te Land. "Here Indic and 

Western points of reference meet without fuss, the ~lotos' of 

the Buddhist and Upanishadic scriptures, the garden of Eden, 



38 

and the 'emptiness' of shunyata", says Cleo Kearns, who 

continues: 

The vision in the rose garden is at once maya, or 
"illusion," and at the same time "brahman," or quite 
"real" .... in the Buddhist term shunyata, "emptiness" 
or ignorance stands for and points to fullness of 
enlightenment. The final line of the passage, "Then 
a cloud passed and the pool was empty," may be read 
either way, as loss and deprivation or as a clearing 
of sight. (234) 

Until the point of arrival at the pool, the syntax and word 

order of the poet have followed the norms of modern English. 

Then comes a slight shift into phrasing redolent of the biblical 

and archaic, signalling a quiet increase in intensity: not "The 

pool was dry" but. "Dry the pool", followed by a cluster of "And" 

clauses, the loose co-ordination of which substitutes serial 

detail for causal connection, leaving us to make our own logical 

connections between the members of the series (a feature of 

biblical Hebrew): "And the pool was filled ... lAnd the lotos 

rose . . . / ... /And they were behind us". The verb "rose" empha -

sises serene depth, so that our senses of depth and of surface 

are brought together in the next line, especially with the 

unexpected "out of" connecting the surface to "heart of light". 

The latter phrase has elicited a good deal of comment from 

writers on Eliot, not all of it helpful. Readers of The Waste 

Land are apt to think at once of the hyacinth-garden episode: 

- Yet when we came back, late, from the hyacinth garden, 
Your arms full, and your hair wet, I could not 
Speak, and my eyes failed, I was neither 
Living nor dead, and I knew nothing, 
Looking into the heart of light, the silence. 

But the contrast seems to me more important than the similarity. 

The speaker in The Waste Land describes himself as looking into 
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the "heart of light"; nothing is mentioned as emerging out of 

it. The moment seems to be one of failure in love or desire, of 

an ecstasy more like death than life; and the Wagner quotation, 

"Oed J und 1 eer das Meer", hel ps to underl ine this. On the other 

hand, Burnt Norton's rose-garden experience, "out of heart of 

light", contains the momentary fulfilment of what might have 

been, but was missed, in the hyacinth - garden episode. Instead 

of an empty sea, we have "the pool was filled". The formulation 

"out of heart of light" - this time lacking any qualifying 

article the or a - is too peculiar to be accounted for by mere 

metrical preference; nor have we really explained anything when 

we remark that it seems to be the opposjte of Conrad's "heart of 

darkness". Burnt Norton's "heart of light", as source of 

spiritual illumination, seems to be unique, transcending all 

individual experience of it; one is tempted to repunctuate as if 

it were a proper name: "Hearl - or- Light". For Eliot to do so 

would look distractingly quaint, but to respond to it in this 

way may be helpful. 

At this climactic point, the unseen presences become briefly 

and indirectly visible: "And they were behind us, reflected in 

the pool". We have not been told who or what "they" are, and 

we are not told what they look like. Insofar as the poet's 

experience is here being recreated as the reader's - not merely 

described to the reader - it would surely not be appropriate to 

specify their nature any more distinctly, since that would 

incline us to feel we were hearing of an experience instead of 

undergoing one. ( And the sound of children, which we are about 
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to encounter, is less sensuously immediate and limiting than 

the imaged sight of them would be.) We are also about to 

discover that we have had an encounter with "reality" in a form 

in which we do not normally meet it: even in this heightened 

state of awareness, this reality is available to us through 

reflection only, not direct visual perception. It is as if 

Eliot is here adapting and altering Plato's myth of the cave. 

Then a cloud passed, and the pool was empty. 

With the passing of a cloud, like the disciples after the 

Transfiguration of Christ, we are brought back to the compara-

tively ordinary world: comparatively only, in the sense that we 

are still in the garden, hut the pool within it is seen once 

1U0re as empty. The central point of the experience has passed, 

bul nol the experience as a whole: we have still to be dismissed 

from that by further birdcall. 

Go, said the bird, for the leaves were full of 
children, 

Hidden excitedly, containing laughter. 
Go, go, go, said the bird: human kind 
Cannot bear very much reality. 

In the Ariel poem Marina, the speaker's moment of ecstatic 

recognition (imaged in the figure of lhe daughter Marina) is 

conveyed in a further set of images that appear without any 

preliminary modulation: 

Whispers and small laughter between leaves and 
hurrying feet 

Under sleep, where all the waters meet. 

Children are not mentioned explicitly, though "small" seems to 

imply them. And "Under sleep, where all the waters meet", 

though it defies paraphrase, clearly points to a stat~ of 

psychic reconciliation, a "place" of meeting and unity. The 
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air of excitement is convey e d by the "Whispers" and "hurrying 

feet", and of hiddenness by "between leaves". Neither here nor 

in Burnt Norton are they referred to as leaves of an apple -

tree, but in "New Hampshi re" and Li ttl e Gi dding thi s is made 

explicit. "New Hampshire", far from dealing with mystical 

experience, reads simply as a mood- piece, evocative images and 

lilting rhythms conveying innocent childlike happiness in an 

orchard, overlaid with an adult sense of passing time and the 

evanescence of life. 

Children's voices in the orchard 
Between the blossom- and the fruit-time: 
Golden head, crimson head, 
Between the green tip and the root. 
Black wing, brown wing, hover over; 
Twenty years and the spring is over; 
To- day grieves, to - morrow grieves, 
Cover me over, light-in-leaves; 
Golden head, black wing, 
Cling, swing, 
Spring, sing, 
Swing up into the apple-tree. 

Here are children's voices among leaves in an apple- tree. The 

impression of joyous innocence is thrown into relief, not under -

mi ned, by the fleeting reminder of earthly transience: "Twenty 

years and the spring is over". And the apple - tree is identified 

as such when we return to the garden at the end of the Quartets: 

We shall not cease from exploration 
And the end of all our exploring 
Will be to arrive where we started 
And know the place for the first time. 
Through the unknown, remembered gate 
When the last of earth left to discover 
Is that which was the beginning; 
At th e source of th e longest river 
The voice of the hidden waterfall 
And the ch i ldren i n the apple - tre e 
Not known, because not looked for 
But heard, half- hea rd , i n the stillness 
Between two waves of the sea. 
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What is evoked is clearly a place or state which is a meeting -

p 1 ace 0 f " beg inn i n g" and II end It; and the 1 i net hat f 0 11 ow sis a 

fleeting reminiscence of the summoning birdcall, this time not 

ushering us out, but resolving the oppositions of here and now, 

there and then, into "always": "Quick now, here, now, always". 

But. that resolution, as at the end of Burnt Norton itself, is 

an anticipatory one. Burnt Norton's momentary taste of timeless 

innocence cannot, in the nature of things, last: it is a hint 

of reality from which we must be recalled to the normal, though 

less "real", timebound existence t.o which we are committed. To 

dwell in this paradisal state would be the destruction of 

ourselves as we are at present constituted. As Part II says, 

the enchainment of past and future 
Woven in the weakness of the changing body, 
Protects mankind from heaven and damnation 
Which flesh cannot endure. 

So the message of the monitory hird is a protection against, 

as well as a redefinition of, that "reality" which, like t.he 

face of God, cannot be dwelt upon by mortals. Our capacity 

for reality is limited. 

Time past and time future 
What might have been and what has been 
Point to one end, which is always present. 

Part I ends wit.h a repetition of lines 9- 10, preceded by the 

additional line "Time past and time future", which modifies our 

reading of "What might have been and what has been". Since 

"what has been" seems to be ident ical wi th "Time past", it looks 

as if these two lines are in chiastic apposition to each other, 

with "What might have been ll assimilated to "time future": in 

other words, owing to the experience we have just undergone, 
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what-might-have-been is no longer divorced in our awareness 

from what - might - come - to - be. If this is so, the last two lines 

become far more affirmative in their implications than they 

were when they appeared as lines 9-10. Eliot has moved from 

images back into abstraction, and the repetition of the abstract 

statement creates the impression that we have come full circle 

to where we began; but its meaning has been modified by the 

experience in between, so that we have a muted anticipation of 

the thought expressed in Little Gidding, that 

the end of all our exploring 
Will be to arrive where we started 
And know the place for the first time. 

Eliot can never be as affirmative as Dante, yet the sense that 

our losses, our might - have- beens, our unfulfilled longings, 

point towards an eternal "end" in which they are fulfilled, is 

at least faintly reminiscent of Dante's great affirmation in 

his account of the beatific vision at the end of the Paradiso: 

For everything the will has ever sought 
Is gathered there, and there is every quest 
Made perfect, which apart from it falls short. 

(XXXIII 103-105) 

Or, as Grover Smith more prosaically puts it, "Through vision 

and poetry, 'What might have been' has become 'what has been'" 

(261). The moment of illumination has come and gone, but it 

affects subsequent speculation about the nature of time and how 

our existence in time may be made significant. This moment is 

in fact a point of intersection of the timeless with time, a 

point where time and eternity, limitation and infinitude, long-

ing and fulfilment, are reconciled In a manner undreamt of in 

the opening lines, limited as they were by their abstraction. 
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Part II 

Like Part II of each of the Quartets, Burnt Norton II 

consists of a formal lyric, which I shall call section A, fo1 -

lowed by a more expansive meditation, section B. (Section B of 

Little Gidding II differs, though, from the corresponding 

sections by being prosodically more formal and having a narra 

tive framework.) 

The closing lines of Part I have, in one of their senses, 

brought us back from the moment of vision to the "present", as 

the last word suggests. And it is in the "present" of non-

visionary experience that the poet tries to restate, in some 

thing like imagist lyric, the experience of timeless unity 

which is the subject of Part I. The shift is quasi-musical 

rather than logical or discursive. Part I was a meditation 

containing, ostensibly at least, a narrative. Part II alters 

the angle, approaching the same experience first by a lyric 

evocation of timelessness, unity and reconciliation in "pure" 

images, then by a more discursive series of phrases and state 

ments about what the experience is and also what it is not 

(just as God himself is traditionally often described in terms 

of negatives). 

There is little really useful commentary on section A. 

Much of what there is - Grover Smith's, for instance - ransacks 

allusive possibilities but offers negligible aid towards an 

imaginative reading of the whole. Comparatively helpful because 

more evocative are Helen Gardner and Raymond Preston, especially 

the former, although she remarks that the passage "is not sus -

ceptible of too close analysis" (ATSE 160). Her most suggestive 
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general comments are that in it "the unity of experience is 

conveyed by the juxtaposition of contraries" (160) and that "At 

once all 1.S flux, yet all is pattern" (161). Preston says that 

"here more than anywhere else in the poem is a symbolist con -

struction rather than a statement" (15). Certainly it is 

essential, as always, to respond imaginatively to the passage 

before thinking about it analytically; but that is no reason to 

waive further analysis as destructive or unhelpful. 

In a general way, we have a sense of the "dance" of the 

entire cosmos, the experience of man the microcosm at one with 

the movements of the macrocosm: 

The dance along the artery 
The circulation of the lymph 
Are figured in the drift of stars 

The conflicts of earthly existence are presented as part of a 

larger pattern in which all conflicts are resolved, where 

the boarhound and the boar 
Pursue their pattern as before 
But reconciled among the stars. 

The meditation of Part I focussed on life 1n lime and then 

on the transcendence of its limitations. The images of Part 

IIA focus on life in space and the transcendence of its limi -

tations. Organic (and by implication geological and other 

physical) processes are brought together by the images and 

placed in cosmic perspective. But the individual images, and 

their relationships, are worth a closer look. 

G~rlic and s'pphires 1n the m6d 
Clot the bedded ~xle- tree. 

In the above quotation I omit the caesura marks used in my 

discussion of ParL I. The caesura naturally varies a good deal 
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in strength, in Part I itself as elsewhere, although it is 

usually fairly prominent there. Here in Part IIA it maintains 

a ghostly presence, but is less significant owing to the conti-

nuous undulant yet onward movement of the verse, in which 

irregular yet emphatic rhyme plays an important unifying role. 

Moreover, the pace is comparatively swift, the four stresses 

often tending rather to be heard as only three primary ones and 

a secondary. 

The opening lines have always been a puzzle. Gardner 

describes "Garlic and sapphires in the mud" as 

an image of the variety contained in a single sense 
impression: the soft and the hard, vegetable and 
mineral, the living and growing and the petrified and 
glittering, the common and the precious, the scented 
and the scentless. (ATSE 160 - 161) 

This is helpful, but it does not illuminate the relation of the 

first line to the second, the relation set up by the unexpected 

verb "Clot" - as unexpected as the nouns themselves. The com-

bination of sense impressions mentioned by her is no doubt 

present as we read, but some of them only fleetingly: garlic and 

sapphires are barely visualised before their combined impression 

is modified by "in the mud", and the main sense impression is 

not visual but kinaesthetic, an unusual mingling of textures and 

associated half-formed ideas; and the kinaesthetic effect is due 

partly to the movement and sound of the verse. The abrupt 

enjambement linking the stressed words "mud" and "Clot" with 

their short vowels, abrupt consonantal endings (like those of 

"bedded") - this combination of features contributes to the 

feeling of arrested movement in an environment compounded of 
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water and earth: an arrested movement that feels like death 

among mineral and organic elements of the earth. "Mud thou art, 

and un tom u d s hal t tho u ret u r 11", as we mig h t say. 

There are four passages of verse, very different ones, that 

may contribute something to our sense of what Eliot's lines are 

conveying at this point. The first, from Alonso's words in The 

Tempest, may have influenced the "clottedness" of sound by the 

abruptness of its past participles as well as by its elemental 

images! 

Therefor my son i' th' ooze is bedded; and 
I'll seek him deeper than e'er plummet sounded, 
And with him there lie mudded. (3.3.100-102) 

The others are all from Eliot's own earlier work. The satire 

of "The Hippopotamus" takes its rise from the initial associa -

tion of flesh and blood with mud: 

The broad- backed hippopotamus 
Rests on his belly in the mud; 
Although he seems so firm to us 
He ~s merely flesh and blood. 

In "Whispers of Immortality" the lines on Webster, in the style 

of Jacobean macabre, dwell on the organic process underground 

by which root-bulbs replace decaying flesh: 

Webster was much possessed by death 
And saw the skull beneath the skin; 
And breastless creatures under ground 
Leaned backward with a lipless grin. 

Daffodil bulbs instead of balls 
Stared from the sockets of the eyes! 
He knew that thought clings round dead limbs 
Tightening its lusts and luxuries. 

Finally, the opening lines of The Waste .land create the 

impression of death-in-Ijfe by images of organic breeding and 

tubers underground: 



April is the cruellest month, breeding 
Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing 
Memory and desire, stirring 
Dull roots with spring rain. 
Winter kept us warm, covering 
Earth in forgetful snow, feeding 
A little life with dried tubers. 
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All these passages in their contexts serve different purposes 

from "Garlic and sapphires in the mud", but cumulatively they 

support the notion thaL th .ls opening of Burnt Norton II is 

evocative of the arrested movement of death in contrast to, yet 

introducing, the images of the dance of life that follow. As 

the lyric progresses, the clotted stillness of these first two 

lines is incorporated into the cosmic dance - death itself is 

part of that dance - but the force of that retrospective incor -

poration is lost if we do not at first see this stillness as 

resembling that of death. 

Why is it an "axle-- tree" that is "bedded" and brought to 

stillness? Here cross-references are often more distracting 

than illuminating, when they refer us to the chariot of Arjuna 

or to the "burning axletree" of Chapman which haunted Eliot's 

imagination: we try in vain to make bridges between such 

allusions and the force of the word in its present context -

and this despite the evidence that Chapman's words, regardless 

perhaps of his thoughts, lay behind not only the axle - tree but 

also the "boar" and the "inveterate scars". (Shand, pointing 

this out, added in all fairness: "The fact ... that the second 

line is derived from a line in one of Chapman's plays does not 

help interpretation, especially when one does not understand 

Chapman's line" ( Grant 543).) Comparison with the Yggdrasil of 

Nordic myth (never "clotted") is only marginally more helpful. 



49 

Perhaps the axle - tree simply suggests the arrested principle of 

movement in lhe little world of man as external forces stop it 

spinning on its axis. But the image also prepares us for its 

more affirmative adaptation in section B where, from another 

perspective, what looks like the still point of death is itself 

part of the cosmic dance, "the still point of the turning world". 

It is from this initial still point that the effortless 

movement of section A opens out. But before we trace it, it is 

necessary to comment on the nature of Eliot's debt to Mallarme 

in these lines . Gardner writes: 

Mr Eliot seems to have had in mind two phrases of 
Mallarme: "Tonnerre et rubis aux moyeux" from the 
poem "M'introduire dans ton histoire", and "bavant 
boue el rubis" from the sonnet "Le Tombeau de Charles 
Baudelaire". (ATSE 160) 

There is certainly no doubt about the connection with the first 

of these, since one of the drafts for Eliot's poem "Lines for 

an Old Man" adheres more closely to Mallarm~, reading 

Thunder and sapphires in the mud 
Clot the bedded axle - tree 

with Mallarme's "Thunder" then deleted and "Garlic" substituted 

for i t (CFQ 79). Eliot was clearly struck by the suggestive-

ness of the line; but what is equally clear is that he modified 

and adapted it to his own use and his own meaning. The other 

supposed debt (to "bavant boue et rubis") is less certain, 

though likely: yet here again the items ( rubies changed to 

sapphires) are divorced from their context in Mallarm~, and 

there is nothing remotely "bavant" about the clottedness of 

Eliot's picture. Sometimes a "lifted" line in Eliot's poetry 

depends for its force on our awareness of its transplantation: 
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"Sweet Thames, run softly, till I end my song" 18 a case in 

point. At other times the recognition is only of marginal 

interest: so, Benson's life of Fitzgerald is the source of th e 

open ing ] ines of "Gerontion", yet. adds nothing t.o our under --

standing of them, though it does point to the magpie quality of 

E l.i 01 's poe t :i c j mag .i nat i 0 0 and m em 0 r y . It seems to me that the 

Mallarme echo, 1 ike the Chapman ooe, 1S of this second kind. 

The r e lationship between th e first two lines and th e resl of 

Eli 0 t 's 1 y ric i s .:l. t f i [' s t s i g h t B. d v e r 8 a t i v e ( [ And yet l ilT h e 

tr·illing wirp. in the blood/Sings" ) , but. 1S also r'etrospectiv e ly 

c umulative ( [And at the same time] "The trilling wire in the 

blood ! Sings" ) . And the word "C]ot" rather curiously prepar' e s 

by contrast for the images of blood and circulation. 

The trilling wire in the blood 
Sings below inveterate scars 
Appeasing long forgotten wars. 

The parallel phrasing reinforcing the rhyme ( "in the mud", "in 

the b] 00 d ") e ill ph as is est h (~ con t r a s t, I, Sin g s" i 11 its po sit ion 

also balancing against "Clot". The individual pulse, delicat e ly 

sensed as a cont.inuous electrical impuJse, is harmoniously 

linked by the rest of the sentence to the ancestral bloodstream 

of the race in a way that anticipates the river "w .i.t.hi.n us" of 

The Dry Salvages. The poet seems to be momentarily achieving 

that impossible sensilivi.ly referred to by George Eliot in h e r 

falllous passage ( in MiddlelJlarch ) about heal~ ing the grass grow and 

the squirrel's heart beat, the roar that lies on the other side 

of s~len c e. But he presents the individual human pulse and th e 

submerg e d me mor y of "long f o rgotten wars", of the long-past 



51 

history of the race, in essential and effortless harmony with 

each other - a harmony experienced in the timeless moment of 

illumination in which all is "accepted and accepting". (The 

phrase "Appeasing long forgotten wars" is an improvement on the 

earlier "And reconciles forgotten wars" (CPO 84): not only does 

its avoidance of repetition strengthen "reconciled" at the end 

oft he I y ric; "10 n g Ii a 1 s 0 ext end s the ran g e 0 f "f 0 r got ten" m 0 r e 

firmly from the individual to the universal consciousness.) 

The lines that follow continue, through their images, the 

impression of upward and outward movement from mud and blood-

pulse, earth and what moves upon it, to what moves above it in 

analogous pattern, so that we feel ourselves as one continuous 

organism in common rhythm with the stars, rising easily with 

the sap of summer into and through trees and beyond them to the 

sky, from which the pattern of earthly conflicts ("the boar -

hound and the boar") appears in a new perspective that recon -

ciles them all. 

The dance along .the artery 
The circulation of the lymph 
Are figured in the drift of stars 
Ascend to summer in the tree 
We move above the moving tree 
In light upon the figured leaf 
And hear upon the sodden floor 
Below, the boarhound and the boar 
Pursue their pattern as before 
But reconciled among the stars. 

The unpunctuated flow is clearly deliberate, to create a feeling 

of simultaneity and omnipresence rather than of contrasts and 

distinctions. But this lack of punctuation makes the line 

"Ascend to summer in the tree" syntactically ambiguous. The 

question is whether the ambiguity is deliberate or not. If we 
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place a stop before it, "Ascend" sounds like an invitation in 

the imperative. If we imagine a stop at the end 'of the line, 

"Ascend" is an indicative verb with "dance" and "circulation" 

as its subjects. Given the frequency of sparse punctuation and 

of ambiguity elsewhere in Eliot's work, it is reasonable to 

assume that the ambiguity here is deliberate. It is worth 

noticing that where Eliot wants to avoid ambiguity, he does 

introduce a stop: a comma after "Below" ensures that we attach 

it adverbially to "sodden floor" instead of reading it as a 

preposition with "the boarhound and the boar". 

I read the lines, then, as follows (granted that the crude 

ness of paraphrase blunts their force): the rhythms of our 

biological processes are reproduced in, and at one with, the 

movements of the heavenly bodies, and are present also in the 

rising of sap in the trees of summ~r; and as we experience this 

rising, as of sap, we feel ourselves gliding uninterruptedly 

through, above and beyond the trees - which are also part of 

the unified cosmic movement - into the realm of light that 

shines upon their leafy patterns; and from this point we hear 

the rhythms of earthly conflict no longer as discordant but as 

harmonious; so in myths of metamorphosis, for instance, the 

hunter and the hunted become reconciled and part of the cosmic 

harmo~y when transformed into constellations. 

"We", as well as the boarhound and the boar, undergo an 

apotheosis in the timeless moment of illumination, and this 

experience is conveyed in spatial images that evoke omnipresence 

as well as simultaneity. A reconciliation is effected, too, 

between the particulariti e s of the singular nouns - really 
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generic singulars - and the plurality and multiplicity of the 

pattern in which they take their place. 

The phrase "figured leaf", as well as the vision of totality 

in which it plays its part, is very likely indebted to section 

43 of In Memoriam. Tennyson there suggests that the entire 

pattern of the world and all its history may be contained and 

preserved in the soul.s of those who, to earthly eyes, have died: 

So that still garden of the souls 
In many a figured leaf enrolls 
The total world since life began .... 

It is most unlikely that Tennyson's "still garden of the souls" 

(compare Burnt Norton Part I) and the "figured leaf" are simply 

coincidental. The word "figured" of course suggests pattern in 

the tracery of veins within the leaf as light falls upon itj 

the tracery of veins also "figures" the circulations of life -

processes referred to a few lines earlier, and the repetition 

of "figured" from three lines earlier reinforces the connection. 

Similarly the "sodden floor" glances back at the "mud" and 

retrospectively incorporates it into the pattern of reconcili-

ation together with the contrasts or opposites implied in 

"Garlic and sapphires". It is not surprising, by the time we 

arrive at it, that the culminating verb-form in the lyric is 

the word "reconciled". Opposites such as ancient and modern, 

too, are resolved in the interplay between images redolent of 

antiquity (axle - tree, boarhound and boar) and those redolent of 

modernity (trilling wire and circulation). 

Perhaps the most significant echo is simply the word "stars" 

at the end. No poet steeped in Dante as Eliot was could end 
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any passage on that word without full awareness that Dante 

purposely ends each of his three cantiche with it - and with 

its hints of reconciling transcendence. One's imagination is 

carried finally upward as each stage of the Commedia ends; and 

here the clearest progression of the images is a spatially 

ascending one. As Preston puts it: 

First the feeling is earth-bound, then as free as the 
leaves dancing in light; and we seem to see the puri 
fied essence of what we have known, with the acci
dents of our life removed and its conflicts resolved 
.... It is a vision of the ordered universe in which 
movement from one part of it to another seems so 
effortless that it is not movement at all, and it is 
the whole of earth of which we are conscious, not the 
part. (15) 

Throughout this lyric section, the irregular yet persistent 

[' h y min g (" 1 y mph" and "1 e a f " m a k e a kin d 0 f hal f - r h y me) he 1 pst 0 

reinforce the rhythmic beal of the line to carry the sensation 

of effortless omnipresence through images without the mediation 

of discursive comment. When we turn to section B, the picture 

is very different. Rhyme is dispensed with, the versification 

is more expansive and leisurely, and we return to a voice in 

med i tation, using images yet constantly modifying, testing or 

re-exploring them in the effort to fix in words the nature of 

the experience which 1S the poet's subject. 

He begins, as if to emphasise his tentativeness, with a 

phrase instead of a sentence: "At the still point of the turning 

world". Balance is inherent in the phrase, contrasting "still" 

with "turning" and "point" with "world". We have just had an 

impression of the turning world in the lyric section, but 

implicit in it has been the still point, the point at which 

movement and stillness are reconciled and held in harmonious 
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pattern with each other. Whatever may be said about the 

connection of this phrase with mystical experience, it is worth 

noting that the kind of paradox offered here is a simple mathe-

matical one. Any spinning object - the terrestrial globe or a 

spinning top - presents the same situation: at the surface 

farthest from the axis, the speed is greatest; it becomes, by 

infinitesimal degrees, slower as we move inwards towards the 

axis; and at the central point - produced into the axial line 

in a sphere, but a fl pure " point on a plane disc - there is no 

movement at all. Yet it is on the total stillness of this 

central point, relative to all the rest, that the movement of 

the rest depends. (Even if a revolving sphere wobbles as it 

turns, there remains a central stationary point halfway along 

its axis on which the rest of the movement depends for its 

pattern.) This still point is a little like Aristotle's God as 

Unmoved Mover; and the poet, although eschewing theological 

terms, implies that the variety on the surface of the "turning 

world" is held in a unified pattern by the still point at its 

centre. He implies, too - given the content of Burnt Norton 

thus far - that the visionary experience of the timeless moment 

1S something like arrival at such a point, where time - con 

ceivable only in terms of movement - and the timeless become 

one. 

As if to underline this thought, the pattern of stress in 

the verse now undergoes a change and yet remains the same. 

Some readers would scan here with six stresses to the line, and 

this is possible; but (and here, as elsewhere, we need not take 
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Eliot's own recorded reading as definitive, nor would he expect 

us to) it is more interesting to hear the four-stress pattern 

again, slowing down the movement so extremely that distinguish-

ing connectives acquire unusually strong emphasis, making each 

line one of "double" length accommodating eight stresses. I 

hear this pattern for the first eight lines of the passage: 

Neither At the still p6int of the tGrning w~rld. 
fl~sh n6r fleshless; 

Neither fr6m n6r tow~rdsj ~t the still point, th~re 
the d~nce is, 

But n~ither arrest n6r mbvement. 
fixity, 

I / / 
And do not call it 

/ / / 
Where past and future are gathered. N~ither mbvement 

Exc~pt for the p6int, 
fr6m n6r tow&rds, 

N~ither asc~nt n6r decl{ne. 
the still pbint, 

There w6uld be nb d&nce, and there is 6nly the d~nce. 
I I I / b ' / I I can only say, there we have been: ut I cannot say 

wh~re. 
And I c~nnot sc{y, h6w l6ng, for th~t is to pl~ce it 

{n t{me. 

Emphasis on the distinguishing negatives and other connectives 

(Neither, nor, at, not, no, is, but, in) conveys the tone and 

pace of the voice in exploratory meditation, attempting defini-

tion by means of discriminations designed to eliminate misunder -

standing. The pondering tone of anxious precision, as we move 

among the abstractions clustered around the focussing figure of 

the dance, 1S enacted by the cautiously deliberate falling of 

the stresses; it is like watching a careful chameleon, after 

each footstep and before the next, swivelling an appraising 

eyeball backward, checking, foot poised, the placing of the 

next. step. 

The lines that follow, about the freedom and release experi-

enced at the still point, enact that freedom and release by 

their more energetic motion and by their reversion to the 
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normal four-stress pattern, with an occasional extra (secondary) 

stress added, as we have seen in Part I. 

The fnner fr~edom/from the pr'ctical desire, 
The rel~ase from ~ction and s~ffering,/rel~ase from 

the inner 
I I· I I dd And the outer compulslon,/yet surroun e 

I I ,. h 'II By a grace of sense,/a whIte Ilg t stl 
Erh~hul1g without m6tion,/cbncent.nhion 
With6ut elimin'tion,/b6th a n~w world 

I I . I I d And the old made expllclt,/understoo 
In the compl~tion/of its p£rtial ~cstasy, 
The r~sol~tion/of its p~rtial hbrror. 

d I . 
an movIng, 

Doubtless there are individual lines in which other ears would 

prefer to hear as few as three or as many as six stresses; the 

norm is nevertheless four, and the insistent caesura again 

reinforces the impression of the poet's weighing and balancing 

thoughts and possibilities. 

"At the still point of the turning world" appears first in 

Eliot's "Triumphal March" from the unfinished Coriolan. There 

it conveys metaphorically the centre of stillness (or desired 

stillness) in the key figure of the leader - who is himself the 

focus, the still point, at the centre of the turning world that 

observes him. As a double centre of two turning worlds it is 

somewhat ironic in its force: the Coriolan figure is a still 

point, a focus of the restless world of the triumphal process-

ion; but inside him is also the longing for another, more 

intimate still point of which the naive spectators know nothing. 

The key line - which is also the still point at the centre of 

the poem - is ushered in by images of peace and seclusion in 

deliberat.e contrast to those of the public setting of military 

display and civic ceremonial. The irony is one of discrepant 

awareness - the awareness of Coriolan in contrast to that of 
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the spectators with their stools and sausages. 

There he is now, look: 
There is no interrogation in his eyes 
Or in the hands, quiet over the horse's neck, 
And the eyes watchful, waiting, perceiving, 

indifferent. 
o hidden under the dove's wing, hidden in the 

turtle's breast, 
Under the palmtree at noon, under the running water 
At the still point of the turning world. 0 hidden. 

This passage does a little to prepare us for the recurrence of 

the phrase in Burni: Norton, but the differences are more impor -

tant. Here in Burnt Norton there is no irony, no context of 

discrepant awareness: and the phrase is an attempt to focus the 

nature of an experience already undergone, not an evocation of 

a point either of public focus or of desired private retreat. 

The definition, if we can call it that, of the dance at the 

still point proceeds largely by means of negatives: "Neither 

flesh nor fleshless", "Neither from nor towards", "neither 

arrest nor movement", "Neither ascent nor decline". It is 

easier to say what it is not than to say what it is - except 

for the insistent mention of it as a dance, yet again, a danc e 

without movement or fixity. The paradoxical nature of a dance, 

like that of any temporal art - form, is that its essential 

identity inheres neither in the individual steps or movements 

that make it up, nor in the pattern that exists independently 

of their being performed. Without the pattern, the steps are 

not the dance. Without the performance of the steps, the 

pattern alone is not the dance either. The dance, therefore, 

paradoxically exists only in all of these things, and yet 

essentially in none of them . It is neither the physical 
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embodiment nor the pattern independently of it. It exists, in 

itself, only at the hypothetical "still point" where pattern 

and embodiment, flesh and fleshless, movement and stillness, 

are in some sense one, neither of these opposites being exclu-

sively itself. otherwise, there is no point at whi c h the dance 

can, properly speaking, be said to exist: at the beginning it 

has not yet come into being; in the middle its pattern is not 

yet complete; at the end the pattern has been completed, but 

the dance is "over" and therefore no longer exists - if it ever 

did. The paradox can only be resolved by the concept to which 

Eliot gives the name of the still point: without it the dance 

exists in neither space nor time. 

And yet the dance, the poetry tells us, does exist: it is 

imp l icit in the vision of Part I, and more explicit in the 

images of Part II, "The dance along the artery" and the cosmic 

dance of which that forms a part. Eliot has presented, in 

terms strange indeed yet accesssible to the modern reader, an 

experience of union between the individual and the universe 

which hints at both the cosmic dance of Sir John Davies's 

poetry and the hearing of the music of the spheres. And in 

section B's attempt to express this in comparatively abstract 

and discursive terms, the poetry itself enacts by its rhythms 

and pauses the combination of stillness and movement (which is 

yet neither of them) that he is discussing. I emphasise this, 

as I have emphasised the stress-pattern of the passage, because 

it is all too easy to make the assumption that the verse has 

here fallen apart into loose prosiness, and even that the loose 

prosiness may be deliberate. It is loose only in the sense of 
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being leisurely and expansive in contrast with the taut lyri-

cism of section A, and in no other sense. The different form 

and rhythm serve as specific a purpose in enacting the theme 

a new approach to the same experience - as they do anywhere 

else in the poem. In calling it leisurely and expansive I do 

not mean to imply that it is relaxed, any more than that the 

chameleon (in the analogy used above ) is relaxed: it is tense 

and cautious, slow and deliberate, tentative and exploratory. 

When Eliot defines the relation of the still point to the 

dance, he is indirectly defining also the relation of the 

experience to the poetry that presents it: 

Except for the point, the still point, 
There would be no dance, and there is only the dance. 

I have already suggested that after the first eight lines of 

this section the verse reverts to a more vigorous motion as it 

dwe l ls on the freedom and release made possible by the timeless 

experience. It is from this point too that the language shifts 

noticeably from the abstractions of space and time into the 

reg i ster of psychological states and human emotions: "freedom", 

"re I ease", "grace", "Erhebung". This shift in register - to -

gether with the return to the more usual stress-count - 1S 1n 

keeping with the fact that in the typed draft preserved by John 

Hayward a new verse-paragraph began here, with "The inner free-

dom from the pract i cal des i re" ( CFQ 85). These lines offer the 

spiritual corollaries of the still-point experience, and relate 

them to t.he "practical" world of desire, action, suffering and 

compulsion. Eliot's mind was clearly moving along similar 

lines to t.hose suggested i n Thomas's first speech in Murder In 
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the Ca thedral. Here he reproves the Second Priest for scolding 

the women of Canterbury whose fears, despite the limitations of 

their vision, express a real sense of the nexus between two 

worlds: the pract.ical world of suffering and action and the 

eternal world in whose revolving pattern they are reconciled. 

Peace. And let them be, in 

They speak better than they 
understanding. 

They know and do not know, 
suffer. 

their exaltation. 
[= Erhebung] 

know, and beyond your 

what it is to act or 

They know and do not know, that action is suffering 
And suffering is action. Neither does the agent 

suffer 
Nor the patient act. Rut both are fixed 
In an eternal action, an eternal patience 
To which all must consent that it may be willed 
And which all must suffer that they may will it, 
That the pattern may subsist, for the pattern is the 

action 
And the suffering, 
Be forever still. 

that the wheel may turn and still 
( Pi ays 17) 

Freedom, grace, release, Erhebung and concentration were 

implicit in the linked images of Part IIA; lIB now clarifies 

the experience in more discursive style. The "new world" of 

the experience allows us to see the "old" in a new light and is 

itself clarified by its relation with the old, where all things 

"Pursue their pattern as before" and yet, in the perspective of 

the new, are "reconciled among the stars". Both worlds are 

thus made "explicit", not only In the sense of being clarified 

but also In the original sense of "explicit", of being unfolded 

implying that the meaning of the experience is not new but 

has been opened out for inspection, as it were. The old world 

maintains its mixed quality, but its ecstasy and its horror are 

together seen afresh as only partial: the reconciling experience 
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completes and resolves our formerly inadequate responses to each 

on its own. 

But this experience is necessarily evanescent: man, normally 

timebound, cannot dwell in this other dimension more than 

momentarily, he "Cannot bear very much reality". 

Yet the enchainment of past and future 
Woven in the weakness of the changing body, 
Protects mankind from heaven and damnation 
Which flesh cannot endure. 

Time past and time future 
Allow but a little consciousness. 

The state of timeless awareness is limited to glimpses; yet 

these lines show this limitation in a positive light rather 

than as a deprivation. In the world of physical and organic 

mutability, the sense of time is a necessary shield, like 

chainmail woven into our beings, against the annihilating force 

of a prolonged encounter with that ultimate reality - where 

heaven itself would become a hell for those not fully prepared 

to confront it. In the timebound world, only a little of such 

consciousness lS possible. So the imagery here presents time 

as strong and the body as weak, limited in its capacity for 

full awareness - as the emphatic "Allow but." ( meaning "only, 

merely") suggests. The contrast is pointed by the sound-echo 

between "enchainment" and "changing". The thought here is 

continuous, despite the typographically broken line: the break 

highlights the reminder of an earlier motif ("Time past and 

time future" from the end of Part I), but does not constitute a 

new verse-paragraph, and the continuity of the meditation is 

unimpaired. In musical t.erms, the line-break resembles a 

rubato emphasis rather than the beginning of a new statement; 
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and the passage proceeds to emphasise the special meaning of 

"consciousness" and its relation to time. (Scansion here may 

clarify the thought.) 

To bb c~nscious is not to be in t{me 
But only in time can the moment in the r6se-garden, 
The m6ment in the &rbour where the r'in b~at, 
I. I I I The moment 1n the draughty church at smokefall 

Be rem~mbered; involved with p£st and future. 
Only thrbugh time time is conquered. 

Full awareness ("To be conscious") is possible only in the 

timeless moment of illumination ("is not to be in time"). And 

yet it is only within the time- continuum that we may ponder on 

such moments of release, meditate in memory upon their meaning 

and so, in some measure, come to terms with them. We have to 

live within the time-continuum, but given that fact, we can and 

must make use of memory - the gift of time - to integrate our 

timeless glimpses with our otherwise time-ridden lives. 

Three such experiences of timeless awareness are briefly 

remembered as the value of memory is affirmed: the rose-garden 

moment; another in an arbour during rain, about which the Quar -

tets tell us no more; and a moment 1n a church at dusk which, 

judging by the evocative "smoke- fall", with its reminders of 

the early poems, probably alludes to a London experience - not, 

at any rate, to the later one in the church at Little Gidding. 

But when and where precisely these moments occurred is not of 

importance: what matters is the evidence that the rose - garden 

of Burnt Norton is not their only setting; that they come 

sporadically and without warning (like Proust's moments of time -

recapture); and that the memory of them may contribute towards 

a sense of being able to conquer time: "Only through time time 
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is conquered". By merely hinting here at specific personal 

experiences of h i s own, the poet seems to be inviting us to 

consider our own analogous experiences as well. Hence the 

tactful impersonality with which the idea is rendered. 

Part V of The Dry Salvages says of the timeless moment that 

Here the impossible union 
Of spheres of existence is actual, 
Here the past and future 
Are conquered, and reconciled, 

and identifies it as a type of Incarnation. Part I I of Burn t 

Norton, in mentioning the conquest of time through timeless 

moments, does not yet make those larger claims, since Eliot 

here is not talking explicitly about the principle of Incar -

nation or about the one unique Incarnation of history; but the 

comparatively secular and philosophical thought of Burnt 

Norton, in this passage as in others, anticipates to some 

extent the later and more clearly Christian treatment of the 

timeless moment as we have it in the closing phases of the last 

two Quartets. 

When the poet says that "only In time can [these moments]. 

Be remembered" and "On I y through time time is conquered" (my 

scans10n above reflects the need to emphasise the prepositions ) , 

he seems to be making almost parallel statements, suggesting 

the part played by memory in the conquest of time. This does 

not of course mean that we overcome our subjection to time by 

the mere remembering of such moments, but that without the 

remembering of them no conquest at all is possible. The whole 

of Four Quartets amounts to a meditation on such moments in 

relation to the variety of our other ways of experiencing time. 
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It 18 also a meditation on these moments in relation to our 

physical experience of the world - especially as embodied in 

specific places, and in the four traditional elements of the 

Empedoclean, medieval and Renaissance traditions. Although the 

fourfold cycle with its elemental symbolism was not planned 

when Eliot wrote Burnt Norton, it may nevertheless be more than 

mere coincidence that indirectly incorporates all four elements 

in the images of the three "moments" at the end of Burnt Norton 

Part II: the garden and the arbour, the rain, the draught, and 

the smoke . 
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Part III 

Parts I and II have focussed on experience outside time: the 

moment of illumination in which what-might-have-been becomes 

actual (Part I); the sense of union and reconciliation with the 

cosmos that such a moment affords (Part IIA); and the nature 

and effects of the experience "At the still point of the turn -

ing world" (Part lIB). Part III is set in the timebound world, 

but with glances at that other world we have seen or sensed. 

In Part lIB, of the still point, the poet says "there we 

have been". In contrast to the illumination of "there" stands, 

in Part IlIA, the inadequacy of "Here": "Here is a place of 

disaffection". It is worth noticing that the word "Here" func -

tions simultaneously as a normal adverb modifying "is", and as 

a noun meaning "This place" or "This state", grammatical subject 

of the verb "is", and complemented by the phrase "a place of 

disaffection". We are back in something like the Limbo world 

of The Waste Land but, as there, with contrasting hints of 

beauty, repose, and significant form and identity. 

Here is a place of disaffection 
Time before and time after 
In a dim light: neither daylight 
Investing form with lucid stillness 
Turning shadow into transient beauty 
With slow rotation suggesting permanence 
Nor darkness to purify the soul 
Emptying the sensual with deprivation 
Cleansing affection from the temporal. 

This passage is rich in semantic and syntactic ambiguities 

which have been less noticed than they deserve. I have already 

remarked on the ambiguity of "Here"; it may be helpful to ex-

plore the other ambiguities at some length. First, the words 

"place of" carry two potential meanings complementing each other. 
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The obvious one is "a place where disaffection prevails, a place 

filled with it". The other is more like "an opportunity for 

disaffection to assert itself", with a slightly biblical flavour 

- as in Hebrews 12: 17 where we read that Esau, after selling his 

birthright, "found no place of [opportunity for] repentance, 

though he sought it carefully w:ith tears". And the word "dis -

affection" itself is many - faceted: in modern parlance it 

connotes political or social dissatisfaction ("disaffected 

employees", for instance); yet its relation to what follows in 

the poem attaches to it further connotat:ions of alienation, 

derangement , disorder and disease. Moody, who recognizes this 

rich multiplicity, rightly calls the word "uncompromisingly 

exact" (190). The "disaffection", then, can be taken here as 

compounding the ideas of both social and individual disorder or 

alienation . 

The sparse punctuation of the passage also - by design, 

surely - lends itself to ambiguous yet mutually supportive 

readings. What relates the opening line to the next two: "Time 

before and time after/In a dim light"? At the end of the first 

line Eliot inserts no guiding comma or colon. The syntactic 

open-endedness allows for two kinds of relationship, each 

contributing to the total effect. "Time before and time after" 

implicitly a nswers two possible questions. To "When does this 

disaffection flourish?" the answer is "In the time before and 

after those timeless moments already discussed" ; this makes the 

second line an adverbial phrase. To another question, "What 

kind of realm is meant by Here?" the answer is "A realm charac-
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terised by before and after, in contrast to that other realm of 

liberating timelessness". This makes the second line a noun 

phrase in apposition to "place" and a second complement to the 

verb "is", so that we understand "This place is the realm of 

before-and-after, the world in its timebound state". The two 

meanings point in the same direction, but they emerge from 

different starting- points and with different emphases, together 

contributing to the initial idea a fulness that punctuation 

would have denied. 

Again, "In a dim light" can be taken in two ways: as descri 

bing the environment of disaffection (as if the second line 

were parenthetic): "Here is a place of disaffection ... In a dim 

light"; or as telling us more about the realm of before-and-

after - that it is a dim one. Of course both meanings are 

present, each with its individual emphasis complementing the 

other. The ambiguities serve the purpose not of contrast but 

of fluidity of association: "Here", "place" and "light" are 

spatial in their connotations; "Time", "before" and "after" are 

temporal. The statement as a whole tends to fuse the notions 

of space and lime, each conceived largely in terms of the 

other. And the substance of the poem up to this point ensures 

that "dim light" is taken at once in literal (spatial) and 

metaphorical (spiritual) senses. It is neither the "heart of 

light" of the timeless illumination, nor the "dark night of the 

soul" which we will soon encounter; its associations are 

negative rather than affirmative. (The "dark nighl" of asceti -

cism, called the negative way in contrast to the visionary way 

of affirmation, is nevertheless affirmative In its spiritual 



69 

signification, and is in contrast to the "dim light" here.) 

The "place of disaffection", the "dim light" of our timebound 

experience, is neither daylight nor darkness: it lacks both the 

luminosity of the visionary moment and the paradoxical illumi

nation of the ascetic's "dark night". 

In the third line Eliot does insert punctuation: his colon 

ensures that we read the next six lines as a definition by 

contrast of what the dim light is, by grasping what it is not. 

I tis n e i the r the "d a y 1. i g h t" (1 i n e 3) 0 f i 11 um ina t ion nor the 

"darkness" (line 7) of purification. Three lines (4 - 6) expand 

on the nature of this daylight, and another three (7-9) on the 

nature of the purifying darkness. This careful balance joins 

the two in opposition to the poverty of the dim light; and the 

balance is clinched by the syntactically detached summary, 

" N e i the r pIe nit u den 0 r va can c y": n e i the r the vis ion a r y" s f u 1 n e s s 

of light, nor the self-emptied state of the ascetic's night. 

These six lines befo['e "Neither plenitude nor vacancy" are 

an unpunctuated flow, a slow, continuous arc of thought. And 

again syntactical connections (this time of participles to nouns) 

are remarkably fluid. This will emerge as we look more closely. 

The image of daylight "Investing form with lucid stillness", 

and the lines that follow it, evoke the picture of a lovely art 

object slowly revolving in a beam of light - or else, with that 

light, creating the illusion of slowly turning: in either case, 

the gentle revolving motion reinforces the impression of still

ness inherent in the object itself, while its own stillness in 

turn lends beauty to the rotation of light and shade. A similar 
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impression 1S created by the kind of cinema photography that 

uses speeded-up time-lapse shots to show, say, two hours of dawn 

coming up over a mountain, all within the space of ten seconds. 

The relationships of light and shade take on a "transient 

beauty" while their steady movement emphasises by contrast the 

"lucid stillness" of the mountain range itself, "suggesting 

permanence". The first of these examples, that of the art 

object, anticipates the lines iIi Part V, "as a Chinese jar 

still/Moves perpetually in its stillness". The simultaneous 

impressions of movement and of stillness invite an aesthetic 

response to a beauty compounded of both - and yet one which, in 

its timeless quality, is essentially neither. The movement 

draws attention to the stillness and vice versa, in a way that 

reminds us of Keats's Grecian urn. And this relationship is 

made possible, in Eliot's image, by the play of light and 

shade. The paradoxical fusion of motion and stasis causes the 

object itself to exist in an apparently timeless realm, "At the 

still point of the turning world". 

At first sight the syntax appears to present "daylight" as 

the grammatical subject of all three participles, "Investing", 

"Turning" and "suggesting". But either "form" or "stillness" 

could also be the subject of "Turning"; and either of these, or 

"shadow" or "beauty" or "rotation" could be the subject of 

"suggesting". Moreover, "Turning" connotes both transforming 

and revolving/rotating; and finally, an imagined comma after 

either "form" or "rotation" would further multiply the already 

considerable number of syntactical possibilities. My point is 

that the unpunctuated arc of statement accumulates a variety of 
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possibilities as it proceeds, until at least half-a-dozen 

meanings are simultaneously present; and the result seems too 

richly complex to be simply fortuitous. Even stillness itself 

is a potential agent of a turning motion, and rotation is 

allowed to suggest permanence: motion and stasis become subtly 

interdependent. This should not surprise us after the "still 

point" paradox of Part II; what is surprising and highly 

impressive is the obvious ease and apparent inevitability with 

which these multiple relationships quietly unfold. 

For the sake of clarity I tabulate below some of the 

possible meanings of these lines. 

1. Daylight invests form with lucid stillness, and in 
doing so, it turns shadow into transient beauty by 
means of slow rotation, and so suggests permanence. 
(Here "daylight" is the subject of all three of the 
participles. ) 

2. Daylight invests form with lucid stillness; this 
lucid stillness turns shadow (transforms shadow) into 
transient beauty by means of slow rotation within the 
stillness; and this slow rotation suggests permanence. 
(Here we have three separate subject-participle links: 
day 1 i g h tin v est s, s till n e s s " t urn s " , an d rot at ion 
suggests.) 

3. Daylight invests form with lucid stillness by 
turning shadow into transient beauty; and this 
beauty, with its slow rotation, suggests permanence. 
(Here "daylight" is the subject of the first two 
participles, but the second participial phrase is 
dependent on - not co-ordinate with - the first; and 
"beauty" is the subject of the third participle.) 

Such analysis, it may be said, labours a simple point, while 

the general meaning of the passage is clear enough. Yet I 

believe it has the value of highlighting significant features 

not only of this passage but of Eliot's poetic method in general. 

Quite surprising relationships emerge between stillness on the 
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one hand and turning (revolving/transforming) on the other; and 

between transience on the one hand and permanence on the other -

all expressed in a way ostensibly less deliberate and emphatic, 

yet no less complex, than in the passage about the dance in Part 

lIB. It reminds us that Eliot's syntax can be far more complex 

than it looks at first sight (his images have far too often 

been scrutinised with inadequate attention to their syntactical 

matrix) . It reminds us too that his punctuation - or lack of 

it - is not always as loosely associative as it looks, and that 

ambiguity is more likely to be functional than the result of 

mere carelessness or imprecision. 

A brief digression from our present text ought to reinforce 

this argument. In the opening lines of The Waste Land the 

punctuation is on the face of it more orthodox, yet there again 

the syntax, notably through the participles, allows a strong 

undercurrent of secondary meanings. 

April is the cruellest month, breeding 
Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing 
Memory and desire, stirring 
Dull roots with spring rain. 
Winter kept us warm, covering 
Earth in forgetful snow, feeding 
A little life with dried tubers. 

The initial and most obvious assumption is that "April" 1S the 

subject of all the participles in the first sentence, "Winter" 

of all those in the second. But the enjambed suspension of the 

participles at the line - ends does more than create a rhythm of 

reluctant stirring: it quietly encourages a submerged set of 

secondary noun-participle links. The lilacs too may be mixing 

memory and desire; and memory and desire may themselves be 

stirring the dull roots with the coming of the spring rain 
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(since "with" can also be ambiguous, meaning not only "by means 

of" but also "to the accompaniment of"). Similarly, 1n the 

second sentence is it only winter that feeds the little life, 

or could it also be earth - or snow? (And does "with" simply 

mean that the little life is fed "by means of" dried tubers -

or could it indicate that the little life is one "possessed of" 

dried tubers? Again "with" is itself ambiguous.) The lurking 

multiplicity of meanings is itself a fertile breeding- ground 

and stirs more than dull roots. 

Returning to Burnt Norton, we have seen that three lines 

describe the daylight which the "dim light" is not. The next 

three lines describe the darkness which the "dim light" also is 

not. And they do so in a similarly unpunctuated way, equally 

rich in syntactic ambiguities. Even between the two three- line 

groups Eliot places no comma, allowing the sense to run on with 

no interruption, as if forcing us to hold the two sets of con-

trastive discriminations simultaneously in mind. The "neither" 

of the third line and the "Nor" of the seventh are immediately 

linked 1n their combined negation of what the dim light is like. 

Nor darkness to purify the soul 
Emptying the sensual with deprivation 
Cleansing affection from the temporal. 

The ostensible subject of "purify", "Emptying" and "Cleansing" 

is "darkness". But we may also take the soul as the subject of 

the two participles, and the deprivation as doing the cleansing. 

There are therefore three possible readings. 

1. The true darkness (which is not the dim light) is 
the darkness that purifies, empties and cleanses. 

2. The darkness purifies the soul, which empties and 
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so cleanses. 

3. The darkness purifies the soul, the soul empties 
the sensual by means of deprivation, and this 
deprivation has the effect of cleansing affection 
from the temporal. 

Notice that at the end of this passage we return to the word 

"affection": ridding the soul of worldly attachments is "Clean-

sing affection from the temporal", and yet making it not a 

"place of disaffection", but very much its opposite - since 

both disaffection and temporal affection are presented in 

negative terms. We have come through a process of clarification 

which defines more firmly, by negation, the nature both of the 

disaffection and of the dim light: the latter is neither true 

daylight nor true darkness, and disaffection is distinguished 

from the spiritual business of "Cleansing affect ·ion". The line 

of thought is precise; and meanwhile the ambiguities have 

linked - more firmly and economically than any series of 

discursive statements could do - the daylight, form, stillness, 

beauty, rotation and permanence on the one hand, and the 

darkness, soul, purification, emptying, deprivation and 

cleansing on the other . Patient analysis may convey these 

relationships to the intellect, but only the poetry as it 

stands can convey them to the imagination: which is why the 

poet's brief formulation is so much more memorable than my 

lengthy one. My concern has been less to explain what Eliot is 

saying - which is reasonably clear - than to show how and why 

it affects us as it does. And the last two lines are the more 

effective for the quiet assonantal emphasis linking six of 

their syllables into firm assertion : 
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Cleansing affection from the temporal. 
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The dim light which is neither daylight nor darkness offers 

"Neither plenitude nor vacancy"; and the place of disaffection 

itself is a place of "Neither plenitude nor vacancy": the phrase 

is set decisively between full stops that reinforce its doubly 

clinching function. The plenitude is that of the affirmative 

experience (of the rose - garden or the still point); the vacancy 

is that of the ascetic's self-emptying and detachment, the nega -

tive way which is also positive, leading to that illumination 

through darkness which occupies Part IIIB of both Burnt Norton 

and East Coker. (The same theme appeared 1n the second epigraph 

to Sweeney Agonistes in the words of St John of the Cross: 

"Hence the soul cannot be possessed of the divine union, until 

it has divested itself of the love of created beings" - in other 

words, cleansed affection from the temporal.) The word "vacancy" 

here is clearly positive in its connotations, in contrast with 

its cognate adjective at the opening of East Coker Part III 

("the vacant into the vacant" ) . But the use of a word in dif -

ferent or even opposite senses is common in Eliot's poetry: 

deliberate plays on turn, love, end, word and world are all 

apparen tin Ash - Wednesday, and here in Burn t Norton we are 

about to meet such lines as "Distracted from distraction by 

distraction" and "World not world, but that which is not world". 

Eliot's own comments on Lancelot Andrewes offer the most useful 

account of this word- play, and the most forceful defence of it 

against charges of mere verbal pedantry: it provides a means of 

sudden recognition as if it were a form of condensed metaphor. 
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Reading Andrewes ... is like listening to a great 
Hellenist expounding a text of the Posterior 
Analytics: altering the punctuation, inserting or 
removing a comma or a semicolon to make an obscure 
passage suddenly luminous, dwelling on a single word, 
comparing its use in its nearer and in its most 
remote contexts, purifying a disturbed or cryptic 
lecture- note into lucid profundity .... Andrewes may 
seem pedantic and verbal. It is only when we have 
saturated ourselves in his prose, followed the 
movement of his thought, that we find his examination 
of words terminating in the ecstasy of assent. 
Andrewes takes a word and derives the world from it; 
squeezing and squeezing the word until it yields a 
full juice of meaning which we should never have 
supposed any word to possess. (SE 347-348) 

The leisurely movement of Eliot's verse in the opening lines 

of Burnt Norton III seems to promise a point of repose, and 

this is what the firmly-stopped "Neither plenitude nor vacancy" 

initially offers. At first sight we are inclined to read it 

with stresses on both "Neither" and "nor", as well as on the 

two nouns "plen.itude" and "vacancy", as if it were a normal 

full-length line of four stresses, ending in a point of rest. 

But by a species of metrical sleight - of-hand the poet forces 

us, with o nly a short pause, to read straight on into the 

restlessness introduced by "Only a flicker". This, with its 

commanding enjambement, plunges us without warning into the 

"place of disaffection" itself, and away from the contemplation 

of its opposites - the daylight and darkness with their hints 

of permanence and purification. 

Neither pl~nitude nor v'cancy. 6nly a flfcker 
Over the str&ined tfme-rldden f&ces 
Distr~cted from distr~ction by distr~ction 
Filled with fancies and ~mpty of meaning 
T~mid apathy with n6 concentr~tion 
M~n and bits of paper, wh1rled by the cold wfnd 
That blbws befbre and ~fter t{me, 
':-d ' / '6 / W1n 1n and out of unwh lesome lungs 
, ,. 1./ 

Time before and tlme after. 
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If the ear retains - as I think it should - the expectation of 

a norm of four stresses to the line, the restless flicker of 

these lines is enacted not only by the insistent repetition of 

certain words and sounds but also by the scatter of secondary 

stresses ("ridden", "bits", "cold", "Wind", "un-"). 

Here images of light and of movement reinforce the contrast 

with the "true" daylight and darkness we have just pondered; 

and the positive plenitude and vacancy of the true forms are 

set against the negative connotations of "Filled with fancies 

and empty of meaning". The slow daylight and the purifying 

darkness are absent from the flicker of the dim light which is 

neith~r, and slow rotation is opposed to the whirling movement 

of the cold wind . These are obvious contrasts. Less immediate-

ly obvious is the degree, yet again, of enriching ambiguity. 

The faces are distracted; it may be the faces or the flicker or 

the distraction that is/are "Filled with fancies and empty of 

meaning" (it is potentially, of course, all of these, but more 

immediately the faces) . Again, it is ostensibly the distraction 

that is appositionally described as "Tumid apathy with no 

concentration"; yet "Filled with" may be read as governing, by 

asyndeton, not only the "fancies" but also the "Tumid apathy" 

and the "Men and bits of paper" -- all constituting what the 

flicker is filled with. The phrase "before and after time" is 

also ambiguous in its syntactic connections: on the one hand it 

suggests when the cold wind blows; but it is potentially, too, 

the object of the verb, hinting that what the wind blows is that 

before - and-after kind of time which differs so fundamentally 

from the timeless moment. 
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"Distracted from distraction by distraction" - perhaps an 

undeservedly notorious line - is paraphrasable as "saved from 

madness only by trivi.al preoccupations". But its force is due 

partly to the implication that it. is .faces rather than minds 

which are mentioned as distracted: the metonymy, or synecdoche, 

supports the theme as it does in many of Eliot's earlier poems. 

The words "distraction", "fancies" and "apathy" are all linked 

by assonance as well as by obvious meaning, but "Tumid apathy" 

is arresting in its apparently oxymoronic form. "Tumid" looks 

back to "Filled" and forward to the images of wind and inflation. 

It therefore anticipates the strange "Eructation" that follows, 

as jf not only human beings were being belched into the air by 

the Tube-station exits, but also "unhealthy souls" suffering 

from a form of spiritual flatulence. By this set of relation -

ships the unwholesomeness extends itself from the lungs to the 

rest of the human frame and to the implied scene as a whole. 

The flickering, the whirling of the wind and the unwholesome 

air, all combine to anticipate the images suggestive of the 

London Underground; and in the ensuing lines we feel that we 

are back in the "Unreal City" of The Waste Land. It is the 

waste land, but seen now from a different perspective - one 

modified by the experience in the rose-garden. 

Eructation of unhealthy souls 
Into the faded air, the torpid 
Driven on the wind that sweeps the gloomy hills of 

London, 
Hampstead and Clerkenwell, Campden and Putney, 
Highgate, Primrose and Ludgate. Not here 
Not here the darkness, in this twittering world. 

Passivity is the impression promptly created: the passivity of 
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the souls belched out into the evening dusk with its "faded 

air" - a phrase reminding us of the earlier poemg such as 

"Prufrock" and "Preludes" with their evocations of urban day -

night transitions. (It also provides an incidental contrast 

with the "vibrant air" of the rose-garden in Part 1.) Eliot 

could more obviougly have written "fading light"; but "faded 

air" creates a peculiarly synaesthetic effect, as if the air 

can be seen, felt and breathed simultaneougly. Moreover, the 

eructation of the souls into the air makes the air both the 

medium into which they are conveyed and the element of which 

they become a part: they emerge into it and merge into it, 

becoming one with the wind that sweeps the gloomy hills. This 

metaphorical identification of the people with the air itself 

is confirmed by the nounless adjective "torpid": indirect.ly it 

personifies the air and collectively describes the people -

they too are "Driven on the wind that sweeps the gloomy hills". 

The people and the air are left syntactically undistinguished 

from each other. Perhaps at the back of Eliot's mind lay Canto 

V of the Inferno, where Dante sees the shades of Paolo and 

Francesca in the circle of the Incontinent, caught in the gusts 

where they are "Driven on the blast" and "on the dark wind 

drifting go" (V.49, 75). From our experience of The Waste Land 

it would be natural enough that Dante's Hell and London's 

suburbia are thus linked. 

The jerking rhythm of the otherwise primly formal "Eructa

tion" - in its way just as onomatopoeic as "belch" - yields to 

the gliding enjambement into the long sweep of the assonantal 

line "Driven on the wind that sweeps the gloomy hills of London" 
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- then we are brought up short by the catalogue of suburban 

hills (seven, as of the hills of Rome). The images of wind and 

passivity invest the picture with a depressed pathos despite 

the detachment of the tone. This makes it more striking and 

moving than the flatly sermonising lines on suburban alienation 

and rootlessness in Chorus II of The Rock: 

And now you live dispersed on ribbon roads, 
And no man knows or cares who is his neighbour 
Unless his neighbour makes too much disturbance, 
But all dash to and fro in motor cars, 
Familiar with the roads and settled nowhere. 
Nor does the family even move about together, 
But every son would have his motor cycle, 
And daughters ride away on casual pillions. 

This sounds like Eliot rubbing an itch of social and spiritual 

snobbery; the bland generalisations fall snugly and smugly into 

the end-stopped pentameters, and the tone is one of complacent 

superiority. The lines from Burnt Norton, on the other hand, 

are full of syntactic and metrical suggestiveness, and in their 

combination of sweep and pause, of generality and a kind of 

tender particularity (pausing on the place-names), are more 

visionary than derogatory : they convey something of the stern 

pity of Dante. (That Eliot still felt the temptations of snob -

bery is suggested by his originally writing after "torpid" the 

line "Fuddled with images of picture papers" (CFQ 87); that he 

resisted them is eviden t in his subsequent deletion - which 

saved the passage from ruin, maintained its tonal unity, and 

allowed "torpid" its useful ambiguity of reference.) 

Here is the place of disaffection in its dim light. And not 

here is the illuminating darkness, not here 1n this world of 

twittering - a twittering so unlike the clear, sharp birdcall of 
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the rose - garden, but more like the chirping and squeaking of the 

shades 1n the classical underworld. The word "here" recalls the 

"Here" of the opening: unlike the lucid stillness of daylight 

and the silent purification of d~rkness, the place of disaffec-

tion is filled with visual flickering and its aural analogue, 

twittering. The final line of the section, with its mention of 

"darkness" and of "world" (a delayed punning echo of "whirled" 

nine lines earlier), eases the transition into section B, the 

rest of Part III. "Not here the darkness" raises the question 

"Where, t.hen, the true darkness?" - and section B answers it. 

Emerging from the Tube at dusk was of course a regular 

routine for Eliol, like the morning approach to work in the 

City. As in Part I of The Waste Land, so here, the poet has 

clearly been not only an observer bui also a wry participant. 

He has experienced the atmosphere and felt himself a part of 

it, one of the "st.rained time-ridden faces" with the flicker of 

the underground lights playing over them. He regularly used 

the Gloucester Road station "whose two means of descent", says 

Helen Gardner, "by the stairs or by the lift, suggested to him 

the movement down and the 4 a bstenlion from movement', while 

being carried down, of t.he next paragraph" (CFQ 86). After the 

image of the sterile ascent, then, with the emergence into the 

faded air, we have now the contrasting descent into the purga-

tive darkness of the mystical ascetic's "negative way". 

Descend lower, descend only 
Into the world of perpetual solitude, 
World not world, but that which is not world, 
Internal darkness, deprivation 
And destitution of all property, 
Desiccation of th e world of sense, 



Evacuation of the world of fancy, 
Inoperancy of the world of spirit; 
This is the one way, and the other 
Is the same, not in movement 

82 

But abstention from movement; while the world moves 
In appetency, on its metalled ways 
Of time past and time future. 

The passage begins with unapologetic imperatives directed, 

presumably, not only to the poet himself but also to the reader 

who has accompanied him thus far on his meditative journey. 

There is a specific reason for these imperatives. The rose -

garden experience emerged out of abstract meditation, began in 

the present t~nse of immediate shared experience, then modu-

lated into the past tense of narrating a remembered one, which 

occurred without longing and without expectation. By means of 

it we arrived at the apprehension of a still point, the centre 

of the turning world which was the moment of timeless illumi-

nat.ion. Descent into the darkness of purgation through the 

"night of sense" is different: it must be actively sought and 

consciously made. So the imperatives (like the corresponding 

"You must"'s of East Coker IIIB) are appropriate to the 

different nature of the process and to the willing and conscious 

acceptance of what it entails. The way to this still point 

(which is after all the same one, approached from another direc-

tion) must be introduced not as invitation ("Shall we follow?") 

but as counsel . 

The experience spoken of is not remembered or couched in 

terms of "we", but sought and envisaged in terms of solitude. 

It is described in terms not of light and fulfilment, but of 

darkness and deprivation. The solitude and deprivation are 

concomitants of the ascetic discipline. The earlier images of 
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the "affirmative" way have given place to those of the negative. 

Eliot's main source of images for this negative way is the 

works of St John of the Cross, especially The Ascent of Mount 

Carmel and The J)ark Nigh t of the Soul. As such mystical 

writers often present spiritual insights through negation and 

paradox, so Eliot here plays on familiar t.erms - "World not 

world, but that which is not world" - implying a descent into a 

reality other than the "dim light" of mundane existence. It is 

as if the threefold iteration in the line just quoted offers 

the t.rue spiritual paradoxes of which the earlier threefold 

"distraction" was a kind of serious parody. 

The world of internal darkness and solitude is not "world": 

not the twittering one of time - ridden faces; instead, it is the 

world alluded to immediately before those images - the world of 

darkness to purify the soul 
Emptying the sensual with deprivatjon 
Cleansing affection from the temporal. 

Verbal ambiguity appears again in "destitution of all property". 

The early meaning of "property", characteristic or individua --

lity, applies here: the concern is not so much with the loss of 

worldly wealth - though we are fleetingly reminded of that - as 

with the loss of self- possession and self- sufficiency. The 

mystical ascetic empties himself even of these in the darkness 

in which he approaches the divine. The results of the descent 

are conveyed in negative terms: "Desiccation", "Evacuation", 

"Inoperancy". The account of the negative way employs abstrac -

tions rather than vividly sensory imagery; though it should be 

noticed that the abstractions themselves contain submerged 
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images of quasi-physical process: of becoming dry and becoming 

empty (desiccation, evacuation). 

The vision to be achieved through this descent is, however, 

also the vision achieved through abstention from movement: 

Eloise Hay (153-156) draws attention to a possible distinction 

here between the "night of sense" and the "night of the sou]" in 

the mystical thought of St John of the Cross, but Eliot's reason 

for introducing such a distinction at this point is not clear, 

and if it exists it appears to make no real difference to his 

genen:il meaning. Reibe1.anz is, I believe, right in asserting 

that "Eliot chooses to abandon the distinction between active 

and passive purgation in Four Quartets" (21), subsuming both of 

St John's ways into one. The important distinctions remain 

those between the negative way as a whole and two other "ways": 

the affirmation of the fleeting beatitude experienced in the 

timeless moment represented by the rose-garden; and (more 

immediately in Part III) the way the temporal "world moves", in 

"appetency", disordered will and appet.ite, on its "metalled 

ways" of "time past and time future", since it is strained and 

time - ridden. The desire and yearning of "appetency" remain 

unfulfilled and unfulfillable because the "metalled ways" are 

restrictive. They are suggestive again of railways - and of 

tarred roads - and take us back for a moment to the imagery of 

travelling crowds in their helpless movement from nowhere to 

nowhere: a recurring motif in Part III of each of the first 

three Quartets. The implications here are of tracks that we 

cannot jump, of prepared and imprisoning ways that lead nowhere; 

and these make the negative way - whether of descent or of 
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abstention - seem free by contrast. The ways of descent and of 

abstention from movement. are both, paradoxically, ways "upward" 

to illumination. 

The "Men and bits of paper" passage of Part IlIA is, as 

Preston points out, "not merely a sordid London scene or even a 

sordid contemporary scene". More significantly, "it is what 

life in time is like compared with the fuller life the poet has 

felt" (19). The fuller life may be approached, too, through 

the negative way (Part IIIB), the image of descent implying, 

among other things, humility. Waiting in humilit.y and true 

detachment at the "still point" becomes the subject of the 

remarkable lyric passage that follows in Part IV. 
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Part IV 

After the descent just mentioned, in Part IV we share the 

experience of waiting at the "still point" in detachment, 

expectancy and also humility. It is like waiting in the grave 

itself after "dying to the world" to achieve a clear-eyed, 

sublime passivity. Here, speaking as if from under the soil, 

is a fulfilled corporate voice - in marked contrast to the one 

t.hat spoke also from underground in the opening Jines of The 

Was te Land. And the twilight here, which has been described as 

a twilight full of expectancy (ATSE 162), is totally different 

from the "dim light" of Part IlIA. 

The patterning of stress and the lineat.ion necessitate some 

alteration - though not a radical one - in our usual scansion. 

-r " , . ,/ Tlme and the bell have burled the day, 
The bl~ck cloud c~rries the sGn aw~y. 
W111 the sGnflower tGrn to us, will the cl~matis 

/ / / / . / Stray down, bend to us; tendrl. l and spray 
CIGtch and cJfng? 
chi 11 

~ ",/ FIngers of yew be curled 
n6wn on us? ~fter the kfngfisher's 
Has ~nswered light t.o l1ght, and is 

is st11l 

/. 
WIng 
silent, 

~t the still p~int of the tGrning w6rld. 

"" the lighl 

The opening couplet's rhythm, one of lightly poised yet quietly 

buoyant incantation, suggests a detached acceptance. It also 

establishes an undercurrent of serene dactylic movement through-

out the lines that follow. (Reibetanz calls it choriambic (43) 

but the effect is really the same.) This is merely an 

undercurrent with other rhythms superimposed upon it; and yet, 

if only subconsciously, it affects our reading of the tone and 

mood of the lyric. Its presence can best be demonstrated by 

the artifice of redistributing the lines and scanning them as 
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if divided into the bars of a slow waltz, marking the "ghost"-

syllables in the silences or pauses as if each were a musical 

rest or prolongation of the previous syllable. (Asterisks are 

used to mark these rests or lingerings, and virgules to mark 

the musical "barslt.) 

Time and the / bell * have / buried the / day *, The 
black * cloud / carries the / sun * a- / -way * *. 
Will * the / sunflower / turn to us, / will * the 
clematis / Stray * * / down * *, / bend to us; 
tendril and / spray * * / Clutch * and / cling * *? 
Chill * * / Fingers of / yew * be / curled * * 
Down on us? / After the / kingfisher's / wing * Has 
an- * -swered / light * to / light, and is / si lent, * 
* * the / light * is / still * * / At * the 
still * * / point of the / tur- * -ning / world * *. 

This schematization is highly unorthodox as scansion; yet it 

may persuade the reader's ear to respond to the dactylic beat. 

It also draws attention to a number of strategic rhythmic 

pauses after rhetorically crucial words: bell, day, black, sun, 

away, will, Stray, down, spray, Clutch, cling, Chill, yew, 

curled, wing, silent, still. Almost all of these words are 

monosyLlabic; and th:is, too, contributes largely to the overall 

impression of concentration in simplicity. For the feeling is 

one of simplicity and limpidness, though the artistry that goes 

to create it is astonishingly complex in its marshalling of 

sound- patterns and rhythms. The pauses or quasi - musical rests 

occur significantly at most of the punctuation-points and, in 

the original typography, line- endings. One exception, rightly, 

is the rhythmic continuation across the enjambement between 

"clematis lt and "Stray": the pause here follows "Stray", the 

emphatic word into which the established rhyme has "strayed" 

down one syllable beyond its natural position as a rhyme - a 
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simple and effective aural enactment of the process. 

The rhythm of this lyric, together with the opening rhyme 

and an image or two, apparently came to Eliot from the refrain 

of a pre - Elizabethan lyric: 

The bailey beareth the bell away: 
The lily, the rose, the rose I lay. (Reibetanz 211) 

But a considerable number of other literary echoes suggest 

themselves. In the first place, "Time and the bell have buried 

the day" implies both a curfew and a knell. Perhaps the 

opening of Gray's "Elegy" was for a moment in Eliot's mind: 

"The curfew tolls the knell of parting day"; here too it is 

twilight, and the setting of a graveyard is hinted at. On the 

other hand, the central lines of the Burnt Norton lyric, 

formulated as eager yet unanxious questions, imply that the 

choric voice speaking them is not that of a meditative and 

generalising poet ( as in Gray's case), but rather the voice of 

those who are buried themselves. Yet of course they are only 

metaphorically buried. They seem to represent those who have 

under-gone the self-emptying advocated in Part IIIB, have "died" 

to the world, and now wa i t in patient expectancy and i neffable 

peace "At the still point of the turning world". And theirs 1.S 

a plural voice, not that of an isolated individual. By the 

negative way, they have reached a point like that of Part IIA 

where we 

move above the moving tree 
In light upon the figured leaf 
And hear upon the sodden floor 
Below, the boarhound and the boar 
Pursue their pattern as before 
But reconciled among the stars. 
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But whereas that passage has an aerial quality, this one is 

quietly earthy. And just as IIA in its image of the "figured 

leaf" echoed Tennyson's In Memoriam, so too, in its different 

fashion, does this one. The images are reminiscent of those in 

the yew-tree sections (2 and 39) of Tennyson's poem, yet without 

the accompanying mood of grief. 

Old yew, which graspest at the stones 
That name the under - lying dead, 
Thy fibres net the dreamless head, 
Thy roots are wrapt about the bones .... 

Dark yew, that graspest at the stones ... 

And dippest towards the dreamless head, 
To thee too comes the golden hour 
When flower IS feeling after flower .... 

The sunflower may remind us, though more distantly, of Blake's: 

Ah Sun - flower! weary of time, 
Who countest the steps of the Sun, 
Seeking after that sweet golden clime 
Where the traveller's journey is done .... 

In Eliot's lyric, it is as if the sunflower's aspiration might 

be more easily and sociably fulfilled in a turning downward 

towards the "dead" who speak, those whose traveller's journ e y -

in a different sense from Blake's - is done, since they have 

completed the journey of self- emptying outlined in the previous 

section of BurnL- Norton. 

The "black cloud" has been seen as the "cloud of unknowing" 

oft hem y s t i ,c s . This is, in a secondary sense, possible. But 

if the full impact of the passage is to be realised, it is 

helpful at the outset to think in comparatively literal terms 

of a quiet burial - place near twilight - a place not unlike 

Gray's churchyard at Stoke Poges. Peopled by the "buried" who 

speak, the churchyard is of course merely the vehicle of a 
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metaphor whose tenor is the state of waiting in detachment; 

but, as with all metaphors, we do not gain its full effect 

unless we first allow our imaginations to linger sufficiently 

on the vehicle, the details of which (including mood and 

atmosphere) all make their contributions in specific ways. The 

detachment following the descent into internal darkness 1S in 

some respects like death; yet in equally important ways it 

differs from it, issuing in a conscious state of ineffable 

peace. 

Co~pare the analogous peace attained through the fleeting 

moment of illumination in the rose-garden. Here again we are, 

in imagination, in a garden, this time not a formal one en 

closed by a box-hedge, but a churchyard dominated by yew - trees, 

creepers and sunflowers. Again we have the fleeting movement 

of a bird, but this time no air of urgency and no birdcall -

simply the momentary flash of light reflected on the glossiness 

of a kingfisher's wing in its flight. The rest of the movement 

described or imagined is quiet, peaceful and slow. The only 

sound "heard" is the brief tolling of a bell, and even that is 

assimilated to the atmosphere of silence by the fact that it is 

already past when the passage begins: we sense it as a reminder 

of sound emphasising the silence, rather than as sound itself. 

Not only are the speakers metaphorically buried, but so too -

in a metaphor within the larger metaphor - is the day ("Time 

and the bell have buried the day"); so this buried state is 

suggestive of harmony with the environment, not of removal from 

it. And we are unable fully to visualise the communal speakers 
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as buried, since they respond to the flash of light on the king-

fisher's wing. They are on and of, yet not under, the earth. 

A cloud has passed over the sun, and the sun itself is 

setting. In the rose-garden sequence of Part I, a cloud also 

passed over the sun: "Then a cloud passed, and the pool was 

empty". There, the moment of its passing was the moment at 

which the vision ended - a vision set in an atmosphere of 

"autumn heat" and "vibrant air". Here the atmosphere is 

cooler, less intense; and the passing of the cloud seems to 

signal not the end of the experience but its beginning. It 

continues as the kingfisher's wing flashes in the sunlight that 

yet remains, emphasising by contrast the steady stillness of 

the light here "At the still point of the turning world". The 

difference in detail and atmosphere quietly points up the 

difference between the unsolicited visionary moment (of the 

rose - garden) and the steady dwelling in the quietude arrived at 

by a willed descent into self- emptied passivity. We are allowed 

a sense of union with the whole of the turning world, a union 

made possible this time not by a sudden irruption of timeless 

vision but by a state resembling death. Brief comparison with 

Wordsworth's famous lines may help us further to clarify some 

distinctions. 

No motion has she now, no force; 
She neither hears nor sees; 
Rolled .round in earth's diurnal course, 
With rocks, and stones, and trees. 

Peace and union with the creation are implicit In both poems, 

and in each of them this IS associated with a form of death. 

But in Eliot's poem the "buried", as we have seen, are not truly 
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dead and buried; they do not share Lucy's personal annihilation 

in order to be c ome one with nature; and they speak with a commu

nal voice conveying no sense at all of personal separation. 

Wordsworth's Lucy does not speak: the poet says how she seems 

to him. Lucy neither hears nor sees; Eliot's speakers, by 

implication, do both. Yet both are motionless and both, ]n 

their stillness, turn only with the movement of the turning 

world. 

The suggestions of death and burial, black cloud and chill 

fingers, have caused some readers to react to this passage with 

something of the frisson we owe to the macabre. A certain 

atmospheric ambivalence is certainly present, and this is 

clearly by design; but the scales are not evenly weighed, and 

the passage as I hear it is characterised mainly by a mood of 

contained serenity like th e one we feel - despite the images of 

dissolution - in "Death by Water", Part IV of The Waste Land. 

Th e re the body of Phlebas, stripped of its flesh, enters into 

the whirlpool and so journeys to the "still point" at the 

centre. Harold Brooks speaks of the Quartets' fourth movements 

as "lyrics of communion between the divine and the temporal" 

( Martin 138): so here one enters into a feeling of the implied 

presence of the "Unmoved Mover". (More explicitly religious 

terms appear in the later Quartets, where the fourth movements 

deal in turn with the crucified Christ, the interceding Virgin, 

and the descending Spirit. ) 

As must be already apparent, I find it impossible to hear 

the questions of this lyric as either anxious or fearful in 

tone; they are characterised rather by what we may call passive 
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eagerness and serene energy. There IS no hint of reluctance 

that the plants should turn towards and envelop the speaking 

"dead". On the contrary, such actions sound like the proper 

and inevitable things for them to do. The phrases "turn to us" 

and "bend to us" suggest courteous recognition, and "Stray 

down" is entirely unthreatening. It is perfectly true that 

"Clutch", " cli ng" and "Chill/Finger's" might in another context 

assume a Gothic flavour, but the already- established atmosphere 

counters such a response before we arrive at them. The c 'lema tis 

has ( perhaps irrelevantly) been described as bearing the blue 

flower known as the Virgin's Bower; in any event, the phrase 

!I ten d r i I and s p ray !I - par t I y per hap s by sub con sci 0 u s s () u n d -,. 

association with "tender" - does convey gentleness and delicacy; 

their clut ching and clinging feels no more sinister than the 

visually realised instance of such a process around the figure 

on the ri.ght - hand side of Rotticelli's Primavera. A further 

impression of enveloping tenderness is created by the chiasti c 

as sonance of the fourth line, with what is virtually medial 

rhyme enclosed by initial- and end-rhyme: 

"Stray down, bend to us; t endril and spray". 

Throughout the lyric, in fact, a complex sound- pattern is 

built up through rhythmic variation combined with alliteration, 

assonance and inlernal rhym e . We have just glanced at the hyp -

notic patterning of the " - ray" and "-end" sounds. Contributing, 

too, to this hypnotic effect are: the alliteration and assonance 

of "bell" and "buried" in line 1, enclosed by the conceptually 

paired "Time" and "day" at the extremes of the line; the conso -
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nantal clustering of "black cloud carries" yielding to the 

fluidity of "the sun away" with its gliding, open ending; the 

quietly insistent repet.ition of "Will" modulating into "Chill" ; 

the briefly lingering buoyancy of the phrases "turn to us", 

"bend to us", "Down on us"; the way in which t.he also lingering 

quality of "cling" and "Fing[ersl" yields to the comparative 

vigour of "king- " and "wing"; and the gradualness with which 

the assonantal dominance of ~ and ay gives way to the more 

.. -
contrasting dominance of i, i and ur. The prevailing 

limpidness of the sound is helped, too, by the frequency of the 

fluid land n c onsonant.s in cont.rast t.o the initial brief 

assertiveness of b, c and d. Nothing is overdone, every sound 

plays its part. 

The lineation 1S similarly suggestive and effective. What I 

have called the gently buoyant movement is first established by 

the end- stopped lines of the opening couplet: 

Time and the bell have buried the day, 
The black cloud carries the sun away. 

Then "Stray", which might hav e been the rhyme-word at the end 

of line 3, has "strayed down" in a delaying fashion to the next 

line, creating a slow curving movement-in - stillness, quietly 

throwing emphHsis back on the word "will" ( of "will the 

clematis") in the previous line: 

Will the sunflower t urn to us, will the clematis 
Stray down, bend to us ; 

and the same effect is further a i ded by internal echoes or 

anticipations of the " - ill" and "-ing" rhymes, which increase 

the fluidity of the lineation: so the ear tends to linger where 

otherwise it would not ("Clutch and cling?/Chill/Fing ... ers"), 
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and the mood is quietly intensified. The slow arc of movement 

created by the enjambement of "clematis/Stray down" and "tendril 

and spray/Clutch" comes to a brief pause at "cling"; then begins 

again at "Chill/Fingers of yew" and continues in the furt.her 

enjambement, curving through "curled/Down on us" - "curled" 

sounding muted enough to avoid any impression of glibness when 

we arrive in the last line on the answering rhyme "world". 

If we accept that the questions are serene and unanxious, jt 

remains to ask, why the questioning at all? Why not simply 

statements that the sunflower, clematis and yew will do such-

and - such, instead of apparent speculation on whether they will 

or not? One answer may be offered in terms of tone: the tenta -

tiveness is consonant with the notion of a detached expectancy, 

not of a preconceived "programme" of action on the part of the 

plants. Another answer is that the images of envelopment, 

though entertained, are not continued int.o fulfilment: instead 

of the answer "Yes, they will" appears the visionary glimpse of 

light on the kingfisher's wing - an intimation of light and 

life instead of the completion of the ostensible processes of 

death. Yet acceptance of those processes is itself part of the 

nature of waiting in detachment. As East Coker puts it: 

I said to my soul, be still, and wait without hope 
For hope would be hope for the wrong thing; wait 

without love 
For love would be love of the wrong thing; there is 

yet faith 
But the faith and the love and the hope are all in 

the waiting. 

Into this unhurried questioning among the flowers and yew-

tree, like an answer to the waiting, flashes the light on the 
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kingfisher's wing like another glimpse of timelessness - or 

timelessness in another form: but after this glimpse there is 

no return to less light, since "the light is still", quietly, 

there, "At the still point of the turning world" - a point of 

containment and resolution. The timelessness is like that of 

the rose - garden but arrived at, as we have seen, by another 

route . And since both moments are timeless, both point to the 

same thing. As the poet will say in Little G.idd.il1g, "The 

moment of the rose and the moment of the yew-tree/Are of equal 

duration": both the unsolicited moment of intensified life when 

what-might-have-been is realised, and the other moment vouch

safed to the slale of death - like waiting in detachment. 

As in the rose-garden episode, the moment is focussed in 

images of light, the wing here answering "light to light": we 

are briefly reminded, perhaps, of Hopkins's kingfishers which 

"catch fire" and in so doing "selve", unconsciously proclaim 

the meaning of their creation. Images connected with eye and 

ear fuse into inconspicuous synaesthesia: the kingfisher's wing 

becomes not "still" but "silent", as if the visible flash were 

an audible statement until the moment when it is over. In a 

natural process of association carried immediately into the 

next phrase, "the light is still" comes to connote silence as 

well as motionlessness. Sound and movement (or their absence) 

become hauntingly blended into one sensation. The lineation 

makes us pause a moment after "the light is still", and so we 

assimilate the two adjectival senses of "still"; yet at that 

very moment of being carried over into the last line, we realise 

also that "still" is an adverb - for the light remains where, 
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implicitly, it always was: "At the still point". This adverbial 

sense of "still" - continually/as before/always - blends in rich 

suggestiveness with its adjectival senses - motionless/silent -

to anticipate the lines in Part V about the Chinese jar, the 

violin and the words: the Chinese jar "still/Moves perpetually 

in its stillness". Eliot has evoked the motionless, the silent 

and the eternal all together in a monosyllable. This is perhaps 

the most remarkable and fruitful, if in its way obvious, example 

in Burnt Norton of his sensitive use of ambiguity. 

Part IV ends as Part IIR began: "At the still point of the 

turning world". We have corne to the same "place", but by a 

d i fferent route. The idea is a thematic one in the Quartets, 

and here enacted by verbal iteration. The first movement 

towards the still point was couched in images of action, though 

without any initial awareness of where the action would lead: 

Shall we follow? 
Quick, said the bird, find them, find them, 
Round the corner. 

In Part IV, on the other hand, the "us" (aptly there 1S no 

"we" ) do nothing: they are totally passive, merely waiting. 

The negative way of detachment is answered by light at the 

st i ll point, just as the affirmative way of vision was. All 

the action, or imagined action, is attributed to time and the 

bell, the cloud, the flowers, the yew, and the kingfisher's 

wing; whereas in the rose-garden "we moved" together with the 

invisible presences. 

We can, I think, usefully compare Part IV with another set of 

images associated with both a twilit landscape and the imagined 
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or anticipated "embrace" of plants. Towards the end of Upon 

App.letolJ House, Marvell as speaker presents himself rat.her 

whimsically seeking, yet failing to find, secure contemplative 

retirement in Appleton's woods from the restless mut.ability of 

the world and its claims. He does so in exaggerated images of 

passivity that suggest an act. of imprisonment or even of cruci -

fixion performed upon him by the forces of nature: 

Bind me ye Woodbines in your 'twines, 
Curle me about ye gadding Vines, 
And Oh so close your Circles lace, 
That I may never leave this Place: 
But, lest your Fetters prove too weak, 
Ere I your Silken Bondage break, 
Do you, 0 Brambles, chain me too, 
And courteous Briars nail me through. 

There IS clearly an element. of hyperbolic self-mockery in this 

paradoxical plea for escape by imprisonment. The restless and 

exclamatory imperatives, of course, contrast strongly with the 

tranquil acceptance in Eliot's lyrical questions. No wishes 

are expressed i.n Part IV of Burnt Norton, and no fears. 

A little later in Marvell's poem, the poet has left the 

seclusion of the woods for the banks of the river at sunset, 

where Mary Fairfax, his patron's daughter, comes to walk; and 

we are invited, in the appropriate tones of eulogy, to 

See how 
To her, 

loose Nature, in respect 
it. self doth recollect. 

She is compared to the kingfisher, the halcyon, which with the 

flutter - "horror" in its archaic Latinate sense - of its sunset 

flight reduces all of Nature to a quaintly hyperbolic stillness: 

The modest Halcyon comes in sight, 
Flying betwixt the Day and Night; 
And such an horror calm and dumb, 
Admiring Nature does benum. 



The viscous Air, wheres'ere She fly, 
Follows and sucks her Azure dy; 
The gellying Stream compacts below, 
If it might fix her shadow so; 
The stupid Fishes hang, as plain 
As Flies in Chrystal overta'ne ... 

Maria such, and so doth hush 
The World . . . 
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Mary, like the halcyon in its flight, reduces the natural sur -

roundings to a state not merely of stillness but of half-comical 

fixity: Marvell's hyperboles deliberately draw attention to 

themselves. In the lyric from Burnt Norton the tone, though 

serene, is far more solemn, and the images do not assert them-

selves as hyperbolic at all. The kingfisher's movement does not 

reduce nature to stillness but rather emphasises and focusses 

the stillness already there. The world continues to turn, but 

"the light is still". 

Further comparison of these two poems is encouraged by the 

fact that just before the passage about the kingfisher, Marvell 

- in one of those playful c onceits so characteristic of him -

describes the setting sun as veiled in cloud : 

The Sun himself, of Her aware, 
Seems to descend with greater Care; 
And lest She see him go to Bed, 
In blushing Clouds conceales his Head. 

In Eliot's lyric the sun is not personified, nor IS it self-

conscious - merely passive: "The black cloud carries the sun 

away" . But the details - potentially clinging plants, the 

clouded sunset, the kingfisher, the stillness - are present in 

both poems: whether by coincidence, subconscious echo or 

deliberate design on Eliot's part, we cannot say. Of course 

they fulfil entirely different functions, as do the echoes or 
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reminders of Gray, Blake, Wordsworth and Tennyson mentioned 

earlier. In a mind as effortlessly stocked as Eliot's with the 

work of other poets, details and ideas are liable, consciously 

or otherwise, to be taken up, modified and combined into 

entirely new forms. 

I suggested earlier that the setting of this lyric may be 

imagined as a country churchyard like that of Gray's Elegy. 

Readers may also be inclined to think of the churchyard at Easl 

Coker: but of course there is no reason to suppose that East 

Coker was in Eliot's mind when he wrote this, since he had not 

yet visited it. (Nor is he, in fact, buried in that churchyard; 

his ashes rest under a plaque in the wall of the church itself.) 

We are at liberty to imagine any burial-place, but remembering 

tha t the setting is after all a metaphor for a spiritual state. 

It is interesting, though, to notice that a good deal of 

detail in Burnt Norlon retrospectively gains from the other 

Quartets certain resonances that could not have existed when 

Burn l- Norto)} i 1self was first publ ished. The oft - mentioned 

elemental imagery, for instance ( air, earth, water and fire 

r e spectively dominating each successive Quartet), could not 

have formed part of his original design, since the idea of the 

cycle began only with the writing of East Coker about five 

years later. Yet when we look back at Burnt Norton with this 

in mind, the part played by the element of air is after all 

evident to a surprising degree: from the "vibrant air" of the 

rose - garden to the movement "above the moving tree", the 

"draughty church", the "cold wind" and "faded air" of the Tube 

passage, the "black cloud" that carries the sun away, the 
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hallucinations of Part V and the dust moving in the shaft of 

sunlight at its end. Like th e element of air in "What the 

Thunder Said" of The Waste LaI1d, it seems to be an ambivalent 

vehicle for images: of disillusionment, or torpor, or deceptive 

hallucination, on the emotively negative side; of freshness and 

vibrancy, revelation and illumination on the more positive. 

But the lyric of Part IV is a fundamentally affirmative focal 

point: the things of earth and sky, light and shade, the animate 

and the inanimat e , movement and stillness, time and the timeless, 

ar e here folded into inimitable harmony. 
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Part V 

The last movement of each Quartet, as is generally agreed, 

involves a meditation on the arts in one form or another - a 

meditation in which the preceding ideas about time and the 

timeless are usually focussed and applied to the question of 

what mHkes, or fails to make, the fully realised work of art. 

Here in Part V of Burnt Norton, the implicit contrasts of 

silence with sound and stillness with movement, encountered 

earlier in the Quartet, lead naturally into the passage on the 

arts that exist in time - especially those composed of words -

and those that exist in space. ("Word" or "Words" occurs five 

tjmes in Part VA, as does "still" or "stillness"; and the 

cognates of "move" appear three times in VA and five in VB.) 

The slow opening lines, with their remarkable enactment of 

tension-in - stillness, present the notion that aesthetic form is 

a product of the fusion of movement with stillness. It is, 

indeed, not an unusual idea, and IS closely related to the 

notion that the temporal arts like music and poetry aspire to 

"shape" and "form", spatial terms more literally associated 

with the plastic arts; while the plastic arts in their stasis 

aspire to "rhythm" and "movement", temporal terms literal.ly 

associated with the art forms that exisi jn time. The essential 

point is that a combination of "movement" and "form" is equally 

necessary to all the arts, both of the spatial and the temporal 

kind. 

We have already been prepared for the idea by the passage 

about the dance in JIB, where "at the still point, there the 

dance is,/But neither arrest nor movement", and where the idea 
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of movement was paradoxically reconciled with that of 

stillness. "Except for the point, the still point,/There would 

be no dance, and there is only the dance". So here: 

W6rds mbve,/music m6ves 
6nly in tfme;/but th~t which is only l{ving 
Can ~nly d1e./W6rds, after sp~ech, r~ach 
Into the s{lence./6nly by the fbrm, the p~ttern, 
Can w6rds/dr m6sic r6.ach 

, " /. . I , The stliiness,/as a Chlnese Jar stlll 
M6ves perp~tually/{n its stillness. 

If, as my scansion suggests, we adhere here to the usual four-

stress pattern encouraged by the opening line, we sense in the 

lines that follow a rhythmic tension that reaches towards a 

fifth stress - which I mark as secondary - and also reaches 

towards the "stillness" of a caesura falling earlier in the 

line than the expected midpoint. In this way, together with 

the frequent enjambement, the lines tend to enact the blend of 

movement and stillness which is their subject. The movement. 

suggested in the opening line, and in the repetition of the 

verb "reach", constantly arrives at points of rest in the words 

"die", "silence" and "stillness", with their related yet also 

contrast.ive connotations. 

The first sentence dwells on the limitations of art forms as 

merely temporal occurrences: that which 1S exclusively temporal 

is by definition evanescent, whether it be words or music; and 

the word "only", used three times, emphasises this by the rich 

variety of its semantic possibilities. Words and music exist 

exclusively (only) in time; and since they are merely (only) 

"living", like mortal beings, they must - just as mortal beings 

do - necessarily and inevitably (only) die. This opening 
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sentence states by implication the problem with which the rest 

of the passage is concerned: if this is the fate of all words 

and music, wherein lies the supposed immortality which we would 

Ijke to attribute to them? 

The next sentence does two things simultaneously: it restates 

the problem - words "reach/Into the silence" which is potential-

ly that of death; and it provides a bridge towards the positive 

answer to the problem: words "reach/Into the silence" which is 

the stillness of achieved, and therefore perpetually living, 

pattern. The third sentence makes the answer more explicit, 

throwing into relief the importance of form or pattern with yet 

another "Only" (signifying exclusively), and linking temporal 

art and spatial art by the introduction of the Chinese jar: 

Only by the form, the pattern, 
Can words or music reach 
The stillness, as a Chinese jar still 
Moves perpetually in its stillness. 

The semantic ambiguity of "reach" assists this development: 

"reach/Into" impLies a quasi - spatial st.riving t.owards a condj -

tion of silence; the second "reach" ("reach/The stillness") is 

also quasi-spatial, yet implies not a striving towards but a 

successful arrival at the condition of stillness - a word more 

positive in its connotations than "silence", since it suggests 

not merely negation of sound, but a condition of rest including 

the motionless as well as the silent. The progression "die. 

silence ... stillness" is therefore an affirmative one. And 

nothing except ("Only") form, pattern, makes this progression 

possible. Silence and stillness are at first registered as 

synonymous, yet it is soon apparent that stillness comprehends 
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more in its meaning than silence, especially when the analogy 

of the Chinese jar reminds us that to be still 1S not merely to 

be silent but also to be stationary. It is only when words or 

music arrive at the still point following cessation that we can 

be aware of their pattern, and therefore of what saves them 

from the death of mere evanescence. The adverbial form of 

"still" reminds us, too, of the meaning "continually/ever/ 

perpetually" superimposed upon the notions of the silent and 

the stationary - as we saw in "the light is still/At the still 

point." in Part IV. It is, of course, only metaphorically that 

the jar (like Keats's Grecian urn) "Moves .. in its stillness"; 

properly speaking, it is the pattern that creates the illusion 

of movement, even while we are aware of the object itself as 

motionless . Yet just as the jar moves in its stillness, so the 

music sounds in its silence after the last note has been struck 

and has died away. 

Bolh movement and form, then, are equally presenL 1n all the 

arts, whether temporal like music and poetry or spatial like 

sculpture and pottery. So itls no mere paradox- mongering t.o 

say that music and poetry aspire to a condition of stillness 

emerging out of their sound, just as a statue or a jar "Moves 

perpetually in its stillness". Like the dance of Part II, the 

music and poetry are merely in a state of becoming and dying as 

we listen to them: it is only in the silence framed and focussed 

by their pattern after they have ended, that they truly - in the 

timeless sense - exist. The stillness is created by the move

ment, but it is only in the stillness that the total pattern is 

apprehended. It is still: motionless, silent, constant. Vet 
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it is a product of movement, sound, and temporal mutability. 

Performance takes place in time; pattern exists in eternity. 

Eliot's uses of repetition and sound-patterning help these 

seven lines to enact their subject. The iteration "Words .. 

music ... Words ... words ... music" provides a kind of spinal 

column of subject - matter while "moves" (repeated in the first 

line) asks the implicit question answered in the sixth and 

s e v en t h ] .i n e s: " s till n e s s ... s t. ill ... s till n e s s " . And these 

repetitions, poised on pauses or across enjambement, provide a 

musical answer to the assonantal it.eration of the more plangent 

vowels in "time ... die ... silence" - as well as to the muted 

strenuousness in "speech, reach". "Words ... reach/lnto the 

silence" is answered by "words ... reach/The stillness", with -

as we have seen - positive connotations out.weighing the negati -

vity of "silence". 

The next five lines elaborate on the nature of this stillness 

and its relation to form: 

N~t the st1Jlness of the v!olin,/while the ntte l'sts, 
N6t that 6nly,/but the c6-ex{stence, 
Or s~y that the ~nd/prec~des the beginning, 
And the ~nd and the beg{nning/were 'lways th~re 
Bef6re the beginning/and ~fter the ~nd. 

As the poet has now moved from focussing on the problem to 

focussing on the solution - the form achieved in stillness - it 

is noticeable that the caesuras fall more regularly between the 

pairs of main stresses than they did in the first seven lines. 

The establishment of the pattern is reflected in the movement 

as the sentence attempts to define its nature. 

The stillness in which form asserts itself is not merely the 
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sensation of the dying - away last note or last word (and in any 

case the violin - string is not literally "still" while the note 

continues to sound ) : the real stillness is rather the timeless 

one in which, say, the sonata or the poem is apprehended as a 

s .imultaneous relationship, or "co-existence" (as Eliot says) of 

all its parts. In time, in performance, it exists as a series 

of dyings as one note or word succeeds another; but in the 

timeless sphere in which pattern exists, all the notes or 

words, from first to last, are simultaneously apprehensible as 

form; and this is what enables the temporal arts to transcend 

their temporality. The moment in which we recognise the form 

is, therefore, analogous to the timeless moment in the rose 

garden, or to the condition of timelessness conveyed in the 

other garden of Part IV. Art, like life itself, has an eternal 

quality that can be at least fleetingly caught, although our 

time - ridden lack of perspective makes the apprehension of it a 

rare experience; normally we are on our "metalled ways/Of time 

past and time future". 

In defining the timeless nature of aesthetic form, the poet 

is necessarily involved in paradox: the threefold iteration of 

"end" and "beginning" is therefore not merely evocative word-

play but an attempt at precise formulation. If all the notes 

comprise a simultaneous pattern, the last one is implicit in 

the first, and vice versa ; and insofar as the pattern is made 

by the notes and yet exists independently of their performance, 

the entire work, beginning, middle and end, has a formal and 

complete existence both before and after performance. The 

exploratory tone ("Not that ... Or say that ... ") contributes to 
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the impression that the poet is hammering out his ideas as he 

goes, rather like Shakespeare's Richard II in his prison 

soliloquy. This is, of course, a tonal illusion of spontaneity 

which saves the passage from sounding like a prepared lecture 

in aesthetics. The effect is a little like that of the explora-

tory phrases in Part II: "And do not call it fixity", "I can 

only say", "And I cannot say". It reminds us that Burnt Norton 

is neither a report nor a reminiscence but an exploration and an 

experience. Yet it is also a complete and formal work of art, 

so that there is a certain irony in the air of tentativeness 

here: after all, the illusion of tentativeness is itself part of 

the total pat.tern, and 111 that sense was also "always there". 

The same is true of all those passages 1n the Quartets that give 

an impression of explorHtory or prosaic spontaneity. When Eliot 

"drops" to the prosaic there is generally a formal reason, 

discernible on closer analysis, for t.he illusion of bathos. 

When Eliot completed Burnt Norton he had not planned East 

Coker; yet when he came to write it he was clearly influenced 

by the formulation of his ideas in Burnt Norton. The recent 

strong emphasis on the separateness of Burnt Norton from the 

rest of the cycle (as in the works of Moody and Bush) seems to 

me unnecessary. We can no longer read the first Quartet as if 

the others were non-existent; and there is an enriching associ

ation between the iterations of "beginning" and "end" in these 

lines, applied to works of art, and in the opening and closing 

lines of East Coker, applied to the life of the poet - speaker. 

Taking our cue from Eliot we may claim that "the end and the 
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beginning [of East Coker, among other things] were always 

there/Before the beginning", and that the total pattern of Four 

Quartets was implicit, in embryo, In both the beginning and the 

end of Burnt Norton itself. This is not an entirely fanciful 

corollary of what Eliot says in these lines. The words of Burnt 

Norton "reach/Into the silence" in which their pattern may be 

apprehended; but that pattern, as we now know in retrospect, 

issued in the subsequent Quartets whose completed words in turn 

"reach / The stillness" in which the larger pattern is encountered. 

Each Quartet gives us a s e ns e of its individual form; yet this 

is modified by our experience of each of the other Quartets -

just as t.he initially separate parts of The Ho1low Men and AsiJ -

Wednesday must now be read, for their full effect, as essential 

constituents of the larger wholes into which the poet saw fit 

t 0 a I' ran get hem. The process is analogous to the one taking 

place on a greater scale as described by Eliot in "Tradition 

and the Individual Talent": 

what happens when a new work of art is c reated is 
something that happens simultaneously to all th e 
works of art which preceded it. The existing 
monuments form an ideal order among themselves, whi c h 
is modified by the introduction of the new ( the 
really new) work of art among them. The existing 
order is complete before the new work arrives; for 
order to persist after the supervention of novelty, 
the whole existing order must be, if ever so 
slightly, altered; and so the relations, proportions, 
values of each work of art toward the whole are 
readjusted .... (SE 15) 

If we accept this notion, it applies as much to the relationship 

between parts of an individual work as to that between whole 

works themselves. It follows therefore that we can profitably 

read, say, Burnt Norton in the light of the later Quartets, 
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although the reverse would seem to be the more normal process. 

It also follows that whatever i s said about a passage of one 

Quartet in loco is, in a sense, incomplete until the rest have 

been looked at - all the more so in view of the special relation -

ship between them. As Harry Blamires remarks, 

The throwback of meaning and the forecastjng of 
meaning are as consistently natural to the poetic 
practice of Eliot in Four Quartets as they are to 
that of Joyce in Ulysses .... the commentator cannot 
have his say about any given passage and then 
mentally tick it off as he moves on to the next. ( 1 ) 

This general observation can be taken as an apt comment on the 

specific lines with which we have been dealing here: 

Or say that the end precedes the beginning, 
And the end and the beginning were always there 
Before the beginning and after the end. 

Eliot continues with what looks like a brief triumphant 

statement of the eternal quality conferred by pattern upon the 

work of art; but he immediately catches himself up in mid-line 

with a reminder of the struggle involved in enshrining such a 

pattern in words, recalcitrant material that they are. 

And all is always now. Words strain, 
Crack and sometimes break, under the burden, 
Under the tension, slip, slide, perish, 
Decay with imprecision, will not stay in place, 
Will not stay still. Shrieking voices 
Scolding, mocking, or merely chattering, 
Always assail them. 

Like so many of Eliot's sentences, "And all 1S always now" 1S 

Janus-faced. Its initial implication is affirmative: in the 

formally realised work of art, the pattern is apprehended as 

timeless and therefore simultaneously existent in an eternal 

"now". But as the line immediately carries us on, the sentence 

assumes in retrospect a virtually opposite significance: where 
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the material of art is recalcitrant and unruly, the artist feels 

trapped in the present, unable to achieve the pattern that 

transcends the imprisoning "now". This secondary, or retro-

spective meaning, makes "all is always now" a pivotal statement 

in the passage. Without even the warning of an adversative 

conjunction such as "but." or "yet", we are carried on in the same 

line to "Words strain". Words have a life of their own, as the 

insistent personification suggests: they "Crack ... break ... slip, 

slide, perish,/Decay ... will not stay in place,/Will not stay 

still"; and, like the poet himself or like the tempted soul, they 

are under constant attack. As in the corresponding passage in 

East Coker, the poet is involved in a perpetual battle "to get 

the better of words", again and again making 

a raid on the inarticulate 
With shabby equipment always deteriorating 
In the general mess of imprecision of feeling, 
Undisciplined squads of emotion. 

Only when the timelessness of aesthetic form is achieved, can 

ends and beginnings become united in a transcendent and harmo -

nious unity, as we see in Part. V of Little (hddilJ/f, again with 

its richly suggestive personification: 

What. we call the beginning is often t.he end 
And to make an end is to make a beginning. 
The end is where we start from. And every phrase 
And sentence that is right (where every word is at 

home, 
Taking its place to support the others, 
The word neither diffident nor ostentatious, 
An easy commerce of the old and the new, 
The common word exact without vulgarity, 
The formal word precise but not pedantic, 
The complete consort dancing together) 
Every phrase and every sentence is an end and a 

beginning, 
Every poem an epitaph. 

Meanwhile, in Burnt Norton V Eliot sets against the ideal, 

.. 
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timeless form of the work of art, the difficulties raised for 

the poet by the inchoate verbal mass which is his raw material. 

The development of thought in Part V is carried largely by 

the series of key verbs attached to "Words" in their varying 

states and significations: "Words move", "Words ... reach", 

"Words strain" etc., "The Word ... /Is ... att.acked". Words, like 

humans, are presented as not merely wilful and restless, but 

also subject. to clumsiness, t.emptation, discouragement and 

breakdown: they seem to possess an organic and nervous life of 

their own, one which IS emphasised by the movement of the verse 

with its plethora of verbs from "strain" to "Decay" jolting from 

pause to pause like a spilt handful of marbles bouncing and 

slithering down a flight of steps. The sense of dislocation is 

heightened by the strange idea of words, the product. of voices, 

as theJoselves being beleaguered by hostile V01.ces "Shrieking. 

Scolding, mocking ... chattering". The ment.al struggle of the 

poet to select and impose order is thus externalised into a 

miniature allegory in which words become a multiple Everyman 

assailed by both hostility from without and weakness from within. 

But the "Shrieking voices" also provide a transit.ion into another 

small allegory of moral and spil'itual temptation - one that links 

the quest for a transcendent order in art. to the quest for a 

transcendent order in life. It is characteristic of Eliot to 

link the personal and aesthetic quest with the universal and 

religious one: and the nearest that we come to explicitly 

Christian language in the ostensibly secular Burnt Norton is in 

the sudden shift from words in general to "The Word in the 
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desert". The word as material and the Word as tempted soul unite 

the themes of aesthetic and of spiritual quest. 

The Word in the desert 
Is most attacked by voices of temptation, 
The crying shadow in the funeral dance, 
The loud lament of the disconsolate chimera. 

Harry Blamires comments aptly here: 

Eliot's grappling with words ... in the attempt to im 
pose pattern and order, is in perfect correspondence 
with everyman's encounter with experience, and his 
desire to impose pattern and order upon it. The 
words are both too weak to bear the burden of meaning 
we would put upon them, and too slippery, shifting, 
and changing, to be organized into exactly articulated 
formulation. Like human creatures themselves, they 
are constantly under attack from the diabolical 
forces of disorder, indiscipline, evil passion, and 
triviality. Even so the true Word, Christ himself, 
was tempted in the desert. Here, if anywhere, is the 
climax of Burnt Norton. We have reached the point at. 
which the Word is uttered. And its utterance has 
issued naturally out. of the personal, yet universal, 
existential situation. (38) 

What the poet has earlier said about spiritual experience 

has now been seen as true of art itself, which also strives to 

unite in significant form its timeless inspiration with its 

finite material, and so create a perfected pattern independent 

of time. The poet has faced t.he difficulty and rarity of this: 

the images of distraction and hallucination, channelling us back 

from aesthetic to spiritual experience, link the predicament of 

the writer to that of the tempted human soul. Redeeming the 

time and redeeming the word are analogous processes. 

But there is, implicitly, some hope for these slippery and 

buffeted words, since Christ, the "Word in the desert", has 

faced and overcome the threat of chaos. This allusion to the 

biblical temptation story blends easily with our general 

awareness (if not specific memories) of other desert temptations 
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and hallucinations in religious and literary tradition, notably 

thuse of St AnLhony as described by Flaubert and helpfully 

summarised by Milward: 

The "crying shadow .in the funeral dance" refers to one 
of the phantasmal mourners of the dying god Atys, who 
(according to Flaubert) reminds Anthony of the 
lamentation of Mary at the crucifixion of her Son .... 
Another of his temptations was a hallucinatory vision 
of the two monsters of ancient mythology, the Chimera 
and the Sphinx, loudly "disconsolate" in mutual 
frustration - the one having only the head, the other 
only the body of a lion. The aim of such temptations, 
in so far as they have an aim, is not to induce the 
saint to do something wrong, but to distract his mind 
from the source of right. (62) 

(It also blends, more negatively, with our memories of desert 

visions in Parts I and V of The Waste Land.) The images of our 

present passage are partly visual ("shadow", "chimera"), but 

mostly auditory, as if words - like "the Word" - become subject 

to aural hallucination created by the powers of chaos and evil: 

a mocking cacophony of sound, a monstrous moaning and jabbering, 

a distracting "dist.raction". Both shadow and chimera assault 

the consciousness with sound; and the fact that each revelation 

is characterised as subject to grief ("crying", "lament", "dis -

consolate") paradoxically reinforces the monstrous quality, as 

if the perceiving consciousness were in danger of absorption 

into deceptive and destructive emotion: emotive engulfment 

itself being an aspect of temptation. 

Part V began as subdued meditation, then shifted into a rest-

less surrealism with the images we have just been considering. 

Now, as we come to what I call section B of the movement, we 

return to a quiet poise in which the poet's voice impersonally 

offers a series of considered comments discriminating between 
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love and desire. We seem to ~e listening to a voice that has 

survived the onslaughts of linguistic instability, of shadow 

and chimera, and has brought out of that wilderness these 

measured jnsights. The temptations of St Anthony are, so to 

speak, being counterbalanced by the unruffled mysticism of St 

John of the Cross, to whose ])ark Nigbt of the Soul the opening 

lines refer. Reinforcing this tonal shift comes a rhythmic one 

into shorter lines of three stresses each, yet which retain the 

occasional ghost of a fourth (which I mark as secondary in the 

scansion that foIJows). 

The d~tajl of the p'ttern is m6vement, 
". ~ L / As in the flgure of the ten stairs. 
DesIre jts~lf is m6vement 
N6t in its~lf des{rable; 
L6ve is its~lf ~nm6ving, 
Only the c~use and ~nd of mbvement, 
Timeless, and ~ndesiring 
Exc~pt in the 'spect of tfme 
C'ught in the f6rm of l~mit'tion 
B t ' / b/ ' d b/ ' e ween un- elng an elng. 
S6dden in a sh'ft of sGnlight 
€ven while the d~st m6ves 

;{ L / 
There rises the hidden laughter 
Of children 1n the f6liage 

( /, / 
QUlck now, here, now, always -
Ridiculous the w'ste s~d t{me 
Str'tching bef6re and 'fter. 

From meditation on pattern in art, we have been returned 

after a glimpse at the forces of chaos - to the subject of 

pattern in life, and more especially to the pattern by which 

chaos is defeated and time transcended: the pattern whose 

detail must be expressed in images of movement, although the 

pattern itself (like the other patterns we have considered) 

remains timeless. A stairway can be contemplated as an orderly 

pattern ; but it can only be experienced through movement, as a 
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ser1es of steps taken in succession in time. As Blamires 

( especially helpful on this passage) puts it, 

in St John of the Cross's study of the discipline of 
contemplation as the way to joy, the symbol of a 
ladder with ten steps is employed. The stillness of 
mystical contemplation is the end, but the saint has 
to use the image of movement up stairs in order to 
define the means. As in the dance, so even in the 
mystic's exercises, the detail is movement though the 
overall end is that which does not change - arrival 
at a pattern which eternalizes the whole. (40) 

In the .Dark Night of f:he Soul (Book II Chapters XVIII - XX) St 

John describes in detail the steps of the ladder of contempla-

tion. He makes no claim to originality in using the image: 

For this ladder of contemplation, which, as we have 
said, comes down from God, is prefigured by that 
ladder which Jacob saw as he slept [Genesis 28:12), 
whereon angels were ascending and descending, from 
God to man, and from man to God, Who Himself was 
leaning upon the end of the ladder. All this, says 
Divine Scripture, took place by night, when Jacob 
slept, in order to express how secret is this road 
and ascent to God, and how different from that of 
man's knowledge. ( Peers I 434) 

The specific nature of each of St John's ten steps is not 

important to our understanding of Eliot's poem, but what is 

significant is that each of them is a IIstep of lovell towards 

the source of all love. St John writes: 

The tenth and last step of this secret ladder of love 
causes the soul to become wholly assimilated to God, 
by reason of the clear and immediate vision of God 
which it then possesses; when, having ascended in 
this life to the ninth step, it goes forth from the 
flesh .... by this mystical theology and secret love, 
the soul continues to rise above all things and above 
itself, and to mount upward to God. For love is like 
fire, which ever rises upward with the desire to be 
absorbed in the centre of its sphere. (Peers I 441) 

Eliot's use of lithe figure of the ten stairs" is, aptly, an 

introduction to his ensuing account of love, and of those 

qualities that distinguish it from desire. 
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Also relevant to our present study 1S a paragraph in which 

St John gives one of his reasons for calling this "secret 

wisdom" a ladder: 

We may also call it a ladder because, even as the 
ladder has those same steps in order that men may 
mount, it has them also that they may descend; even 
so is it likewise with this secret contemplation, for 
those same communications which it causes in the soul 
raise it up to God, yet humble it with respect to 
itself. For communications which are indeed of God 
have this property, that they humble the soul and at 
the same time exalt it. For, upon this road, to go 
down is to go up, and to go up, to go down, for he 
that humbles himself is exalted and he that exalts 
himself is humbled. (Peers I 433) 

This passage gives an extra twist of meaning to the second of 

the fragments from Heraclitus which Eliot used as epigraphs: 

"The way upward and the way downward are one and the same". St 

John's remarks also give a new dimension of meaning to the 

lines from the end of East Coker Part II: 

The only wisdom we can hope to acquire 
Is the wisdom of humility: humility is endless. 

Humility is closely associated with transcendence of temporal 

limitations; in retrospect, we may also associate it with the 

poet's struggle to create timeless form out of the unruly 

material thal words constitute. 4 

Despite the attention we have just given to them, it must be 

said that the ten stairs playa comparatively incidental part 

in the passage. Its main concern is rather with the contrast 

between movement and stillness, time and the timeless, in 

relation to the distinction between desire and love. As the 

living of a life and the performance of a work of art both 

exist in the spheres of time and movement, so too does desire. 
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But as glimpses of eternal life and of the pattern of a work of 

art exist in the spheres of timelessness and stillness, so too 

does love. The distinctions and correspondences are extremely 

deliberate. Two Jines describe the nature of desire, and are 

followed by six lines describing the nature of love; the one is 

characterised by movement, the other by stillness. 

Desire itself is movement 
Not in itself desirable; 

the poet is concerned with a quest for fulfilment of longing 

which must necessarily take the form of freedom from longing. 

Desire, therefore, is not desirable. The tone here is one of 

certainty, not of exploration; and the statements that immedi -

ately follow, on the nature of love, clarify the thought. 

Love is itself unmoving, 
Only the cause and end of movement, 
Timeless, and undesiring 
Except in the aspect of time 
Caught in the form of limitation 
Between un-being and being. 

The function of "unmoving" is to offer a contrast with the 

assertion that desire, unlike love, is characterised by movement 

- by restlessness within the sphere of time. Love is not rest -

less: it is poised in the stillness of eternity. Yet, like the 

God who is Aristotle's "Unmoved Mover", it is the source and 

origin of movement and indeed of desire itself. (Similar is 

the notion expressed in Dante's Purgatorio - Canto XVII especi -

ally - that all forms of desire and longing, including those 

which issue in sin, are products of that divine Love which 

draws us towards itself, although we often find inadequate sub-

stitutes and bypaths on the way to it.) These, then, are some 

of the implications of calling love the cause of movement - in 
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other words, that which accounts for its origin and impels its 

energies. But love is also the end of movement: both in the 

sense that, like a gravitational force, it is that to which all 

movement tends in the effort to find rest and so unmake itself 

in stillness; and also in the sense that it is the ultimate 

purpose for which all movement exists. It. is, in fact., the 

origin, driving force, real purpose and target of all movement, 

including that form of movement which we know as desire. 

A useful commentary on these lines is provided by the song of 

the bones 1n Part II of Ash - Wednesday, wit.h its series of gnomic 

ambiguities playing upon the multiple meanings of love and end: 

The single Rose 
Is now the Garden 
Where all loves end 
Terminate torment 
Of love unsat.isfied 
The greater torment 
Of love satisfied 
End of the endless 
Journey to no end 
Conclusion of all that 
Is inconclusible 
Speech without word and 
Word of no speech 
Grace to the Mother 
For the Garden 
Where all love ends. 

'fhe word "desire" does not appear here, but the idea of it ].s 

contained · in the ambivalence of "love". Usually it means love 

in the lower sense of desire; but in the last line it lends 

itself to interpretation as either desire or love in the higher 

sens e: "Where all love ends" can be read as "Where a 11 des ire 

ceases" or as "Where all true love finds its fulfilment", the 

point being precisely that the "Where" is the same in either 

case, fulfilment of the one involving cessation of the other. 
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To return to Burnt Norton: love, we are told, 1S timeless and 

free from desire ( "undesiring"), whereas desire itself 1S not 

ult i mately desirable. Love, by imp) ication, is desirable, as 

wel l as being - in the broad e r sense, and whatever our response 

to i t - unavoidable. But, having said that love in its absolute 

sense is undesiring, the poet introduces a qualification in the 

nex t three lines. Love is undesiring 

Except in the aspect of time 
[Under which all things are relative] 
Caught in the form of limitation 
Between un-being and being. 

( EJiot deleted the bracketed line from t.he printer's copy ( CFQ 

89), and it seems quite likely that "Caught" really applied to 

"all things" and that with the deletion it lost. its antecedent, 

since "aspect of time" relates somewhat awkwardly to "Caught".) 

This qualification, although it looks initially like a self-

contradiction, is essential, since it reaffirms the possibility 

of a link between humanity in time and love in its timelessness. 

This does not oblige us to see the lines, as Milward (64) does, 

as a direct reference to the incarnation of Christ. The diction 

is, if anything, strenuously avoiding such neat identifications. 

Apart from its other desires, humanity is capable also of the 

one form of longing that connects it to the eternal stillness 

of love. Because we are in a state of limitation between 

fulness and nothingness of being ("this middle state", as Pope 

would have called it), our aspirations towards the higher love 

are not perfected; nevertheless they exist. The love that 

might have been is also a potential actuality, like the moment 

of fulfilment in the rose - garden. It is perhaps a pity that 
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Eliot, at this crucial moment of the poem, chose to express the 

idea using the words "aspect" and "limitation", which savour a 

little too much of the lecture-room, and slightly mar both the 

tone and the rhythm. Yet it seems appropriate that the formu -

lation of his thought should be deliberately abstract here, 

since, like a miniature echo of the opening of BUrJJt Norton, it 

throws into relief the sudden surge of sensory imagery as we 

return to the sunlight, dust and hidden children of the garden. 

The shift from abstract meditation to vivid experience, like 

the shift 1n Pari I, creates an impression of the poem's having 

come full circle to the point from which it set out. What we 

end with is a restatement of themes from Pari I, but themes 

that have been changed in key by what has intervened. As in 

the larger cycle of ihe Quartets, so here in this individual 

one, "the end of all our exploring" is 

to arrive where we started 
And know the place for the first time. 

One thing that has made a considerable difference is the short 

meditation on love immediately before the concluding lines. 

Nowhere in Burnt Norton, until this second half of Part V, has 

love been explicitly mentioned. Now, in retrospect, we can see 

that the entire Quartet has been indirectly an exploration of 

the meaning of love, and not merely of time. 

Like a musical coda briefly touching on motifs of the first 

movement, the last seven lines round off the exploration and 

the experience - but this time without any gradual transition 

between abstract meditation and timeless moment. We are, in an 

instant ("Sudden"), back in the world of the rose ·- garden: 



Sudden in a shaft of sunlight 
Even while the dust moves 
There rises the hidden laughter 
Of children in the foliage 
Quick now, here, now, always -
Ridiculous the waste sad time 
Stretching before and after. 
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The images constitute an objective correlative of the experi-

ence in the sense in which 1 understand Eliot's definition of 

that much -- abused phrase in his 1919 Hamlet essay: 

a set of objects, a situation, a chain of events 
which shall be the formula of that particular 
emotion; such that when the external facts, which 
must terminate in sensory experience, are given, the 
emotion is immediately evoked. (SE 145) 

They are also atmospheric metaphors: the shaft of sunlight 

strikes as suddenly into the poem as the timeless moment does 

into life, revealing the movement of dust-motes like the stir-

ring of half-forgotten memories - as in Part l's phrase about 

the dust on a bowl of rose-leaves. Again we are aware of chil-

dren's laughter among the leaves of a tree, suggesting a joyful 

innocence that is both fleeting and timeless. As so often 1n 

Eliot, the sparseness of punctuation allows for ambiguity: the 

children, the laughter and the foliage are all "Quick [1.iving 

and rapidly moving] now, here, now, always"; yet the same line 

carries primarily the imperative force of directing us towards 

them, as in Part l's "Quick, said the bird, find them, find 

them" - as if they will be lost a moment later. They are both 

here and now, in the particular timeless moment of illumination, 

and "always" - because perpetually present in memory and in the 

potentiality of recurrence. The experience, as before, takes 

place in time yet also transcends it. 
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But the passing of the specific moment is inevitably attended 

by a sense of the desolation of all experience In comparison 

with it: as we return to the linear realm of time with its 

"before" and "after", it becomes an expanse of desert. Marvell 

wrote of "Deserts of vast eternity": they might in this context 

be renamed deserts of vast time - mere temporality without the 

dimension of the eternal. The end of the poem, like the end of 

the experience itself, suddenly drops us back into the mundane 

progression of time which is, on the face of it, pointless in 

comparison with the higher reality that we have experienced. 

Hence the abrupt change of key in the last two lines: 

Ridiculous the wasle sad time 
Stretching before and after. 

I have said "on the face of it, pointless", because it is not., 

of course, really regarded as pointless: much of the poem, as 

we have seen, militates against such a nolion. The ending is 

not, however, presented as a logical conclusion to an argument. 

Far more appropriately - and like the endings of all the other 

Quartets - it is an emotive utterance. Some readers ( I believe 

misguidedly) resent its alleged negativity instead of simply 

responding to its poignant note of human frailty. Kristian 

Smidt takes a more balanced view: 

Perhaps the poem would have been more encouraging if 
these last two lines had been left out. But on the 
other hand it is mainly they that cry out for a 
sequel. (39) 

And several years after the completion of Burnt Norton, East 

Coker began to explore further answers to this cry - for it is 

a cry of the heart, a natural human response elicited by, and 

in spite of, the preceding affirmations. 
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EAST COKER 

Part I 

We have seen Burnt Norton Part V, on the subject of the 

timeless pattern in art, emphasising the strange relationships 

of beginnings and ends: 

Or say that the end precedes the beginning, 
And the end and the beginning were always there 
Before the beginning and after the end. 

East Coker is framed by similar word-play, but with its own 

modjfjcation and expansion in the significance of the words 

themselves. As commentaries regularly point out, this Quart et 

opens with an inversion ()f the motto of the ill - fated Mary 

Queen of Scots, and ends with the same motto restored to its 

original form, "In my end is ~y beginning". What it means in 

the context of the poet's own meditation is our concern; but 

the full possibilities of its meaning wi 1] not be apparent 

until we arrive at the end and "know the place for the first 

time" . Mary's motto, 1 j ){e the fragments of Heraclitus prefixed 

to the cycle, clearly appealed to Eliot by the suggestiveness 

of its paradoxical formulation; the poem that follows shows how 

richly he made the borrowing his own. 

"In my beg:inning is my end". In a general sense, every 

beginning implies an end, in the cycle of personal life as much 

as anywhere else - and the cycle of personal life will be one 

of Eliot's major themes in this Quartet. But if we read the 

opening in the light of the litle, as I think it helps to do, 

ambiguities promptly assert themselves. It is not simply that 

Eliot chose to be buried at his ancestral village of East Coker 
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In Somerset (a piece of hindsight that adds an extra flavour to 

our reading but is no essential part of it). More important, 

presumably, for the Eliot who wrote the poem in 1940, is the 

fact that his only visit to East Coker - in the summer of 1937 

- must have been a journey of a kind that has since become far 

more fashionable among Americans returning to the Old World: a 

pilgrimage in search of roots. We may take the line as meaning, 

among other things, "In t.he exploration of my origins lies my 

purpose". The word "my" at once offers a more personal note 

than Burnt Norton's occasional "vile" or "I", which was usually 

generic. 

Perhaps, too, the opening of East Coker states in a more 

personal way what was said in the first three lines of Burnt 

Norto11. The implications are sombre: is life deterministic? 

Are our ends entirely "implicit i.n, and therefore predetermined 

by, our begjnnings? Although "end" here primarily means 

cessation, the secondary sense allows also for the reading 

suggested above: "My purpose In visit.ing East Coker is to make 

contact with the home - ground of my ancestry". And at the line-

end, the phrase "In succession" hints at both serial and cyclic 

ti.me, and at the idea of dynastic succession. Mary Queen of 

Scots produced the royal house of the Stuarts whose fortunes 

dominated England in the seventeenth century - the era in which 

Eliot's ancestor left this village for new "beginnings" across 

the Atlantic. 

In the lines on transience that follow, it helps to bear in 

mind both the rise and fall of houses in the dynastic and 

familial senses and their literal rise and fall - especially 
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in 1940 when many foresaw the brick-and-mortar symbols of roots 

and continuity being wiped out 1n an England at war. As so 

often in the Quartets, as well as 1n the earlier poetry, two or 

more meanings run simultaneously, and to concentrate on one at 

the expense of another is to diminish the work. 

In my beginning is my end. In succession 
Houses rise and fall, crumble, are extended, 
Are removed, des1.royed, restored, or in their place 
Is an open field, or a factory, or a by - pass. 

The word "lime" has not yet been mentioned, but our famiJiar 

theme is immediately implicit in the terms "beginning", "end" 

and "succession"; and the view of time suggested here is mainly 

the cyclic one of rise and fall, generation and decay. In this 

respect it tends to contrast with the more linear view of time 

presented in Burnt Norton. 

"Houses rise and fall", especially after "succession", sounds 

like a historian's or genealogist's remark, but through "crumble" 

(despite its initial metaphorical flavour) we move to a sense 

of real physical buildings. We are aware of a constant cycle 

of change, new layers being established, century by century, 

for the archaeologist eventually to penetrate. In fact the 

first four lines offer the imagination a kind of speeded- up 

cinematic survey of four centuries of English landscape, 

arriving quietly but firmly in the mid-twentieth century with 

the word "by- pass". At the same time, most of the diction 

allows for a sense of unspecified period. After all, it is 

only in a manner of speaking that the settings of Four Quartets 

are physical and geographical; they are more properly in the 

mind of the poet. 
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"Dust to dust, ashes to ashes", the lines seem to be saying 

(though asserting resurgence as well) as the rhythmic seesaw 

implies. 

Old sttine to n~w btlilding, old timber to n~w 
6ld flres to 'shes, and 'shes to the ~arth 
Which is alr~ady fl~sh, fGr and f'eces, 
B~ne of m~n and b~ast, c6rnstalk and l~af. 

'). 

fIres, 

The familiar liturgical language of dust and ashes is enriched 

by the particularity of the images with their insistence on the 

elemental, earthy process of generation and decay. The "flesh, 

fur and faeces" remind us fleetingly of Gerard Manley Hopkins's 

paean to the generative power of nature in his song to the 

Virgin Mother, "'l'he May Magnificat": 

Flesh and fleece, fur and feather, 
Grass and greenworld all together. 

Eliot's faint echo of this is nevertheless modified by the 

emphasis on building as well as on faeces, extending the spec-

trum of organic process towards the poles both of petrifaction 

and of putrefaction (as in "Dung and death" near the end of 

Part 1). Humanity, as In Hopkins's poem, is incorporated into 

the organic process, here In a continuum in which he shares the 

disintegration and fragmentation of the animal and vegetable 

worlds: "Bone of man and beast, cornstalk and leaf". Lurking 

here are reminiscences of Isaiah 40 (lIAll flesh is grass"), and 

perhaps far more distantly, at this stage, of its balancing 

assertion that lithe word of our God shall stand for ever". Yet 

Eliot's focus not merely on flesh but on bone adds an austere 

firmness to the proposition - without the sinister quality of 

the bones in The Waste Land and without the visionary or 
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allegorical quality of the scattered bones in Ash-Wednesday. 

The meditation on transience in these opening lines has 

already prepared the reader for something like "Remember now 

thy Creator in the days of thy youth" (Ecc lesiastes 12:1); and 

what follows does in fact echo the same biblical author, but in 

a slightly different vein: 

Houses live and die: ther e is a time for building 
And a time for living and for generation 
And a time for the Willd to break the loosened pane 
And to shake the wainscot where the field - mouse trots 
And to shake the tattered arras woven with a silent 

motto. 

In a series of fresh images, Eliot is rewriting the words of 

Ecclesiastes 3; and the whole of the biblical passage 1S worth 

quoting for its indirect bearing not only on these lines but on 

the whole of East Coker, with its weighings of beginnings and 

ends, the profit and loss of labour, the rhythms of war and 

peace, and the relationships of past and present - as well as 

on the rhythms of mourning and dancing, and of youth and age. 

To every thing there is a season, and a time to every 
purpose under the heaven: a time to be born, and a 
time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck up 
that which is planted; a time to kill, and a time to 
heal; a time to break down, and a time to build up; a 
time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, 
and a time to dance; a time to cast away stones, and 
a time to gather stones together; a time to embrace, 
and a time to refrain from embracing; a time to get, 
and a time to lose ; a time to keep, and a time to 
cast away; a time to rend, and a time to sew; a time 
to keep silence, and a time to speak; a time to love, 
and a time to hate ; a time of war, and a time of 
peace. What profit hath he that worketh in that 
wherein he laboureth? I have seen the travail, which 
God hath given to the sons of men to be exercised in 
it. He hath made every thing beautiful in his time: 
also he hath set the world in their heart, so that no 
man can find out the work that God maketh from the 
beginning to the end. I know that there is no good 
in them, but for a man to rejoice, and to do good in 
his Ilfe. And also that every man should eat and 
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drink, and enJoy the good of all his labour, it is 
the gift of God. I know that, whatsoever God doeth, 
it shall be for ever: nothing can be put to it, nor 
any thing taken from it: and God doeth it, that men 
should fear before him. That which hath been is now; 
and that which is to be hath already been; and God 
requireth that which IS past. 

Eliot's lines emphasise the time for decay more than the 

time for generation; both are affirmed, but at this stage the 

images of disintegration strike us more forcibly than the 

balder statements about building, living and generation. 

Cumulatively these images of the winduw - pane, wainscot, field -

mouse and arras are curiously timeless; yet in their particu -

larily - ensured by the singular, if generic, nouns - lies much 

of their force. Thi.s particularity owes something, too, to olle 

specific literary source of Eliot's inspiration here: the evo -

catlon of decay in Tennyson's "Mariana". Tennyson's is a poem 

which, in some respects 1 ike "Geront.ion", presents "ThoughLs of 

a dry brain in a dry season", and one In which the physical 

surroundings become analogues of the registering consciousness 

itseLf: 

All day within the dreamy house, 
The doors upon their hinges creak'd; 
The blue fly sung in the pane; the mouse 
Behind the mouldering wainscot shriek'd, 
Or from the crevice peer'd about. 

We know from Eliot's essay on In Memoriam ( SE 330) that he 

admired thi~ passage. In his lines the blue fly is absent, but 

we have a mouldering or crumbling house, window-pane, wainscot 

and mouse in close association; despite the different context 

and the adaptation of the images, there are enough details to 

make the borrowing a significant one. (The "shrieking rush of 

the wainscot mouse" occurs again in the morbid musings of the 
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hero of Maud (1.260).) The images, in Eliot's adaptation of 

them, lose the sinister psychological desolation of their 

Tennysonian context, but in doing so acquire a fresh infusion 

of half-detached pathos; the physical desolation is more 

complete: the pane is loosened, and the mouse has become a 

trott.ing field --mouse among the remains of what is no longer 

really a house at all. (To John Hayward's objection to a 

field-mouse instead of a house - mouse Eliot replied, "the 

particular point here is that the house 1S supposed to have 

been long deserted or empty" (CF'Q 97). ) In t.he wind that 

shakes these remains flaps the "tattered arras", and the 

"silent mottot! woven into it points us back to the Stuart one 

inverted in the opening line. The images of this section have 

already hinted at a cyclic process by encouraging the reader's 

imagination to travel through one. 

From these statemenLs we modulate, via repetit i on of the 

suggestive motto, into evocation of a rustic landscape. I t is 

as if we have arrived, on a sultry summer afternoon, at the end 

of a field near the village of East Coker, and are gradually, 

1n the torpid heat and expectant stillness, hypnotised into a 

state of readiness for a time-transcending vision of the long-

dead ancestral peasants of the village. 

In my beginning is my end. N6w the light falls 
Across the open field, leaving t.he deep lane 
Shuttered with branches, dark in the afternoon, 
Where you lean against a bank while a van passes, 
And the deep lane insists on the direction 
Into the village, in the electric heat 
Hypnotised. 

Several details quietly esLablish an atmosphere compounded 
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of opposites: light and darkness, the open and the closed, 

st i llness and movement, the timeless and the contemporary. The 

landscape with its twice-mentioned "deep lane" (as it still is, 

between high banks topped with hedgerows) remains fundamentally 

unaffected by the symbols of modern technology embodied in the 

van and in the word "electric" - here used to intensify our 

sense of nature's heat instead of suggesting man's harnessing 

of it. The observing consciousness, the "you" which ident.ifies 

us imaginatively with the poet, is like a small half-hidden 

figure in the gleaming stillness of a Constable painting, but 

one placed in the twentieth century by the passing van. The 

phrase "Shuttered \~ith branches" seems to work almost. as a pun: 

from amidst the shade, the mind's eye captures momentarily an 

atmospheric snapshot of the scene, the observer leaning against 

the bank with no function but that of briefly registering the 

scene of which not he himself, but the timeless "deep lane", is 

the most insistent feature ("insisting", too, on the direction 

into the village). As so often happens in Eliot, syntac1.ical 

indeterminacy contributes to the atmosphere: the "you", the 

lane and the village are all potentially the referents of "in 

the electric heat/Hypnotised". 

The rhythmic focus preparing for the timeless vision is 

assisted by the progressive shortening of sentences and the 

end- stopping in the next lines, where the air becomes simul-

taneously - and strangely - more soporific and more expectant: 

In a warm haze the sultry light 
Is absorbed, not refracted, by grey stone. 
The dahlias sleep in the empty silence. 
Wait for the early owl. 
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As often happens in Tennyson - Eliot's master in this respect 

external details both create and symbolise the receptive mood 

of the consciousness that ass~milates them. Afternoon shades 

into eveni.ng wit.h the mention of the "early owl", but while day 

closes in, the imagination remains as open as the field and the 

basking stone. Despite the solitude in this passage, its atmo -

sphere invites comparison with that of the famous opening of In 

By night we linger'd on the lawn, 
For underfoot the herb was dry; 
And genial warmth; and o'er the sky 
The silvery haze of summer drawn; 

And calm that let the tapers burn 
Unwavering: not a cricket chirr'd; 
The brook alone far-off was heard, 
And on the board the fluttering urn. 

And bats went round in fragrant skies, 
And wheel'd or lit the filmy shapes 
That haunt the dusk, with ermine capes 
And woolly breasts and beaded eyes; 

While now we sang old songs that peal'd 
From knoll to knoll, where, couch'd at ease, 
The white kine glimmer'd, and the trees 
Laid their dark arms about the field. 

From Eliot's deep lane the open field can be seen, and the 

deep lane leads to it. The phrase "open field" has been offered 

for general contemp]alion (line 4) and as middle-distance land-

scape (line 15). Now, in line 23, we are in it or on the edge 

of it, having arrived by way of the "deep lane", which has 

tended to become a symbol of both the individual pilgrimage and 

the historical process by which we arrive at the time-transcen-

ding midnight vision. The moment in Burnt Norton's rose-garden 

was a fleeting occurrence, an unexpected illumination. The 

vision in the open field seems different, in spite of the 
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corresponding eager presences which are both there and yet not 

there. We have a sense that our way to it has been carefully 

prepared, that it has been waiting for us, and that there are 

conditions attached to the experience - rather like the condi -

tions surrounding the ancient rituals of prophetic ecstasy. 

The repeated "Tf you do not come too close" is, for instance, 

analogous to Horace's injunction to the profanUln vu.lgus to keep 

their reverent distance and favele linguis (Odes 111.1), rat.her 

by silence than by any speaking at all. If you do not make a 

noise and so shatter the spell, you can hear the music and see 

the dance of the life - cycle. It is a kind of midsummernight's 

dream in the style of Brueghel, but more tentative and less 

vivid: "the weak pipe and the little drum" help to keep us, 

imaginatively, at a tactful distance as we watch the peasant 

dance, the dance of order and concord, around the village 

bonfire. After its comparative fluidity since the opening of 

the poem, the four-beat rhythm now establishes itself firmly as 

the pulse of the peasant dance - rather like the rhythm that 

Beethoven creates for the rustic dance motif in the third 

movement of the Pastoral Symphony. 

/ / 
In that open fleid 

If you d6 not come too c16se, if you db not come too 
close, 

On a s~mmer midnight, you can h~ar the m6sic 
Of the w~ak p{pe and the Ifttle drGm 
And s~e them dancing ar6und the b6nfire 
The ass6ci'tion of ru'n and w6man 
In d~unsinge, sIgnifying ru~trim6nie -
A dfgnif{ed and comm6dious s'crament. 
T " d t"" . , . wo an wo, necessarye conlunctlon, 
H61ding eche 6ther by the h&nd or the 'rm 
Whiche betbkenelh cbncorde. R6und and round the fire 
L~aping through the fl'mes, or j6ined in c!rcIes, 
R/ t ' 11 /1 . / . / us lca y so emn or In rustlC laughler 
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\f ' h/ f' t ' 1/ hi L1 tIng eavy ee In c umsy s oes, 
E~rth feet, 16am feet, 11fted in cbuntry mirth 

I I I / h MIrth of those long SInce under eart 
, . h' th / K / . t' NourlS lng e corn. eepIng Ime, 
I . h h/th / th' d l . . KeepIng t e r y m In elr anclng 

I. . h ' 11 . . th 1 / . I AS 1n t elr . 1Vlng In . e . 1Vlng seasons 
The time of the s~asons and the c6nstell~tions 

/ , . I / 
The t1me of mIlkIng and the tIme of harvest 
The time of the c&upling of m'n and wbman 
And th~t of b~asts. F~et rIsing and f~lling. 
~ating and drinking. D6ng and d~ath. 

A summer midnight is, of course, an appropriate setting for 

the brief experience of another dimension of time. The dance 

IS nol merely what once was, but also what in some sense always 

is and will be, if we have eyes and ears to see and hear it. 

It is both the symbol and the celebration of the perpetual 

cycle of humanity's organic relationship with the earth. Some 

readers, including A.D. Moody (209-211), regard the vision as 

entirely negative in its implications. David Bernstein more 

persuasively remBrks that the dancers "are vitally in touch 

with the rhythm of the seasons and of the constellations, of 

birth, death and rebirth" (2 49 - 250); and goes on to apply to 

this passage Eliot's approving remarks on Kipling who aims 

to give at once a sense of the antiquity of England, 
of the number of generations and peoples who have 
laboured the soil and in turn been buried beneath it, 
and of the contemporaneity of the past. (OPP 248) 

The timeless nature of the VISIon readily accommodates 

quotation from another member of the ancestral family, Sir 

Thomas Elyot, whose Boke Named The Governour (1531) was a 

Renaissance statement of Christian humanist values. The 

quotation in the archaic spelling of the original struck Helen 

Gardner as "a little precious" CA rSE 165), but seems to me 

perfectly appropriate to the setting prepared for it - the 
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slight shock 1S in fact a part of the aptness, as we respond to 

lhe V1S10n which is of another time, auy time and all time. 

The dance - initially, at least - embodies a marriage of the 

primitive and the orderly, the simple and the sacramental. It 

is one of the many symbols suggesting a "reconciliation of 

opposites" in the Quartets. Tts primitive quality is evoked by 

the modern Eliot, its sacramental one imported from the Tudor 

Elyot: 

It is diligently to be noted that the associalinge of 
man and woman in daunsinge, they both obseruinge one 
nombre and tyme in their meuynges, was nol begonne 
without a speciall consideration, as well for the 
necessarye c oniunction of those two persones, as for 
the intimation of sondry vertues, whiche be by them 
represented. And for as moche as by the association 
of a man and a woman in daunsinge may be signified 
matrimonie, I could in declarynge the dignilie and 
commoditie of that sacrament make intiere volumes .. 
In euery daunse, of a moste auncient custome, there 
daunseth to gether a man and a woman, holding eche 
other by the han de or the arme, whiche betokenelh 
concorde. ( Elyot 1. xxi, 233-234, 235-236 ) 

The dance is the age-old symbol of sexual union and social 

harmony and so naturally of marriage; but, as in John Davies's 

Orchestra or Spenser's Mutability cantos, it goes beyond that 

to figure forth a human and a cosmic harmony: change and decay 

are harnessed lo a larger reconciling pattern in which variety 

and sameness, the transient and the eternal, are resolved - in 

a tension that 1S at the same time a universal concord. 

The passage offers a robust contrast to V1S10ns elsewhere in 

Eliot of the nightmarish or the futile: ]n place of "The crying 

shadow in the funeral dance" of Burnt Norton V, or the "crowds 

of p e 0 pIe, wa I kin g r 0 u n din a r i n g " 0 f Mad am e So s 0 s t r i sin The 

Waste Land, we have the peasants dancing 
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Round and round the fire 
Leaping through the flames, or joined in circles, 
Rustically solemn or in rustic laughter 
Lifting heavy feet in c lumsy shoes, 
Earth feet, loam feet, 1 i fted in count ry mi rth 
Mirth of thos e long since under earth 
Nourishing the corn. Keeping time, 
Keeping the rhythm in their dancing 

- and the sparsely - punctuated lines, with their insistent 

repetitions and participles and the quietly stomping rhythm of 

"Eal'th feet, loam feet", move with beautiful aptness. Webster, 

said Eliot in an earlier poem, saw the skull beneath the skin; 

here Eliot, without discarding that insight, can also see the 

life beneath the loam - aod not the individual life only, but 

the life of communities and generations. The corn continues to 

be nourished by those who are buried, even while we watch them 

dancing. Eliot seems to have cryst~llised a vision of natural 

fertility 10 direct contrast to the nightmarish fecundity of 

the Stetson episode 1n The Waste Land: 

That corpse you planted last year in your garden, 
Has it begun to sprout? Will it bloom this year? 
Or has the sudden frost disturbed its bed? 

East Coker opened by emphasising the organic cycle of man's 

life at work in the fabric of his dwellings and his body; it 

has continued to a point at which the life-cycle of the human 

community is apparent: and in doing so, it affirms the accord 

of this process with the pulse of nature itself, reverting to 

the rhythms of Ecclesiastes 3 to express this: 

The time of the seasons and the constellations 
The time of milking and the time of harvest 
The time of the coupling of man and woman 
And that of beasts. 

"Time" here means, above all else, "rhythm" - as in the phrases 

"Keepj.ng time, / Keeping the rhythm". For the reader, time in 
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its more common sense is briefly and paradoxically transcended 

in the notion of it.s being "kept". Act.ion - here the dance -

attuned to the cyclic rhythms is action in harmony with the 

process of t.ime itself, and for that reason a way of t.rans -

cending time. Not only is the imagined observer granted an 

illuminating experience of t.he timeless: t.he object.s of his 

vision are themselves unconsciously transcending time by keeping 

it.. Their conformity to it.s process is also a conformity with 

the rhythms of nature, whether sidereal or seasonal or sexual. 

They can therefore be seen as simultaneously dancing life's 

round ( in contrast to the late-medjeval "dance of death" 

iconography) and as under the eart.h, "Nourishing the corn". The 

moment of illumination is now realised not as what-might - have -

been but as what - though almost always invisibly - is. 

Eliot thought he might have been influenced by a German 

slory, Friedrich Gerstarker's GermelshausRn, in which a whole 

parish, placed under a papal interdict, can neither live nor 

die. Once every hundred years, as H.S. Haussermann puts it, 

"it resumes for the space of one day its ghostly revelry, and 

then sinks again under earth" (CFQ 43). The observer in the 

story happens to visit the place on the day of the community's 

centennial re - emergence for its festivities. The similarity is 

clear, but the differences are far more important. The vision 

is available "On a summer midnight", not once in a cenlury. 

And, as Helen Gardner points out, 

What seems to have remained in Eliot's mind is merely 
the idea of a man from another age encountering the 
revelry of th e long dead. The implications of the 
story and the poem are entirely different. The 
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village of East Coker lies under no curse; it is 
there in its late summer beauty, and the dance around 
the bonfire on a summer midnight is a vision, 
available to any who "do not come too close", of the 
old midsummer rites of the "coupling of man and 
woman". ( CFQ 43) 

Granted that the passage offers no hint of the Gothic or the 

sinister, can we be equally sure that it is not simply a piece 

of sentimentalised pastoral, of imaginative wish-fulfilment on 

the subject of "country mirth"? The answer to this must lie 

partly in our response to the verse itself as R convincing 

medium for the evocation of timeless order. I have offered 

some pointers to its quality, trying to indicate the coherence 

of rhythm and image 1n the creation of the general effect. But 

the passage engages us also by its brevity, and by the duality 

of the response it evokes as it moves to its close . The "time" 

being kept. is not only that of human coupling but also 

that of beasts. 
Eating and drinking. 

Feet rising and fallfng. 
Dung and death. 

The middle of the passage made the feet a part of the harmonious 

communal dance; this now gives way to a different use of synec-

doche ("Feet rising and falling"), one that we tend to associ-

ate less with Eliot's laler than with his earlier poetry, where 

we encounter the "muddy feet that press/To early coffee-stands", 

or the soul "trampled by insistent feet/At four and five and 

six o'clock" ("Preludes"). The dance is - but only here at the 

end - briefly transformed by a different mood into a fleeting 

image of futility, not unlike the "Birth, and copulation, and 

death" of Sweeney Agonistes: a perpetual wearisome cycle of 

generation and decay. As in Burnt Norton, we "Cannot bear very 

much reality" of the transcendental and timeless sort, and soon 
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revert to our gloomier perspective on the life-cycle; then we 

share s omet hi n g of fIa rry' s experi en ce (in The Fami J y ReuJJ .i 011) 

after the fading of a timeless moment: 

I was only my own feet walking 
Away, down a concrete corridor 
In a dead air. (P.lays 107) 

The vision of the dance, then, can in retrospect be seen in 

two quite different ways, each with its own measure of imagina -

tive truth - not In negative terms alone. The reconciliation 

of these opposed perspectives - like the reconciliation within 

the vi.sion itself - is largely what the Quartets are about, and 

the variety and complexity of its forms ensures that it is 

never merely facile. Emergence from the illuminating vision lS 

accompanied by either hints or more explicit expressions of 

desolation and futility: "Ridiculous the waste sad time/ 

Stretching before and after", as the end of Burnt, Norto)] puts 

it; or, as Tennyson says immediately after recounting his time-

less experience in section 95 of IJ1 Memoriam, 

At length my trance 
Was cancell'd, stricken thro' with doubt. 

But his doubt is not the abiding experience, the transcendence 

1 s. 

Part I ends with a brief evocation of a dawn which (as in 

French idiom) "points", like a demythologi~ed and more matter -

of- fact descendant of Homer's rosy - fingered dawn. 

Dawn points, and another day 
Prepares for heat and silence. 

wind 
Wrinkles and slides. I am here 

Out at sea the dawn 

Or there, or elsewhere. In my beginning. 

The dawn ushers in "another day": this I take simply to refer 
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to yet another in a ser1es of similar, sultry summer days - and 

not as signifying a differenl kind of era, as J.J. Sweeney in 

his valuable pioneering study (Casebook 42) implied. Part I 

ends, as it began, with the notion of repeated cycles in nature 

and in man's experience. The dawn follows the night which 

followed the hot afternoon - cyclic movements echo one another 

on various scales. It is a summer dawn bringing promise of 

heat, but with a light breeze on the sea which is imagined as 

near to East Coker village. (It is not really near it, but the 

image prepares for a later important modulation in imagery.) 

At sea the dawn wind, reminding us of an image in Tennyson's 

"The Eagle", "Wrinkles and 51 icles". This detail shifts and 

widens our imagined perspective to one of looking down from a 

great height, as if released from the immediate environment of 

the "open field" - as if, in fact, we have attained an aerial 

V1ew including both the village and its surroundings, and the 

sea in the distance. The compression of the image leaves it to 

the reader to transpose the grammatical subject: it is, after 

all, the surface of the sea under the influence of the wind, 

Rnd not the wind itself, that we imagine wrinkling and sliding. 

One of Eliot's earlier drafts did in fact read "And the dawn 

wind/Wrinkles the sea" (CFQ 98). The transitive verb has since 

become intransitive, and coupled with the verb "slides": we can 

picture vuri-coloured planes of water gliding across one another 

at the surface. The dawn wind and wrinkles suggest that Eliot 

may here have been influenced by his own recently-completed 

translation of Perse's Anabasis, though there it is the earth 
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and not the sea that is l'lrinkled; in Perse, too, is a theme of 

migration or exile from ancestral places: 

Men, creatures of dust and folk of divers devices, 
people of business and of leisure, men from the 
marches and those from beyond, 0 men of little weight 
in the memory of these lands; people from the valleys 
and the uplands and the highest slopes of this world 
to the ultimale reach of our shores; Seers of signs 
and seeds, and confessors of the western winds, 
followers of trails and of seasons, breakers of camp 
in the little dawn wind, seekers of watercourses ov(~r 
the wrinkled rind of the world, 0 seekers, 0 finders 
of reasons to be up and be gone, 

you traffic not in a salt more strong than this, 
when at morning with omen of kingdoms and omen of 
dead walers swung high over the smokes of the world, 
the drums of exile waken on the marches 

Eternity yawning on the sands. 
(Perse 27 - 29, italics added) 

The "1" of the poem is "here/Or there, or elsewhere. In my 

beginning". ElioL is t'there" in his remote ancestral past, he 

is also ,I'here" in East Coker village 1.n 1937 when he visited it 

- or elsewhere. Where does he have his identity? He too is 

part of the time--cycle, and yet, through imaginative contempla-

tion of his position in it, he is not limited to that particular 

position. The same 1.S true of us all: "in our beginning" and 

unable to make sharp distinctions between our "beginnings" and 

our "ends". The question of where, in the most fundamental 

way, we have our existence, is not answered in simple literal 

terms of time and space. At the end of Part III, in a very 

different context, it is true, we shall be offered the para -

doxical thought that "where you are is where you are not" (its 

implications will be consjdered when we arrive at that point); 

and in Part V, although the poet places himself more plainly in 

the cycle of his life ("in the middle way") and links beginnings 

and ends by means of ambiguity ("Home is where one starts from"), 
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he will go on to assert that literal time and place are not the 

e sse n t i alp 0 i TI t. e r s tow hat. mat t. e r sin 0 urI i v e s: ., L 0 v e ism 0 s t 

nearly itself / When here and now cease to matter". 

Meanwhile, Part. I completes a verbal cycle by returning us 

at its end to its opening: "In my beginning". The poet is, in 

his thoughts, variously "here" (at East Coker, or on the page 

as \"Ie read), or "there" (in the past, or at sea, or in the new 

home - continent t.hat lies across it), or "elsewhere" (anywhere). 

His spatial position is, in the full sense of the colloquial 

phrase, "neither here nor there" as a determinant. of who and 

what he is - an interesting paradoxical conclusion to the quest 

for geographical root.s. Though his identity incorporates the 

details of time and place, it is not limited by them. Of the 

timeless experience that offers the sense of simultaneous dwel 

ling anywhere and everywhere and yet nowhere, he might as weI] 

echo the words of Burnt Norton II: "I can only say, there we 

have been: but I cannot say where". 
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Part II 

Part IIA of Burnt Norton presented, In an impersonal tone 

and in symbolist mode, a sense of the cosm~c unity felt at the 

still point; Parl IIA of East Coker, using similar poetic 

methods, presents a sense of the disunity and dislocation felt 

in a state after, or removed from, the timeless experience. 

Opposites are once again brought into close association with 

each other, but now the relationship between them is one of 

conflict, not of harmony or reconciliation. Normal distinc-

lions of time and space are collapsed into a warring simultane

i.ty and ubiquity - there is no "Keeping the rhythm" of the 

seasons here. This is what the tensions of temporal experience 

are like in contrast with the ineffable harmony at the timeless 

point of inLersection. East Coker's taut-rhythmed, irregularly 

rhymed lyric passage provides a kind of reverse-echo of the 

corresponding movement in Burnt Norton. Instead of movement 

and stillness reconciled, we have here an evocation of seasonal 

disorder and disturbance, an apparent disintegration of norma] 

cycles and natural patterns, and strife even in the constella-

tions. It is as if we share the sLrained consciousness of the 

poet who, in his apprehension of simultaneity, feels too much 

and yet not enough - lacking, now, the visionary perspective 

that resolves all these conflicts. 

The passage begins on a bewildered, almost querulous note, 

the syntactical looseness of its elements straining against the 

leash of the ostensible rhetorical question. Indeed, until the 

question mark of the seventh line brings us up short, we tend 

to forget that grammatically, al least, this is a question. 



What is the late November doing 
With th e disturbance of the spring 
And creatures of the summer heat, 
And snowdrops writhing under feet 
And hollyhocks that aim too high 
Red into grey and tumble down 
Late roses filled with early snow? 
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Here we seem to have an intensified and almost surrealistic 

fulfilment of the fear expressed by the Chorus in Murder in the 

Cat.hedra]: "Now 1 fear disturbance of t.he quiet seasons" (P1ays 

12 ) . The Lines are full of untimely and unnatural phenomena, 

aut.umn, sprIng, summer and winter confusedly thrown together. 

As in Burnt Norton I flowers are personified, but this time in 

rest.less and uneasy activities: the hollyhocks aim too high at 

the wrong season, their glowing redness craning into the bleak 

grey of a November sky unLil they undermine their own strength; 

the snowdrops, which should belong to the early spring, are 

engaged in futile "writhing under feet" (notice how the sense 

of dislocation is reinforced by the suggestive plurality which 

replaces the norma] idiom "underfoot"). We become aware of 

unnatural heavings just beneath the surface of the earth, where 

the rhythms of growth are in a state of confusion - and the 

process is all the more alarming for the silence In which we 

imagine it taking place. The impulses of spring are an aggres -

sive disturbance in late autumn, and "creatures of the summer 

heat" have no place here. 

It is surprising how often passages of later Eliot send us 

back to the opening of The Waste Land for comparison. Again we 

have the vegetabl e world uncomfortably personified (or the sen-

tient world rendered bizarrely in vegetable terms); and vernal 
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energies again arouse resentment and disorientation. The 

"breeding", "mixing" and "stirring" are troubling and unwelcome. 

The tone of the rhetorical question combines with the per

sonification of the plants to encourage a translation of the 

passage into terms of human experience and human response. The 

poet's sense of dislocation seems to be associated with the 

unnerving effect of a springtime or summer of the spirit clum

sily reasserling itself in the dour November of his life. In 

other words, we are being indirectly prepared for the sombre 

persona] meditalion on old age that will follow in Part lIB of 

the poem. That Eliot was not yet fifty-two is as irrelevant as 

debates over the intended age of Prufrock: if you are, as lhe 

saying goes, as old as you feel - and we fluctuate as rapidly 

in such feelings as in any olhers - the age does not malter. 

Eliot, Tennyson and Shakespeare, whatever their personal 

feelings on the subject, were all, al early stages of their own 

careers, masters in the poetic evocation of old age. And a 

passage on the collapse of normal time- distinctions is as good 

a context as any for a blurring of the actualities of biographi 

cal age, whether or not we choose to hear in such a passage the 

tones of personal confession. 

Images of disturbed growth on earth - in an implied selt.ing 

redolent of an English cottage garden - now give way to images 

of destruction in space. The perspective widens to a daunting 

scale, one that will carry us in a few lines from the precision 

of "late November" to fantastic thoughts of apocalyptic cata-

clysm and renewed ice ages. Seasonal dislocation goes along 

with dislocation among the traditional elements themselves: 
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earth's roses are filled with snow, comets "weep", and cosmic 

fire signals the ret.urn of enveloping ice. The transitions are 

more abr"upt than those of the companion-piece in Burnt Norton: 

there, our imaginative passage from mud to stars was carefully 

graduated through the elements to create an impression of recon-

ciling simultaneity; here in East Coker we leap in one line 

from snow to stars and in another from fire to ice, gaining a 

contrasting impression of jarring simultaneity. In the Burn t 

Norton lyric, most of the rhymes were comparatively close 

tog e the r, \oJ i t h spa c e d r h ym i n g 0 f "s car s ", " war s" and "s tar s " 

running through like a gathering thread. In the East Coker 

one, the "st.ars / cars / wars" rhymes occupy t.he exact centre of 

the piece, separating widely - spaced rhymes that seem to have 

minimal kn 'itting effect. Again, in t.he Burnt NorlolJ passage 

almost all the lines did r"hyme; in the East Coker one, appro --

priately enough, nearly half do not. 

Thunder rolled by the rolling stars 
Simulates triumphal cars 
Deployed in constellated wars 
Scorpion fights against the Sun 
Until the Sun and Moon go down 
Comets weep and Leonids fly 
Hunt the heavens and the plains 
Whirled in a vortex that shall bring 
The world to that destructive fire 
Which burns before the ice - cap reigns. 

The transition from images of earth to those of space is, as 

I say, abrupt, but the feeling conveyed is analogous. We have 

a growing sense of chaos pervading three spheres: the indivi-

dual consciousness, eart.hly processes, and galactic phenomena. 

Human passions are implicit in the verbs "Simulates", "fights", 

"weep", "fly" (in the added sense of "flee"), "Hunt", and 
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"burns". The images indirectly interpret themselves as they 

arise: images of warfare, anguish and destruction. Impossible 

events are presented: the stars produce thunder resembling war -

chariots; the sun is assaulted by the November constellation of 

Scorpio; comets imitate human responses to the prevalent 

distintegration; and the Leonids (a meteor cluster visible in 

the sign of Leo during rare Novembers) flash across the sky in 

headlong flight, or like celestial hunters. The culmination of 

these "events" is a vortex in which the earth spins to fiery 

destruction before a renewed ice - age asserts itself, suggesting 

both the end of the individual life and the end of humanity 

itself. Even dur :ing the "phony war" of early 1940, when 

anticipation of chaos ran deeper than experience of it, these 

images must have made a considerable impact on the imagination. 

Of this passage David Ward aptly remarks that 

the question whelher the world will ever conquer its 
bloodlust, and the bitter recognition that passion 
mocks experience, merge with the violent distortion of 
the seasons and the constellations into a cosmic 
vortex (rather like the fracturing whirlwind which 
ends "Gerontion"). The end of the world felt near in 
November ]939; wisdom and dispassionate serenity very 
hard to gain .... "If we fail", said Churchill, "then 
the whole world ... will sink into the abyss of a new 
dark age." Eliot's even more sombre fear was that the 
dark age had already begun, and that the only possible 
defence against chaos was a lonely and continuous 
struggle for self-discipline and humility. (245) 

Accordingly, Part lIB becomes p meditation on humility as the 

only true wisdom to be sought in old age. 

Before we leave Part IIA, the nature of its debt to Mallarm~ 

may be considered. We have already noled Helen Gardner's point 

that Burnt Norton's "Garlic and sapphires in the mud/Clot the 
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bedded axle·-tree" adapted phrases from two sonnets of Mallarm~, 

one being "Tonnerre et rubis aux moyeux" from "M'introduire 

dans ton histoire". The "Tonnerre" of this line, she suggests, 

found its way int.o "Thunder rolled by the rolling stars" here 

in East Coker; and Mallarm"s association of thunder with 

carriage- or chariot - axles is renewed in "Simulates triumphal 

cars", the "cars" echoing the last line of the same sonnet, "Du 

seul vesp~ral de mes chars". The link seems to be strengthened 

by the fact that Mallarm~'s sonnet refers also to glaciers, 

victory, and "fire-·pierced air" ( "]' air que ce feu troue" ) . 
\ 

Nevertheless the images in Eliot's context have a far plainer 

purpose than in Mallarm~'s very obscure poem. His sonnet .is 

personal to the point of privacy, and the subject an acutely 

personal emotion; the tone of the Eliot is far more impersonal, 

and the subject-matter a universal cataclysm. As so often 

happens In Eliot's poetry, the transplanted image IS totally 

changed by its new environment. The point may be clarified by 

parallel quotation of' Mallarm~'s poem and Roger Fry's t.ransla-· 

tion of it, both quoted by Gardner (CFQ 80-81). 

M'introduire dans ton histoire 
C'est en h~ros effarouch~ 
S'il a du talon nu touch~ 
Quelque gazon de territoire 

A des glaciers attentatoire 
Je ne sais Ie natf p~ch~ 
Que tu n'aurais pas emp~ch& 
De rire tr~s haut sa victoire 

Dis 5i je ne suis pas joyeux 
Tonnerre et rubis aux moyeux 
De voir en l'air que ce feu troue 

.-
Avec des royaumes epars 
Comme mourir pourpre la roue 
Du seul vesp~ral de mes chars. 

To get myself into your story 
'Tis as a hero affrighted 
Has his naked foot but touched 
Some lawn of that territory 

Violator of glaciers 
I know no sin so naive be it 
That you will not have prevented 
From laughing's victory aloud 

Say if I am not joyous 
Thunder and rubies at the axles 
To see in this fire - pierced air 

Amid scattered realms 
As though dying purple the wheel 
Of my sale chariot of evening. 
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( I have corrected the Gardner misprint "sun" to "sin" in line 6 

of the translation. ) Paul Val~ry, we are told, 

suggested that the speaker is making an evening 
promenade in a carriage with wheels either actually 
red or reddened by the reflection of the setting sun. 
The thunder suggests the noise of the chariot and the 
explosion of the speaker's joy at his triumph over 
his frigid mistress. (CFQ 80) 

If this is an acceptable reading of these lines, we can say 

that there 15 no real connection between the two poems other 

than the resemblance between the image-clusters which, as we 

have seen, do nothing in the Eliot that they do in Mallarm~. 

The spirit of Laforgue found its way into some of Eliot's early 

poems, and the spirit of Baudelaire into The Waste Lal1d; but. it 

is qu(~stionable whether the "spirit of l"lallarme" is detectable 

here, unless we stretch that phrase to include the symbolist 

method of image -association in unpunctuated lines of uncertain 

or ambiguous syntax. At any rate the method, after its brief 

exploitation, is ostensibly ( not, I think, genuinely ) rejected 

by Eliot in the lines that immediately follow. 

That was a way of putting it - not very satisfactory: 
A periphrastic study in a worn-out poetical fashion, 
Leaving one still with the intolerable wrestle 
With words and meanings. The poetry does not matter. 

These lines, opening what I call Part lIB, constitute the 

most abrupt - indeed notorious stylistic and tonal switch in 

the Quartets. The corresponding shift in Part II of Burnt 

Norton was, after all, very smooth. There the first half- line 

of lIB was almost readable as a continuation of IIA, as if it 

were part of the same sentence and we had moved through the 

Danteall crystalline sphere to the "unmoved Mover": 



Pursue their pattern as before 
But reconciled among the stars. 

At the still point of the turning world. 
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The transition was eased by the continued imagery of cosmic 

pattern and by the falling of the stresses. A slight element 

of surprise entered into the reading only when the last - quoted 

lin e prolonged itself into "Neither flesh nor fleshless"; the 

theme of timeJess order made the smooth transition appropriate. 

It can be argued - despite the many objections that have 

been raised - that the very abruptness of the switch in East 

Coker is equally appropriate to its quite different theme of 

dislocation and disorder. It. is like anunmodulated change of 

musical key that shocks the ear yet in retrospect justifies 

itself in duing so. 

Amung the objectors i s F.O. Malthiessen: 

The sharp drop from incantation is designed to have 
the virtue of surprise; but it would seem here to 
have gone much too far, and to have risked the 
t e mporary rollapse of his form into the flatness of a 
too personal statement. (180) 

Risked it, yes .- but succeeded, I believe, 1n avoiding the 

danger. The statement is, after all, not "too personal", but 

rather a deft way of turning to the reader and including him in 

a process of thought from which the very intensity of the pre-

ceding lines had tended to place him al a spectator's distance. 

We might, with due allowance for the differences, compare the 

end of "The Burial of the Dead" in The Waste Land, where the 

bizarre Stetson episode suddenly gives way to the line from 

Baudelaire ("You! hypocrite lecteur! - mon sembI able, - mon 

fr~re!") - which reminds the reader that he himself, together 
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with the speaker, is in some sense the subject of the poem. At 

this point 1n East Coker, far from falling flat on his face 

into a bog of prosiness, Eliot is pulling off the "meditative" 

equivalent. of a coup de tiJeatre. Again, we might compare ·the 

point in Murder in the Cathedral when the knights turn from the 

killing of Thomas to address us, the modern audience, in our 

own idiom (Plays 48-52 ) , and by doing so promptly redefine our 

relationship to what we have just witnessed. The poet of Bas t: 

Coker is not really taking refuge in the defensive gesture of 

criticising his own recent performance. After all, to put it 

quite simply, if he had really thought the lyric unsatisfactory 

he would have alt.ered it; and if he had sincerely thought the 

poetr'y did not matter he would have abandoned it. What he lS 

doing, in the very moment of dropping the lyric tension, is 

arousing tension of a new kind In the reader: the tension of 

initial incredulity ( "He can't really mean this!") jolting us 

into a fresh relationship with him. He now appears not merely 

as himself but as a generic figure of all poets and all ageing 

men, and by extension, of all of us in our struggle for clarity 

of vision. His self-conscious rejection of the symbolist mode 

lS neither a critical stance nor a total rejection, but simply 

a rhetorical affirmation of the need for more modes than one in 

this context: "periphrastic" and "worn - out" are his purposely 

sardonic over - simplifications of the moment, dramatising his 

eagerness to communicate. He is, in a sense, echoing the claim 

of Sweeney ("I gotta use words when T talk to you"), but unlike 

Sweeney, deliberately attaching more importance to the under

standing of the words than to the heightened "poetry" itself -
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as if warning us not to luxuriate in images from an uncommitted 

distance. He is both confessing himself more directly and 

addressing us more directly, going on to speak in the first 

person plural which includes us. When Gardner suggests that he 

is rejecting symbolism in favour of a poetry that "wrestles" 

with meanings ( CFQ 101), this is only relatively true: he 1S 

rather saying "My attempt to convey this experience purely 1n 

images without discursive connection, isn't adequate to my 

present purpose: let me now wrestle with the problem of putting 

it in terms that. we share. The poetry in fact matters very 

much, but not as an end in itself - the life and the spirit 

matter more. Given that they need a relatively prosaic style 

to do justice to them at this point, here it is." 

The "intolerab1e wrestle / With words and meanjngs" will 

become the main focus of Part VA; meanwhile it is briefly 

anticipated, on1y to be replaced by the real immediate subject, 

which is a different kind of wrestling - the struggle of an 

honest ageing spirit, within the chaotic time- cycle, for the 

only true wisdom available to it. It is a quiet struggle 

conducted in the midst of overwhelming disillusionment, without 

the illumination of the timeless experience. The return to the 

longer four - beat line with its clear caesura emphasises the 

tension between judicious calm and exploratory anxiety. 

It was n6t (to start ag'in)/wh6t one had exp~cted. 
Wh~t was to be the v'lue/of the l6ng looked f6rward to, 
Long h6ped for c'lm,/the autGmnal ser~nity 
And the wfsdom of 'ge?/H'd they dec~ived us, 
Or dec~ived thems~lves,/the qu{et-voiced 'lders, 
Bequ'athing us m'rely/a rec~ipt for dec'it? 
The ser'nity 6nly/a delfberate h'betude, 
The w{sdom ~nly/the kn6wledge of d'ad s'crets 



Gseless in the d'rkness/(nto which they p~ered 
Or fr6m which they t~rned their ~yes./ 
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(In the last two lines, as my scansion suggests, the contrasts 

of direction in the prepositions "into" and "from" seem to need 

more stress i.n reading than the simple connective "which".) 

"It was not ... what one had expected": the "It" refers not so 

much to the wrestling or the poetry, as to the general nature 

of cumulative experience: as we might say, "It - things, life, 

and mot'e especially old age - did not turn out as we expected". 

The poet, who in Part T saw himself as a modern (and therefore 

by association young) descendant of the ghostly dancers, now 

sees himself - and indirectly invites us to see ourselves -- as 

entering into an old age which is not merely personal hut the 

old age of the race. ( The whole of East Coker moves from 

origins through maturity to the anticipation of death. ) 

The impression of disillusionment and of frustrated hope :is 

strengthened by the syntactically unusual, clumsy yet preClse, 

for'm of the line "\vhat was to be the value of the long looked 

forft'ard to. ", not "What is" or "What was" or even "What will 

have been", but "What was to be". The peculiarity of grammati-

cal mood and tense, a kind of subjunctive perfect-future instead 

of indicative future-perfect, emphasises the difference between 

earlier misguided anticipation and present bleak reality; and 

the awkwardness of the compound adjective "long looked forward 

to" redoubles this effect. The hope did not merely turn out to 

be, but should at the same time have been recognised as, in the 

words of Part III, IIhope for the wrong thing". We might have 

known that our expectations were misguided all along. They 
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\'l ere ex pee tat ion s 0 f "a u tum n a I s ere nit y " and w i s do m - t e r m s 

whose force has been rhetorically undermined before the reader 

arrives at them. And the notion of autumnal serenity has been 

undermined not only by the lines preceding the phrase, but also 

by Part TIA's presentation of the chaotic "November" - the 

seasonal equivalent of the autumll of the life-cycle. 

The next question is implicitly rather than explicitly 

rhetorical. The implied answer is both "No" and "Yes": the 

It qui. e t --v 0 ice del de r- s" had not dec e i v e d us, yet i f the y had 

deceived themselves, it was only in the sense in which it is 

our common lot to deceive ourselves about the fruits of our 

experIence. The reclpe ("receipt" in the common American, hut. 

no longer British, sense) - the recipe for self-deception is 

the natural heritage of fallen man. The tlquiet.-voiced elders" 

begin metaphorically with Adam, but the phrase silently expands 

to include all our individual, spiritual, social and aesthetic 

mentors and ancestors. The term "quiet-voiced" suggests the 

modesty and apparent serenity which ought to hold promise of 

wisdom, but also hi.nts, I think, at the comparatively muted 

state of the dead in the classical underworld. Each of us may 

like to think of him- or herself as a kind of Aeneas enjoying 

the sage illumination of an Anchises In Elysium, but we flatter 

ourselves unwarrantably. 

What I have been trying to indicate here is the remarkable 

range of association achieved by Eliot in these lines, and the 

economical precision of the language in which he does so. This 

is a far cry from the prosaic flatness commonly attributed to 

the passage. It 15 poetry of a high order, perhaps higher, 



155 

though less obvious in its workings, than that of the symbolist 

lyric preceding it. And the muted mus~c, blending hald repetj -

tion with alliterative and assonantal insistence - moving from 

the fluidity of long e vowels and voiced v / d / th / l consonants to 

shorter i vowels and unvoiced t consonants - enacts the feeling 

of movement towards the disillusionment of a silent halt: 

Had they d ec e i v e d us, 
Or d ece i v e d themsel v es, the quiet- v oiced e lders, 
Bequeath ing us merely a rec e ip t for deceit ? 

The awkward abruptness of "receipt for deceit" is especially 

telling . 

InsteRd of directly Hnswering the rhetorical question (its 

last line really a statement), the poet turns it off by expand -

ing on the two key terms of the previous question, "serenity" 

and "wisdom" - each now recognised as a misleadingly attractive 

term for something far less inspiring: dulness (hebetude) and 

mere useless knowledge. The first chorus from The Rock asks, 

more directly but less effectively, "Where is the wisdom we 

have lost in knowledge?", at least implying that real "wisdom" 

was once enjoyed. East Coker sombrely and with more complexity 

negates the term's aptness, seeing it as merely a euphemism for 

the knowledge of dead secrets 
Useless in the darkness into which they peered 
Or from which they turned their eyes. 

Peering into darkness implies minimal vision, and turning away 

one's eyes from it implies (granted the logical impossibiJity 

of the distinction) even less. 

It is worth noticing how, from "Had they deceived us", the 

poet speaks in the first person plural, incorporating us into 
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his bleak experJence or - to reverse the emphasis - sinking his 

individuRlity in the general disenchRntment of the race. Even 

when he continues into "it seems to us", the "us" is not quite 

the royal plural of mud e st evasion. What he asserts may not 

have seemed so to us - the readers - before we read, but the 

tentative authority of statement envelops us unprotestingly Hnd 

carries us along with it. As we read, the "knowledge derived 

from experience" acquires for us less significance than the 

disillusioned wisdom gained from the reading itself - which, 

although logically a part of our exper'i.ence, is rhetor'jcally 

distinguished from it in the process of reading. 

'['1. / , t ' t / . oere IS, 1 . seems 0 us, 
At b~st, 6nly a lfmited v61ue 
1n the kn6wledge d~rived fr~m exp~rience . 
The kn6wledge imp6ses a p'ttern, and f~lsifies, 
T.' th ,/ t t . ,/ . '" '" t ror .e pa ern IS new In every momen . 
And ~very m6ment i s a n~w and sh6cking 
Valu'tion of ~ll we h've been. We are 6nly ~ndec~ived 
Of th~t which, dec~iving, could n~ l~nger h'rm. 

Some further comments on the metre are called for here. r 

have already expressed my conviction that the metrical norm of 

Four Quartets is the four - beat line, with occasional variations 

in the direction of three ( with the ghost of a fourth) or of 

five or six, but with the extra stresses best heard as secondary 

ones; and that this norm persists almost regardless of varia-

tions in pace and in line - length. What is of interest in this 

section of East Coker, with its fairly slow, meditative quality, 

is the frequent use of an additional ( secondary) stress to ease 

transitions in the half-lines that straddle sentence-endings, 

as if to prevent us from hurrying across them, while the linea-

tion preserves the sense of continuity. The secondary stresses 
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occur mostly 1n such lines: those with a period in the middle. 

Another fealure of the passage is the variety of rhythms (com -

bined with the variety of syntax, diction and tone) played upon 

the ground-bass of the four - beat line: at one moment compara -

tively close to prose rhythms ("That was a way of putting it -

nol very satisfactory"); at anot.her, insistent with suppressed 

tension ("Bequeathing us merely a receipt for deceit"); now 

hesitant and exploratory in a slightly pedantic fashion ("There 

is, it seems to us, / At best, only a limited value/In the know -

ledge derived from experience"); suddenly subject to the 

" imp 0 sed pat b~ r' n" a f a qua s i - d act y 1 i c met I' e (" The k now led g e 

impos e s a pattern and falsifies"); then abruptly breaking down 

again into irregularly spaced beats under the pressure of the 

"shocl<ing newness" of every mument's revaluation ("For the 

pattern is new in every moment / And every moment is a new and 

shocking / Valuation of all we have been"). 

Meanwhile, the ostensibly sprawling continuity of utterance 

gathers tensile strength from unemphatic repetitions linking 

one part to another 1n a firm chain of association: instances 

Hre the repetitions of "value" and "Valuation", "serenity", 

"wisdom", "deceived" and its cognates, "knowledge", "pattern", 

"new" and "moment". The linkages are clearest (and have been 

marked) 1n these lines, where one unfolds into another through 

repetition in what Audrey Cahil], in a very different context, 

has called "a sort of rhyme of meanings" (158): 

There is, it seems to us, 
At best, only a limited value 
In the kJJowledge derived from experience. 
The knowledge imposes a pattern, and falsifies, 
For the pattern is new in every moment 
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And every moment is a new and shocking 
Valuation of all we have been. We are only undeceived 
Of that which, deceiving, could no longer harm. 

The individual life, then, does not form a redeeming pattern 

on its .own, it cannot in its own strength transcend time or even 

catch up with it: "We are only undeceived/Of (i.e. wit.h respect 

to] that which, [even if it were] deceiving, could no longer 

harm". What we learn, we learn only when it is no longer of any 

use. There are reminders here of Gerontion's whorish and 

perverse figure of history who 

gives when our attentjon is distracted 
And what she gives, gives with such supple confusions 
That the giving famishes the craving . Gives too lat.e 
What's not believed in, or if still believed, 
In memory only, reconsidered passion. Gives too soon 
Into weak hands, what's thought can be dispensed with 
Till the refusal propagates a fear. 

More i mportant, perhaps, the individual's inability to "catch 

up" through experience will be echoed in Easi Coker V on the 

poet's problems. In order to emphasise the parallels, I quote 

from Part V, interlining from Part II in bracketed italics: 

and every attempt 
Is a wholly new start, and a different kind of failure 
(For the pattern is new in every moment] 
Because one has only learnt to get the better of words 
For the thing one no longer has to say, or the way in 

\vhich 
One is no longer disposed to say it. 
[The wi sdom only the know} edge of dead secre ts .. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . We are only undecei ved 
Of that which, deceiving, could no longer harm.] 

And so each venture 
Is a new beginning, a raid on the inarticulate ... 
(For the pattern is new in every moment 
And every moment is a new and shocking 
Valuation of all we have been.] 
There is only the fight to recover what has been lost 
And found and lost again and again .... 

So, in a tone of pained honesty, the poet goes on to reject the 

alleged wisdom of old men, preferring to confront their folly 
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and fear as ways to humility: 

In the middle, not only in the middle of the way 
But all the way, in a dark \ ... ood, in a bramble, 
On the edge of a grimpen, where is no secure foothold, 
And menaced by monsters, fancy lights, 
Risking enchantment. Do not let me hear 
Of the wisdom of old men, but rather of their folly, 
Their fear of fear and frenzy, their fear of possession , 
Of belonging to another, or to others, or to God. 
The only wisdom we can hope to acquire 
Is the wisdom of humility: humility is endless. 

In the chaotic life of the individual, as Gardner says, 

we find no ordered sequence, pattern or development. 
The metaphor of autumnal serenity is false applied 
to man; experience does not bring wisdom, nor old 
age peace. The time when one knows never arrives, 
and the pattern is falsified by every new moment. 
We are always in the dark wood, in which Dante found 
himself in the middle of his li.fe, the wood "where 
the straight way is lost". As we try to hold the 
past it slips from us, engulfed in the darkness of 
t.he present .... CATSE 166) 

The allusion to Dante's dark wood is, of course, to the 

opening o'f the Inferno, where mi.dway through life - b e ginning 

the descent into old age - he finds himself lost, and can only 

truly find himself by way of the epic journey through the 

desolate regions and up the mount of purgation. The image 

serves archetypally to generalise the poet's experience and 

incorporate us into i.t. This "sentence" ("In the middle. 

enchantment") is not strictly speaking a sentence at all, but a 

series of phrases without a main verb: from the dark wood it 

ramifies into a variety of other images ( bramble, grimpen, 

monsters) in such a way that the loss of grammatical direction 

enacts the loss of spiritual direction; and the universality of 

the predicament is hinted at by the total absence, at this 

point, of any pronouns at. all ( "menaced" and "Risking" have no 
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explicit referent ) . The rhythm becomes clotted with comma 

pauses, so that the ear gets snarled up in a thi c ket of short 

phrases, even while "no secure foothold" is offered to our 

syntactical expectations. The effect IS the more vivid since 

this cluster of images follows so closely upon several lines of 

comparative abstraction. The landscape offered to our imagina -

tion, like something out of Bunyan or the Arthurian quest-cycles, 

is suggestive rather than precise, but none the less vivid for 

that. The word "gri.mpen", from the marsh in The Hound of tile 

BaskervilJes, justified itself for Eliot and Hayward (both 

Sherlock Holmes addicts), but its comparative privacy is perhaps 

a little too distracting for the general reader . What. we feel 

in the two lines that follow is roughly analogous In effect to 

Burnt Norf:on's "crying shadow in the funeral dance", though 

with more awareness of deceptive allure and less of desolation. 

At t.his point ("Risking enchantment") we reach the climax of 

the deceptions on the pilgrim's journey into age; then the poet 

suddenly swings away from the thought of these distractions 

with a firmly expressed personal wish that silently invites our 

endorsement: 

Do not let me hear 
Of the wisdom of old men, but rather of their folly 

and of the fears that go with it. These fears are of kinds by 

now familiar to the readers of Eliot's earlier poetry, where 

they were by no means exclusively the fears of old men: the 

fears of fear itself, of frenzy, and of possession. We have 

seen them all at work in The Was te Land especial I y, where the 

voices have recognized, but shied away from, the ecstasy of 
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commitment or "The awful daring of a moment's surrender/Which 

an age of prudence can never retract". The confrontation of 

these fears, with the admission of them as affecting ourselves, 

is now seen as preferable to entertaining conventional ideas of 

the wisdom of age: lii<e the fear of the Lord (Proverbs 1: 7 ), 

such fear honestly faced is the beginning of that knowledge 

which is the only true wisdom. So 

The only wisdom we can hope to acquire 
Is the wisdom of humility: humility is endless. 

The "wisdom of humility" is variously the wisdom that consist.s 

of, 1S seen in, is taught by, is born of, humility. ( Eliot's 

prepositions often have a richly multiple function.) It lS not 

defeatism, though it seems it cannot be learnt without the 

experience of defeat. Perhaps it is, in the end, the only 

valuable thing that we can learn from experience - experience 

whlch in other respects seems to be such a poor teacher. The 

word "endless" i.mplies an infinity of value and of duration. 

But perhaps it is not too fanciful to catch also a hint here of 

a secondary meaning of "endless" as purposeless - that is, in 

this case, without any ulterior motive. Such an extra dimension 

of meaning would be characteristic of Eliot; and the lack of 

worldly or personal motive would be one of the distinguishing 

marks of true humility - like the true caring of Ash-Wednesday 

which includes the right kind of nol caring ( "Teach us to care 

and not to care/Teach us to sit still"). 

Part II ends with two lines set apart typographically as 

isolated, and therefore, highlighted, images. There is no 

obvious reason why these two lines should not have been joined 
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to each other, except perhaps Eliot's wish for each to be dwelt 

on slowly enough for its associations to ripple out as widely 

as possible in the mind. Yet in their immediate effect they 

arc closely related and reinforce each other. They are like 

twin parallel reversions, for a moment, to the symbolist mode 

of the images of Part IIA: the solidity of human habitation 

sinks into the sea, the fluidity of human mov~ment vanishes 

int.o the earth. 

The h6uses are ftll / gone under the " sea. 

The d'ncers are fill / gone Gnder the hill. 

The S\vi tch from "humi 1 i ty is endless" is apparently abrupt, yet 

r suspect we should hear a note of detached acceptance (the 

poised resignation of humility) as the poet contemplates the 

evanescence of things, even of moments of timeless illumination. 

Several echoes arc aroused by these lines, perhaps the more 

strongly for their return to a more buoyant and haunting four -

beal form - ils buoyancy upheld by the triple rhythms hovering 

( in terms of traditional scansion) between anapaest, dactyl, 

choriamb and amphibrach. These echoes are worth listing by way 

of comment on their cumulative force. 

The most obvious are the echoes of the imagery of Part I: 

the transience of houses among the shifting processes of the 

elements, and the brevity and evanescence of the villagers' 

dance glimpsed ~n a timeless moment. In Cermelshausen the 

dancers, after their revelry, sink under the earth - so here 

the dancers go under the hill, while the houses (with a stronger 

effect of finality ) go under the sea. This image may have 

blended in Eliot's mind with one or two others: the enchanted 



163 

cathedral of Vs, which rises briefly above the waves to the 

sound of bells and chanting, then sinks below them again, 1n 

the musical impressionism of Debussy's La Cathedra.le Engloutie; 

and the legend of the sunken Lyonesse of Arthurian times, off 

the coast of Cornwall - a glimpse of lost splendour. A clearer 

echo, in rhythms and line - endings, ]s that of Robert Louis 

Stevenson's "Requi.em" (which also lay behind a line or two of 

the typist - clerk episode in The Waste Land): 

Home is the sailor, home from sea, 
And the hunter home from the hill. 

Considering the frequency of Tennysoni.an images and phrases in 

East: Coker, there may be at least a tenuous link with "Break, 

break, break" which, amid its evocations of the sea, sets up a 

cont.rast hetween a "haven under the hil]" and the havenless 

desolation of the speaker. And finally, the notion of dancers 

disappearing under a hill can hardly lack some reminiscence of 

the end of Browning's "Pied Piper", with its late - medieval 

setting for the legendary disappearance of the Hamelin children 

as they dance after the piper into the hillside - a faint 

analogue of the traditional dance of death, but with rumours of 

re-emergence elsewhere. 

If all these echoes have (consciously or subconsciously) 

info~med these lines, we can sense what a wealth of allusive -

ness helps to shape our complex response to them: the sombre, 

the lyrical, the desolate, and the semi-mythical. The picture 

is ostensibly of the transience of all things human, but seen 

from a standpoint of wise resignation attained by a mature 

humility. The dance of life in Part I has given way once more 
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to the dance of death, and this continues in the procession 

into the darkness of Part lIT. 
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Part III 

Burnt: Norton IT focussed on the still point or the dance 

around it, on the r: econciliation of time and the timeless. 

Coker II, on the other hand, focussed more on the chaos and 

East 

evanescence of life than on the reconciling pattern. Although 

neat thematic parallelism - or, for that matler, neat themati c 

contrast - cannot always be expected between corresponding 

movements of 1he Quartets, the third movements of Burnt Norton 

and East Coker do have a good deal in common. 

East: Coker III begins with an echo of Milton's blinded 

Samson, presenting the darkness into which all of timebound 

mortality must enter. As in Burnt Norton III, we hear firsl of 

the denizens of our "strained time-ridden" world, then of the 

darkness of the ascetic's self - emptying. So our minds move from 

the temporal world with its death-in-life or its approaches to 

death, to the dark night of the negative way with its route to 

the illuminating vision. 

The movement opens wi th a somewhat ironic "dead march". The 

lrony 1S due largely to the diction, of which more will be said 

shortly. The steady plod of a dead march is realized by a 

pattern of three beats followed by a comparatively light, 

1 in g e r :i n g 0 r " m u f fIe d " f 0 u r t h be at.: t his i. s the r h y t hm we he a r 

in the opening subject of the Marche Funebre movement of 

Chopin's B flat minor sonata. It is recognizable in Eliot's 

lines if we scan them with eig-ht "beats" to a line, reading 

very slowly, and allowing for the "muffled" beat implicit in 

the midline and end-of-line pauses: 
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o d'rk d'rk d6rk [p'use]. They'll go fnto the dirk 
[pa use] , 

The v'cant interst~llar sp'ces [pause], the v~cant 
{nto the vacant [p'use], 

The c5p tains, m~r c han1. bankers [pause], ~minent m~n 
of letters [pause], 

The g~nerous p'trons of art [p~use], the st6tesmen 
and the rGlers [pause], 

Dist{nguished c1vil s~rvants [pause], ch'irmen of 
many commfttees [pause], 

" ." " '" t "']1 '" t IndustrIal lords and petty contrac ors, a . go In 0 
the d'rk [pause], 

And d~rk the S6n and M60n [pause], and the {lman'ch 
de Gotha [ptluse] 

And the Stock ExchGnge Gaz~tte [p'use], the 
Dir~ctory 6f Directors ... [ p~use] 

It IS of course possible to scan the passage with a norm of six 

stresses to the line, but to do so, n e glecting the pause-beats, 

is to miss the effect of the peculiarly apl rhythm with its 

multiples of four dominating the eight lines. Towards the end, 

particularly in the eighth line, the alternate stresses become 

lightet', prepari.ng for a reversion to the norm of four primary 

stresses with interspersed secondary ones. 

By far the best available analysis of the diction of this 

passage .is that. of Winifred Nowott.ny .in .The Language Poets lise. 

Discussing t.he power that unexpected words derive from their 

poet.ic conlexts, she turns to t.his passage and remarks how, 

to convey the sterility of modern life, many locu 
tions are taken from or closely modelled on the 
standardized and banal diction used on notable public 
occasions and in newspaper reports of them .... Eliot 
makes his diction court comparison with the passion
ate, sensitive, religious diction of those lines in 
Samson Agonistes ( 80-105) to which it unmistakably 
alludes .... And though Eliot's obituary language is 
set [by the Miltonic framing] in a context of impass
ioned thought and imagination, it is as much a part 
of the poem as the sensitive diction with which it is 
contrasted. (3 3 - 34: parenthesjs added) 

Yet this contrast alone does not fully explain the effect of 

the lines that follow. She co ntinues: 
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Eliot's description of the silent funeral of the 
eminent raises the acute problem of accounting for 
the fact that a diction which in normal use is stale 
Hnd suspect of falsily 1s not stale or false in the 
poem .... this diction does not oppress us with a 
demand for reverence or acclaim of lhe dead, for, 
whilst using obituary or Who's Wbo language, it 
subtly detaches itself from the social attitudes such 
language is normally associated with. (34) 

Setting aside the initial (and gratuitously unpleasant) pointer 

"the vacant into the vacant", we can briefly list, adapting the 

Nowottny analysis of the diction, the ways in which Eliot uses 

one kind of eminence to nullify or diminish another. The word 

"captains" hovers beLween the traditionally heroic and the 

impli.ed locution "captains of industry" (thr'ough its juxta-

position with "merchant bankers" ) , and so half satirises itself 

- indeed, the combination in one line of captains, bankers and 

literati makes them deflate one another. By the time we reach 

the patrons of a~t, their generosity has already acquired an 

aLr of formulaic speciousness, and does not impress. The words 

"statesmen" and "rulers" are made to suffer, as a pair, from a 

slight connotative jarring between the modern flavour of the 

first and the more archaic flavour of the second; and in the 

middle of such a list the civil servants lack any real 

distinction. The phrase "chairmen of many committees" deflates 

by its initial plural the obituary style which would apply to a 

single chairman at a time. In "lords" the older connotations 

chafe awkwardly against "Industrial", while its partner-phrase 

derives an extra measure of "pettiness" from the juxtaposition. 

The reference manuals which share their darkness with the sun 

and mOOI) acquire a more profound darkness from the association; 



168 

and the "Directory of Directors" diminishes each individual 

director. In fact., 

as one form of illustriousness is succeeded by 
another and still another, each diminishes in 
importance .... This is a manoeuvre to allude to 
contemporary forms of prestige whilst at the same 
time repudiating the attitudes usually adopted ( or 
simulated) in connection with them .... [There are] 
many telling deviations from the normal usage of 
writers of obituary columns and entries in books of 
reference .... Eliot's diction here permits simultane 
ously a recall of contemporary ways of describing 
status and a criticism of lhe values associated with 
such ways of describing .... he adheres sufficiently to 
contemporary usage to establish the reference and 
deviates enough from it to deflate the pomps to which 
he refers and to suggest older values of a higher 
order. Thus the diction, in which the element of 
reappraisal depends upon significant deviations from 
the contemporary language he has taken as his osten 
sible model, is a very delicately judged mixture of 
conformity to and deviation from the stereotypes of 
current usage. ( 34 - 36) 

This IS something more complex than satire, however: Eliot 

adapts the language of Milton's Samson to achieve a kind of 

metaphysical frisson as well. The substitution of "inter -

st.ellar spaces" for Milton's "inlerlunar cave" 

brings the phrase up to date in its astronomy · and at 
the same time adds to Milton's total darkness the 
horror Pascal expressed in the famous phrase "Le 
silence eternel de ces espaces infinis m'effraie". 
[The] intricate dovetailing of meanings gives an 
ever - changing and ever - deepening value to the words 
"dark". "vacant", "cold", "lost", "silent", and 
infuses horror into the contrast between the inanity 
of the departing and these attributes of the void 
into which they depart. (37) 

The lines that immediately follow the "obituary list", while 

retaining the four - beat rhythm, move very differently: 

And c61d the s~nse and 16st the m6tive of ~ction. 
And we all go w{th them, into the s11ent funeral, 
N6body's funeral, for there is n6 one to bury. 

The steady plod of the dead march has given way to a more tense 
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and sombrely sardonic rhythm. The effect of "cold the sense 

and lost. the motive of act :ion" is of a death-in - life; and a 

certain severity of tone emerges in the formal departure from 

norma] word - order ( lhe inversion of adjective and noun in "cold 

the sense" and "lost the motive"). But any judgmental distan-

cing of attitude is promptly eliminated by the quiet movement 

into the inclusive first-person pronoun: "And we all go with 

them" . This haunting vision of life as a perpetual solemn 

procession in a funeral without a corpse, is not really relieved 

hy what. would otherwise be the gr 'im humour of Bmbigui ty ("No 

body's" -- no corpse's - funeral", in fact, and "no one to bury" 

- no one to be buried, that is, and also perhaps no one to do 

the bur'y ing ) . The effect 18 macabre yet by no means tricksy. 

We have the impression of an endless line of shades fJowing 

steadily into a metaphysical darkness - a far more disturbing 

:image than the brief "Dung and death" near the end of Part I. 

ff we momentarily make a mental distinction between ourselves 

and the rest of the throng, we are brought up short. by the "we" 

at this point, and perhaps reminded - if it has not struck us 

earlier - of the poet's inclusion of himself (certainly, by 

1940, one of the "eminent men of letters"). 

From ' one point of view the whole passage acts as a kind of 

mirror-image of the tube-station one in Burnt- Nort-oll III, where 

the (in both senses) undistinguished "Men and bits of paper" 

emerge from the London tube into the twilit greyness of the 

"faded air". Here, as if on the "down" escalator instead of 

the ,. up" one, the figures of s uppos ed em i nenee are swa 11 owed 

into the enveloping darkness of direetionless death. At the 
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same time this 1S also, In quasi-spatial terms, the darkness of 

"interstellar spaces", yet lacking the orderly philosophical 

underpinning of, for instance, Milton's I1 Penseroso, who 

may oft outwatch the Bear 
With thrice-great Hermes, or unsphere 
The spirit of Plato, to unfold 
What worlds or what vast regions hold 
The immorlal mind that hath forsook 
Her mansion 1.n this fleshly nook .... 

Eliot's speaker might be called a Penserasa of a new sort, 

communing with his soul in a stale of passivity in a way that 

speaks potentially for all of us ( as does Milton's), but in n 

set of markedly different, consciously modern and urban, images. 

1 said to my soul, be still, and let the dark come 
upon you 

Which shall be the darkness of God. As, in a theatre, 
The lights are extinguished, for the scene to be 

changed 
With a hollow rumble of wings, with a movement of 

darkness on darkness, 
And we know that the hills and the trees, the distant 

panorama 
And the bold imposing facade are all being rolled 

away-
Or as, when an underground train, in the tube, stops 

too long between stations 
And the conversation rises and slowly fades into 

silence 
And you see behind every face the mental emptiness 

deepen 
Leaving only the growing terror of nothing to think 

about; 
Or when, under ether, the mind is conscious but 

conscious of nothing -
I said to my soul, be still, and wait without hope 
For hope would be hope for the wrong thing; wait 

without love 
For love would be love of the wrong thing; there is 

yet faith 
But the faith and the love and the hope are all in 

the waiting. 

The rhythms of the dead march have faded, and the pa h . ce as 

become more varied; yet the frequency, once more, of the 
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secondary stresses maintains an undercurrent of oscillating 

meditative motion, as of a mental pendulum swinging quietly 

from thought to thought and image to image, while the tension 

of expectancy is upheld through the complicated syntactical 

relationships of a thirteen-line sentence. 

The repeated injunction to the soul to "be still" will be 

expanded upon in a variety of paradoxical ways throughout the 

resl of East Coker: it must wait without false hope or 

misguided love; it must go by the unfamiliar ways of "active" 

passivity ( of non- ecst asy, ignorance and dispossession); it 

must yield itself to the "wounded surgeon" and the "dying 

nurse"; it musL fight. without competing; it musL be "still and 

still moving" to an end which constitutes its beginning. 

The "darkness of God", already pointed to in Part 11TH of 

Burnt Norton, 1S in direct contrast to that metaphysical dark 

n e s sin tow h i c h "T hey a 11 go It i nth e fun era] pro c e s s ion -- ]. s 

implicitly, 1n fact, the only alternative to it. But instead 

of discussing it in the traditional images of mystical writers, 

Eliot first presents analogies drawn from familiar sensory 

experience of the modern world of theatre machinery, underground 

trains and operating tables. Each evokes an expectant, or 

unnerving, suspension in time between a supposedly "normal" 

before and after; but the point of suspension itself is what we 

are invited to focus on, the point of potential elimination out 

of which illumination may emerge - as for the oriental meditator 

when the worlds of sense and thought have been temporarily 

annihilated by the rhythm of the mantra to the point where "the 

mind is conscious but con scious of nothing". 
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The keynote of this movement 1S the poet's acceptance of the 

abyss of darkness, whether we think of it as an old person's 

anticipation of death, or of anyone's sense of the mental abyss 

of emptiness that runs as an undercurrent in all of us: "I said 

to my soul, be still, and let the dark come upon you/Which 

shaU be the darkness of God". Before repeating "I said to my 

soul", he offers three startling and suggestive similes that 

prepare for t.he "waiting". Each of these warrants some c omment. 

The simile of the scene -c hange darkness is more than one of 

simple expectancy. Our visual imagination is courted and 

Leased. The "movement of darkness on darkness" implies differ-

jng degrees or layers of darkness, of the solidity of unseen 

oh j ec t8 s upe [' i mpos ed upo n t he dar knes s of empt y space. The 

evanescence of the visible world impinges upon us as, like the 

audience trapped in their seats, we wait helplessly for what -

ever' comes next. Perhaps there is a faint ( and ironic ) echo of 

the once-popular song, "The Holy City": "Then once again the 

scene was changed,/New earth there seemed to be". Far mor e 

certain is the reminder of Prospera's sublime assertion - also 

1n theatre images - of our transience: 

And, like the baseless fabric of this vision, 
The cloud- capp'd towers, the gorgeous pa]aces, 
The solemn temples, the great globe itself, 
Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve 
And, like this insubstantial pageant faded, 
Leave not a rack behind. (The Tempest 4.1.151-156) 

Eliot's equivalents of the towers, palaces, temples, globe and 

rack are "the hills and trees, the dist.ant panorama/And the 

bold imposing facade" which, instead of fading, are "rolled 

away" ( and the "bold imposing facade" without substance is an 
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incidental reminder of the procession of the ostensibly 

eminent ) . We can imogine, and hHlf hear them, being rolled 

away "With a hollow rumble of wings" . Here 1S a submerged pun 

carrying co nsiderable evocative power: the wings of the theatre 

are the source of the scene-c hange, but for an instant - if 

only half-consciously - there flits across our minds the titanic 

beating of angelic wings in an apocalyptic transition, a little 

like Dryden's images of the en d of time "when the last and 

dr'eadful hour / This crumbling pageant shall devour" ( "A Song for 

st. Cecilia's Day" ) . As in Prospero's speech, a sense of the 

fragile evanescence of the visible scene becomes a sense of our 

own t.ransience. 

Th e effect of the second simile is less visionary, more 

reminiscent of the waste - land phase of Eliot's work and, in the 

pejorative sense of the term, more sermonic. The poel. makes 

his point about incipient existential horror in a situation 

where the stat e of suspension undermines assurance ( in E.M. 

Fors t e r" s recur I' i ng phras e from Howards End, "pan ic' and 

emptiness"); but reader and poet are unfortunately distan ced 

from the experience for a moment that encourages a patronising 

stance towards the spiritually" i.nferior", as if others don't. 

also see the mental emptiness deepen behind "your" face. We 

sail dangerously close to the un i ntentional snobbery of tbe 

first chorus from The Rock: 

The desert is squeezed in the tube-train next to you, 
The desert is in the heart of your brother. 

True enough, we may say: bul the poetic impact is reduced if 

the imagery allows you even fleetingly to forget that it is 
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also squeezed into your own. What is impressive in the East 

Coker sequence, though, is the rhythmic enactment of the 

experience. If we temporarily ignore our distinction between 

main and secondary stresses, we find the anapaestic vigour of 

the train's movement jolting to a muffled halt with successive 

monosyllabic emphasis: 

Or / 
as, when an Gnderground tr'in, in the tGbe, 

t60 16ng between st'tions 

/ stops 

In the next ljne, unemphatic assonantal patterning suggests the 

rhythm of conversation welling up briefly and then dying away 

repetitively into the silence that precedes panic: 

And the conversation rises and slowly fades into 
silence .... 

Yet the simile as a whole is not among Eliot's really assured 

successes. It has been remarked, with some justice, that it is 

difficult to think of emptiness deepening (CFc) 105); one mi/:rht 

expect it rather to grow or expand or spread; but then there 

wou.ld be ( as there is to some extent even wit.h "deepen") an 

element of metaphorical contradiction with the phrase "Leaving 

only", which presupposes a process of dwindling rather than 

intensification. It is odd to speak of a growing terror as the 

only thin/:r Jeft; and it seems to me that Eliot has failed to 

resolve the uneasy relationship between his verb and participle 

forms at this point. 

The third simile is more successful, perhaps owing to its 

being more brief and bald than its predecessors: with all its 

syntactical control, the sentence could hardly have accommo -

dated a third four-line extended simile. The comparison with 
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the mind under ether is apt: each simile has become rather more 

intimate and prjvate than the one before it, and in the third 

of them, the theatre audience and tube-train passengers have 

dlsappearpd: the mind is in a sLate of complete solitude and 

ext rem epa s s i v i t y .- the c 1. 0 S est a p pro a c h tot he" dar k n e s s" i n 

which the sp:iritual "wait.ing in suspension" lS to take place. 

It is a waiting without expectations or presuppositions, 

wi thout e ven the traditional theological virtues of faith, hope 

and love, Since its "faith" consists paradoxically in the wise 

passiveness that avoids focussing consciously on any object of 

fa i. th. Tn Part ITI of Burnt Norton, the darkness in which 

illuminat:ion was to be found required a "putting off" of the 

attributes of sense, fancy and spirit; here, the waiting in 

darkness involves putting off the attributes of faith, hope and 

love. The mystical paradoxes are comparable, but now expressed 

III more i.ntimate find also more theological terms . A few lines 

later in East Coker, the injunctions to "descend" and to "wai.t" 

become injunct 'ions to "go", but they all mean fundamentally the 

same thi.ng. One way of distinguishing between Burnt Norton and 

East Coker would be to say th<lt. Burnt Norton is dominated by 

the poet's meditation on his experience of the timeless, while 

East Coker lS dominated by his meditation on his own thOllg.ht 

about life in time. They approach the same topic from 

different ang]es and with different emphases. Given the degree 

of self-examination present in East Coker, it is perhaps 

appropriate that the urging of the soul to divest itself of 

faith, hope and love should be followed by a further urging to 

divest i tsel f of thought: "wai t wi thout thought, for you are 
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not ready for thought". And, the next few lines suggest, it is 

til this stat.p of spi rit.ua] nakedness t.hat illuminat.ion wi]] 

emerge out of the darkness which, as we read a little earlier, 

not "is" but. "sha.ll b e" the darkness of God. The nature of the 

waiting is what makes the difference. 

Not only does the darkness become light bul, In images remi -

.n;8cent of Burnt Norton, th e stillness becomes the dance and 

the laughter in the garden is again heard. Several other images 

are added, apparently arbitrary ones, but they seem in Eliot's 

symbolic language t.o be objective c orrelativps of the experience 

of the timeless illumination. 

Wait without. thought, for you are not ready for 
thought: 

So the darkness shall be the light, and the siillness 
the dancing. 

Whisper of running streams, and wint.er lightning, 
The wild thyme unseen and the wild strawberry, 
The laughter in the garden, echoed ecstasy 
Not lost, but requiring, pointing to the agony 
Of death and birth. 

( In quoting I have corrected the misprint in most editions 

which places a full stop instead of a comma after "lightning" 

(CFQ 1 0 5 ) . ) 

To the question "Why these particular images of streams, 

lightning, thyme and strawberry?" no specific answer can be 

given. We can only say that they are invested with a special 

significance for the poet, like "The moment in the arbour where 

the r a .i 11 b eat. , / The mom e n tin the d r aug h t y c h u r c hat s m 0 kef a I 1 " 

of Burnt Norton II, and that they crystallise for him certain 

experiences which for the rest of us may be crystalli,ed by a 

variety of other images in accordance with each one's own ana-
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logous experiences. Their effect in their context is cumulative 

rather than indi v ·i dua I ( some of them recur near the end of The 

D~v Salvages in conjunction with a waterfall and the unheard 

music of Burnt Norton I); and they tend t.o have in common 

certain features: the pastoral, the glimpsed or unseen, the 

heard, half- heard or unheard, and lhe wild. The best way of 

commenting on them is to quote from a number of sources, inclu -

ding Eliot. himself, on the subject. of the "charged" private 

experLence and t.he similarly charged private symbol. 

Huizinga, in his classic study of medieval Europe, wrote: 

[The) idea of a deeper significance in ordinary things 
is familiar to us ... independently of religious 
convictions: as an indefinite feeling which may be 
cal Jed up at any moment, by the sound of raindrops on 
the leaves or by the lamplight on a table. Such 
sensations may take the form of a morbid oppression, 
so that all things seem to be charged with a menace 
or a riddle which we must solve at any cost. Or they 
may be experienced as a source of tranquillity and 
assurance, by filling us with the sense that our own 
life, too, is involved in this hidden meaning of the 
world . The more this perception converges upon the 
absolute One, whence all things emanate, the sooner 
it will tend to pass from the insight. of a lucid 
moment to a permanent and formulated conviction. (183) 

Proust.'s recapture of time in A la recherche du temps perdu 

1S built around such experiences, the memories of which have 

been transformed into symbols. The first such experience is 

Marcel's dipping of his madeleine, an action that recalls a 

similar one in the past, and in so doing unleashes his spirit 

from the constraints of the present and makes him a timeless 

inhabitant of his universe. Edmund Wilson, in Axel's Castle, 

vividly describes and interprets another such experience later 

in the work, when Marcel - Proust's projection of himself - is 

visited by the sensation that leads him to write his book. The 
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passage needs to be quoted at length: 

... as he steps up on to the kerb, he is visited by a 
strange sensation - the moment of stepping up seems to 
be charged with some mysterious significance. He has 
known such puzzling moments before: in the early part 
of lhe slory he has told us of the inexplicable 
impression made upon him by the combination of certain 
church steeples which he had seen on a drive in his 
childhood and again, at a later stage, by a clump of 
trees near Balbec. Why had these sights seemed to 
mean something special? Why had he derived from them 
a special satisfaction? To - day he resolves to get to 
the bottom of his feeling in connection with the kerb: 
he fixes his mind upon it and presently finds himself 
experiencing a whole series of similar sensations. In 
every case, he now comes to realize, some accident of 
the physical world - some odor, touch, taste or sound 
- has served to revive in his consciousness what he 
had felt at some moment of the past when a similar 
sense- impression had occurred - as the uneven steps of 
the kerb, by reminding his body of the water - steps of 
Venice, has brought back for an instant into his mind, 
divorced from the rest of Venice, the bright Venetian 
light and water. And these memories which move him so 
deeply, which spring back into his consciousness so 
promptly at the most irreJevant provocation, must 
possess some peculiar value. Are they not symbols for 
the fundamental truths of that internal world of our 
consciousness whi.ch is all we know of reality? Are 
they not alone among our experiences in having an 
existence outside Time? - in yielding us a kind of 
truth independent of Time's flux, independent of thee 
incoherent and ever-changing succession of our other 
impressions? He must apply himself to deciphering 
their hieroglyphics .... It is hopeless to seek happi
ness in others - in society or in love. One must turn 
in upon oneself - one finds the true reality only 
there: jn those enduring extratemporal symbols -
incidents and personalities as well as landscapes -
which have been precipitated out by the interaction of 
one's continually changing consciousness with the 
continual change of the world. He will make of his 
life a book, and he will base it upon these symbols. 
So he may assert his will at last and retrieve his 
moral surrender - so he may turn at last to swim 
against the current of the undammed, unchannelled 
sensibility with which he has been drifting all his 
life - and at the same time master the world, rejoin 
the reality which has always seemed to elude him, and, 
opposing the flow of Time, establish something outside 
it: a work of art. (160-162) 

Proust's concern with overcoming Time's flux - though pursued 
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1n different and entirely secular ways - 15 in some respects 

r e markably similar to that of Eliot in the Quartets. And in 

both cases the process is connected, at least in part, with 

particular symbols drawn from private experience. 

On a more explicitly religious level, the theologian Edwyn 

Bevan wrote in his Gifford lectures: 

Certain objects or experiences or actions have from 
the mosL primitive times aroused in man a sense of 
meaning sui generis, that which we describe as the 
divine or the religious or, in Otto's word, the 
numinous. (286 ) 

He refers to Rudolf Otto's J~e Idea of the Holy; and these 

objects, experiences or actions he describes as "symbols \vithout 

concept.ual meaning". 

William James, discussing moments of illumination in some 

respects similar to Eliot's, remarked that 

There are moments of sentimental and mystical 
experience ... that carry an enormous sense of inner 
authority and illumination with them when they come. 
But they come seldom, and they do not come to every 
one [we might add, they do not come to everyone in 
the same form or with the same intensity]; and the 
rest of life makes either no connection with them, or 
tends to contradict them more than it confirms them. 
(J6; parent.hes:is added) 

The last observation certainly seems to fit Burnt Norton's 

"Ridiculous ... waste sad t.ime/Stretching before and after"; the 

Quartets as a whole constitute an attempt to make a real 

connection bet.ween these moments and "the rest of life". 

We cannot, of course, suppose Eliot to think that moments of 

timeless awareness occur only on such occasions as seeing 

winter lightning or hearing children's voices in an orchard or 

garden: but such images are the ones in which he crystallises 
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such moments in his own expe rience. He has, in The Use of 

Pop-try Find the Use of Criticism, left a record of several 

especially significant images drawn from his own memories. In 

this passage he speaks of two kinds of imagery: the one drawn 

from other writers because of its "personal saturation value" 

for himself, and the other drawn directly from intensely charged 

experiences of his own. H"is example of "saturated" imagery is 

from Chapman's Russy D'Ambois, in turn probably echoing Seneca: 

"Fly where the evening from the Iberian vales 
Takes on her swarthy shoulders Hecate 
Crowned with a grove of oaks: fly where men feel 
The burning axl etree , and those that suffer 
Beneath the chariot of the snowy Bear ... " 

There is fjrst the probabiliLy [cont. inues Eliot] that 
this imagery had some personal saturation value, so 
to speak, for Seneca; another for Chapman, and 
another for myself, who have borrowed it twice from 
Chapman. I sugges t that what gives it such intensity 
as it has in each case is its saturation - I will not 
say with "associat "ions" ... but with fee.l:ings too 
obscure for the authors even to know quite what they 
were. And of course only a part of an author's 
imagery comes from his reading. It comes from the 
whole of his sensitive life since early childhood. 
Why, for all of us, out of all that we have heard, 
s ee n, felt, in a lifetime, do certain images recur, 
charged with emotion, rather than others? The song 
of one bird, the leap of one fish, at a particular 
place and time, the scent of one flower, an old woman 
on a German mountain path, six ruffians seen through 
an open window playing cards at night at a small 
French railway junction where there was a water - mill: 
such memories may have symbolic value, but of what we 
cannot tell, for they come to represent the depths of 
feeling into which we cannot peer. (UPUC 147-148) 

Returning to Pari III of ERst Coker, it is perhaps signifi-

cant that the images of streams, lightning and so on follow one 

another without the syntactical formality of a finite sentence 

- as if simply listing them is more important to the poet than 

making any statement about them. Yet he ends with an indirect 
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statement hinting at thejr insistent nature, as if they consti -

tute not merely a phenomenon of memory or sense- impressions, 

but a summons to some more fundamental and universal vision: 

echoed ecst asy 
Not lost, but requiring, pointing to the agony 
Of death and birth. 

The "agony/Of death and birth" tht'ough submission to the dark -

ness of God is central to his thpme at this point, and he goes 

on to emphasise it in the rest of Part III, in lines adapted 

from S t John of the eros s 's Ascen i of Mount Carme]. Two "ways" 

towards the divin e have been Linked in a beautjful modulation 

from waiting In darkness and utt e r passi~ity to experiencing 

illumination in ecstasy - an ecstasy which is not cheap, but 

makes its spiritual demands in turn, while it makes sense of 

the "agony" of death and birth. Now we modulate back into the 

most explicit account in the whole cyc le of the way of negation. 

St John's words in the Ascent of Mount Carmel ( I.xiii.ll ) 

are: 

In order to arrive at having pleasure In everything, 
Desire to have pleasure in nothing. 
Tn order to arrive at possessing everything, 
Desire to possess nothing. 
In order to arrive at being everything, 
Desire to be nothing. 
Tn order to arrive at knowing everything, 
Desire to know nothing. 
In order to arrive at that wherein thou hast no 

pleasure, 
Thou must go by a way wherein thou hast no pleasure. 
In order to arrive at that which thou knowest not, 
Thou must go by a way that thou knowest not. 
In order to arrive at that which thou possessest not, 
Thou must go by a way that thou possessest not. 
In order to arrive at that which thou art not, 
Thou must go through that which thou art not.. 

(Peers I 59) 

The mystical paradoxes of course include the contradiction of 



182 

acting jn order to fulfil certain desires by divesting oneself 

ent.irely of d e sire. Impl l c it. in this ost.ensible contradiction 

is the distinction between true spiritual desire - which is 

love - and the lesser and more immediate desires of the worldly 

self. That distinction was spelt out in Burnt Norton V: 

Desire ltsp}f is movement 
Not in itself desirable; 
Love is itself unmoving, 
Only the cause and end of movement, 
Timeless, and undesiring 
Except in the aspect of time 
Caught in the form of limit.at:ion 
Between un - being and being. 

St John goes on to explicate his thought in lines t.hat. remind 

us 0 f Eli at' sin j un c t i. 0 n tot he sou 1 t a II b est i. 1 1 ", and 0 f h i. s 

1 mag (' oft. hem i n d "c 0 n sci 0 usb u t can sci 0 u s 0 f not h:i n g" : 

When thy mind dwells upon anything, 
Thou art ceasing to cast thyself upon the All. 
For, in order to pass from the all to the All, 
Thou hast to deny t.hyself wholly in all. 
And, when thou earnest to possess it wholly, 
Thou must. possess it without desiring anything. 
For, if thou wilt have anything in having all, 
Thou hast not t.hy treasure purely in God. 

In this detachment the spiritual soul finds its 
quiet and repose; for, since it covets nothing, 
nothing wearies it when it is lifted up, and nothing 
oppresses it when it is cast down, because it is in 
the centre of its humility; but, when it covets 
anything, at that very moment it becomes wearied. 
(Peers I 60) 

( Thjs counsel of detachment is of course by no means peculiarly 

Christian: it resembles Krishna's injunctions to Arjuna in the 

Rhagavad- Gita, as will be apparent when we meet Eliot's adapta -

tion of them in The Dry ~""alvages.) 

Eliot introduces his adaptation from St John with another 

drop from the heightened intensity of symbol to the prosaic 

t.one of butlonholing the reader, In a manner a little like that 
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of the abrupt switch between sections A and B of Part II: 

You say I am repeating 
Something I have said before. I shall say it again. 
Shall I say it "gain? 

No doubt the intention is once agai n to startle us into recep -

tivity, but this time it does not really work. I agree with 

Helen Gardner that these lines are "regrettably defensive" (CFQ 

107 ) and self-conscious; they cannot be justified as can "That 

was a \ .. ay of putting it - not very satisfactory". The tone 

this time IS not apologetic, but compounded of nudging archness 

and the intimate bravado of pedantic assertion. It would 

probably not occur to us to accuse the poet of repealing 

hi.mself if he did not invite us to do so; and \ .. e cannot, after 

all, concl ude that he really is repeating himself, in any case. 

The point of the assertion i.s presumably to make us see that 

the highly individual imagery and diction of Part IlIA consti -

tute a statement whi ch is now, in contrast, being presented in 

mor e traditional - indeed in deliberately second-hand - terms, 

as a way of further universalising it. This is fair enough. 

Rut to invite accusalion by explicitly claiming to defy it, is 

to direct attention too abruptly away from the "message" and on 

to the "messenger", which is tactless and inappt'opriate at this 

P'o i n t. If a prosaic bridge-passage were required, something as 

simple and direct as "To put it another way" might have 

sufficed, followed immediately by the adaptation from St John. 

We turn now to the adaplation itself, briefly comparing it 

with the original. St John's paradoxes deal twice, in series, 

with four negations as ways to the true forms of what they seem 
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to negate: they are negations of pleasure, posseSS1.on, "being" 

and knowledge (altering the order, in the second series, to 

pleasure, knowledge, p,)ssession and "being" ) . His formulas are 

deliberately repetitive: in the first series, a fourfold repeti -

tion of "I n order to arrive ... everything,/ Desire ... nothing"; 

and for the se c ond series, "In order to arrive ... /Tho u must go". 

Eli ot, presumab I y for the sal<e of great er val' i et y and poet ic 

tension, vRries the "In order to arrive" formuL-l with "In order 

to possess"; and his clipped three-line second series introduces 

t.he variation of om :itting the "pleasure" clause, which indeed :is 

only indirectly touched upon in his first series: "a way wherein 

there is no ecst.asy" hints at. the subject of pleasure only in 

"ecstasy", otherwise the emp hasis is on the journey rather than 

on d ,s object.. His adapLation displays a degree of tension, 

tautness and ambiguity whi ch St John apparently did not aim at. 

In order t.o arrive there, 
To arrive where you are, to get from where you are not, 

You must. go by a way wherein there is no ecstasy. 
In order to arrive at what you do not know 

You must go by a way which is the way of ignorance. 
In order to possess what you do not possess 

You must go by the way of dispossession. 
In order to arrive at what you are not 

You must go through the way in which you are not. 
And what you do not know is the only thing you know 
And what you own is what you do not own 
And where you are is where you are not. 

ElioL's first series of paradoxes (the first nine lines quot e d 

above ) is dominated by two of St John's repeated phrases, "In 

order to ... tt from his first series, and "You must. go ... " from 

his second series. In other words, Eliot 1.S condensing the 

substance of bot.h St John's serIes into one, omit.ting the re -

i tel' a t ion 0 f the i n t e r m e d i ate t e r m s, " Des ire I', " eve I' y t h i n g " and 
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"nothing". The result is a little less explicit yet a good 

deal more charged and suggestive than St John's formulation. 

For instance, instead of 

In order to arrive at possessing everything, 
Desire to possess nothing .... 
In order to arrive at that which thou possessesl not, 
Thou must go by a way that thou possessest not 

Eliot says simply 

In order to possess what you do not possess 
You must go by the way of dispossession ... 

( followed a few lines later hy the corollary "And what you own 

is \"h at you do not o\"n" ) . Moreover, instead of repeating the 

verbs as Sl John does, Eliol weights the ends of his alternate 

1 ines wi th ahstr'act nouns (" no ecstasy", "ignorance", "dispos-

s e s s ion tt ) , OJ a k j n g the m 0 v ell1 e 11 1. 1 e s s del i b era t. (~ an d t: he die t ion 

more modern. 

Eliot's second series (the last three lines of Part TIl) 

dispenses e ntirely with St John's word-patterning and presents 

[ I new pai-tern of its own, dominated by "what" and, for varialion 

in the last line, tlwhere tl . Each of these three lines can be 

rea din a tIe a s 1 two d iff ere n twa y s (e v en tt 0 \',lD" can b ere a d as 

"confess" or "admit tl as well as "possess tt
); and this ambiguity, 

too, constitutes a departure from the plainness of St John's 

utterance, wh ere the impact was achieved by repetitive pattern-

ing and paradox but not by any ambiguity. 

At the risk of lapsing into the explicitness that Eliot's 

verse avoids, it is worth spelling out the nat.ure of some of 

these ambiguities. If we read each line as applicable to man's 

slale before the spiritual journey, the three lines mean 

roughly this: 



186 

All you are aware of is your ignorance; all you 
possess is your sense of naked dispossession; and 
where you exist now, in a world ridden by time and 
self, is where your Lrue spiritual identity - the 
real you - cannot flower in its fulness ("where you 
(now] are is where you [in fulness of' being] are not." ) . 

On the other hand, if we read each line as applicable to man's 

stale after the spiritual journey, the meanings are entirely 

different: 

The ultimate knowledge that. you lacked now becomes 
the only knowledge you possess, and indeed all the 
k 11 0 w led g (' 1. hat mat t e r s; i nth iss tat e you en joy the 
precious possession of what you have never had before; 
and where yo u a1. tain to your true stature and find 
your lo ea l sel.f ( "where you [in the fullest sense of 
the word] are" ) is a state in which the restless and 
egotistical demands of self are done away with (!'where 
you [as you have been with all your limitations ] are 
not" ) . 

A full reading of the lines is of course one that entertains 

both sets of propositions simultaneously: they are complemen -

tory, not. mutually contradictory. Eliot is not merely playing 

with paradoxes any more than the mystics do. He is offering a 

bristlingly condensed summation of the spiritual propositions 

that are his theme at this point. The indeterminacy of the 

present tense he uses makes both readings possible at the same 

time. And the last line IS in effect a further summation and 

condensation of the rest, focussjng not on knowledge or posses -

sian of any kind, positive or negative, but on the intimate 

essentials of identity itself. It may be scanned as 

And wh~re you ~re is where y6u are n6t 

- buL the truth is that any of the eight monosyllables 

(excluding "And") could appropriately receive a stress, each 

form of scansion, if the ear ca n faintly entertain them all, 
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enriching the complexity of meaning and effect. The situation 

• is a little like that which applies In modal music, where we 

can hear the harmonic relationships of two different keys at 

the same t :im e . Here, without further interpreta1,ion, are some 

of the possible ways of scanning this line: 

And where / is wh~re " no t. you are you are 

And Ivh~re 
,/ 

where / n1:> t . you are 1S you are 

And where " / I .. here " n 6t. you are IS you are 

And where " " is I .. h~re " not. you are you are 

And Ivh[~re " " I .. her'c " not. you are IS you fire 

And where " 
., 

Iv he r e ;' 
n 6 t. you ar' e IS yo u are 

The full significance of "you" and "are", and of the phrase 

"you are", d i, ffers in each case. 

The similes of the theatre - , underground- and anaesthetic 

darknesses did not refer directly , to the mystic's special kind 

of "vacancy" or "emptiness"; yet the latt.er does involve accep -

ting, and recognizing for what they are, those other kinds of 

mental abyss. The images of Part IlIA have in fnct funnelled 

the reader's imagination into the darkness of the "negative 

way", whjch Part IIIB hHS explored more fully without using the 

term "darkness" at all - although of course that darkness is 

implicit in terms lil{e "ignorance" and "d .ispossession". 

Eliot could have ended Part III by transferring or repeating 

the lines beginning "So the darkness shall be the light, and 

the stillness the dancing"; but having glanced at the "ecstasy 

of Assent", he directs us instead, with the opening of Part IV, 

to the costliness of the illumination that is his theme. 
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Part IV 

In Part. IV, as in Part. III, no ment.ion is made of time. It 

was mentioned 1n every part of Burnt Norton as well as in East 

Coker I. In East Coker IT, though the word did not appear, the 

idea was present throughout in the references to the seasons 

and to old age. It is oot unt.il East Coker III and IV that 

time temporarily disappears from the foreground, yielding to a 

f 0 c u s () n ex per :i en c e s () f de a t han d pas s i v e It w a i t :i n g" w her e 1. h e 

nature of the exp~rience itself is of more immediate signifi-

cance thAn its relat.ion La time. In East Coker V the subject 

of time will re-emerge strongly. Meanwhile, in Part IV - as 

also to~'ards the end of Part ITT - the paradox -ical "action" of 

waiting in passivity is the popt's main preoccupation. 

Parl IV is an elaborate religious lyric composed of meta-

physical conceits that must remind many readers of Donne or 

Herbert - especially, ln its meditative conceits upon disease, 

of Donne's "Hymne to God my God, in my Sicknesse" and his prose 

17 r. vo t:.i 011S upon Emer BelJ t Oecas i 011S. Eliot, it is true, \<lith the 

characteristic precision that often strikes one as a little 

perverse, claimed to be aiming at something closer to the more 

mannered ingenuity of the lesser "Metaphysicals" such as 

Benlowes and Cleveland. In March 1941 he wrote to Anne Ridler: 

I am g 1 ad ... t hat you I ike par t I V, \<1 hi chi sin a way 
the heart of the matter. My intention was to avoid 
a pastiche of George Herbert or Crashaw ... and to do 
somethjng in the style of Cleveland or Benlowes, 
only better; and I liked the use of this so English 
XVII [sic] form with a content so very un-English 
which George Every calls Jansenist. But the poem as 
a whole - this five part -form - is an attempt to 
weave several quite unrelated strands together in an 
emotional whole, so that really there isn't any 
heart of the matter. (CFQ 109) 
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There lS no doubt that he has avoided a mere pastiche of anyone. 

But it IS not eosy to know how much importance to attach to 

such remarks, with their unresolved contradiction between the 

clai ms that Part TV is "the h ea rt of th e mat.t.er" and thai. 

"r' eally ther'e isn't any heart of the matter". Perhaps \<le can 

say that, however varied the subject - matter may be, each indi 

vidual Quart et finds a medi.tative poi.nt of rest or "still 

c e n t r e " .L nth (-! Par t T V I y ric - b e for e the 1 00 s ely - ass 0 cia ted 

themes re-e merge to assert the mselves in Part V. As for George 

Every's des c ription of th e c ontent as Jansenist, it does indeed 

sli.ghtly emphasise implicit notions of prevenient and irresis 

~ible grace; yet it seems to me that Eliot's explicit emphasis 

her e i. son the s p i. r i. t u a I ex per i e 11 C e des c rib ed, rat. her t han 0 n 

the formal theology surrounding or interpreting it. J have 

suggested that the lyric of Burnt Norton IV evoked the experi -

ence of waiting at. th e still point ; East Coker IV in a sens e 

follows on from Part III by e voking the experience of going 

"through the way in whi c h you ar·e not" : the way of passive 

dispossession inherenl ~n the image of the hospital patient. 

Part lV has been wid e ly praised and as widely condemned: 

" c onsummate art" ( Preston 35 ) ; "on a rather frigid conceptual 

level without attaining to what would have been, 1n a ·meta

physical' writer, a true fusion of thought and feeling" 

( Traversi 144 ); "a plece of ing e nuity, a synthetic poem, quite 

without feeli.ng or life" (Stead 1964, 183). 

Nothing is more difficult than to demonstrate conclusively a 

vitality of feeling where its presence is doubted or denied; 
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but a close examination may contribute towards at least a 

part jal vindication of Eliot's art here. T should say at the 

outset that I believe the passage works powerfully in its con 

text in East Coker, where the images of Part lIT have 1n some 

measure prepared us to be receptive to it; but that it may well 

strike the reader as excessively mannered, both sententious and 

pretentious, if taken in isolation - as I suspect it too often 

lS, even by regular readers of the Quartets. I believe, too, 

that for its full flavour we should read it not merely as a 

sequeJ to Part lIT and as a Good Friday poem, but also as a war 

poem 1n which the general statements about personal purgation, 

co uch~d almost entirely in the first person plural, reverberate 

also with implications for the Europe and the world of 1940. 

Tn this respect its utterance is both timeless and firmly rooted 

1n time, despite the absence of time from its subject-matter. 

The' lyric is tau!., regularly paiterned and rhymed, in five 

stanzas of five lines each. ( It would not be very surprising -

though we have no evidence - if Eliot was here indulging in 

cryptic number symbol ism based on the five ~oJoullds of Chri.st.) 

Each staJlza rhymes Dbabb, the sudden appearance of rhyme 

contributing to the crisp firmness of movement; yet the paucity 

of rhyme - endings reinforces the impression of a doggedly 

persistent and sombre meditation. And the reiteration of the b 

rhyme in the hexameter ending of each stanza confirms this air 

of persistence in a manner reminiscent of the long - line endings 

favoured by Donne in several of his Songs l:1nd Sonets. 

If we apply traditional accentual-syllabic scansion to the 

lines, we find that each stanza forms a pat. tern of three iambic 
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tetrameters followed by a pentameter and a hexameter, the 

metric expansion more or less corresponding in each case with 

an expansion of the images from particularity to generality. 

If, on the other hand, we scan in terms of natural modern 

sp eec h-rhythms, allowing for secondary stresses here and there, 

we find that the pattern still acco mm odates itself q u ite 

closely to the norm of four str"esses throughout, regardl ess of 

syJ table - count :in t.he longer lines. I think Eliot sought to 

achieve - and su ccee ded in maintaining - a simultaneous tension 

and close relationship betwe en the rhythms of Renaissan ce and 

modern poetry: as if . to say "Thi.s lyric is recognizably seven -

teenth-century in form and inspiration, yet it is equally of 

the twentieth century; not only do the images proclaim this, 

the rhyth ms do so too" . In scanning the stanzas shall mar k 

four stresses (some of them secondary) for each of the first 

three lines of each stanza; flve stresses for the fourth line, 

but one of them always secondary ( hinting at the continuing 

norm of four In modern speech-rhythms) ; and six stresses for 

the last line, but two of them always secondary (again hinting 

at the same norm of four ) . This should help to illustrate the 

observations made above. 

The w6unded s6rgeon plfes the st~el 
Th at qu~stions th~ dist~mpered p~rt ; 
Ben~ath the bl~eding h~nds we f~el 
The sh~rp comp'ssion ~f the h~aler ' s 'rt 
R "I' h ' ", " " eso v1ng t e enlgma of the fever chart. 

" " " . " Our only health 1S the d1sease 
" " / / If we obey the dying nurse 

h " .I . / / W ose constant care 1S not to please , " / / " Bul 10 remlnd of our, and Adam's curse, 
And th~t) to b~ rest6red, our sfckness m~st grow w6rse. 



The wh~le e6rth is our h6spit~1 
Endbwed bv the r6ined m(llion'ire, 

,.. "/ / / 1 Wherel. n, If \ .. e do we] 1, we shal 
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nfc of the 'bsol~te pat~rnal c're 
~ " ,/ " , That WIll not leav~ us, but prevents us everywhere. 

The chfll asc~nds from f~et to kn~es, 
TI f " " .. '" t 1 ,.-le ever sIngs 1n men a WIres. 
/' ./ ./ ./ 
If to be warmed, then I must freeze 
And qu~ke in frfgid p~rgat6rial ffres 
Of wh)ch the fl~me is r6ses, ~nd the sm6ke is brfars. 

The drfpping bl60d our 6nly dr!nk, 
The bl60dy fl~sh our 6nly f60d: 
In spfte of whfch we Ifke to thfnk 
That w~ are s~und, subst~ntial f]~sh and bl~od -
Ag~in, in spfte of th~t, we c'll this Friday g6 0d. 

In each stanza, the comparativ ely steady pacing of the first 

three lines arrives at a slight quiver of the un expected as the 

f 0 u r t. han d fir t h ] i n t' sst r e 1. c h 0 u t w j t. h the v a rio u sly _. pIa c e d 

secondary stresses added. Quite apart from the effect of the 

star-tling :images, the element of rhythmic surprise, though 

muted by the basic regularity, IS never far off. 

The metaphor s of the passage as a whole, in their insistent. 

focus on the body, its sensations and organic processes, are in 

keeping with the dominant elemental imagery of East Coker, 

which focusses on the earth and its organisms with their cycles 

of ]jfe and death. The images of Part III, derjved mainly from 

the modern world - and including briefly the analogy of the 

mind under ether - have to some extent attuned our imaginations 

to the kind of thing we are to find here, but not to such an 

extent as to deprive Part TV of its essential element of 

surprise. And many of its surprises arise fro m a mb iguity: 

either semantic ambiguity, or the ambiguity inherent in 

simultaneous reference to physical and spiritual processes (as 

: ltd: t dt!) In JS empere . The metaphors encourage us sometimes to 
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translate them semi-allegorically (t he "wounded surgeon" as 

Christ ) , and sometim es to lei them ripple out widely i n our 

mi.nds: "questions", for instance, may imply examines, probes, 

interrogates, c hallenges, cas t.s doubt on, finds unsatisfactory 

- it is, finally, a ri.ch amalgam of all of these in varying 

d egrees . 

This ambiguity ]s by no mea ns HS characteristic of most of 

the metaphysical poets ( with the notable exception, I thi.nk, of 

Mar v e .l 1 ) a s are the i n j t i a 1 con c e ·i t s the m s e 1 v e s: Don n e 's ] a n g.

uege points at specific ideas , and s el dom exploits wide - ranging 

ambiguilies of impression. Eliot, on the oth er hand, tak es 

ambiguity, punning and paradox to a sustained pit c h not often 

found in eithnr seventeenth - or twentieth - century literature -

another exception Geing the compulsive punning of the lat er 

James Joy ce , so different in mechanism and effect.. 

We begin with a wounded surgeon performing a surgical exami -

nation . Sinc e the collocation is virtually oxymoroni c - we do 

no t normally expect a surgeon to work under such conditions -

our minds are immediately prepared to spiritualise the surgeon 

figure, Hnd encouraged to do so mor e specifically by the reli

gious flavour of "compassj.on" and "healer" ] ater in the same 

stanza, together with the combined implications a stanza later 

of "obey", "Adam's curse", and "to be restored". ( At th e risk 

of stating the obvious, I shall spell out some of the mental 

processes involved in the reader's response, since this is 

seldom done in existing analyses. The present commentary is, 

or aims to be, an account of the unfolding reading process as 
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well as of the retrospectively-considered meaning of the work.) 

There ]s, of course, one circumstance in which we can 

imagine a wounded surgeon "operating" (in both senses of the 

word): namely, at a point. of crisis in a time of war, when he 

himself is at the battlefront. This is a relevant considera-

liun here: although the tendency to identify the surgeon with 

Christ does make us think of a spiritual war more than of a 

-literRl one, R \var - situation :is nevertheless hinted at; and the 

use of "wounded" rather than "injured" helps to point our 

developing response in this direclion (even when we later 

proceed to images of fever and an endowed hospital ) . This lS 

not, of course, to claim that the single word "wounded" turns 

Part TV into a war poem; but if, as we read on, we keep the 

date and therefore the first readers of East Coker in mind, the 

images of communal frailty and paradoxical paths to restoration 

acquire topical as weI] as eternal implicalions. Meanwh:ile we 

can take the point that in the spiritual warfare of mankind, 

Chr' .lst the healer -lS himself vulnerably "at. t.he front.". '1'0 

state this so baldly 1S to risk making the passage sound indeed 

sententious and pretentious. It ]S therefore import.ant to note 

that such associations are normally likely to be felt subcon

sciously; yet. this does not negate the nuances they offer. 

" 'I' hew 0 u n de d sur' g eon p lie s the s tee 1/ T hat que s t ion s the dis 

tempered part": "plies the steel" is assured and uncompromising 

and, within the vehicle of the metaphor, a surprising locution 

for the activity of a surgeon; "plies" suggests "wields vigor -

ously and without hesitation" I and the choice of the material 

"steel" instead of a specific inslrumenL adds to the impression 
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of cold incisiveness - an impression only partl.ally softened by 

the delicacy of "quest :ions" ( the range of meanings of wh 'ich we 

have already noted ). The wounded surgeon is imagined as inflic-

(ing wounds with hi.s "sharp compassion". Notic e that the st ee l 

is personified as questioning while the compassion is reified 

i n tom eta 1 " i c s h a r p n e s s: a s t r 'j k .i n g rever sal 0 f C 0 u p lin g s w h i c h 

bot h s e r' v est he 0 x y m 0 ron i, c for ceo f tt s h a r p c 0 TIl pas s ion" and a 1. s 0 

knits more firmly the metaphori.ca] relationship of the physical ! 

sensory on the one hand and the mental/emotional/spiritual on 

the oLher . 

Meanwhllp, once we hav e identified the wounded surgeon with 

Christ, it is natural to think of his dead body on the Cross 

being probed by the soldier's lance. In going through the way 

of dispossession we, says the poet without having to spell it 

out, undergo similar probing while stiJI alive. We think of 

his adaptation of luke (2:35) in "A Song for Simeon": "And a 

sword shall pl.erce thy heart,/Thine also" - words which :in their 

new context may be heard as if addressed to the infant Christ, 

or the Virgin Mother, or the reader in general. Here in EElS t 

Coker the first person plural unites the personal experience of 

this pain with the gp.neral condition of "diseased" humanity: 

insofar as we do feel the pain, we are alive to both the 

sharpness and the compassion. The poetry makes it plRin that 

the one cannot be known without the other. And 1n the phrase 

"we feel", the physical and emotional poles of the metaphor are 

blended: a case of simple and effective ambiguity. 

These lines are built upon an e loquent patterning of related 
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and opposed units of meaning, 1n an approximation to what Cahill 

(158) hHS, as we have seen, called the rhyming of sense: so we 

have the wounded surgeon (li ne 1 ) recalled and made more start -

lingly vivid in the bleeding hands ( line 3); his plying the 

steel (l in e 1) causes us to feel ( line 3); the blend of delicacy 

and firmn~ss in the questioning ( line 2) is reinforced in the 

sharp compassion ( line 4 ); and the distempered part ( line 2) is 

specifically the focus of the healer's art (l ine 4). The open -

ing phr ase of each line is ec hoed by the opening phrase two 

lines later; the rhyming phrase of each line is c losely r elated 

in sharp opposition to the rhyming phrase two lines later. 

This is most easily demonstrat e d thus: 

a b 
The w'ounded surgeon p] :i es the s t ee I 

d 
That questions the dist.empered part ; 

a b 
Beneath the bleeding hands we feel 

c d 
The sharp compassion of the h ea ler's art 

The pairing of these phrases in turn suggests further comment. 

The hands are bleeding because they are wounded ( with the nails 

of the Crucifixion ). But since they are also, in terms of the 

surgical metaphor, covered with our blood, the bloods of 

surgeon and patient are mingled in a tellingly intimate fashion. 

Beneath the bleeding hands we feel the pain of the surgery; but 

because they are bleeding we feel also the compassion, the 

suffering with us, of Lhe healer, whose suffering it is that 

makes him the healer. ( He could not, after all, heal us if his 
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own hands \vere not bleedi.ng.) The steel inflicts the agony, yet 

it is in doing so that it e nables us to feel the compassion. 

The traditional paradoxes of Christianity are here restated 

in astonishing terms; allowing for the difference in period, 

they would do justice to a Donne or a Hopkins - and I cannot 

see that they are restated frigidly. AllY non-literary quarrel 

with the do c trine that yields the paradoxes need not blind us 

to the for ce wilh which they are here present.ed. 

The probing or questioning that enacts the sharp compassion 

]s itself bolh c ompassionate and sharp, like the questioning of 

a more literal sort that George Herbert often puts into the 

muuth of his God. And the distempered part is, as we have 

seen, the focus of the healer's art: the \vor'd "distempered" 

suggests not only diseased but deranged, disorientated, ill -

disposed - and according to the Oxford Dictionary it was also 

once used of political disorders. The distemper of the part 

affects the whole - although it is worth observing that the us e 

s pee i f:i. cal] y 0 f II P R r t" a v 0 ids any C a I vi n i s tic 1. m pi 'i cat ion S 0 f 

total depravity. What is total is the healer's art. A healer 

IS, etymologically, one who makes "whole" - a further balance 

and contrast · to the phrase "distempered part". Eliot's mind 

regularly took into account root-relationships of this kind, and 

here it is as well to remember his remarks on the meaning of 

"auditory imaginat.ion": 

the feeling for syllable and rhythm, penetrating far 
below the conscious levels of thought and feeling, 
invigorating every word; sinking to the most primitive 
and forgotten, returning to the origin and bringing 
something back, seeking the beginning and the end. 
It works through meanings, certainly, or not without 
meanjngs in the ordinary sens e , and fuses the old and 
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obliter'ated and the trite, the c urrent, and the new 
and surprising, the most ancient And the mos t c ivj 
lized mentality. (UPUC 118-l19 ) 

Up to now we have Looked at this stAnza without reference to 

its last li.ne. What is interesting is the syntactical illusion 

created by the arrangement of the first fo ur lines: an ill usion 

that allows us initially to respond as if the senten ce and the 

stanzA were completed at the phrase "healer's art". The fjrst 

two lines are devoted to what the surgeon does, the next two to 

what we feel; and Lhe main verb "feel" has a quiet.ly expand :ing 

r' a 11 g e 0 f i III P I. i e d 0 r s tat e d 0 b j e c t s . Our first impression is 

that we feel the pain of the probing steel; then we feel the 

compassion of the healer. Finally, and more unexpectedly, we 

feel not. only his sharp compassion, but feel also how it IS 

"Resolving the enigma of the fever chart". The impression is 

furLher unifiAd by the fact t.hat sy nta ct.ically either compassion 

or arl ca n be taken as the subject of "Resolving" - a detail 

that confirms the intimate identjfication of the compassion with 

the art, healing disease and solving myster ies simultaneously. 

The "enigma of the f eve r chart" is now recognizabJe, by an eHSY 

transfer'ence , as the myster'~r of man's evil predicament; but the 

passivity jmplied in the vehicle of this metaphor is such that 

the emphasis falls upon Christ's c ompassion rather than upon 

humanity's sinfulness. 

The wounded surgeon and his sharp compassion initiate a 

series of oxymorons and paradoxes that dominate the thought of 

the stanzas that follow: the disease which IS the only way to 

health, the nurse who is dying, the doing well as a way to 

dying, the warming by free zi ng in frigid fires, and finally the 
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Friday which, in view of all these things, is good. As we 

follow th e m we undergo a progression from the intimacy of the 

surgeon - patient rplationship to the more explicitly spiritual 

generalities o f the human condition. The singular "I" appears 

only as an instance of a general truth in stanza 4: it is the 

generic "we / us / our" that. pervades the statements of the lyric. 

Stanza 2 affirms that the disease ( including presumably our 

consciousness of it, and in c orporating also the secondary sense 

of dis - ease ) is our only way to health - but the affirmation is 

c onditional: "If we obey the dying nurse". Now to most read e rs 

- rightly, I think - the dying nurse must signify the Church, 

\vhose care of "patients" is partially delegated to her by the 

surgeon; yet it must be admitted that "dying" jars as a distrac-

ting r e dundancy. There is no reason why the Church - which 

Eliot knew was traditionally the Church Triumphant as well as 

the Church Militant - should be described as dying; and jf his 

purpose was to introduce incidental sociological comment on the 

Church Militani. of 1940, h e was misgui.ded. In this context it 

strikes one as merely tricksy and irrelevant, and as belonging 

more appropriately to the pulpit tones of .The Rock. Be that as 

it may, the essential poi.nt about this "nurse" is that her duty, 

like that of any literal nurse, is to offer "constant care", 

and not of a kind that will necessarily please the patient. 

When, however, we are told that this care consists in reminding 

us of "our, and Adam's curse", the metaphor momentarily fails 

again. It 1S not that a remind e r of original sin is in itself 

out of place, or that the Church should not remind us of it ; 
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hut the transition from medical to religious terms does sudden 

violence to the vehicle of the metaphor, the nurse herself. We 

cannot conceive of a nurse whose main function is to preach. 

The figure of the wounded surgeon fits its matrix of meaning 

far more successfully. As a comment on the human condition -

and more especially perhaps for readers of 1940 - the notion 

that our sickness must grow worse before it can be cured is 

unexceptionable. Rut here again there seems to me a flaw in 

Eliot's expression of this idea: perhaps In order to preserve 

t he spiritual overl.ones, he chooses t.o use the word "reslored" 

instead of "cured", and this makes for a rather awkward syntac -

heal leap. The thought is that for llS t.o be restored, our 

sickness must grow worse; omi.ssion of "for us" (Ivhich would of 

course be rhythmically redundant) occasions an unacceptably 

colloquial wrenching of the syntax, which st.ri.ctly speaking -

and therefore inaccurately _. refers to a t"est.oration of t.he 

sickness itself and not of the patients. 

The allegorical nature of the imagery bpcomes mure explicit 

ins tan z a 3: It The whole ear t h l sou rho s pit a 1 " . This is very 

sevcnteenLh- century In flavour. John Hayward, In fact, in his 

notes to Quatre Quatuors, the French edition of the Quartets, 

suggested an echo from Bro\\lne's ReJigio Medici (IT. 1]): "for 

the world, I count it not an Inne, but an Hospitall, and a 

place, not to l .ive, but to die in". Helen Gardner surmised 

that the echo was unconscious (which is quite likely, in view 

of Eliot's independent sustained metaphor) Bnd incidentally 

drew attention to the surprising fact that Eliot had little 

liking for Browne's prose: 
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Eliot may have been as unconscious of this as of his 
echo of Browne in Little Gidding, and, if Hayword 
had pointed out this echo to him, might well have 
replied as he did later: "Damn Sir T. Browne, a writer 
I never got much kick from: I suppose it 1S a 
rem i.n iscen c e .... " ( CFQ 108) 

Less explicit than the earth as hospital is the identity of 

the ruined mjllionaire. Gardner felt strongly on this: 

In his book Four Quartets Rehearsed (1946), Mr. 
Raymond Preston provided an allegorical interpretation 
of the lyt'ic, identifying the "wounded surgeon" with 
Christ, th e "dying nurse" wit.h t.he Church Militant., 
and the "rui.ned millionaire" with Adam; and in a 
foot.not e reported that he had originally thought 
"that the ruined millionaire was the Fallen Angel" 
and that. he was "indebted to Mr. El ·iot for the 
correcti.on". In The Art of T.S. Eliot (1949) I 
contested this interpretation, in spite of Mr. Pr e slon 
giving the author as his authority, on the grounds 
that. to endow a hospital is an act of charity hardly 
to be compared with endowing the world with Original 
S i.n. 1 took all three fi gures, surgeon, nurs e , 
mi 11 i.ona ire as types of Christ, who "empt ied himself" 
thHt he might suffer for man's sake and with man. 
( CFO 43 - 44 ) 

Her suggestion appears to have the virtue of simplicity, yet it 

ere ate s m 0 rep t' 0 b 1 ems t han i t I' e sol v e s . There is, of course, 

no dispute on the identification of the wounded surgeon with 

Christ. But to see Christ as the nurse immediately after 

seeing him as the surgeon lS to tax the reader's imagination 

more than one would expect even Eliot to do - and even the 

imagination of a reader unusually receptive to allegorical 

images. It would make the "reminding" function of the nurse 

trivial and anticlimactic after we have contemplated the same 

person as the wounded surgeon - the nurse's function, though 

important., being clearly of so much less significance than the 

surgeon's ; and to most readers of 1940 the mention of a nurse 

would inevitably conjur e up a female figure rather than a male 
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one - anothe~ jarring circumstance if we are to attempt an 

-i den t i fie C\ t ion \·.,-i t h C 11 r i s t, w her e a sit. i s nat u r a 1 and t r a d -j t. i 0 --

nal enough to personify the Church as female. Although I have 

found fault with the metaphorical working of the nurse image, I 

would be very surprised at Eliot's risking such discrepancies 

as the Gardner interpret.ation enlails. 

As for the ruined millionaire of the third stanza, it is 

sur~ly sensihle to accept Pr e ston's interpretation as a t.rue 

reflection of Rliol's conscious intention, whether or not we 

think he realized jt successfully. Eliot's vagueness and 

evasiveness in answering questions about his poetry is well 

known, and his volunteering a correction on a specific point 

like this is so unusual that we must accord it serious conside -

rat. -ion (he \vould not., of course, claim ahsolute 8uthorjty, e ve n 

on a detail of this sort ) . Gardner's preference may fit lhe 

inlernal details of the stanza, but again it feels uneasy when 

combined with Christ as the wounded surgeon; the millionaire 

makes bet ter sense as Adam. Her objection that "to endow a 

huspital is an act of charity" ( CFO 44) 1S not a cogent one ; 

afler all, we have had no serious objection to the imAge of a 

doctor performing surgery while his hands are bleeding; and 

"Endowed" in this context has a suitahly ironic force applied 

to Adam, to whom were entrusted, according ta tradition, all 

t.he riches of the earth. Trye fact that Eliot 1n his notes for 

the poem originally wrote "bankrupt banker" (CFO 109) is, for 

all the oddity of the phrase, more appropriate to Adam 1n his 

fall than to Christ's voluntary act of self - emptying. To 
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support her identification of the figure with Christ, Gardner 

suggested t.hat "ruined" "allows us to regard the m:illionaire as 

suffering from a Timon-] ike generosity" (CFQ 109); but against 

th.is we may suggest. that. it i.s more natura] to think of a 

millionai.re's rUln as the result of overreaching himself, as 

AdHIn did; nnd thAt "ruined", :if h'e th :ink of its roots nnd of 

characteristic seventeenth - century word - play on it, carries 

strong hints of the meaning "fallen" . What the lines most 

plainly- seem to be sayi.ng, then, is that the whole eat, th is our 

heritage from fall e n Adam. 5 

Ambiguities of idiom appear again ~n the rest of this 

stanza, both in the phrase "do well" and in the word "prevent.s". 

Ta do well is of course to live ~ightly, but is also to make a 

sati sfact.ory recovery from i lJ n(~ss, as In "The patient :i s doing 

well". The oddity, even the submerged humour, of the phrase is 

nul, forpign to Eliot. The gist of the paradox, ]n any case, 

lies In the thought that right behaviour or right recovery is 

fu -lf :ilJed on " y in deat.h and not., as we might expect, in con --

tinued living. We then die "of" the care that surrounds us, 

death being the ultimate cure. The mention of paternal care 

introduces a new note of intimacy illto the imagined setting of 

an endowed hospjlal. To revert to the millionaire controversy: 

it 1S on account of Adam's fall that the earth is a hospital 

(in that sense it was certainly endowed by him), and he is 

suitably distanced from us in time by the implications of 

"Endo\ved" and "ruined"; on the other hand, the paternal care is 

ever-present, and the paternal presence can assuredly have 

nothing t.o do with the figure of the millionaire two lines 



204 

eat' 1 i e r, 3 sit w 0 u 1 d b e 0 b 1 i g edt ado i f Gar d n e r ' s rea din g we r e 

valid. The paternal care ( th.i.s t.Lme not specified as a hospital 

per son age \v i. t h i nth e 1 at' 8 e r met a p h 0 r ) " w ill not 1 e a v e us, but 

prevents us everywherf>". The \vorcl "pr e vents", w:ith its modern 

connotations of hindering, reinforces the pervasive paradox 

dominating th e passage since "sharp compassion": we are 

remi nd ed of Thompson's "The Hound of Heaven" or of Herb ert 's 

"Th e Co llar". But "prevent.s", as "l. S often po ·inted out, also 

b ears its root meH ning ( now archaic except 1n liturgical 

·Ianguag e) of "f';oes hefore" or ant.icipates in action. Orig :inal1y 

Eliot had wr'itt e n "That will not let us be, but must torment us 

everywhere" ( CPQ lOR ) . This adequately conveyed the not.ion of 

divinely-inflict e d pain, but was far less rich in implications 

than th e final versio n: "T hat. will not. l eavf) us" ca n b e si mul 

taneously positive and negati.ve, and "prevents" suggests both 

t.he pain of having our impulses divinely thwarted Rnd the God 

who s e g t' ace i s pre v en i en t (f r' 0 m the sam e roo t as" pre v e n t s " ) , 

whose care an ti cipate s our circumst.ances, acting as boLh divine 

path - finder and divjne hindran ce . The positive face of the 

word is most apt l y seen in the fourth of the six collects at 

the end of the Communion liturg y in the 1662 Book of Common 

Prayer: "Prevent [go before ] us, 0 Lord, in all our doings wi th 

thy most gracious favour, and further us with thy continual 

help .... " 

In stanza 4 we mo ve away from the series of semi - allegorical 

persons ( surgeon, nurse, millionaire). Reference to "the abso -

lu1e pat.ernal care " seems to act as a means of transition to a 
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fur the [' em ph a sis 0 nth e "p a tie nt's" fee lin g s, w h i c h we h a v e not 

encountpred since stanza 1. Therp we felt the "sharp compassion 

of the healer's art" while the patient underwent surgery - but 

th e presence of a fever was also mentioned. Now wp revert more 

specifically to the fevered state, the heat and cold of which 

are exploited figuratively to serve the spiritual paradoxes of 

the theme. Donne exploits his fever to the same general purpose 

in his "Hymne to God my God, in my Sicknesse". Because 

this is my South - west discoverie 
Per f~ptum fehris, by these streights to die, 

I joy, that i.n these strai ts, I see my West; 

and h.is appeal is: 

As the first. Adams sweat surrounds my face, 
May the last Adams blood my soule embrace. 

This is not to suggest that Donne is a specific source here: 

the images develop in different directions, and the impressions 

of physical sensati()J] are vivid in E]jot's lines while 

virtually absent from Donne's; yet we may surmlse that the idea 

of a general ~onneclion between fever and spiritual preparation 

was indirectly indebted to Donne. 

The "chill" can be understood simult.aneously ]11 a variety of 

ways besides its literal connection with the fluctuations of 

fever: as suggest. ive of old age, of the approaching chi.] 1 of 

death, and of creeping spiritual anguish. There is a curious 

alr of detachment from the body in the remark, without possess-

lve pronouns, that the chill "ascends from feet to knees". 

Meanwhile the fever, in a striking evocation of the nenr -

delirium of high temperatures, "sings ln mental \ ... ires"; and 

this evokes a sensalion virtually opposite to that aroused by 



206 

the healthy "trill ing Wlre in the blood" of Burnt Norton IIA. 

The chill seems ahout to separate soul and body, while the 

fever makes each acutely conSCLOUS of the other. Again wiihout 

claiming a source- relationship, we may compare these extracts 

from Marvell's "A Dialogue between the Soul and Body". The 

soul complains that i.t 1S 

Here blinded with an Eye; and there 
Deaf wii.h the drumming of an Ear. 
A soul hung up, as 'b"ere, in Chains 
Of Nerves, and Arteries, and Veins. 
Tortur'd, hesides each other part, 
In a vain Head, and double Heart 

whi le the body complains 

Bui Physick yet could never reach 
The Maladies Thou me dost teach; 
Whom first the Cramp of Hope does Tear: 
And then the Palsy Shakes of Fear. 
The Pestilpnce of Love does heat: 
Or Hatred's hidden Ulcer eat. 

The frame, here and :in Eli.ot, is subject to contradicior'Y 

sensations and extremes. And the totality of the affliction is 

deftly conveyed by the rapid imaginative ascent from feet to 

brain in Eliot's two lines. The combination of chill and fever -

heat, the poem suggests, can only be spiritually prescribed for 

by another combination of the two: 

If La be warmed, then I must freeze 
And quake in frigid purgatorial fires 

which remind us, as so often in Eliot, of the purging fires in 

which Dante's Arnaut Daniel (Purg. XXVI) prepares for the 

heavenly ascent. (We shall find them again in Part IV of Little 

Gidding-. ) But the extra paradox injected here by Eliot is that 

the fires to warm us against the chill of spiritual death are 

themselves cold ones. The h'ord "purgatori.al" initiates a new 
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degree of explicitness about the religious theme here, which 

will be pursued in the eucharislic imagery of stanza 5. (I l. is 

noteworthy that although this lyric is clearly religious, the 

only baldly biblical or ecclesiastical terms are the name Adam, 

the w 0 r d "p U I' gat 0 r' i a 1" and the I as two r' d s i. n v e r t i. n g the ph r a s e 

"Good Fri day". ) 

Resides the spiritual application of these Jioes, there may 

be an indir(~ct hint of the war situation; a thought encouraged 

mainly, it is true, by 3 retrospeclive linking of the fires of 

Little Gidding with lhe ones here. If the link is legiti.mate, 

we may imaginp the chill and the fever of wart. ime being purged 

only by the purgatorial fires of war itself. 

The pur~Htorjal fires are further described: their flame ]s 

roses, their smoke is briars. This figure - withi.n-a - figure 

defies neat translatJon into literal terms, yet invites inl.er -

prelation of some sort. We need momentarily to step outside 

the immediat.e context of the st.anza and consider the Itkel 'y 

significance of these symbols for Eliot in terms of his usage 

elsewhere and of their most probable traditional connotations. 

Clearly we have two metaphorical pairings: a positive one, the 

flame which js roses, and a negative one, the smoke which IS 

briars. The essential poinl seems to be that the purgatorial 

fires - and thus the experiences they represent - have 

inseparable qualities that are illuminating and beautiful on 

the one hand, ugly and painful 00 the other. This duality 

corresponds to the duality of the glorious agonies in Dante's 

Purgatory: agonies because they represent and arise from the 
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Sll1S bf~ing purged, and glorious because they do purge, and 

constitute the way to Paradise. The un10n of the two poJes has 

alt'eady been anticipated in the simultAneous warmth and cold-

ness of Eli.ot's fires. The roses seem to stand, In Eliot as In 

Dante, as symbols of eternal life - as at the end of Little 

(;Jdding, and 8S anticipated at. t.he opening of Bur]]/. Norton; the 

b t · i.ars represen t t he tho rns ins epa t'ab Ie, in earth 1 y experi ence, 

from the roses, and therefore thai sufferi.ng without which the 

eternal life is unattainabl e . By this stage the reminders of 

Christ's passion are strong enough, too, for the br .iars to put 

us 1n mind of the crown of thorns. 

It m.ight be argued that the .Last J lne is an unnecessary 

expansion on the r~st of the stanza, which could have ended 

quite adequately with its fourth line. But this, interestingly 

enough, IS tr'ue of all the stanzas of Part IV. They share the 

surprising syntactic peculiarity that each stanza c ould hav~ 

ended with its fourth line and would still have constituted a 

complete ulterRnee. To place a full stop after each fourth 

line, ignoring the flfth, is to see this immediately. Yet each 

fifth line, thuugh ostensibly an unnecessary addition, provides 

a rhythmic expansiveness that modifies the tautness of the other 

four, consolidates the ideas of the stanza as a whole, and makes 

for a retrospective widening of the perspectives it has opened 

up. We have seen evidence of this in stanza I (p.198 above ). 

Tn stanza 5 the hospital and medical images have disappeared 

unless we choose to think in terms of a transition from the 

medical treatment of the IIpatients ll to the nourishment offered 

them. The fact that the first two lines have no main verb 
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supports this feeling: they read like a syntactic addendum to 

the last line of stanza 4, as if that line had initiated a 

continuing series (the flame is roses, the smoke is briars, the 

drinl{ is blood, t.he food is _flesh). The paradoxical relation-

shi.p between suffer'ing and salvation (or ftcureft) is pursued 

with the deliberate grotesquerie of the eucharist.ic images: 

The dripping blood our only drink, 
The bloody flesh our only food .... 

The concentrat.ion on the bodily and organic is here carried to 

its climact.ic point; then follows the solemnly sntdonic comment 

on our persistent illusions of adequacy in spite of our earthly 

fro -ilty. The redReming flesh and blood are our only lrue sus -

tenance, yet we persist in flattering ourselves that our own 

flesh and blood are "substant.ialft. This word, I suspect, helps 

to intensify the irony of our illusion by hinting at the lang -

uage of eucharistic theology in which Christ's t.rue body and 

blood ar.e present i.n ftsubstance ft in the consecrated elements. 

It_ is a further and no doubt unintentional Irony that the 

phrase ftflesh and blood" is reminiscent of "The Hippopotamus", 

a generat lOIl earlier ll1 Eliot's career: 

The broad-backed hippopotamus 
Rest on his belly in the mud; 
Although he seem so firm to us 
He is merely flesh and blood. 

Flesh and blood is weak and frail, 
Susceptible to nervous shock; 
While the True Church can never fail 
For it is based upon a rock. 

Discounting its satirical tone and rhythm, that second stanza 

would in essentials have been accepted quite without irony by 

the author of East Coker. 
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The final twist in this passage of many twists comes with 

the thought thHL after all, In spite of our many illusions of 

earthly substantiality, we continue to cal] Good Friday by its 

accepted name: a nominal courtesy in both senses of the word 

" nom ina I ", yet r' e son ant wit h dee per imp] i cat ion s, i f \ve con sid e r 

and accept what the wounded surgeon and his flesh Rnd blood 

stand fot'. And our sense of the irony would not be complete 

without our reminding ourselves of the date of publicaLion, and 

t hat t his F rid a y c a I 1 e d "g 0 0 d" was the fit's t Goo d F [' ida y 0 f the 

second World War - and therpfure, whether good or bad In common 

parlance, an appropriate time for meditation on man's illusions 

o f e tl 1" t h I y a d e q u Cl c y, and for r e R 1 .j z i n g t h <I t "t 0 her est 0 red ) 

our sickness must grow worse". 

The emphasis in Part IVan the organic leads one to fee] 

that here we have a modernised strain not only of the metaphy

sical lyric hut also of that relaled impulse in sevenl.eenth

century art, the baroque: especially Lhe element of it that 

focussed on flamini swords, sacred bleeding hearts, ecstatic 

I e per san d the r 0 as tin g fIe s h 0 f mar t y [' s ... the sen suo us 1 y v i v i. d 

devotioncd art. that we find, say, in Bernini's statue of St 

Teresa being pierced by the angel's lance, or in Crashaw's hymn 

to her; a counter-reformation baroque with which most non

Catholics nowadays feel comparatively little affinity. Hence, 

perhaps, some of the hostility with which this part of the 

Quartet has been received. The paradoxes themselves are 

somewhat baroque in the flamboyance of their execution. 

Despite Eliot's remark (quoted on p.ISS above) about alleged 
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"unrelated strands", the whole of East Coker IV may be seen as 

a k.ind of conclus.Lon arrived at in the "darkness" of Part III, 

or as a statement of the paradoxes which make sense of that 

darkness. The earlier crowds of East Coker have disappeared, 

and the rest of this Quartet concentrates on the individual 

conscio usness, despite the frequency of the rhet.orica) "we". 

The real theme of Part IV is the pain of healing; and it is 

perhaps naLural that in handling such a paradoxical theme Eliot 

should exploit the ambiguities of so many words and phrases, so 

t.hat some temperamenLs respond to it. as a c1uster of sterile 

ingenuities while others accept it as a tour de farce. The 

"cur e " is a purgatorial one, and here, as indeed in Part IV of 

each Quartet, the emphasis is on man in a state of passivity 

wailing, being acted upon, interceded for, and so on. The 

active initiative, at least momentarily, passes in each case 

to the sphere of the divine. 
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Part V 

Like East Coker lIB, PHrt V opens on a prosaic not~, as if 

commenting on the self-conscious poetic effort immediately pre -

c e d i. n g .j t - a g a i n per hap s h .i n tin g t hat. j t. was not. an un qua 1 i _. 

fjed success. Here we have again the difficulties of the poet 

]n handling t.he "Undisc 'iplined squads" of words and emot.ions. 

h'e are reminded of Burnt Norton VA, which was largely on the 

timelessness of t.he completed work of art, but also part.ly on 

the poet's struggle to control and marshal recalcitrant words : 

Words st.rain, 
Crack and sometimes break, under the burden, 
Under Lhe t.ension, s]ip, slide, perish, 
Decay with imprecision, will not stay in place, 
Will not stay still. 

Yet Part VA of East Coker is more emphatically on the problems 

of the creative process and its relation t.o the mora] life and 

the poet's self - assessment: the poet, his attitude to himself 

and La his predecessors, dominates i.he foreground more than the 

work of art itself does ; and this is in keeping with the com-

paratively personal nole of Easl Coker as a whole. 

The ends of the first two lines pause in meditative and 

reminiscent fashion; then the verse proceeds restlessly, in 

very simple language, through seven enjambed lines, as if 

enactjng the effort described: the effort. to use words to catch 

up on one's own thought which meanwhile keeps outstripping 

them. The lines maintain the usual pattern of four stress es , 

but with plenty of secondary ones imparting to them the rather 

undulanL motion of a mind in restless communion with itself. 

The meditation has the quality of privacy: we feel we are over-

hearing, not being consciously addressed. 
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,., (, \ '" 
So here I am, ln the mlddle way, having had twenty 

y~ars -
Tw6nty years 1~rgely w~5ted, the y~ars of l'~ntre 

" deux guerres .-
Tr~ing to l~arn to Gse words, Rnd 'very att'mpt 
Is a wh611y n~w st~rt, and a dffferent k~nd of 

f~ilure 
Bec~use one has ~nly ]~arnt to g~t the b~tter of 

wbr'ds 
For the th{ng one n~ l6nger has to s ~y, or the w'y In 

\~hich 

One is n~ langer disp~sed to 5~y it. And 56 each 
v~nture 

Is a n~w b~g{nning, a r'id on the tnart{cu]ate 
With sh'bby equipment 'lwa~s det~rior~ting 

, -l L f ~ I . f f " ] . In the genera mess 0 Imprecls10n a ee lng, 
'1/ . l' d ' d f / t' Unc lSC1P _ lne squa s 0 emo lon . 

The opening word "So" :introcluces what is really a new topic, 

but perhaps with a glance back at our illusions of substanti-

ality a t the e nd of Part. IV. Its effect is not so mu ch one of 

logical co ntinuation as of introducing a marked tonal differellce 

from the taut stanzas of Part IV. The comparative intimacy, 

wit hit s h i n t 0 f a s i g h 0 f we a r i n e s s, i s fur the red b y the w 0 r d --

ordt-'r' of "her e I am " , in contrast to the pot.ent.iCllJy more 

declarative "I am here". The poet pauses to rev lew his career 

]n a tone quit.e different from that of, say, Paris Review 

interviews, meanwhile making his comments - as I hope the 

following pages will demonstrate - an integral part of the 

present poem. His r'eference to "the middle way" (echoing "the 

middle of the way" in lIB) suggests middle age with its prospect 

of decline to follow, as well as perhaps mediocrity; and the 

echo again of Dante's famous opening prepares us for the medi-

tation on the poet's assessment of himself in relation to his 

great predecessors. 

The threefold iteration of "years" emphasises the feeling of 
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weariness, and by the phrase "the years of l'entre deux 

g'llerres" fH! sets his efforts in a context of warfare: t.hE" 

literal meaning would have been the same, yet our responses 

would have been qU 'j te oj fferent, :i. f he had said "the t.went.y 

years of peace". A great deal of East Coker emphasises the 

strenuousness of the personal life, and the mention of wars 

pre p a [' e sus tor e s po n d tot hem i. I i. tar y i mag e r y t hat s 00 n 

follows: t.hat is, when he discusses his perpetual struggle with 

words aud feeli.ngs, and the business of relating each to the 

ot.her. 

If we ask whether "Twenty years largely wasted" lS false 

modesty, it is faj r to answer "No", since the poet is speaking 

from his own intimate awareness of his persona] slruggle with 

the process of composi.ti.on, not focussing on finished products; 

at the same time, as the pronoun "one" implies, he .IS beginn :ing 

to speak in the generic VOlce of poets who know that they cau '-

not measure up to the great masters. Moreover, "wasted" J.5 not. 

In i.tself a confessi.on of poor poetry, but rather a pointer to 

the frustration entailed 1n his failure to keep pace verbally 

with his own intentions: 

one has only learnt to get the better of words 
For the thing one no longer has to say, or the way in 

which 
One is no longer disposed to say it. 

This it :is that mal<es every attempt "a wholly new start, and 

a different kind of failure"; or, to rephrase the thought in 

the now famili.ar terms of Part I, his repeated "beginnings" do 

not match hi.s "ends", his purposes. Of course there is, as i.n 

George Herbert.'s poems aboul the inadequacy of his verse, an 
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inherent paradox In treating such themes in verse: the subject 

1S a common enough one, and constitutes virtually a poetic genre 

in itself. What IS unusual here is the apparently prosaic bald-

n e s s 0 f the ex: pre s s ion, in 1 an g u age sue has ., Try i n g tole a r n t 0 

use words", "a di fferent kind", "to get the better of", "no 

1 0 TI g e r dis p 0 sed t. 0 say .i t ", " And so", " s h a b bye g u i pm e n t ", " the 

general mess". Poetic tension is nevertheless maintained by 

t h (' rhythmic und ercurrent a] rea d y not. ed, as we I] as by the 

introduction i n the second sentence of the cluster of military 

met.aphor s; "ra :id". "equipment", "Undisciplined squads", fo110\ved 

mor'e distantly by "conquer", "strength and submi.ssion", "fight". 

The H t t em p t. t. 0 \v r' j t e H poe m bee 0 me sa" v en t u r e", a ca m p a i gIl, Cl 

quasi-military effort . Apart from the topical force of such 

imar;er'Y ill 1940 -- which may inde e d have al ienated some readers' 

jmaginations while stimulating others' - the image of poets or 

words as soldiers makes concrete the otherwise comparatively 

(The abstract expression of a peculiarly private predicament. 

phrase "a raid on the inarticulate" best exemplifies this 

marriage of concrete and abstract.) The verse accordingly 

becomes less prosaic than in the opening lines, and acquires 

more rhythmic tautness and pace by reduci.ng the frequen cy of 

the secondary stresses noticed in them. Some of this tautness 

is audible in the strategically placed enjambement of "And so 

each venture / Is a new beginning" where, too, the re-appearanc e 

of the now - familiar word "beginning" reinforces our impression 

of it.s be i ng pr ecisely that: it is like having a musical phrase 

from the first movement of a symphony quietly re -- introduced in 

lhe las1 one, somewhat in the manner of Brahms, as a preparation 
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for the f i nal e pt'opcr - a cif'ft \" ay of re-alerting the listen er 

to an incipient resolution of th e mes and knitting- up of the 

e ntire structurp. (T his device is of course far more obvious 

in the cl ust er of images recurring 1n Part VB of Little 

Cidding", It is ironic that the me ntion of a new beginning 

should strike us as an indirect preparation for a concluding 

resolution, yet it :is not surprising, given Eliot's deliberate 

play on beginnings a nd ends. 

The lin es that follow modulat e from military metaphors into 

those of loss and recovery an d of gai.n and loss, arri.ving at an 

:indirt=>ct yet for ce ful statement about i he moral relationship of 

the poet to his ef forts and his s e lf - assessment. What \" e a r' e 

witnessillg, in fact, 1S an ada pt.nt.ion to this new context o f' 

th e c ulminating ins ig ht of Par t II, ab o ut the wisdom and also 

th e e ndlessn ess of' humility. 

And wh8t there is 
By strength and submissi.on, 

dis c over e d 

to co nquer 
has already been 

Once or twice, or several times, by men whum one 
cannot hope 

To emulate - but there is no competition -
There is only the fight to recover what has been lost 
And found and lost again and again: and now, und er 

con ditions 
That se e m unpropitious. 

loss. 
For us, there is only the 

our business. 

But perhaps neither gain nor 

trying. The rest is not 

Although the po et h as been lamenting his inability to do 

verbal justice to "the general mess of imprecision of feeling", 

his experience of this parti c ular feeling is made mor e precise 

by the images in which he couches it. Then, as if reacting 

against th e incip ient dangers of morbid self- regard, his mind 
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moves outwards to the few who have, 1n their poetical careers, 

su c ceeded in doing justice to what they had to say. The 

attempt at conquest - by a mixture of the strength to marshal 

words with the necessary degree of submission to them - comes 

to be seen in terms of discovery: the poetic process of relating 

words and feellngs is, at. -it.s best, one of exploration in un --

charted \.;aters. When, a little later, the poet's voice is 

hearu to remark t.hat "O]d men ought to be explorers", our 

response has been partially prepared, our imaginations attuned, 

by this passage. 

The fulness of discovery js reserved for very few, and is 

achieved "Once Ot- twice, or several times, by men whom one can -

not hope / To emulate". (Those in Eliot's mind no doubt included 

Dante and quite possibly Yeats, whom Eliot had at last grown to 

admire as his 1940 lecture shows, and who is certainly one of 

the con s tit u e n t s 0 f the "f ami 1 i a r- com p a un d g h 0 s t" 0 f Lit t 1 e 

Gidding Part. II ) . If one cann01_ emulate them, that is neither 

here nor there, Slnce "there is no competition" but only the 

continuing obligation t.o carryon the struggle with what eguip -

ment one has, shabby or otherwise. The tone of Part V, starting 

with weary resignation, grows steadily more positive as the 

passage unfolds. It is the nearest equivalent in Eliot to 

Milton's sonnet. "When I cOl1f>ider how my light is spent.", in 

which the sense of personal limitations is transcended in the 

course of meditation upon them. The resolut.ions are naturally 

different in form, and Eliot does not have to regard himself as 

one of those who "only stand and wait"; nor is his meditation 

presented in overtly religious terms. Yet the Milton of the 
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sonnet would surely have endorsed the statement that "For us, 

there is only th e t r y :ing. The rest is not. our business". 

In talking of the perp e tu a l fight to recover what is 

r e p e atedly lost, Eliot onc e again aligns his ac c ount of th e 

poet's vocation with the world of military endeavour - but 

a 1 so, s:i g n i f 'i c an t 1 y, wit. h w hat may b e s aid i n g e 11 era 1 abo u t t. h e 

nature of the individual moral life: that there is no quesLiun 

of resting on laurels, p ith e r one's own or those of other men. 

And the war, as well as the poet's advan c ing age, comes back to 

mjnd when we read the apparent aft(~rtho ughL , "and now, under 

condi. tions / That seem unpropitious". The adjective unfortunately 

has a slight. ly prissy ring to it . The abrupt swit c h to i.h e 

syntactic fragment "But perhaps neither gain nor' loss" may wfdl 

be a half-- consciolJs reac tion to the t.one of "unprop ·i. t.ious": i t. 

drops us back fur a moment into the prosaic \" ith its pairing 

that suggests - and thereby rejects - the kind of motivation 

associated with commercial enterprise and all other worldly 

cons :i derat.j.ons. It is interest.ing, by the way, to nolice how 

Eliot periodically reverts to the idea of profit and loss to 

suggest the kinds of aclivity and motivation with which his 

values do not ultimat e ly c on c ern themselves: Phlebas the 

Phoenician "Forgot the c ry of gulls, and the deep sea swell/And 

the profit and loss"; and the speaker near the end of Ash 

Wednesday finds himself still "Wavering bet.ween the profit and 

the loss". 

Although this passage is not obtrusively figurative, the 

quiet shifts among the language of warfare, of exploration, of 
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contest, of losing and finding, and of calculatjng pr'ofits and 

losses, lend it an un e mphatic resonance Rnd a breadth of 

implied referenc e that c ontribute considerably to its effect. 

The transitions are smoothly managed, and r e inforced by 

backward glanc es from one set of terms to another. What there 

is to conquer has already been disrovered; t.he dis c overers are 

those \'"e cannot hope to emulate; but i.nstead of call/petition 

there :1 son] y the Fight to recover what. has often been found 

and lost; yet t he s\vareness of thi.s involves consider-alion of 

neither gain nor loss; and finally, wit.h the force of a muted 

climax, comes a reminder that what matters, and what all t.hese 

endeavours have jn common, ]5 the t.rying'; the rest. (:in what. 

approaches the status of a serious pun after "neither gain nor 

loss" ) 1S not. our bus .ioess. So we have moved, from an unlikely 

set of metaphori c approaches, to the main idea that unit e s the 

efforts of poetry and those of the mora] lif e . The simple "For 

us, there is only the Lrying. Th e rest is not ollr business" 

now applies clearly to mankind and not only to poets - poetry 

and life being so intimat e ly linked by the language that leads 

up to it. Th e thuught is similar, but the tone and expression 

superior, to that of the lines spoken by The Rock in the first 

of Eliot's choruses from the work of that name: 

All men are ready to invest their money 
But most expect dividends. 
I say to you: Make perfect your will. 
I say: take no thought of the harvest, 
But only of proper sowing . 

It also anticipat e s Krishna's advice to Arjuna, retailed in 

Part III of .The Dry Salvag-es, on the nexus between purity of 

motive and commitm en t to action: 



And do not think of the fruit of action. 
Fare forward. 
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Part VA began witb the poet speaking ostensibly of himself 

alone ( "T" ); it progressed through his speaking of himself in a 

m 0 ro e I' e pre sen tat j vee a pac i t y ( " 0 n e " ); and i t. end s wit h h :i m 

including hi.mself among "us". The first person plural - despite 

the ini.tial )!;enerality of "Home is \vherp one starts froom" -

asserts itself firmly though sparsely in Part VB: "As we grow 

o 1 cI e r " and " W emu s t b est i. l] a Tl d s t. :i ] 1 m 0 vi n g" . Here thE' poei 

seems to speak as a member of the human family, and words and 

p h r a s (~ 5 1 i k (~ " Hom e", " we g r 0 ~v old e r", "a 1 i f e tim c", "t he eve n i 11 g 

under lamplight", "the photograph album", together introduce a 

mellower tone t.han any we havE' heard since the vision of the 

peasant dance in Part T. And the w () r d "L 0 v e " i s r e "- i n t rod u c e d . 

It :is seldom used in the Quartets, and it.s impact is consider -

able when it does appearo Up to now we have met it only in 

Bllr])! NortoJ] V and East Colfer lIl. We shall meet it once in 

The Dr.v Sal vag e s (V), and the n s eve I" a 1 tim e sin L j ttl e (; j d d i 11 g 

as t.he whole cycle gathers towards its conclusion. 

As their typographical appearance suggests, the Jines of 

Part VB begin in the comparatively expansive and prosaic rhythms 

of VA, soon become a good deal tauter and shorter in their 

syllable-count, and then, without any sacrifice of this new 

poetic tension, broaden out at the end in keeping with the 

sense that they create of an imagined movement outwards over 

the vastness of the ocean. In the scansion that follows I 

adhere to the usual pattern of four main stresses to the line 

( now without any secondary ones added), with the exception that 
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some of the shorter lines - as at the end of Burnt Norton -

really have only t.hree main stresses while a fourth is marked 

( because hearrl ) as secondary. 

" ;' '" H6me is where one starts from. As we grow older 
The w6rld becomes str'nger, the p'ttern mnre 

c6mplicat.ed 
Of d~ad and living. N6t the int~nse moment 
/ . / " " Isolated, wlth no before and after, 
But a lffetime bGrning in ~very mGment 
And n6t the ]{fetime of 6ne man 6nly 
But of 6ld stGnes that c~nnot be decfphered. 
Ther e is a tfme for Lhe ~vening Gnder st~rlight, 
A t r me for the ~vening Gnder l'mplight 
( The ~vening wtth the ph6tograph Slbum ). 
L6ve is mast n~arly its~lf 
When h~rp and n6w rfase to m~tter. 
6ld m~n 6ught to be expl6rers 
H~re or th6re dJes not m'tter 
W~ must be strll and stfll m6ving 
/ 

Into an6thcr inl~nsit~ 
For a fGrther 6nion, a d~eper commGnion 
Through the d'rk c61d and the ~mpty desol6tion, 
The \Vave cry, the wf'nd cry, the vast w~tel"S 
Of the p~lrel and the p~rpoise. Tn my ~nd is my 

b " . eglnnlng. 

This passage begins by recapitulating the main themes: every 

III 0 men tis a new mom e nt, eve r" yen d i. san e w beg inn i. n g _. and t his 

time the generalizations are clearly universal, making no 

melltion of poets in particular. As usually happens in Part V 

of a QuarteL, the A section's medilalions on art, poetry or the 

poet initiate and modulate into the B section's meditations on 

time, life and love. And, asH e 1 enG a r d n e r poi. n t sou t, ,t as the 

rhythm alters the mood alters; effort becomes something nearer 

t.o advenlure" ( ATSE 169). 

"Home is \vhere one starts from" glances back at East. Coker 

village, the ancestral home with which the poem began. But the 

noun obviously incorporates other meanings as well: home is not 

on I y I ... her e you com e .fro m, i tis a Iso ( i nco mm a n met a p h 0 r', fro m 
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racing for instance ) where you aim for. The point of departure 

of Burnt- Norto1l, Rnd then~r()rp of the whole cycle, was the 

ineffable experience of arrival in the rose - garden of primal 

:innocence, tht-~ "homet! from \'ihich \"e starled out and to wh -i.ch, 

consciously or unconsciously, we long to rpturn. The final 

movem(~nt of East Coker is in effect. an antic:jpation of the last 

movement of Little Gidding, where 

We shedl not cease from exploration 
And the end of all our exploring 
Wj l] be 10 Rrr :ive where we started 
And know the place for the first time. 
Through the unknown, remembered gate 
When the last of earth left to discover 
Is that which was the begjnning; 

so "Home is where one starts fr"om". In visiting his ancestral 

home and huilding his meditation upon that visit, Eliol has 

<.'U"riveci at a more personal and more "human" response to the 

relations between lhe timebound individual and the timeless 

world of \'ihich he is a par"t - more so, that is, than he did 1.11 

Burnt NortolJ. He has looked at himself - and therefore by 

implication at all of us - as a part of a cyclic pattern that 

unites us with our predecessors and with posterity. No longer 

does significance lie only in the experience of the intense 

moment ( with a "wasLe sad Lime" st.retching on either side of 

it); it lies also in the sense of being a part of a struggle 

and a process which began long before us as individuals and 

will continue long after us. We are part of something much 

larger than our own experience -- the fellowship of the now 

living, the long dead and the yet unborn. It 15 not surprising 

that 



As I.,.e grow older 
The world be co mes stranger, the pattern more 

complic3ted 
Of deAd and living. 
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( When Henry Reed echoed this I.n his "Chard Whitlow" parody - "As 

we grow oJder, we do not grow any younger" _. he was, like many 

good parodists, paying an indirect compliment to one of the 

poet's most characLeristic tones. ) "Not the intense moment/ 

Isola ted", imp 1 yin g "T h epa t t e [' n i n vol v e s m 0 ret han t hat", i s a 

strong advance on affirmi.ng the intense moment exclusively; in 

response to the p e rp e tual cycles of generation and decay, 

ancestors and dpsccndHllLs, predecessors and successors, masters 

and disciples, he can see the redeeming and timeless pattern in 

a lifet. ime burning in every moment 
And not the lifetime of one man only 
But of old stones that cannot be deciphered. 

The past and future have tak e n on a new value for him, including 

the past represented by the now indecipherable gravestunes of 

East Coker's village churchyard, as John Hayward pointed out. 

Helen Gardner remarks on t.he fact that Hayward "made no comment. 

in critici.sm of this passage which he singled out for special 

praiRe", and adds that. "The whole passage plainly came efforl -

lessly" ( CFQ Ill ) . 

Further echoes of Ecclesiastes 3 t.ake UR back to the 

co mmu nal simplicities of the mundane life glimpsed in the 

peasant dance of Part I, and shed upon them a warm splendour In 

which we too are included. There is an air of humane (rather 

thBn mundane) acceptance In the phrases introduced by "a time 

for" as they ['emind us of the beginning of the poem and of the 

distance we have travelled since then. 
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There is a time for the evening under starlight, 
A time for the evening under lamplight 
( The evening with the photograph album ) . 

What. 1S perhaps not immediately apparent here, yet certainly 

con t t' i but est 0 0 u [. i mag ina t i ve res po n s e, is the pro g [' e s s i vel y 

universalising set of chronological gradations: from hints of 

the primitive past in starlight, through those of the less 

distant past. in lamp] ight, to the avocat Lon of a twentiet.h-

ce ntury domestic scene in the peace of poring over a photograph 

ClIburn and rnflHi.ng the mor e recent past. present. to us once sgain. 

But the photograph album becomes, too, something like an emblem 

of humanity's sense of its own past, and of an acceptance of it 

without eit her morbid rejection or morbid attachment. The 

past, like the future, can be vaLued without matt ering t.oo 

mu ch; and what is true of past and future is similarly true of 

the present. 

In such a c:ondition of balanced acceptance we can accept., 

too, the quietly climactic assertion that "Love is most nearly 

itself / When here and no\.,. cease to matter". Time and place are 

transcended 10 awareness of a love which is timeless, whether 

we think of it in conlrast to the limitations of Donn e's dull 

sublunary lovers or in terms of its religious implications. 

PerfecLing of love is the perfecting of a spiritual independence 

of time and plac e; and the closing images of the poem are a 

moving and inspiring affirmation of this independence. Setting 

aside his earlier laments on old age that have so strongly 

c hara cterized this Quartet, the poet can now assert, with an 

audible lifting of the spirit, that old men (like any others ) 

ought to be explorers. Even here the ghosts of Eliot's poetic 
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predecessors rlse reassuringly from the shades, as if in time -

Less endorsement of what he affi rms. We think of Tennyson's 

Ulysses: 

Yet all experience is an arch wherethrough 
Gleams that untravelled world, whose margin fades 
For ~ver and for ever when I move .... 

.. . my purpose holds 
To sail beyond the sunset, and the baths 
Of all the \vestern stars, until I die .... 

Though much is taken, much abides; and though 
We are not now that strength which in old days 
r.loved earth ancI heav p n; that which we an', we are; 

( and then, cer tainl~ more assertively than in Eliot's vein ) 

One equal 
Made weak 
To st.rive, 

t e mper of heroic hearts, 
by time and fate, but strong in will 

to seek, to fi.nd, and not to yield. 

We think also of the Yeatsian old man (in "Sailing to Byzan -

t.ium") whose soul must 

clap its hands and sing, and louder si.ng 
For every tatter in its mortal dress .... 

So, for E.l iot, 

Old men ought. to b e explorers 
Here or there does not matter 
We must be still Rnd still moving 
Into another intensity 
For a further union, a deeper communion 

- the lines drive forward with an eagerness that defies normal 

punctuat:i.on. "Her"e or there" matters no more than "here and 

now"; and one of the striking things about these lines is that 

the air of consolation ( "cease to matter", "does not matter") 

does nothing to undermine the feeling of epic vitality that 

they communicate. 

For the sake of completeness, a long- standing textual error 

should be noticed her e . It is most simply dealt with by direct 
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quotation from Gardner, whose quotation in turn from Eliot 

himself helps to clarify the syntax: 

The t'eading "Here and there does not matter" appears 
first in Four Quartets [not 'j n t.he separate East 
Coker) and is an error overlooked in the correction 
of the proofs. Mr. Hermann Peschmann called Eliot.'s 
attention to the false concord and kindly sent me a 
copy of Eliot's reply: "How very odd. Thanks for 
cal.ling my attention to it. What I prefer is Here 
o {' t.h ere d (I e s IJ 0 tm a t t. e r ( H ere _. 0 r - the r e - i.e. an 
abbreviation of whether here or there' is the suG 
ject of the singular does)." The err'or remained j n 
Collected Poems 1909-1962 (1963), but was corrected 
in the edihon of ]974. ( CPO 113; square brackets 
added. ) 

Also of interest. :is the first typed draft of tlH"! conclusion, 

which helps us to appreciate the value of Eliot's alterations: 

Her e 0 r' -I her e doe s not. mat. t e r . We m u s 1. b est :i ] "I 

And be sti 11 moving. The mind must venture 
Where it. has not been, be separated 
For a further union, a deeper communion, 
Aranynka, the forest or the sea 
The empty cold with the desolation 
The wave cry, lhe wind cry 
With the [knowledge deleted) understanding and the 

consolation 
Of the petrel and the porpoise. In my end is my 

beginnIng. ( CFQ 112 ) 

Besides the distracting allusion to oriental forest hermits 1n 

"Aranyaka" there are several other' weaknesses here, perhaps the 

most obvious being the comparative lack of onward movement in 

the lines, together with the relatively sermonic tone. "We 

must be still/And be still moving", followed by a full stop, 

fails to move with the impetuous ardour of ils eventual single 

lineation and enjambement; and the repetition of "he" makes it 

circle back t.oo explanalorjly and prescriptively - too self-

consciously, tn fact - upon itself. The impersonality and 

abstraction of "The mind must venlure/Where it. has nol been, be 
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separated", though more expli.citly aligned to the "negative 

way" of St John of t.he Cross, is unnecessar i 1 y direct and f1 at 

in co mpar'lson with the fi.nal ve['sion, whi.ch loses nothi.ng by 

it.s omission. As the poem now stands, "We" move - not "The 

minrl" - to\-vards that furthet' unioo, and the jmprovement is 

immense. And the :I ·i Tl e "T n 1. 0 a 001. her i 0 ten sit. Y II in t r 0 cl u c e s a 

mor e stirring and positive note than the idea of separation, 

sinc e at this stage of the poem the destination of the spirit, 

not what it has left behind, is our ma io focus. ( Reibet anz 

( ~16 ) ri g h t. 1 y po.i n t s to t he "progressive i n ten s i f i cat. ion " of 

" an 0 the [''', "a fur the t· ", and "a dee per" . ) On the l-vord "Aranyaka" 

Gardner's comment is surely conc lusive: it 

would have required a gloss to mak e it intelligible; 
and the "forest or t.he sea" are not. imaginat :ively 
equal alternatives in this context. The forest is to 
eastern asce1.icism what. t.he desert. is to weslern; but 
Eliot's sea-image is personal, with no historic or 
c ultural associations. It. speaks directly to th e 
imagination of the journey of the alone to the alon e, 
whether undertaken in the forest or the desert. 
(CFQ 11:3 ) 

In the final version t.he word "sea" does not appe<:lr, and :it.s 

impact as an image is thereby strengthened; "vast wat ers" says 

much more. "The empty cold with the desolation" lacks the 

s ens UOllS v i vi dnes s and onward movemen t of ".Through t he dark 

cold and the empty desolation". And, finally, we can be 

grateful that the evocative petrel and porpoise have been 

relieved of the heavy and e mbarrassing abstractions of under -

standing and consolation. 

Granted t.hat it 1S easy to have the wisdom of hindsight, it 

can be safely said that every alteration here is a considerable 

improvement.. And it. IS illuminating, if only for a few lines, 
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La wal c h Eliot shaping, refining and enlivening his raw matter. 

"We mus t. be st iII and st j 11 mov} ng!! m8Y remind us bri eO y of 

the Chinese jar' of Burnt Norton V, and employs a similat' play 

on the ambigu'ity of "still", Rut the new context makes its 

associations more vivid and human, and the rhythm discourages 

us from pausing consciously to ponder over the play on words. 

Mor e important 1S the intensity, the communion, into which we 

are imaginaLiv e ly moving. The lin e s gather in excitement 85 

our spiritual ex ploration is imaged in the movement out over 

th e bleak yet pxhilarating desolation of the sea, evoked in 

finely alliterative and assonantal musi c in which the dark and 

the deso 'laLiol1, t.h e wave, w.lnd and waters, the petrel and the 

porpoise all r e inforce the emotive and evocative power of on e 

anothpr, Al though the desolation is !!empty'f, our in .lt lal 

impression of blankn es s 1S modified and half humanised by th e 

c r j e s, c hi 11 yet i n v .l tin g, 0 f per son i fie d wa v e 8 n d \v i n d , and by 

t.he hint that thes e "vast waters" at'e themselves a home "Of" (a 

si)?;nificantJy poss css .iv p "Of" ) the pet.rel and the porpoise. 

The collocation of the two cre atures is surpt' isingly devoid of 

grotesqu er i e or oddity, which says much for the power of the 

lines that lead up to them. The petrel, presumably the stormy 

petrel of the north AtlanLic, lives far from land, and is aptly 

chosen as a symbol of ost e nsible weakness, yet real power, 

winging its way over an infinite waste; and the porpoise (8 

little like the dolphin-like delights of Shakespeare's Antony 

( Antony and Cleopatra 5.2.88- 90) ) embodies the notion of 

attunement to the apparently homeless element it lives in. The 
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rhythmic beat, 1n its undulant energy, encourages us to hear an 

assonants] half - rhyme, and 1n doing so subtly reinforces this 

impressi.on: 

The wave cry, the wind cry, the vast wa fers 
Of the petrel and the p orpoise. 

Despite the primary impression of movement into a great 

unknown, the poem ends by creating at the same time a compl e x 

imp [' e s s ion <) f h a v i. n g i. n S 0 m e sen sea r' [' i v e d II hom e". Followi.ng 

t.he phr<lse beginn .ing "Through t.he dark cold", we have 1n fact 

expo-ienced an aural ( by analogy with optical) j llusion of 

h a v :i n g he a r d the a b sen t pre p () sit. ion "t 0" be for ewe a r r i ve at. 

"the vast \ .... aters j Of the petr'el and the po['poise". The sense of 

journeying And the sense of arrival co~xist without emat. ionnl 

contradiction in nur imaginations. We can only speculate about 

whether t.his effect was part of lhe poet's intention; but it 

likely that mo s t readers arrive at the last line of the poem 

wit.h at. least a dim impress .ion of having shared .i.n "a further 

union, a deeper communion", regardless of the terms 1n which 

they would choose to describe it. An explanation is no doubL 

implicit in the emotive effects of the sea, a symbol, after 

a:l 1, bot h per son a] an dun i v E' r" sal. To turn yet again to Helen 

] ". . " 

Gardner, who more than most Eliot critics unites the qualities 

of plai.n description and sensit.ive evocation: 

The poem ends with t.he injunction to be "still and 
sti:!} moving"; that we may pass "through the dark 
cold and the empty desolation" to [again the prepo 
sition is worth noticing] the open waters of the sea, 
which men have always regarded as a symbol of eter
nity. The close is typical of the whole poem, at 
once terrifying and exalting; it bids us "launch out 
in tot h e dee p" . ( AT SE 169; par en the sis add e d) 

And she goes on, persuasively, to suggest that in the moral 
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sense the subject of East Coker is faith . 

The l aS t. half - l i.ne, fa] low:ing -immediAtely upon the images of 

the sea lik e a nat ural corollary of them, reinforces our sens e 

or having a ct uall y arrived at an e nd and so at a new b eg inning. 

It pr ese nts the opening mot to of East Coker in its original 

form; " e nd" nCH'; gat.hers up many meanings, influenced of course 

by the me ditations on old age and on death, but implying at lh e 

S c}ln e t. _i mea pur pas e, a g a a -I, a II rJ the ref 0 rea Iso are sol uti 0 n of 

the subj ec ts pondered in this Quartet. We cannot tell wh e ther 

ElioL intended the e nd of this poem to anLicipat e as a pLly as 

it does th e imag ery of his n ex t QuarLet - although Matthi essen 

und e rst a ndably describ e s it as Itthp most. thr :illing transjtion 

of the whol e ser i es " ( 186 ) ; yet we c an c laim that, whether or 

not we r ead Lhe lAst sp nt ence in an ov e rlly religious light, it 

certai nly l eaves us with a sense of fresh beginnings, of per 

p e t.ual possibilities - and n o t only in a world of specu l aLio n. 
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THE DRY SALVAGES 

Part 1 

More thein HurJlt Norton 01" E:'lst CoAer, The Dry Salvag-es tal{(~s 

our m i. n d s bot h \v est and e a st.. Country garden and village field 

g j V (" pIa c P. too c e ani c h () r i Z 0 n s . We are now concerned less with 

the exppr' ience of thp indi.vidual or of generations than with 

1 h i1 L 0 f h U 1JI a fLit y L h r 0 ugh 0 11 t -i t s his 1. () r y . Time seems less a 

(' 0 n tin u u m 0 r a s e r i e S 0 fey c 1 est han a n am 0 [' p h 0 us f 1. U x 0 n a 

sea.! p bt!yonci the hunwn. 

T h f' t h .i r d 01.1 art e 1 was WI'.i t. t (~n v e r y qui c k 1 y :i. nth t;-' win t e r' of 

I ~".J4 0 -, 4 1, and pub 1 ish e d L n Feb r u a r y 1 9 4 1 . The namp of a group 

a r I" (l ( ' 1< S 0 f' r- L h e ~I ~l s sac 11 11 set t s c () a s t, f (t In i 1 -i art. 0 Eli 0 1. i n his 

boyhood, lillks t.he poem to the personal background of the poet, 

yet t.hp det.ni Is are noi QS pen10J1h.l as thosp of EHst Coj,rr: 

"w i t h 1.. he c han g e () f set. tin g f t' om t he v j 11 age tot he sea t here 

is a shift of mental perspevt L\' e fl'OlO the pp.rson and the fam.i1 y 

- personal experjence an(l inheritance -- to the race" (Pr'eston 

The tjlle differs from Cl] '1 the others jn bejng an American 

place-name, nol. an English one. But the progression implicit In 

Easl Coker, The lJry SalvClges and Lit t1e (;,iddil1f{ ( ancestral 

village, American childhood, English naturalisation and Anglican 

con v E' 1" S ion) l S 1.:i k cab r- i e f s y n () psi s 0 f the Eli at s tor y . 

Besides the Dry Salvages of Massachusetts summer holidays, 

we have also the image of the river based on the Mtssisaippi at 

St Louis. Eli.ot once said "You will notice ... that this poem 

begins wher~ I begHn, with the Mississippi; and that it ends 

[with the image of mortal remains as "signifi.cant soil" near a 
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ye\,,-tree] where T and my \"ife expect to end, at the parish 

c hurch of a tiny vi llClge in SOlTlt:-!rset" (C.FQ 47 ) - a reference to 

his wish to be huried at East Coker. Elsewhere, of the two 

1 Cln<.isC::1pf-'S of r -j ve, and senshore, he said: "In New Eng] And J 

missed the long dal ' k r'Lver, the Ri.lanthus trees, the flaming 

car dinHl birds, the high limestone bluffs where we searched for 

fossil shell - fish; in Missouri T missed the fir' trees, the bay 

Hod goldenrod, the sane -sp arrows, the red granite Hnd the blue 

sea of Massachusetts" (C FO 48 ) . 

T w () I a r' g e In e t H P h 0 r s, 1 j kef irs tan d s c> con d sub j e c t s -j_ n 

sonata form, domi.nate the opening movem e nt. Both river and s ea 

Rre sLl'ongly evoked i.n liieral terms, and this lends thl:' mor'(:" 

power to thelr ope~ation as symbols in the rest of the poem. 

( 1 call 1hem pither metnphors or symbols, Slnce alt.hough eHc h 

vehicle points toward a specific tenor, it points also into 

somewhal indeterminate regions beyond it. ) Roth river and sea 

suggest lift> 01' time, but in diffel'ent senses, as we shall see. 

The J)ry Saivt.-!g'('s seems to be the ](~a sL adm::ired of the 

Quartets. Hugh Kenner has damned it with faint praise, finding 

"nothi.ng in the last three - quut'te rs of Tiu"! Dr.v Sa]~'l-l8·e s . . . thaL 

is beyond the scope of a sensitive prose essayist" ( 269 ); Donald 

Davie, in a well - known but ill - judged essay ( Casebook 152 - 167) 

has claimed that its poetry is deliberately bad, and that this 

Quartet as a whole constitutes a parody, or false resolution, 

of themes initiated in Burnt Norton and East Coker, while 

Little Gidding offers a t.rue resolution of them. It ) s not the 

aim of this study to answer his strange argument point by point; 

but it w) 11, I hope, suggest that a less tortuous approach to 



the poem offers both simpler and richer rewards. 

What, Davie asks, 

is the tone in whi ch we c ould hear wjthoul embarrass 
me nt the first line spoken? "I do not know much about 
gods" -- \'"ho could c on c (-.·i.vably start a conversation 
like that without c ondemning himself from th e start as 
an uncomfortabl e poseur? Is it nul rather like 

Poems are made by fools like me 
Rut. only God ca n make a tree ? 

What is it hut a gaucherie? And yet ther e is a tone 
i n \,oJ h i_ c h w e h a v p b ee II Cl d d r e ~~ sed, w h j c h h a v e l' s h e r P. i n 
the 0 f fin g, a ton e fa D1 i 1 i a t' en 0 ugh but s t j 1 1 far f r' 0 m 
<'IcceptHb.le, a tone which has indeed be c ome a byword 
as a type of strid e nt uncertainty in the speaker and 
of corre spondingl y acute e mbarrassment in the h eare r 
- it is th e toone of Ivhi. tman. (Casebook 154 ) 

Qu i t e apart. from being an ast.onishing gcnerRl izalion on th e tonp 

of Wh it man, this is a remarkable amou nt to detect in the tone 

of 1 0SS th:"ll1 a l i n e of El LOt. - especially .in view of Davi e's 

ea r I. i. p r s 1.l g g est i. <)[1 t h a r "t h e fir s t ] i n e has not s u f fie i en t 1 y 

d (~f'irJ ('d the t. 01l0 ( fl singh' l-ine har-d]y could)" ((':as eboair 15 4 i . 

[';1 ()[' p. 0 V e r, the rei SIlO e v ide nee t hat " we h a v e bee 11 add reG s ed" 0 r 

thaI. t.his is the s\.art. of a "conversalion". The po e t' s opening 

llis cla ime r n eed s to be held i n suspension in our minds whil e h e 

co ntj n ues jn lo the maln body of his senlence, setting up a 

metap horical relationship betwee n the rIver and the primiti ve 

forces t.hai are i.mp1 jpd in the uncClpiial Lzed "god". 

Meanwhile we are fr ee to h e ar this opening stateme nt in a 

va ri e ty of ways, depending on where we place the metrical 

s t r'es s e s . We can stress any, though not all, of the words "d o 

not know mu c h", th e second syllable of "about", the word 

"gods" . The first word, "I", r e mains unaccented, \"hatever 

pat l er n we choose lo hear . The emphasis i s upon the ignoranc e 

a nd not upon the speaker, whose "I" is there to introduce the 



tentative not e a nd the unusual metaphor' describing the river, 

b 11 lot h (:' r \\1 i s e b l e n d sin t 0 [. h e imp e r son ali t y 0 fan imp 1 i c U " w (> tt 

o I ' l h e g e n P I ' i. c "0 n Ie> " • Ther e 18 tb e n ! fOt- e no hint of "fools 

1 ike In e", S .L n c: e the rei s n 0 c on c e n t r Cl t j n non the s pea k e r ~ 1 t 

cl1 1 . An " I " as unassertiv e and greyed - out as this is hardl~' 

reminis c ent of Whitman, It is c loser t.o i h e qui te unemphat j [' 

"T" of the Olllar Khayyam of Fitzgerald: 

1 sometimes think that nevet· blows so red 
The Ros~ AS where some buried Caesar bled; 

merely drawn i.n by it to focus on th e rose - as Eliot's reader 

IS drawlI in to focus on t.he river. 

On e I" a y of scanning the openi.ng line on first readjng mi ght 

be in l :i It illg flnapaests: 

[db n o t know much aboul. ?;ods; but I IhL"nk th ed . tlw 
,<' 

rlver 

But on cLoser a c quainl a nt:e a more meditative rhythm suggest.s 

iis e lf: 

1 don 0 t k n 6" \v In 1I c: h a b 6 11 t god s ; / but I t h l' n k t hat th e .,. 
rIver 

1s a strong brown gud --/ s u.ll en, unt.amed anrl int.r3c 
lable, 

P~ii ent to s~me degr~e, / ut r!rsl. r6cognised as H 

fr()otier: 

( or per haps, with the more Ameri c an inLonat.ion, "frontier" ) 

"';, ", /' 
Useful, untrustworthy, / as a conveyor of commerce ; 
Then bnly a problem / confronting the builder of brfdges. 
The problem once solved, / the br~wn god is ~lmost for -

g6tten 
By the dw611ers in cfti e s -/ ~ver, however, impl~cable, 
K/ . 1 . " d " jd '" ,r .eeplng lIS seasons an rages, estr'oyer, remInder 
or h " · h' f '" h " " . W ~ l men c oose to orget. j Un onoured, unprop itialed 
By worshippers of the m~chine,/but w~iting, w~tching 

and w~i.Ling. 

Here, a~ in the op e nings of the other Quartets, the lines can 



235 

be heard as fluctuating between four, five and six stresses, 

but. w:i th t\A}0 pr lmary one:; on e i tller side of t.he caesura. The 

meditativ e expansiveness IS, as usual, held in check by th e 

r-hylhm1 en 11 y regul £II' undercurl'ent. 

The initial profession of ignorance about gods IS rhetori -

cally funct.loneil, not 1.0 focu~~ our- at.ten1.ioll upon l.hp speaker, 

but Lo invite 11S to consider the implications of regarding a 

g r e n t r I vcr -j n s u (' It a \v a y . T h pes s e Tl C (-! 0 f man' s r e"] a t. j () II t 0 

the rive!.' IS lhat he l.on doesn't kno\v much about gods or', for' 

thaL matler, about r -ivers. We are at first somewhat HweJ b y 

the lI\, but as () U j ' uti l i. tar ian 1 III P u l s e s ass e t· t the m s e 1 v e s, Ive 

beg i n t (l t ak e t h p m ( g 0 d SOl' r i v e r' s) for- g ran t. e d . 

the long process from pioneering to settlement - In the Old 

Wor-]d just ] n Lhe New - are deftly telescoped In the ord~ring 

of the key nOllns "frontier", "colllmer-ce", "bl'idges" and "citi_es"; 

but the histori.cal process of tht-' "openinp; up of t.he ~Ii_ dwest" 

becomes At the same time a process of the human spirit in it s 

r-l.·laLion to lhp initially un]n)Olvn. It. IS perhops no 8('eiden! 

L hat t h", e pit he t 5 at t a c h p rl. lot her' i_ ve [' w 0 u 1 d bee a s i 1 y t ran s '-

fcrable -to Amer -i ca n 1ndians as seen from t.he facile vipwpoint 

of popular "lvhi1e" history: "sullen, unLamed and intl~actable"; 

"Patient to some degree"; "Useful, unt.rustworthy"; "a problem"; 

"almost for'gotten". 

Here, as in t.he opening of East Coker III, Eliot mingles a 

variety of language r-egisters to achieve an air of timelessness 

and pervasive irony: words suggestive of the western pioneering 

myth such as "untamed" and "froniier" in close proximity; the 
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(;;1utious qualification of the pedant 1n "to some degree"; the 

phroaseology of vigorous pragmat oism in "conveyor of r' ommercp" 

and "a problem confr'onting the builder of bridges"; and an 

t~pi.cCl l Old Testament flavour i.n "t.hf' d\vellers i.n c oit. °ies"o It 

is withi.n this lIlix ed matrix that the sermonic flavour of "what 

lTI f>n choose to for-get" lakes - and earns - its p Olace. SimilHrJy, 

n\ .... ol'shippers of the IlICl c hine", whi.ch Davi.e plucks out of context 

to icie>nt if y °it as jourl1al.isli(~ clic he ( Casebook 154), (!cgulres 

f t' e s b n e s s f t' am the ve r y con t ext j n \ .... hie hit a p pea r s : the r i. vel' 

has, throollgh the elaborat.io n of t.he metHphor, been estab] °ish e do 

as worthiPt' of worship and propit.iation than the vulnerable 

ohjec l s of lHun's me chHniza lion. 

T b e per son i fie a t ion 0 f the r i. v 8 I' a sap e r vas 1 v e pre sen (~ e 

accorded less t.han iLs due of imaginalive response, might well 

encoucage comparison with 01' Mall River. Rut this is in turn 

to Rccord the IjTlPS less than their due of imaginat:ive r esponse. 

T h oi s ~1 iss iss i p pi, un 1 ike t hat 0 f 01' Man R j ve r , S P e cj fie a 11 y 

do es 11 (J t "jus' j{ e e pro] 1 in' a] 0 n g" :i t s variety of mood is to () 

sini.ster and powerful for that . And it will come to be seen as 

a symbol of one \.'.JRy of apprehendjng the passage of time: "The 

r i v e r is I .... i t bin us". Like the life-rhythms of tbe human pulse, 

it flows for the most part evenly and predi c tably, but under 

that rhythm lurks the perpetual possibility of destructive oul 

bursts when, swollen with turbid rage, it overflows its normal 

bounds (a s in warfare ) and becomes the "destroyer, reminder / Of 

what men choose to forget" - namely, the primitive force, both 

wit hill and wit h out us, t hat rem a ins aft era 11 " un t am e d " . 

This con nection, b etween the flow of the river and the fJow 
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of life as we perceive it in time, lS reinforced by the images 

and the metre of the lines that follow: 

'" ", . th" b'd His rhythm was present / In e nursery e room, 
]n the r~nk ai]6nt~us/of the ~pril d6oryard, 
In the sm~ll of gr~pes/on the ~utumn t~ble, 
And the ~vening cfrcle/in the wfnter g~sljght. 

The context established for these lines seems to me to make 

nOll sen s e 0 fDa vie's i n .i. t. :i ale h a r g e a g a ins t the m : 

"His t'hythm was present in the nursery bedroom" -
could anything be more vague and woolly? After this 
statement has been issued, we know not a tittle more 
about the relation between river and bedroom than we 
did before. (Casebook 155 ) 

We do, ]n fact, know something aboul t.he relation between thf:' 

rlver and the poet remembering his childhood ( the bedroom as 

sllch i.s not in question); and that "someth:ing" ]S the sense of 

the perpetual flow of the Mississippi as the c hild lay in bed 

at night in St Louis. It ~s in moments of quietness that a 

constant feature of our surroundings impinges upon our senses; 

and all four "moments" 10 t.hese four lines are i.mplicitly ones 

of quietness, of receptivity Lo what we might call the Words -

worthiHn constants of nature as personal presences. The sense 

of regularity - we are focussing now on the river's normal 

movement, not its sporadic outbreaks - is reinforced rhythmi -

cally in the patterning of these lines, each memory -snapshot 

labelled by a parallel phrase in the second half-line, placing 

it within the cycle of the seasons or of the growing life 

( "nursery", "April", "autumn", "wjnler"), telescoping briefly 

the memories of indoors and out, of the growth of natural 

objects and the security of the family circle. The intimacy of 

these sensuously varied images offers a contrast with the 
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broader view of the river in the preceding lines, and a yet 

gr e ater contrAst with the expansive evocation of i,he sea Rnd 

the land's edge in the lines that follow. The rhythms of the 

child's life are linked to those of the river by the senses of 

sight, hearillg and smell, and are briefly touched in 1.n the 

Allusions to the bedr-oom, enclosed garden ( the American "door 

yard" ) , dining- table and living --t'oom; we share bt'iefly his 

sensation of the pervasive presence of the river, like the 

persistence of a pulse, throughout the days and nights, the 

seasons and activities, of his early life. The comparIson wjth 

W () r' d s IV 0 r t his, T bel i eve, r e levan tal tho ugh not pre cis e i. nit s 

appli c at. 'ion. The Mississippi here IS, for instance, not th e 

object of explicitly personal invocation as is the Derwent 1.n 

B{)ok I of Tile Pre.lIJde - although thClt too, for Wordsworth, 

"sent a voice / That flowed along my dreams" ( The Prelude I,273 -

274 ) , lik e the rhythm that was present in the nursery bedroom. 

There are, t.hen, two significant things about the river. 

First., it 1S primitive and powerful. It is like the primor 

di.al pulse, the atavistic impulse in the bloodstream of man, 

\vhi c h every now and then bursl.s 'its "banks" and floods our 

familiar lives with disaster - and yet something whose power we 

usually forget, or choose to forget, In a world in which 

"worshippers of the machine" have forgotten that "There is a 

time" for everything - have, as it were, forgotten to take 

notice of the need for myths and gods - this river waits with 

only temporarily curbed ferocity. The lileral Mississippi, 

with its notorious floodings, serves this metaphorical purpose 
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exceptionally well, 

Secondly, the river represents, by its association with our 

bloodstream ( tiThe river is with i n us tl
) , our earliest and simp-

lest conception of time, as we feel it on our pulses. This l' c-
-~ 

implicit In the river's presence in the childhood memories, 

The child's sense of 1 ime and its passing is registered on his 

own pulse and develops through memori es of specific places, 

times of day and night, phasps of the seasons, together with 

the sense - impressions they evoke. 

So the river- comes to suggest two things: the individual's 

time-scale in contrast to the chaotic mass of external experi ~ 

pnce, thp sea of life around him; and the primitive pulse of 

mankind in contrast to the forces of nature that \.;or-k imperson -

ally around, and indifferently to, the human race. These 

contrasts are emphasised by the juxtaposition of river and sea. 

The opening lines of the poem convey an impression of gene -

rality rather than intimacy of experience. Then, in the firmly 

rhythmic last. four lines of the river section, we mOVf~ towards 

more intimate apprehensions of the world of nature impinging 

upon us . They c unv ey, in con densed form, the child's awareness 

of the ttothet- tt , of the non-human world that lies outside us, 

yet is part of the rhyt.hm of our own lives. We are ourselv es 

intimat.ely connected to that world: "His rhythm was present". 

The phrase "The river is within us" confirms the river's 

metaphorical function as we begin the next section. It suggests 

a part of ourselves (even though the river may be godlike), 

whereas th e iea, encroaching on all sides, is alien to us. 

Yet, although it is customary to say that Part I is dominated 
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by these twin symbols, it is important to notice the central, 

transitional passage of the movement focussing, before we move 

to the sea i. tsp 1 f, on "the land's edge" - that boundary where 

land Hnd sea, the familiar and the alien, interpenetrate each 

other. The images - flotsam and jetsam thrown up on the beaches 

and objects found in rock pools - cumulatively convey a strong 

impression of both the familiar and the alien, the products of 

man and t he products of n nature that dwarfs us 1n Ollr timebound 

existence. 

The river 18 wit.hin us, the sea is a]] about us ; 
The sea is the land's ed.te also, the gr'anjte 
1 nt () which i. t reaches, the beaches where it. tOSSp.s 
Its hints of earlier and other creation: 
Th e star fish, '-he horseshoe crab, the whale's bael,bone; 
The pools where it offers to our curiosity 
Thp more delicate algae and the sea anemODp.. 
It tosses up our losses, the torn seine, 
1'hp. shntt.ered lobs t erpol, the hroken oar 
And the gear of foreign dead mp.n. The sea has many 

voices, 
Many gods and many voices. 

The salt is on the hriar rose, 
The fog IS in the fir trees. 

Our sense of the fJow of time, concei. ved as a rlver, impl :ics 

dire cti on and limitation, In spite of the godlike power hinted 

at In the opening lines. The image of the sea, on the other 

hand, implies another V1ew of time altogether, as boundless and 

without direction. The houndary of sea and land becomes the 

meeting-point between the known and the unknown, between the 

relatively controllable certainties of our life and the time-

less dimension that transcends them. The rhythm, restless and 

unpredictable, underlines this sense of the "other" with its 

enjambements, shifting caesuras and abrupt variations in pace. 

The variety of the sea's moods and offerings, as experienced 
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from the shore, IS caught with a particularity reminiscent of 

R e <1 t S ' s son n (~ t " 0 nth e Sea": 

T. t k e e p set ern a ] \oJ his per i n 15 sat· a u 0 d 
Desolate shores, Hnd with its mighty swell 
Gluts twice ten thousand Caverns, till the spell 
Of Hecate leaves them their old shadowy sound. 
Often 'tis in such gentle temper found, 
That scarcely will the very smallest shell 
Be moved for rlays from where it sometime fell, 
When last the winds of Heaven were unbound. 

And as 1n Keats, the effect is achieved Jargely by unobtrusiv e 

j.)(·rsonify -ing of the seCt as Cl quasi -- human forcr·, yet distanced 

from humanity by the careless powpr of its action, reaching 

here, tossjng up this, offering that.. We are made aware of it 

as the sour'ce of Life, yet also indifferent to life: the "hints 

ore a r 1 i era n dot he,,' c rea t -i () n" c () 11 f .i r In the vas t n e s s 0 f the tim c --

scale on which it works, aod our apparent irrelevance within it; 

we loo, or r-f-!ma:ins of us, may one day be c ontemplated as "hints 

of earlier and other creation". Yet the poet who remembered 

exploring the Massachusptts c oast does not allow thprnatic 

generality to absorb loving particularity: the items tossed up 

by the wav es are offered to our curiosity for their own sakes 

as well as for the variety of mood and impression they arouse -

the primitive and lhe powerful, the delicate and the poignant. 

Helen Gardner points out how much of the meaning is carried 1n 

the verbs "reaches", "tosses" and "offers" CA TSE 12). The 

little catalogue of objects includes a telescoping of evolu-

t ion a r y s tag e s (" The s t a 1- f ish, the h a r s e s hoe era b, the w hal e ' s 

backbone") and a glance back at primitive life forms ( "The more 

deJ -icale alnae and the sea anerno 'ne"), and erlds, s1' g-nl'f'1'cantly {', • > • , 

with the images of manmade objects destroyed. The sea's care-
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lpss power involves both a delicacy of creation and a bland and 

blind process of destruc1.ion, reminding us, as Elizabeth Drew 

remarked in her' commentary, that "human nature is only a part 

oft h e ~ ... h 0] E' 1 i. f e -- sur g e " ( 2] 5 ) . Precisely: "The sea has lTlRny 

voices, / Many gods and many voices". If the single river, that 

"strong brown rrod tl
, is untam1'lble and a potential destroyer, how 

much more the "many gods" of the sea. 

This passage contains a syntact ic peculiarity worth puzzling 

over: "The sea is the Jand's edge ... the granite ... the beaches ... 

The pools ... " ( it."nlics addpd). D:i d E] i.ot. i nlend the rather odd 

idenLification of the sea with granite, beaches and pools? It 

seems as 'if he must have done so, but with "the land's edge" as 

a kind of middle term to ease the mental transition: we can 

conceive of the sea as 1he land's edge, Dnd we can conceive the 

land's edge as includi.ng the granite, beaches and pools. Yet 

thE-' synt<-"lx, st.rictly read, implies t.hat. the granite it.self is 

an aspect of the sea and, moreover, a part of itself into which 

-i t. rea c h e s . The :impinging of sea upon land is conveyed In 

terms so intimate as to imply that the one 1S indeed in some 

sense Rn aspect of the other. To translate our metaphor At the 

risk of being crudely explicit, t.he implication seems to be 

t.hat the familiar realm of man's experience does, after all, 

offer dimly perceived perspectives on the realm of immensity 

transcending it.. If this is so, it certainly corresponds wilh 

some of the ideas about life in time expressed elsewhere in the 

Quartets. 

There is a considerable feeling of insistence about the 
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sea's activity as presented here. This is due partly to the 

enjambement and partly to the onomatopoeic force of consonantal 

clusters that wash and thrust through the lines in a welter of 

sh , ch and j sounds, begjnning :in "edge" and conijnuing after 

t h f:' C a III par a t -i. v e h 8 r d n e s s 0 f " g r a II i t e " in t 0 i h e in t ern a .I r h ym e s 

"reaches" and "beaches" and the muted sibilance of "creation" 

and "starfish" . ( And "creat.ion" is, i.ncidentc:dly, an improvc -

menl on the Bwk l'lard a] literation of "existence", its predecessor 

i n d r aft. ( C FQ J 24) . ) A more siatje liqujdity briefly asserts 

itself in the 1 and n consonants of the "delicate algae and the 

sea anemone" in the pools: ·then the sibilance returns with the 

more vigorous action ( again wit.h internal rhyme) of "It tosses 

up our losses, the l.orn sejne, / The Shattered lobsterpot". The 

"broken oat'" carries our imagination closer to human agents, 

and leads on naturally to the rhyl.hmically poignant awkwardness 

of "the gear of forei.gn dead men". Our ears have already been 

pr' epHred ['or the not i.on that "The se;"! has many voices". The 

rivet' has i mpinged upon us as a rhythm, whereas t.he sea is a 

concatenation of voices without. any recogn~zable or familiar 

rhythm at ali. It is hauntingly personified, yet distanced 

from us by it.s quality of alien multiplicity. We are told not. 

that it is a god or gods, but - more strangely - that it has 

"Many gods and many voices", as if it were a being that. t.rans 

cended and yet included gods and whatever they st.and for. The 

losses it tosses up are "ours", those of humankind, but. the 

force that tosses them up is something quite ot.her. 

The references to "the broken oar" and "the gear of foreign 

dead men" tend to transport our imaginations from the world of 
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fishermen to that of war ( hinted at In "gear" ) , and of war in 

any or all periods of history. Perhaps "Many gods" eases the 

transition, so that we mentally accommodate the ancient world 

of Homeric heroes in th8 sam e phrase that might remind us of 

nuval conflict In the early days of World War II. And, as 

Rlamjres has puinted out ( 85 ) , the phrase "many voices" echoes 

Tennyson's "Ulysses" ( already hinted at in Eas!: Coker whuse 

"Old mp.n ought. to be explorers" ) , where "t.he deep / Moans round 

with many voices". In this way the details of the languag e 

bring togpther the ancienl and the modern sailor in a timeless 

blend of associations. 

A t. t. his t ran s i. t ion alp 0 .i n t the met ret 0 0 w 0 r k s t n:lI) ~~ i t ion all y . 

The ear attuned to a norm of four beats per line hears a slow 

elegiac movement. ., A nd the . / gear f · f / " d '" d / ., o orelgn ea men. But. 

the line continues, and retrospectively we adapt its stresses 

to include th(~ addition: "And the g~ar of f()reien d~ad men. The 

/ ..... / sea has many voices" The same applies to the typographically 

spli.t line that 1'0110\v8: lhe init -L31 I-'IPlght of 

/ / d / / . Many go s and many VOlces. 
The s~lt is 

becomes lightened and quickened to 

,,, ,/ . 
Many gods and many vOIces. 

The s€llt IS 

/ 

on 

, 
on 

the briar 

the briar 

so that the next half - line, identical in syntactic pattern, 

echoes this unobtrusive qujckcning ( "The fC;g is In the ffr 

t r ~ e s 11 ) , and a 1 I 0 Iv S for two mot' e f u I 1st res s e sin the a b r u p t 

,
rose 

'\ rose 

opening of the fjnal typographical section: "The s~a h~wl". A 

new vigour' has now emerged out of the transitional lines, and 
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is pursued through one long sweeping sentence down to the end 

of Pari T rJ passage in which ELiot's l -ineati.on and punctua -

tion strike me as even more deliberate and precise than usual. 

Th e t ..... o separat.ed half - lines have been describ e d as "two 

lmages of smell or taste, immediate and pervasjve, haunting and 

for-mless, images which suggest the e0r~e menace of the sea felt 

inland" ( AT~)'R 13 ) -- only a little way inland, it is true. The 

visual images of the previous lines have modulated mainly into 

those of sound but also, briefly, of a less specific sense-

impressjon compounded of sa.!t ,Ino fog, that. permeat.es the a.lr 

around objects more landlocked in their associations. If we 

are reminded of the garden of Burni. Norl:on I or the purgatorial 

fir e S 0 f F. C7 s teo k e r I V, wet end t a fee 1 t hat t. he b r" jar r 0 s e 

smacks here of unrcalised symbolism: a distraction precisely 

because it remains unrealised. But if we respond more simply 

to the immediale sense - impression of familiarly sweet or fresh 

sr e ots assailed by a dist.urbingly alien tang, the images do 

I_heir work odequHte]y: we are being made to fecI the unnerving 

quality , In this environment, of what Arnold's great m~taphor 

called "The unp]"m. 1: (·d , salt, estranging sea". And now, without 

further preparation, we are launched upon that sea in a welter 

of sound. 

The sea howl 
And the sea yelp, are different voices 
Often together heard: the whine in the rigging, 
The menace and caress of wave that breaks on water, 
The distant role in the granite teeth, 
And the wailing warning from the approaching headland 
Are all sea VOlces, and the heaving groaner 
Rounded homewards, and the seagull .... 

Our first. impression is less of temporal or spatial rela -
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tionshi.ps than simply of sound: "sea" 1S used as an adjective 

co m m 0 n t- 0 " h () W 1 It Q n d " Y" e 1 p tt, sot hat. the imp act 0 f the sou n d s 

is emphasised while their source is generalised; and the use of 

" sea" , I san ad j e c t. :i ve w h :i 1 e "h 0 \v]" and "y e 1 p", p rim a r i ] y v e r b s , 

be c ome nouns, is obviously a way of reinforcing this effect. 

Most of th e words conveyi ng sound appear syntactically as nouns 

whil e retaining a good deal of their forc e as verbs; and the 

extent to which they ("onvey sound varies in such a way as to 

r" e i n f 0 l~ C e the per vas i v e imp res s ion 0 f per's 0 n i fie d power: w e 

reg 'i s t e r m a .l n I y sou n d ( a S 0 fan i m n 1 s ) in" h 0 Iv 1 ", " y e] p " 21 n d 

"\vhi np", then respond to "menace" ano "caress" as i.mplying 

sound \vh.ile not exp l.icitJy denot.ing jt: "rote" t.al{ cs on it.s 

naut i.eal sense of a speci.fi.c sound made by water, "warni.ng" J S 

qual i fied for the ear' by its alliterative association with 

"wailing"; and a mOt'e complex cl uster' of sense --i mpressions 1.8 

ay-ous(~d by "thp he8ving groaner" (g lossed by Eliot in his 

headnole ) . F'i.na1.1.y, and far mor e simply, comes the famiIi.ar 

j mpr es~~ .i on of sOllnd conveyed in t.he bare word "seagu] l". We 

n red i. r e c ted tot h e It d iff ere n t n e s s" 0 f the s e "v 0 ice s" and at 

t.he same tjme reminded that they are all "sea voices": so that. 

within a few lines the sea becomes both a richly personified 

force and a densely populated expanse 

and at the SRme time containing them. 

producing the sounds 

It 1S as if we are 

sailing a l.ittl e way from shore, aware of the "whine in th e 

rigging" overhead and of that onomatopoeic "menace and caress 

of wave that. breaks on water" along the sides of t.he vessel, 

aware too of tidal noise in the middle distance, and of the 

shore not. far off, The variety of aural perspectives afforded 
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by these details and by the placing of the words "distant", 

"approac hing" and "homewards", Rnd the sense of a \.\lorld of 

living f o r"ces , are all vividly achieved within eight lines. 

The variety of sea voices is accompanied by a feeljng of 

their ambivalence, sometimes animal-like, sometimes quasi 

human, at one momenL threatening and at another not quite 

rea s s U l ' i n g - m 0 s t 0 b v i 0 us I yin the co up lin g 0 f "ill e n ace and 

caress", an apter Linkin~ of sound And sense than Eliot's 

ear li e r, rnfJr: e oxymoronic attempt, "soothing nj(~ nace" ( CFQ 126 ) . 

Rut t. h e n (~ H r n e S S 0 f t. h p s h 0 l' e "i TIl P 1 "i e J b y ,t g rani t. e t. e e t h" , 

"approachi. ng hearl.land" and "home\'lards" does nothiug to dispel 

t.he general qualit.y of aJiennessi and the slight.ly archaic 

f I a v 0 u l' 0 f the i n v e r ted w 0 t · d - 0 l' de r i u " 0 f ten tog e the r he a r d " 

n,, "i nforres thi s. ( Eliot rightly kept i1 although it was queried 

in draft by both John Hayward and Geoffrey Faber ( CFQ 127 ) . ) 

Th e sounds, whether produced by naLure or by man's artefacts, 

are distinguished from those of the land proper, and emphasise 

Lhe mystery of the ocean in prepar"ation for the climac1ic entry 

into the poem of the tolling bell rung by the ground swell, a 

rhythm of nat.ure as far as possible removed from those of land 

locked life. 

The phras e "under the oppreSS.lon of the silent fog" - arrived 

at comparatively late in the drafting of the poem ( CFQ 126 ) -

now plays a crucial part in this transit.ion. It throws into 

further relief the various sounds before it and the single sound 

after it. By a kind of synaesthesia, "silent fog" in this con-

text reminds us of the height e ned significance of sounds heard 
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through a blank et of fog, while "oppression" conveys th e ee ri.e 

fee] illg of a palpClble ~v eighL upon the atmosphere. 

And und e r the oppression of the silent fog 
The tolling bell 
Measures time nol our time, rung by the unhurri e d 
Ground swell, a ti.me 
Older than th e time of chronometers, older 
Than time counted by anxious worried women 
Lyin g awake, calculating lhe future, 
Trying to UIHveave, ulHvind, unravel 
And piece together the past and the future, 
Bet: ~oJ e e n mid n i g h tan d d a \oJ n, w hen the pas t '- s a 11 

decept.ion, 
Tile future futLlreless, before the morning watch 
When time stops and time is never ending; 
1\ n d the g r 0 u n d s ~v ell, t h R tis a II d was f r () m t h f~ 

heginning, 
Clangs 
The be.! I 

If the sea feels like a living being, it IS neverlheless 

totally unprf~dictable ; and it is from the mention of the bell 

( pr'csumably on ~ bell-buoy) that the fuller significance oflhe 

sea as time-symbol emerges. From here to the end of Part I 

occurs a dense c lust e ring of words associated with lime. Thr 

differellce from our hunian tim e - scale is made explicit: 

The majestic conception of the time that is nol our 
li.me, given grandeur and significance by the litur 
g :i.caJ phr'ase "that is and was f,-om the beg.i.nning" I 

and expressing itself in the final reverberating word 
"clangs", contrRsts \vith the ti.me of our daily 
experience, the time we try to measure exactly by our 
instruments, th e time we try to make sense of in our 
min d s. (A TS E 14 ) 

And the undulat.ing, continuous mo vement, aided by variations in 

line-length, and intermediate pauses in what is actually a 23 -

l:i.ne sentence, helps to suggest the "otherness" of this rhythm. 

Like so much in Eliot that echoes familiar texts only to 

emphasise the difference, the tolling bel] here calls to mind, 

fleetingly, that other tolling bell of John Donne's Devotions 
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(XVII ) ; but whereas we are there reminded that no man 1S an 

island but everyone R piece of the continent, here the emphasis 

i_s on man's aJ .ienation, hoth indi.vidually and racially, from 

w hat t h .j s b p.] 1 rep 1- e sen t s . We Are not clods being washed away 

from the continent by death, but timebound creatures in life, to 

whom the rhythms of the oceRn of time are unfathomably foreign. 

Ivitbin this apparently chaotic flux exists, it seems, one 

hint of pattern - yet a patlern vasier than all we normally 

recognize by the name. The "ground swell" is godlike in age 

and pow,:,r and, 111<e God, "is and \.,;as from the beginnjng" . This 

symboljc connection, the eter'nal t'hythms of the universe maki.ng 

themselves strangely felt in the world of man, will later be 

expanded so that the clanging of the bell becomes a kind of 

angelus marking moments of annunciation, of the intersection -

for' good or evj I -- of the timeless with ~."hat we call time. 

Between the two mentions of the ground swell, and throwing them 

into str"ong relief, come the restless worried rhythms, insist-

ently and weakly repeLitive, in which we hear of 

time counted by anxi.ous worried women 
Lying awake, calculating the future, 
Trying to unweave, unwind, unravel 
And piece together the past and the future, 

the W1ves and mothers of the sea-going men we shall meet in 

Parts II and IV, women engaged in their hopeless mental battle 

~.,ith the "time" of the sea and the "sea" of time. 

Yet they too, before we leave them, briefly acquire the 

dignity of biblical figures as the solemnity of the Psalmist ' s 

words envelops them: "My soul f1 eeth un to the Lord: before the 

morning watch, J say, before the morning watch". Eliot's 
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allusiveness sometimes bas a ['ichly multiple effect: the text 

concerned, Psalm 130, is often used as <1 funeral psalm, and 

both lts Prayer-Book title and its opening verse are peculiarly 

apL: the title, De PrOflJJ7d.is: the verse, "Out of the dE~ep have 

I called unto thee, 0 Lord: Lord, hear my voice". After' the 

echo of the Psalmist, it is not surprising that the unnerving 

paradox "time stops and ti.me is never ending" should be prompt 

ly followed by an answering phrase from the doxology. ThR 

state of mind of "anxious worried women" fearing the loss of 

their men at sea is weI] captured in the simultaneous stoppage 

and endlessness of time as they know it; and the phrase also 

poinLs us to a dimension of time beyond our own. Fur- t.hE" 

ground swell, as for God In tradltional conceptions of him, 

"i l me s top san d t :i m!:' 1 S n eve 1" end i n g", bee a use e a c h "-i san d was 

froIll the beginning" - the metaphol'ical resonance of the groulld 

swell IS thus firmly estHblished. Even though this "beginning" 

IS In one sense prehistoric and prehuman, referring to the 

rhythm of the ground swell, the fragment of the doxology 

con t r' i but est 0 the eli m a x a qua 1 i t y not nee e s s a r i 1 y hop e f II 1 , 

yet strangely ~xhilar-ating. 

This ambivalence js, after all, only to be expected, since 

throughout the passage Eliot presents the sea as implicitly 

hoth lovely and terrifying. The sense of an alien life or 

alien rhythm going on in the sea, of a "time not our time", 

makes us realise what strangers we are in the physical universe, 

in the scale of a geological or astronomical time entirely 

different from our own pulse - bound sense of what time 1S. And 

yet the ground swell, for all its alien quality, does hint at 
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patter'n; it too, i. n its unlikely ~ .. ay, 1S a part of the cosmic 

dance: and although its ringing of the bell is not yet envisaged 

as an annunciation, such a notion IS (to use an apt metaphor) 

pn~sen1 ilS an Undel"CUCI"ent by the ti.me we end Part I. The word 

"bp.gi.nning" placed het-e at the end seems li.ke a faint echo of 

its occurcences in ERst Coker; but whereas the emphasis thel"e 

I .. a son the 0 s ten s 1 b 1. Y P p. r' son a 1 "JOy beg inn i n g It, her e i. t 1. S far 

more i.mpersonal and universal 1.n its resonance. For The Dry 

SRJvages creates and traverses a wider landscape - or perhaps 

one should s~y seascape - of the mind. 
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Part 1 I 

The Dr.'" 5'c1.lva/ff:>S LS except LanaI Clmong t.he Quartet s in the 

expansiveness of its lyric section forming Part ITA. The 

imagp.s of th-is mod -i ["ied sestina are far less "packed" and more 

easily assimilable than those of the corresponding lyric 

sections in the other Quartets. In its rhythm and pace, and In 

the regular falling of its feminine endings, it expresses a 

combination of Clchillg monotony and fut.ility which the reader 
. 

nevertheless finds strangely stirring. 

Aft e r t. h e v a r i e t y 0 fits e a v 0 i c: e s " en c a u n t ere din Par t I, we 

hegin with a rhetorical question emphasising silence rather 

lhan sound . The It h 0 ,.;]" and "y e 1 p", " \11 h i n e " and " \v ail i n g 

warning" of Part I give way to the soundless cries of h um anity, 

fa c e d w.i t h t h P. flux () f a " t i me not 0 11 r t. i me " r P. pre s en ted b y t. he 

sea. The "sound1 ess , ... ai 1 ing" is the unheard voice of mankind 

asp art 0 f the "d r- i_ f t. i n g w r eel, age" ont.:i me' s flood. No longer 

do we m a k e a d i_ s t L Il C l: i. 0 n he t wee nth e ': a n x i 0 us w 0 r' I' i e d \-v 0 men" 

and the men at sea whom lhey worry about: the sestina speaks 

for al], including the poet and by implication the reader. 

Where is there an end of it, the s6undless wa:iling, 
~ l .-' - f ;' ;' The Sl ent wltherJng 0 autumn flowers 

Dr6pping t.heir p~Lals and rem~ining m6tionless; 
Wh~re is there an ~nd to the drffting wr~ckage, 

h ;' i' h b " ;' ,,, T e prayer 0 t c one on the beach, the unprayable 
Prayer at the caL3:"mitous ann~nciation? 

The standard pattern of four main stresses per line asserts 

itself with considerable regularity throughout the sestina, 

w hie h me an w hi] e a chi eve sit. s "d yin g fa 11" b y me an s 0 f the c on --

sistently feminine line-endings. It is not a sestina in the 

standard or traditional sense, differing from that. norm in a 
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number of ways. One LS that, instead of using the same SlX 

end - \<Jords throU1,hout eac h st.anza, Eliot, in his subsequent 

stanzas, uses ciJ"fferent end-words rhyming with those of stanza 

1, until he re:\ches t.he sixth and final stRnza, wh ere he 

returns to the end-words of the first - except for replacing 

"unpr8yable" wi.th "prRyable" ( \<Jh :ich throws :it 'into strong 

reI i. e f), and a 1 t e r i n g "a n nun cia t ion" b y beg inn i n g i t \<J i t h a 

capita l letter. NOI- doe s h f' end hi sse s h . n a w:it hat. h r e e ·' 1 i n p 

envoi : the six stanzas are complete in themselves. Finally, h e 

clops not, as t.he st .anzas progress, aJ.ter the ordering of th e 

end words ll1 the "plaited" pattern of the standard sestina ( F, 

A, F., B, D, C i nrc :I a t ion t 0 L b e pre v i 0 u sst an z a), but m a i n -

tains the same pattern of 1 ine-endings throughout. 

The deJ ib ers 1 c use of 1 he sest.ina pattp.rn, yet at the same 

time the deliberate modifi catio n of it, warrants comment. 

Presumably Eliot. wished, as in Part IIA of every other Quar1~t, 

to create a tautlY '- patterned lyric embodying a universal 

experience: of timeless order among t.he elements in Bllrnt 

No r tOIl; a f a cor r' e spa II d i. n g dis 0 r de r' 1 n E a s teo k e r; her e i nTh e 

Dry Sa lvages of a hplpless drifting on 1h e c haoLi c ' flux of a 

sea of ti.me "not our time", because vaster than our- normal 

tjme-scaJes ca n accommodate; and in Little (i.iddJng of a series 

of "deaths" suffered by, and inflicted by, the elements. There 

IS no definite answer to the question "Why a sestina rather 

than anything else?" But we may surmise that Eliot wanted a 

lyric form that would overlay its own sense of order with one 

of repetitiveness and even monotony. The firmness is achieved 

by modifying the sestina to accommodate rhyme; the repetitive-
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ness and monotony are achieved by avoiding the tradjtional 

vari a tion in the ordering of the c orresponding line - endings. 

The pattern gives the impression of being forever the same ( yet 

not with the excessive sameness that identical end - words would 

p r' 0 v ide ) ; the va r i e t y 0 fen d - w 0 r d s, 0 nth e 0 the r' han d , 1. S 

co u n t f~ r' act (' d b y rna j n t a ·i n .i n g l he sam ere 1. at i v e 0 r d e r for t 11 e i r 

rhymes. And 1n lhe final stanza, a peculiar effect is achieved: 

thp ori.ginal end - words return, taking us back to t.he beginninr,-, 

yet their force has been subtly qualified by what appears 

between th0 first and sixi.h stanzas . And no compressed terceL 

is added to knit up the sestina into finality: relatively 

complete 111 itself, jl is at the same time left. open for the 

continuation offered in what I call section B of Part rT. 

The overall effeci IS that of a wave - like molion combining 

predictability with a modicum of variation; and the theme 1S 

reinforced partly by syntax: the relative absence of acLive 

verbs in rlecisive forms - the verbs are largely participial and 

adjectival - implies continuity without progression. Geoffrey 

Faber comrneuted approvingly that "the ['un of participles seems 

right here" (CPO 131 ) . 

A ~, 
~, a kind of thematic refrain throughout the passage runs 

the idea of endlessness, in the double sense of an absence of 

termjnation and an absence of purpose (as we have seen, a very 

common form of word-play in Eliot). The first line of each 

stanza iII ustrates t.his: "Where is there an end of it ... "; 

"There is no end, but addition .. II. , "There is [paradoxically, 

no end and yet] the final addition ... ": "Where is the end of 
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"We have to think of them as [havi ng no end but] 

for'ever bailing . . . ": "There is no end of it ... ". 

The sestina pattern, as modified here, has a c urious effect: 

j t seems to ans~ver El.i ot' s apparellt needs by lending t.o the 

poetry an underlying hint of order and direction eVel} while it 

reinforces the contemplation of disorder, shapelessness and 

"endlessness" in a chaotic fLux. The slow pace and smooth 

movement of thp verse also contribute to this: Reibetanz poinls 

out hO\\I, 1.11 the opeuing lines, the languid rhythms are achieved 

partly because unstressed syllables are liberally 
interspersed between major stresses, and also because 
s m 0 () the t> n son a n L s l.i k e " ~oJ", " n ", It m", "1", "r", 3 n d 
" Slip no! v ail _ The e f f Po C t 0 f the fa u r -" s t res s 1 i n e he!' e 
is Lot all y un] ike t hat. 0 f the 0 rig i 0 a -I " 1'i me pre s.e n t 
and time past," \\li.th its more percussive beat. (Ill) 

Moreover, the feminine rhymes C:ippearing often ill quit.e lon g 

wor"ds help to retard the pace: 

by punct.uat ing his lines Iv] th polysyllabic Ivords 
(conspicuous too in their suffi~al endings), Eliot has 
given speciHl weight to the eod of each line. The 
result is to underscore the effect of "repetition 
without progress:ion, a wave--like rise Clnd fa1]". ( 112, 
quoting at the end from ATSE 38) 

l' h e j n .i t "i :.t 1 r he I- 0 riC' a 1 que s t ion imp "I i e s, 0 f co U r s e, the 

<l.nswer given i.n the next stanza: "There is no end " ( or so it 

seems at present), no en d to t.he cycle of "soundless wailing" 

in the human spirit, to the withering of flowers that symbolise 

lives, to the drifting wre ckage of humanit y and its hopes. The 

opening stanza creates an odd, slightly surrealistic coupling 

of images so that for a mom ent. the "soundless wailing" seems to 

be that of the autumn flowers as they wither, their only motion 

that of dropping their petals. The words "soundless", "sil ent " 

and "mot ionless" do not cancel )ut tIle J" pll" C t " f ' 1' g ( - _m 'a lons 0" wal_ ln , 
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withering nnd dropping. The use of oxymoron as in "soundless 

\vaiJinglf intensjfies the impression of hiddE'n angujsh - hidden 

yet revealed her e . Images suggesting the land and individual 

identities ( flowers and petals) yield easily to the dominant 

imagery of the sea with its anonymous wreckage on the surface, 

representing the helpless remnants of liv es and of history 

r' e d u c edt 0 ani l.l d p t. e rill ina t e mas s . Yet there is a further shift 

in mental and syntacticnl perspect.jve as thp lyric VOlce asks 

\oJh el'e there 1S an end to the "prayer of the bone on the beach", 

a.l 1 U \oJ i n gus t 0 see t. h :i. s If p ray e r' If _ . 0 r the bon e t hat m a k e s :i. t 

as a part of the \oJl'f~ckage ,just menti.oned, though no longer 

drift. i.ng, but b eached. II .lS, too, a peculiar comb.ination of 

ideas that makes the pl'ayet' imp] icitly without end yet also 

" 11 n p ray Q b l (~ II and the ref a I' e \-,1 i tho u the g j n n i n g . The apparent 

co ntradiction, as elsewhere jn E] iot, creates an impression of 

insistence in spi. te of incApac 'ity, as of' the "children at the 

gate" in Ash-WednAsdAY who "wi 11 not go away and cannot pray", 

or of the VOICP. a mon g thp bones ( in the same poem) that wish es 

to be forgotten and to forget evell \",hile i.t is tfdevoted, con

ccnt.r·al.ed in purpose". 

"The prayer of t.he bone on the bea c h" returns us from the 

dri.fting mass to a single personified object; throughout the 

passage we are encouraged to see ourselves as part of the whole 

generalised drift of life, yet without losing the sense of 

jndividual identity. Here we contemplate, briefly, the single 

bone, as it were one of the bones of Ezekiel's vision ( Ezekiel 

37) or one of' the "heap of broken images" of Tbe Waste La]]d, or 
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the prophet Jonah crying to the Lord from the belly of the fish. 

The Lmage, though fleet- jng, has t.he samc poignant air of appeal 

as the fragment of the De Profundis noted towards the end of 

Part T. The prayer, or the att.empt to make it, is "at the ca .la ·-

mitous annunciation" - every such annunciation being a moment 

of deat.h or ~isaster, an instant when the claims of the time -

less impinge upon mankind trapped in time. 

Normal Ly we see DO end - In either sense of the word to 

this picture of ourselves, ~nd of history, as the helpless 

flo t sam and .i (' t S (,lin 0 nth e 0 c e a II 0 f 1 i f e . Tnstead of it, there 

is merely more of the same: 

There is no end, but addition: the trailing 
Consequence of further days and hours, 
While pmot.ion t.nkes to it.self the emot.ionless 
Yeal"S uf living among the br-eakage 
Of what was believed in as the most reliable -
And therefore the fittest for renunciation. 

There is the final addition, the failing 
Pride or resentment at failing powers, 
The unat.tached devotion which might. pass for 

devotinnless, 
In a drifting boat with a slow leakage, 
The silent listening to the undeniable 
Clamour of the bell of the last annunciation. 

Where is the end of them, the fishermen sailing 
Tnto the wind's tl:iil, where t.he fog cowers? 
We cannot think of a time that is oceanless 
Or of an ocean not Jittered with wastage 
Or of a future that is not liable 
Like the past, to have no destination . 

We have to think of them as forever bailing, 
Selting and hauling, while lhe North East lowers 
Over shallow banks unchanging and erosionless 
Or drawing their money, dryIng sails at dockage; 
Not as making a trip that will be unpayable 
For a haul that will not bear examinat.ion . 

These central stanzas of the sestina gather into themselves 

much of the thought of East Coker aboul the apparent futility 
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of effort and the inescapable approach of old age and death, 

hut they universalise it within the context of the prevailing 

imagery of the sea; we are also reminded, in the image of the 

boat "\viih a slo\-,I l eakage ", of the passage -in Mar.inn about the 

body as a boat 1n a state of i]l repair: 

Bowsprit cracked with ice and paint cracked with heat. 
I made thi_s, I have forgotten 
And remember. 
The rigging weak and the canvas rotten 
Between one June and another September. 
Made tbis unknowing, half conscious. unknown, my own. 
The garboard strake leaks, the seams need caulking. 

The traditional image of lif~ as a voyage , whether we think of 

Te nnyson's "Ulysses" Ot· ,I'Yfohy D _iek Ot' Hopkins's "Wreck of the 

1)(> u i s c h 1 8 11 d ", i~ a ins f res h n e s s fro m t h f'': par t j cuI a r i i y wit h w h .i. c h 

itis presented 1n these stanzas of The Dry Salvages, 

W Po arE' a \v n I' C 0 f tim e a s 1 i 1, e the s hap e 1 e s s sur f ace 0 f 1 h e 

ocean, with no clear destination in sight and nothing but the 

acldit .Lon of more of the same, "the trailing / Consequence of 

fur'ther days and hours" (e njambement effectively emphasising 

the point ) ; and the first two 1ine-e nds of stanzas 2 and 3 

for' ln small thematic units in themselves, linking the ideas of 

"trajling ... hours" and "fa:il -ing ... powers". Human emotion is 

pel'sonified as absorbing into itself the consequence of years 

of l:iving, nol so much without emotion ( "emotionless" ) as with 

stifled, stunted emotions, among broken faith and hope and love: 

"the breakage / Of what was b e lieved in as the most reljable". 

It is a sombre picture of the average life, And yet, remarks 

the poet's voice parenthetical1y, lhese things in which we have 

put our misplaced trust are, for that very reason, "the fittest 

for renun ciat ion", We seem to be hearing echoes, in this gene ·-
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ralizing context, of that far more private voice which opened 

the meditations of AsiJ--Wedn('sdayon a note of renunciati.o n: 

Because I do not hope to turn again 
Beca use I do not. hope 
Be~ause I do not hope to turn 
Desiring this man's gi.ft and thai_ man's scope 
I no longer strive to strive towards such Lhings 

Alt.hough there is "no end", there -is yet the addition only of 

what Iv €' may look fonvard to at the end of li.fe's voyage: "the 

failing / Prid e or r e sentment nt fail -ing power's". Th ere is also 

an addition which is less clear i.n its significance: "The un-

attached devo t_-ioTl whiJ:h mi.ght pass for dpvotion]ess" . The 

qupstion is Ivhether this "devotion" lS to be seen in a positive 

oJ" a negat lve 1 ighl. Ant.ici.pating the meaninr; of "detachment" 

as we find it in Part III of Little Gidding, it is likely that 

the "unat.tached devotion" so quietly me nti oned here, and \-,1hi<'h 

looks so little like devotion at all, should nevertheless be 

undf'rstood as thp. one posjtivp response to be mad e by Lhe sp"ir.it 

in the ageing body, the "dr'iftjng boat with a slow leakage"; 

yt' t. jt must be admitted t.hat the line, if thjs IS it.s meaning, 

seems more like a gratuitous intrusion than a natural expansion 

of the thought. 1n t.hi.s cont.ext -- rather as :if "devotionless" 

offered itself as a natural rhyme-word here, and imported a 

line of irre levantly anticipatory thought along wi th it . The 

main idea of the stanza is, after all, the grimly helpless 

approach to deat.h, couched in the established metaphor of the 

voyager who has nothing left except "The silent listening to 

the undeniable / Clamour of the bell of the last annunciation" -

death itself. To introduce detached devotion here seems rather 
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foreign to the maln concern of the lyric at this point. 

Tn the t.hird st.anza "undt'?njablp" .is ambiguous: the clamour 

of the bell is an inescapable fact, and it represents a summons 

that must be answered. The clanging of the bell by the ground 

swell, introduced in Part I, is meanwhile undergoing a serIes of 

metaphorical role - shift.s, be co ming in turn a signal of danger or 

disaster, R death-knell, and finally (at the end of the sestina ) 

(In angelus. 

S t. an z a 4 s how shu m eHl i t y as the f ish e nn e n for eve r "s CI i 1 i n g I 

Into the \"ind's tai.l, where the fog co\"ers". These fi.shermen, 

of course, may have been inspired by the literal fisherfolk of 

Glouceste r, Massachusetts, with whom E] i.ot was familiar; but 

here they immediately represent the human race, as the rest of 

the s tan z a s u g g est s: It Wee ann 0 t t h i n \{ 0 fat i met hat i. soc e an -

1 e s s / 0 r 0 f n n 0 C e an not 1 itt e r- e d \\1 i t h was tag e" . And just as 

the ocean cannot be thought of as wi thout wrecks, so the futur' e 

ca nn ot he thought. of as n0atly packaged with accomplish e d 

pur p 0 s e s: i tis 1 i a b 1 e, 1 ike the pas t, " t 0 h a v e nod est ina t ion 't 

unless 811 "annunciat.ion" of disaster or some claim of' the 

limelpss imposes upon it ( as i.n "The Wreck of the Deutschland" ) 

a pattern transcending its apparent sterility. But th:is is to 

anticipate: Eliot does not bring us to that kind of epiphany 

until the end of the sestina. 

Meanwhile, we are limited to a vision of the fishermen as 

endlessly engaged, under a hostile wind, in their drudgery at 

s ea, varied only by its land rhythms of payment and preparation 

for fresh voyages. The word "er·osionless", however, strikes me 

as another instance of the exigencies of rhyme importing a 
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redundancy into the passage: there is no reason why the banks 

should be s ee n a s c, :,-,~-, i onless e xcept to suggest ( which "unchang--

ing" already, and less confusingly, does) that the land, like 

th e life - rhythms of the fishermen, must be always the same. 

The last two lines of stanza five suggest not merely that 

\ve are literally unable, but that we ca11not afford ( because the 

thought would be too daunting ) to think of the fishermen as 

"making a trip that will be unpayable / For a haul that will not 

bear examination": in other words, that effort without re\vard is 

Loo painful and discouraging to contemplate, and yet just what 

we need to learn to c ontemplate. The unusual word "unpayable" 

seems to mean "unprofitable": "unpaying" would be the mor e 

normal usage, but "unpayable" adds the implication that the 

SOil r c eo f the p a y me n t, 0 r non - p a ym e nt, 1 i e s e I sew her e . In h:is 

comments Geofft'ey Faber queried the word "bear''': 

Do you mean this in the usual sense of not repaying 
exam n ? or do you mean "that never will undergo 
e xam n "? Th e latt er sense seems to be suggest e d -
if so is "bear'" the right word? (CFQ 13] ) 

The "usual sense" makes better sense: that the cargo is too 

poor to warrant examination, or if examined, would be rejected 

as worthless. We can, then, r ea d the thought of these lines 

more or less like this: "We find ourselves obliged to think of 

their sturdily regular rhythms of work rather than of its 

purposes, if only because emotionally we cannot afford to see 

it as unprofitable and pointless" - with the silent corollary 

that this, too, IS how we are obliged to see our own life-

rhythms, otherwis e we would giv e way to despair. The sestina, 

if this is correct, has not yet arrived at the affirmation 
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offered In Part V of East Coker: 

For us, 
perhaps neither gain nor 

there is only the trying. 
our bus -iness. 

loss. 
The rest lS not 

The last stanza of the sestina returns us to the images and 

end-words of the first. Four - and - a - half lines of it constitute 

an apparent confirmation of what the initial rhetorical questions 

j m p Ii e d; hut the c ] i m ;) c t. i c 1:i n e --an d - a - h a I fat the en din t rod u c e s 

a n ew dimension. Out of the silence, chaos and pointlessness 

e merges , as it wer e , a whisper of aff:irmation. 

There {s no ~nd of it, the v6iceless w'iling, 
No ~nd to the .. "ftlter ing of wfthered fl'Cn"ers, 
To the m6vement of p&in that is p'inless and 

m6tionless, 
To the drfft of the s~a and the drffting wr6c kage, 
The b6ne's pr~yer to D~ath its G6d. 6nly the hEirdl y, 

b~rely pdiyable 
Pr£yer of the toe Ann~nci'tion. 

Tn the penultimate line the norma] four-stress rhythm has, to 

my ear, been slowed down and doubled to emphasise this signifi-

cunt shift in perspective. Though ostensibly a sudden switch, 

it has been prepared for by the repeated occurr'eoce of "annun-

eiatlon" in negative senses over Wh_lCh hung, inev -it.abJy, the 

hint of its more traditional and positive connotations. The 

various forms of anguish alluded to in the previous stanzas 

have also been gathered up in the heavily paradoxical line 

about "the movement of pain t.hat is painless and motionless" -

a process not really without pain or motion, but so muted and 

stjfled as to seem so, and therefore the more acutely present 

to our consciousness. 

This lime the prayer of the bone - of the individual thrown 

up by the surging mass of "time not our time" - is no longer 
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un d i_ r e c ted. : i t 1 S "t oDe a t hit s God". What on the face of it 

might look like peculiAr theology is really a summtltion of our 

awareness, growing throughout the sestina, that every "annunci

ation" is a summons from a dimension beyond t. -ime as we know it, 

whether we call that dimension Death or God. And in t'esponse 

to such H summons lies thp only end to the wailing, the 

wi.thering, the pain and the drifting: namely, the prayer that 

can sea r c {~ -I y h e b 1- eat h ed, the p ray P J' mad e j n res p 0 n set. 0 t. h e 

one Annunciation known by a capital A: "Be it unto me according 

i 0 thy w 0 r d " ( ), uk e :I: 3 8 ) . In this acceptance of the summons 

from the timeless] i f:,S "the end", the only escape from, and the 

only purpose 10, our subject -Lon to the "destructive element". 

The adverbial insistence is justified by its deliberate word

play: thp. prayer :lS "hardly, barely prayable" - not. only -j_s it 

scarcely capable of being uttered, it is necessarily uttered 

with extreme difficulty (lIhHrc11y" ) and :in a stat.e of total 

nakedness ( "barely") to the po\ ... ~r that elicits it. 

As the Quartets follow one another, religious affirmation 

appears in progressively earlier positions: in Burnt Norton not 

until Part V, with "The Word jn the desert"; in East Coker not 

until Parts III and IV. Here in The Dry Sal Fag-es we have it 

hal f way t h r aug h Part lJ; and i n Li ttl e (i i d din g- i t 1 sal rea d y 

established in the images of pentecostal fire, pilgrimage and 

prayer hefore the end of Part T. Whatever the controversy 

surrounding the nature of their Christianity and the consequent 

limitat.ion or universality of their appeal, it seems pointless 

to deny the progressive emphasis, as the cycle of Qtiartets con-
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tinues, on the religious interpretation of the experience that 

provides their nu c leus. At the risk of over - simplification we 

can say that Burnt Norton's main focus is on the experience of 

timelessness itself; East Coker's on the processes of suffering, 

disillusion and dispossession that lead to its rediscovery; that 

of Tbe })ry Salvages on the prayerful acceptance and detached 

action that this process entails; and Little Gidding's on the 

pentecostal .illuminHtion that confirms Hnd makes sense of t.he 

process in relation to the rest of our experience. Perhaps this 

1S clearest .if we consider Part IV of each Quartet, and see eac h 

of those lyri.cs, in retrospect, as focussing in turn on God the 

Father ( the "unmoved Mover" ) , on the redempi.ive sufferLng of 

Christ, on the self - yielding of the Vir' gin, and on the purging 

and illuminating power of the Holy Spirit. 

As in E as teo k t' r I I, sec t ion A he [0 e g i v e s way t 0 sec t ion B 

not with a smooth transi tion but with a very abrupt drop in 

emotional register and an equally abrupt switch in style and 

rhythm. The VOlc:e we hear is meditative, explanatory and 

slightly sermonic. Yet it 1S not simple enough to be summed up 

by anyone of these epithets: there 1S a slightly more personal 

note, yet the air of self-confession and exploration is modified 

by the generality ( shifting between "one", "I" and "we" ) and by 

a growi ng tone of assurance belying the initial tentativeness of 

"It seems". This is a voice speaking both to and for us; it is 

the voice of the poet aware of himself ("I have said before") 

and at the same time a representative voice. It offers firm 

considered statement in abstract language, mingled with explora

tory stops, starts and self- interruptions as illustrative images 



265 

are - sometimes uneasily - tried out and qualified. 

Although the op e ning of East. Coker TTB, glancing hack at. the 

lyr'ic of lIA ( "That h'as a way of putting it - not very satis '-

factory" ) , exposed itself to charges of bathetic prosiness, 

Part lIB of The Dry ,,'-,~alvag'es IS i.n fact, in its opening lines, 

tht" less successful of the two. Here the poet ]S not glancing 

ba c k at section A but saying, 1.n effect, "This is the \<Jay I'm 

now fj"oiJ)[{ to try and put il". The mixture of tones involved IS 

difficult to Justify. We get- an impressi.on of the variety of 

modes ( in the first eight lines, especia:tJy) as a rough equ 'i -

volent of saturation bombing ill the hope of making the required 

imp art 0 n C \v a y () I" a n cd h e r . 1 tis not v i n die (j l t.~ d (' i L her b y 1. h (~ 

elusiveness of the idea or by tile deliberate assumption of self -

conSt:lOUSI1(,'S:':; . Nevertheless, the meaning warrants i.easing out. 

I t seems, as one becomes older, 
That the pasl has i1nothel~ pattern, and ceases to b e a 

mere sequence -
Or even deve]opIlIPnt.: the latter <1 part.ial fallacy 
Encouraged by superfici.al notions of evolution, 
Which becomt's, in t.he popular mind, a means of 

disowning the past. 
The moments of happiness - not the sense of well -· 

being, 
Fru :ition, fulfjlment, security or affect.ion, 
O~ even a very good dinner, but the sudden 

illumination -
We had the experience but missed the meaning, 
And approach to the meaning restores the experience 
In a different form, beyond any meaning 
We can assign to happiness. 

The drifting sestina rhythms have now ceased, and the voice 

we hear is no longer dire c tly expressing the human predicament 

but standing back from it in a tone of assessment. In this 

respect the passage resembles the corresponding sections of 

Burnt Norton and East Coker. NormaJly Part lIB begins in a 
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comparatively low --keyed tone after the intensity of the Part 

ITA lyric, then gradually works up to a new pitch of intensity 

of its own b e fore it ends. With the exception of Burnt Norton 

IIR, each of them focusses to some extent on old age or on a 

VISlon or assessment of life from the perspective of old age, 

meditating on the meaning of the past. So here: 

It seems, as one becomes older, 
That t.he past has anot.her pattern. 

The sestina ha~ look ed at the experience of life from the per -

sp ec tive of jmmedi~lte illvol ve menl. in :it, adrift upon th e ocea ll 

of time; \101,\, we look back on it from another temporal angl e , 

with the tentative assertion that a pattern is discernible 

nut a mere pattern of addition or of items in a sequence, but 

something else . The natur e of' this paLtern is partly obscured 

( I t hink designedly, lest it sound glib) by the parenthetic 

expansions and self- interruptions of Lhe speaking voice. At 

first we are clearer about what it is not than about what it 

15. We Hre denied the r e assurHnce of an ascending pattern of 

progress. Aft e [' a II, 0 U rat a vis t i r. s t r' e a I< - h i n ted at i nth e 

account of the river - remAins ; we cannot disown it. Eliot -is 

o f co U r's e not [' e j e c tin g e vol uti 0 n a r y the 0 r y, but r e j e c tin g its 

false c omforts of the kind that facilely co nfirm the nolion of 

upward progress; and his attitude IS hardly surprising in the 

midst of a war waged between some of the most "advanced" nations 

in history. But while we can accept the _idea, the di ctio n has 

the unfortunate flavour of the pedant - even perhaps of the 

intellectual snob. We tend for a moment to hear a lecture - room 

voice dismiss :i ng 
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Encourag e d by superficial notions of e volution, 
Which becomes, in th e popul a r mind, a means of 

disowning the past. 
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Th e problem her e 1S that th e gen e ric "one" v"hich opens the 

P 3 S sag (:', th e r ep r f~ s e n tat i ve v 0 -i c e o f rip e ex peri en c e, f j n d s 

itself in confl ic t with the voice that primly dismisses "the 

po[>u Lar mind", and therefor e be c omes less representat:i ve after 

a 11. This seldom happens 10 the Quartets, and it makes for a 

strong c ontrast. with th e corresponding section of East Coker, 

where the poet has not suffered this confusion of voi c e -- roles. 

We c annot disown the Pels!. ( just as Par·l-. V of this Quartet, 

dismissi.ng fortune - tell e rs and the like, will assert that \"e 

callnot disl>wnlhe fut.ure e ith e r ) . What the poel has c allpd 

annunciations, whether moments of ecstatic illumination or of 

agony, are a permanent part of our experlence. Th e "triJ -IJng 

wlre 1.n the blood", to lise the imagery of Burnt Nort:on II, may 

s -ing, but it. does so under ".inveterate scars" . 

The t' est 0 f t his sec t i_ a nat t e III p t s tor e d e fin e the "p a t t e t' 11 " 

of thf' PHst b y pond e rin g both j{inds of "annunciation", the 

"moments of happiness" and, fourteen lines later, the "moments 

of 3gony". And it insists th ro ughout that our personal past 

includes the past of others and of all humanity. Moreover, our 

past experienc e is constantly modified as we re - approach its 

meaning. The landscape of experience alters as we shift our 

position ln it; the present, or the new experience, is const.ant -

ly chaIlging the past. The notion of Heraclitean flux, a strong 

unde rc urrent i n the Quartets, reasserts itself: as we have read 

i.n East: Coker II, 



the pattern is new in every moment 
And every momenL is a new and shocking 
Valuation of all we have been. 
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Fr'om "Th .. moment.s of happiness" to "many generations", the 

rep e tit i v e p 1 a yin g 0 nth e \v 0 r d s " hap pin e s s ", "e x per i en c (~ " and 

"mpan:ing" helps to enact. the sensat.ion of constantly changing 

relationships among counters of thought that are ostensib1y the 

samp. The effect is of a steady unravelling of a difficult 

line of thought, with the speaker clinging to the security of a 

few fnmiliar Lerms as he pursues his exploratory st.atement. 

The moments of happiness - not the sense of well

Fruit -ion, 
Or' even a 

being;, 
fulfilment, security or affection, 
very good dinner, but the sudden 
ill u min cd l 0 n --

We had the experience but missed the meaning, 
And approach Lo the meaning restores the experience 
In a differenL form, beyond any meaning 
We can assign to happiness. 1 have said before 
That the past experience revived in the meaning 
Is not the experjence of one life only 
But of m8ny generations ... 

This idea - of the modifi.cation of the pattern as hie approach 

the meaning - IS enacted syntactically by the odd nature of the 

sentRnce, which begins with one grammatical subject ( "moments 

of happiness" ) , clarifies it for b"o-and-a-half lines, pauses, 

then begins afresh with "We" as its new subject: "We had the 

experience but missed the meaning". 

The mj delle 1 ines of the passage just quot.ed describe \vhat 

the poet and the reader have been doing ever since the initial 

"moment of happiness" in the rose - garden of Burnt Norton: re -

approaching, through meditation on its meaning, the ineffable 

experience of the timeless, and undergoing it in different 

forms that transcend mere "happiness" in its limited senses of 



269 

\</el1 - being, "Frui.tion, fulfilment, secur'ity or affection, / Or 

0.ven [} very good dinller". The last phrase is clearly a delibe -

rate, though perbaps misgujded, piece of bathos intended to 

emphasise the difference between this mundane satisfaction and 

the really profound experience of timeless illumination. 

The initjal suggestion that "t.he past has another pat.tern" 

itself needs qualification jn the li.ght of what follows: it has 

not one but many pattenls. What. they have in common is that 

they are not describable in temporal terms alone, bei.ng depen -

rient. on thl' l' e cognition of the extra- t.emporal dimension wh .ic-h 

is, after all, th e source and origin of all "annunciations", 

w he l her 0. cst. a 1. 'i (' 0 J" p a .i 11 f u .1 . 

The slif.{htJy pedant.ic note of "I have said before" 'is more 

justifiable than the one a few lines earlier: it is brief and 

undismisslve, its diction is simple, and it reminds us lhat 

just as the pattern, or recognition of it, changes, so too do 

successive formulations of it. What Eliot is doing, more 

explicitly than usual, IS making R cross-reference \"ithin the 

QUHrtcts themselves, r~mlnding his reader of an cHrlier 

statement of a similar idea in Part V of East Coker: 

As we grow older 
The world becomes stranger, the pattern more 

complicated 
Of dead and living. Not the intense moment 
Isolated, with no before and after, 
But a lifetime burning in every moment 
And not the lifetime of one man only 
But of old stones that cannot be deciphered. 

The pattern is not. limited to the experience of the individual 

life. So the point is now repeated, but the addition ( from "not 

forgetting" onwards ) tak e s a different form appropr.i.ate to the 
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the pas t ex per j f' n c e t- e v j v e din the mea n i n g 
Is not the experie nc e of one life only 
But of many generat.ions -- not. forgett i ng 
Something that is probably quite ineffable: 
Tile baclnvard look beh lnd the assurance 
Of recorded history, the bacl{ward half - look 
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Over the shoulder, towards the primitive terror. 

The first three lines of this sound like an echo from Eliot's 

much earlier dis("u~~sion of "the mjnd of Europe" in "Tradit _inn 

and the lndivi.dllal Talent"_ We are part of a communal mind: 

our- ex per- i e 11 (' e con t rib ute s t 0 its ex per 1 en c e, and vic eve r sa, 

in such a way that the pattern of expet'ience (a nd therefore, In 

the e s s Cl y, 0 f 1 j t_ p r a r y m 0 n u men t s) -i s for eve r c han g -i II g _ Wha Lis 

adrled here lS that we share not only In the creative experience 

of this rommllllcl} mind, hut. also In its pr-im.itive impulses, its 

tt-~rt-ors and ago nies, and cannot argue them away_ 

S t r i_ c t 1 y s p e fl lei n g, " t. h e p [\ S t e x per i e n r ere v .i v e d j nth e 

meaning" actually signifies the past experience revived In the 

process of re-approAching- the mean -ing -- and it ]5 this proc!!ss 

of re-approach to the meaning of an initial experience that 

constit.u t.es the Llnif"yjng t.hentC' of Four Quartefs- as t.he end of 

Little Gidding- will make clear. There is a sense 1n whi ch, 

J ike most. great poeLry, the Quartet.s teach us how to read them: 

and here, more explicitly than usual, we are reminded that the 

experience with wh.ich we are co ncerned is "noL th e experience 

of one life only" - T.S. Eliot's - "But of many generations". 

The cycle makes its own claim to that universality without 

which it would be merely confessional and far less interesting . 

Without accepLi.ng t.he notion t.hat The Dry Sa.lvag-es is 
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deliberately bad poetry, we may grant that several passages in 

it are ma rr ed by un cer t ainty or misjudgment of tone, vocabulary 

or' rhythm, l\nd one of them is the li.n e "Somethi.ng that is 

probably qu:ite ineffable". "Something that is" has an air of 

cl umsiness about it, the tone i s damaged by the rather trite 

sou n d - e c h () bet wee n " - a b 1 y II LI Tl cI " .- a b 1 e " , a Tl d the j u x t. n p 0 sit. ion 

of the tentntive "probably" with the intensive "quite" Jars us, 

g i ving th e impr essio n that. the poet was tr y ing to muk e a virtue 

of not b e ing able to make up his mind. In any case, th e c ]ear 

R r ti c u 1 a t. e n e s S 0 f the l.i n es t hat f 0 1 low _. abo u t. II Th e b a c k ~ .... a I ' d 

10 0 "" - i.s e nough to persuade us that the subject w.as perfect 1y 

"effable" t.o E-I -i.ot. Th e passage might have been improved by 

the si.mpl e deletion of the questionable line. His point would 

remain t.he S:t ml': t.hat the pal- tp.rn of our experi(~nce of t im e J ess 

moments in c ludes our experience - usually only half -c onscious 

of primitive t error, of the primordial awe in the f ace of the 

nunllnous. Th:is idea, of co urse, takes us back momentarily to 

th e presentation in Part of th e river as a numinous pres e n ce 

whose a weso me natur e is usually forgotten but from time to time 

r eas s e rLs itself, as does the atavistic s tr e ak in the human 

psy c he. It is also a reminder that in man's experience of the 

ex Lrat emporal, ecs tas y and dread are closely linked, and linked 

in a manner defying the superficial reassurances of "recorded 

hjstory" that we can know, master and improve ourselves and the 

world in which we live. 

The sense of having ot o n e 's back a profound source of terror 

against which one's developed rationality offers no defence, is 

reminiscent of th e Ancient Marin er 's simile 1n Coleridge's poem 
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1,.i k e one , t hat o n a lonesome road 
Doth walk in fear and dr ea d , 
And h aving once turned round walks on, 
And t u rns no mo re his head; 
Rer:a u se he kn Ol,\' s, a frjghtfu] fiend 
Doth close behind him tread. 
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We do not wish 10 l oo k, but whether we look or not, we are 

a \oJ a l'e, \oJith an appa ll ed fascination , of \oJhat lies behind us -. 

"ht~hincl" spat i Hll y or temporally. The assurances of recor d ed 

history tend to encourage unfound ed optimism about our evolu -

t i onary dc~v« i op m(!yd, but in aLI ge nerati ons the "bac kw ar d look" 

intermittently co unt eracts t his. 

Th .i s e mpha sis on the backward glimpse towards the primitive 

te rror provides a means of tra nsition fr' om discussi.ng "mom e n ts 

o f happi. ness·' to discussing "moments of agony" whi c h are, 1n 

thei.r O\oJn way, e qual ly enduring in the general pattern of our 

ex peCH'ncp - or, to put i.t. 1n t e mporal terms, "l 'ik e wis e perma -

nent / Wi th such permanence as tilll e has". Such mom ent s of agony, 

if \<le co n sidetn th e earljer i mag es of t.his Quart e t, would :incl ud e 

those "annunciations" of death, disaster and loss affpcting 

sailo r s, f:ishe rm en, "a nxious worr'ied women" - a]] of whom hav e 

become symbols of humani ty as a whol e , their ex perI e n ces of 

disaster the experiences of shipwrec k 1n a ll our lives. 

The pass age that follows makes a sombre addition to our 

un d e r s tan din g 0 f t. he" res tor cd" ex per i e n c e: per son aIm 0 men t s 0 f 

anguish, lik e personal mom ents of illumination, acquire a kind 

of permanence by c ont in uing to exert their influence on our 

ti.mebound liv es - and this is es p ec ially true of the sufferings 

of those close to us, whi ch we can contemplate and ass es s more 
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clearly thAn our own. 

Now, we come to discovpr that the moments of agony 
( Wh e t.he r, or not, due to misunderstanding, 
Hav ing hoped for the wrong things or dreaded the 

• .,.rong thi.ngs, 
Is not in question ) are likewise permanent 
With such permanence as time has. We appreciate this 

bett.er 
In the agony of othprs, nearl y ex perienced, 
Involving ourselves, than in our own. 

T h (t t t. his i san (> \\1 tho u g 11 t i. nth e Qua r t e t. s ., s em p h <1 s .i. sed by 

the distin c tion between "I hav e sai.d b e fore ... " and "Now, \.,. e 

c () me t 0 dis C 0 v (~ r. • . " . Although the earlier Quartets do mak e 

gelH~t' ic sL~t<:, m en ts , Th e Dry SalvE/g·es takes llIor- e notice not only 

of the common experi.ence or humani.ty, but of the experien ce or 

other peopl p as individuals. Whatever the specific c auses of 

pain may bp ( "Havillg hoped for the wrong things or dreaded the 

wrong things, j Is not i.n question" ) , the real pain is as perma -

nent as the real ecstasy. [ts intensity mAy be fl eeti ng ( as in 

"moments" ) yet its signifi.cance is lasting. Again it is likely 

that. Eliot's imagination was being stirred simultaneously by 

hi.s own troubl e s and by lhe many individual disasters constitu-

tin g, but not Q. b s orb e dar· red u c e d by, the com m una 1 s u f fer .i n g s 

of the \" a r. The one sadly positive thing La be said about the 

suffering of others is that we can contemplate it more sleadily 

and ther-cfore understand ( "appreciate") its permanent signifi -

c ance more clearly than that of our own suffering. In the 

phrase "the agony of oth er s, nearly experienced" the ambiguity 

of "nearly" is a fru.itful one: \"c a.1most ( "nearly" ) experience 

dire c tly, because we do experience intJmate.ly ( "nearlytt), · the 

<1gony of olhers "InvoJving ourselv e s". The core of the pain is 
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not our ow n , yet we are ripeply eno u gh implicated in it to 

hecome aware of -j ts ('ont. i nUl t.y. 

He r- e a g a i n Ive fin d a r- e pet i t i v e p lay i n g 0 n w 0 r d s: " ago n y It , 

" per' man en t." an ci " per man e neE''', " 0 f 0 the r s ", " 0 u row '0 " • It gives 

the impression of a patient unravelling of the newly-discovered 

t h () ugh t, and as \v e n's P 0 n cI t- 0 1 h -j s CO In mil men t t o t h e tho u g It t , 

lhe poe tr y work s well because - paradoxically - in the Inor p 

sup e r fie j a 1 sen s e f! The poe try doe s n 0 i mat t e r It • The re is a 

ton e 0 f g t' 0 Iv i 11 15 i n t. ens j t y fro m t his poi n t tot h e end 0 f Par t. 

r 1 . Con t r- i. b u l. -j n g L 0 j t, art e r the h e a v y cae s ur a at" tim e has", 

is the a lmost impati e nt cont inuation a cro ss the enjambement as 

the n ex i phase of thoughi beg j 'Os: 

... such permanence AS time has. 
bei ter-

We appreciate this 

In the agony of others, nearly ex perienced, 
In volving ourselves, t han in our own. 

In th e next sen t. e nc:e, "our own past" refers , of co ur se, to 

the "olvn past" of eac h of us individually. Our own activities, 

Ivjth the fo c u s ihey entCli l, mo djfy our sense of the past. pain 

we ou rselves have suffered, wher eas the s ufferin g of those 

c l ose to u s remHlns - for us - unmodified by thaL focus. 

For our own past is covered by the currents of action, 
But the torment of ot hers remains an experience 
Unquali.fied, unworn by subsequent attrition. 

Eliot seems to be saying that in one sense it is easier to 

cope wiLh our own pain than with the pain of thos e we love, 

since theirs IS noL as mut. e d by our own con tinuing activiLy as 

ours IS . We ca nn ot transfer the anodyne of our own action to 

them. He 1S clearly pre s en ling this not as a grumble against 

life, but simply as a poised statement of its ways of working. 
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The tide ( "currents" ) of my action \'iashes over the rock of my 

personal grief, offering relief by submerging it from time to 

time and gradually eroding it: but the grief of those whom I 

love remains unerod~d by my action, precisely because it is my 

action and not theirs. 

ft is worth nulicing how th e image of tidal currents, and 

the implied image of a ro c k near water-level, prepare to bring 

us back from the comparative abslraction of the previous twenty 

five lines to the characteristic imagery of this Quart et . We 

h a v e her 0. a nan t. j (' j p a °l jon 0 f the j mag pin w hie h P a I' t T] c ul m j -

nates: a rock in 1h0. sea, sometimes obscured yet permanently 

present. 

The ir-ansilion to this culminClting imAge ]s now ( though in 

an earl jer ciraft ( CFO 135 ) it \'I'as not ) afforded by a simple and 

p ro ufo u n d l y m 0 v .i n g S.1 n g 1 e - "I i n e sen ten c to', slim min g up w h H t has 

just heen said about the permanence of anguish in a mutabl e 

w 0 r ] d : " P e 0 p .L e c han g e, and s mil e: b u l the ago n y a b i. d L S " • J t 

exer"ts a poignant epigrammatic force defying the cheap consola 

t.ions of common speech, as will the remark in Parl. III t.hat 

"time is no healer: the patient is no longer here". In the 

rculm of time, change does not do away with the problem of pain 

any more than it negates the ecstasy of illumination. 

Having arrived at this point, it seems natural - given the 

final text - that Eliot should continue "Time the destroyer' is 

lime the preserver" (a lthough the naturalness of reintroducing 

the river at this point is less immediately apparent). The 

simple platitudes that time changes all, or destroys all, or 

heals all, are rejecled in favour of a more complex statement. 
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Time the destroyer 1S time the preserver, 
r, -i1<c th e ri ver wi t.h its cargo of dead negro(~s, C 0\-.,1 5 

a nd chi c ken co o ps, 
The bitter appJe a nd th e bit e in the apple. 
And the ragged rock in the restless waters, 
Waves ~oJash over j t , fol';~; con c eal it; 
On a halcyon day it is merely a monument, 
In navigable weather it is always a seamark 
To lay a course by: bul in the sombre season 
Or t he sudden fury, j s \oJhat i t always was. 

In these closing lilies of Part II the rhythms become tauter, 

and the retul~ n from abstrl1ction to imagery goes along with a 

quickening of pac e tow a rds the cli.mactic statement of the last 

I Ln e . In e ach of the f :irsl t.hree Ouartets Part II, approa c hing 

its end, briefly recaJls the imagery of Part I, alluding in 

Burnt llori:oJ1 to th(-' moment -in t.he rose - garden, in East Coker to 

the houses and the dancers, and in The J)ry Sf'llvages to the 

river and t.he sea. In each case the r e miniscent chord strikes 

us wilh a freshness d e rived from its new context: we approa c h 

thp famjliHr imag e from R d i ff e rent angl e . The l"iver's s poradl c 

rages and the s e a's dest r u c tiveness have h e f~ n link e d to the 

I"hythrns of t i me --processes, a nd now t.hey r·enppeClr wi t h H :f o r ce -

though a confusing one, as we shall see - intensified by lhe 

me djtat :ions on the mo ments of happi.n e s s and of agony in human 

experience. 

Tim e , like the Missjssippi, is a destroyer yet also - wLth a 

c e r t a i n g r' i m _1 ron y - a pr· e s e r v e r . What it preserves is images 

of d e struction and luss, notably the primordial loss of mankind 

symbolized by the bit t er apple ( perhaps a self - conscious lmage, 

but an important one for th e popt's purpose). In a kind of 

sarJoni c reversal of Isaac \vatts's hymn, "Time like an ever-

rolJing stre a m" do e s not bear all its sons away, but washes 
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them down to us La flood our cons c iousness with its indifference 

t.o l:iff' and effort; they rio Ilot "fly forgotten ns a dream": t.he 

agony abid!'!s. 

Eliot's allus :ion to t.he Rpple of Eden reminds us, of ('oursE', 

that in his poem the concern is not primari ly with space and 

nat.ure but wi th t:ime and human hist.ory. But as we move suddenly 

f r' 0 m th e r j v e r 0 f H u c k 1 e h e r r' y fin n tot he col de r sea s cap e 0 f the 

f) l' Y S a :I v n g e s, a II E' ~v i mag to' b rea k sup 0 nus: " the rag 11, e d roc kin 

the rest less ~vaterstt. Un 1 ik e the genera I i sed rocky s hl) t'es of 

MArioN, and unlike the Dry Salvag e s themselves, it .is a s ingl e 

Ragged but monumental, il may acl as a navigational guide 

Ru t " i.n t he sombre s(,850n / 01" the sudden fl.ll'Y" 

- in the tempests of man's experience - it is recognizable as 

unchanp;ing. And here we hav e a problem in interpretation. 

That th e re is a problem 1S obvious from the bewilderlng 

va," i ely 0 r way sin w hi e h t h j s roc J..: has bee n g los sed: a s j hE' 

Chur.'ch ( Blamires 101), as "perfected meaning" ( Smith 280 ) , as 

t h e ] 0 v e of God, B l' i 11 g as dis t 'i. n c t (' r 0 III B e com i n g, t h e Fa 11 

represen ted by the "moments of agony" a few 1 in e s ear) ier, a 

ter-r:ifying "permanent purpose and reality", an anguished a~var e

ness of the weakness of the human condition ( respectively Jones, 

Wheelwr'ight, Drew, Preslon, Cahi 11 ; I isted .in Cahj 1] 178- ] 79). 

The confusion was probably unwittingly created by Eliot 

h.ims e l f \vhen he _ins e rted into an earl ier draft. the four lines 

fro m "p e 0 pIe c han g e " to" bit e l nth e a p pIe" . The introduction 

of the two lin e s about the river, bet~veen "currents of action" 

and the "ragged rock", caused an abrupt switch from sea imagery 
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( "currents" ) to rlver und, even more abruptly, back to sea. 

PreviousLy the draft had read 

But the torment of others js an experience 
Unqualified, unworn by subsequent attriljon; 
And the ragged rock In the moving waters ... (CFQ 135) 

Her e t b e r 0 r. k 1 S feLl l' 1 y c Lea J:' 1 yam e ta p h 0 r for (-/](:~ e xp e r i e JJ c e 

oft 0 r men t Iv hie h [-e In a ins " un \" 0 r n " . Rut, as the last five lines 

of Pari [T suggest, the rock, though remaining ever the SHllle, 

appears to us in different ways at different times: sometimes 

obscured, SOlnP.t imps almost Jisregarc\ecl, sometimes a I, i.ncl of 

navigational marker: only in adverse and violent conditions do 

We rec-ognjze -j ts essent -ial permanence, and tht~n ( t.h o ugh th(-' 

final phrase does not spell this out) it is seen afresh as an 

o b jet: t 0 f t. e r I'" 0 r, [- (! n e \v j n g 0 U I" I' C cog n j t ion 0 f the (l b j d -i. n l~ 

probl e m of suffering and evil. 

The I"eadjng offprcd here-> is supported by the echo in "\vha ·t 

ita 1 I" 3. Y s \., as" 0 f "p e r m <l n en t / Wit h sue h pet' man e nee as tim e has", 

aJJplying to the "mom l'n ts of' agony" - especially our cxper1e nce 

of the agony of others. But Eliot, coming back to thjs passage 

1n the course of c omposition, obviously felt a cumpulsion to 

re - introduce t.he river " JIlotif from his first movement into the 

close of his second movemenl. This, evocative though it is, 

lias c ombined with the potential ambivalence of the last half -

line ( ".is what i t always was" ) t.o confuse the issue. The final 

phrase lends itself to being heard as a very different sort of 

echo suggest.ing the doxology, the permanence of God and the 

stability of the Church (long associated with the Rock through 

biblical melaphor ) - hence the "positive" but. surely misguided 

readings of it among those listed above. It is easy tu expect 
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Assertions of permanence to be reassuringly positive in their 

jmpl iC~11 inns. Yet. in The Dry .)'a!v<lgos mu ch th~t is stressed 35 

ancient and lasting is presented as terrifying and challenging 

r a I it e r t han r e H S S Ll )" ·i n g, 1 i k (' thE' g r 0 u n rl s \v e l] 0 f Par t T ( a Iso 

described in tet'm5 of the doxology) with its anticipator' y hint s 

(J f (' <:I I am i t () usa 11 11 un cia t Lon. Peter Milward's is one of the 

c lea r pre x p 1 i C ;l t jon 5 0 f t his j mag e, and cor r' e s po n d s wit h Iv hat 

,,1 e C L1 n de d l.l C €:, f t' 0 m I. h c d I' aft s, 0 f I he poe t ' sin 1. e n t ion s : 

The rock symbolizes the permanence of the agony 
beneat.h the fluctuat.ions of eart.hly life nnd t.he 
abidi.ng natut'e of original si.n in fallen man. ( 150 \ 

1'his - bat' L" ing t.h e e xpli.cit e mphasj s Oil original sin - lS also 

consjste nt with the interpretatio ns of Cahill ( mentioned above ) 

Bnd of R0ibelal1z, who sees it as representing the me mor y of 

past agony that abides: 

w hen t. he sea S R r e cal m, \.,r e In aye h 00 S (,' t 0 -L g nor e the 
r·ock and think of it only as a memorial to pain we 
hav e COJnl' t.hrough and gone beyond .. . . at. times, we usp
the rock to find our bearings, and in rempmbering 
past. pain,\ve can s t eel' R mca n .i.ngfu .l co urse .in the 
pr' p-sent. But" i.n t.he sombre season / Or the sudden 
fur y , [ the roc k lis \v hat i t. a 1 way S \.J as," a s L ·i ] 1 

agonizing part of the currents of life, a reali.ty we 
('annut escape nnd are driven Rgainst by the "rest1ess 
Ivaters" of tiIll~. ( 119-120) 

j n d r a f 1-, E 1 Lot end cdr art I I Iv i t. h t b cad d e d p h r' a s e "N 0 w 

about thE;! future" (CFQ 134 ) . Later he rightly deleted it as 

damaging to th e poetic force of his ending; nevert.heless, the 

fact that he co nsidered it offers us a useful pointer to the 

emphasis of Part III, 3S well as retrospective confirmation 

that lIB has been essentially a meditation on the meaning of 

the past. 
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Part [II 

Part III opens on a slow, pondering note about the relation 

of past and future, a subject that pervades the rest of it. 

1 sbmetimes w6nder if thgt is what Krishna mfant -
Among 6ther things - or 6ne way of pGtting the s'me 

thing: 
That the f6ture is a f~ded s6ng, a R~yal R6se or a 

l~vender spr~y 
Of wfstful r~gret for th~se who are n6t yet h~re to 

regr~t, 
Pr~ssed between y~llow l~aves of a b60k that has 

, / d never been opene . 
And the w~y Gp is the w~y d6wn, the w~y f6rward is 

the w(~y b~ck. 
Yo u c~nnot face it st~adily, but thfs thing is sGre, 
That tfme is n~ h~aler: the pttient is no l~nger h~re. 

The j"irst two lines are apparently quite as prosaic in tone as 

the opening of East Coker lIB: here their function seems to be 

to throw inLo relief the sudden surprising allusion to Krishna, 

and then to ease the link between that and the equally surpris-

ing images that i mmediately follow as descriptions of lhe future. 

The peculiarly leisurely pace is ensured by the pauses and by the 

presence, withi)) a fe w ]ines~ of several secondary stresses among 

the usual four main ones, extending the line to as many as eight 

in a]l. After the accumulated intensity at the end of Part II, 

we feel we are again listening to the poet in (at first) an 

unbuttoned mood as he speculates with a sober relish on the 

paradoxical nature of the future as a focus for nostalgia, using 

the time- honoured images associated with nostalgia for the past. 

The first obvious question to ask is what is meant by "that" 

in "that is what Krishna meant". The col on at the end of the 

second line indicates that it points forward to what is about 

to be said. Does it also refer to something just said in Part 

II? (If so, it is at first difficult to determine what .) Or 
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does "that" really mean "this", pointing not retrospectively to 

Part ]1 but only anticipaiively to the next few lines? If the 

latter, it would perhaps be fair to accuse Eliot of using "that" 

where he ought to have used "this", and of imporling unnecessary 

ambiguity into an already elusive context. Looking at the lines 

that follow, we might also he inclined to defy him to tell us 

where Krishna ever said anything quite as apparently whimsical. 

Bul it is worth reservin~ judgment and waiting for the ideas to 

clarify themselves as the passage continues. 

The poet claims to "wonder" if what. he is saying, or IS 

about to say, restates part of Krishna's message to Arjuna in 

the Bhagavad- GitB - implying, of course, that it. does. Why, 

then, the tentative note of speculation? This is explicable In 

what might be called strategic terms. Despite his alI' of self -

communing, he IS here concerned to woo his readers into enter 

taining a connection of ideas thal must - and certainly do - at 

first sight look distinctly odd, indeed bewildering. Tonal 

tact makes speculation preferable to immediate strong asserlion 

if this "joint" is to be lubricated. As in his later plays 

Eliot presented Christian ideas indirectly in secular language 

or by adapting the myths of ancient Greek drama, so here he 

seems to be following a similar method of indirection: western 

images of romantic nostalgia are tentatively aligned to the 

Hindu ideas attributed t.o Krishna, and these in turn - towards 

the end of Part III - become the means of expressing views that 

Eliot sees as both western and eastern, indeed both Christian 

and universal, but that need unusual formulation to make them 
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explicit and at the same time forcefully fresh. 

In Part lIB he had remarked that "Time the destroyer is time 

the preserver", and meditated on the meaning of past experiences 

of happiness and the permanence of past experiences of pain. 

Time, we may say, 1S a destroyer, yet it preserves the effects 

of "annunciations" of both kinds - of illumination and anguish. 

Part III alters the focus, but the subject is not fundamentally 

different. 

The difference in focus between Parts lIB and III can be 

sum~ed up in four ways: 

1. The one looked at the preservation and meaning of 
the past in the present, whereas the other emphasises 
the iJlusory distinction between past and future, at 
the same time - paradoxically enough - stressing the 
notion of perpetual change. 

2. The chat'acteristic pronouns of lIB were "we" and 
"our" used generically of the human race, while t.he 
dominant generic pr'onoun of lIt is "you". 

in most. of lIB the lone was 
while in III - after the 

:3. In keeping with this, 
one of exploring feelings, 
tentalive opening - we have 
instruction and advice. 

a tone of exhortation, 

4. lIB was couched largely in abstract language, 
building up to vivid imagery just before its end; 
Ill, on the olher hand, proceeds mainly by means of 
extended images of travelling, out of which more 
abst.ract generalities aboul time, identity, motive 
and action are allowed to emerge. 

I have said t.hat the focus allers yet the subject is funda- · 

mentally the same. This subject is the nature of experience in 

time, and the illusion that past, present and future are quite 

distinct. In a sense they are; yet the burden of both sections 

is that, properly understood, they are not as distinct as they 

look. Past experience, however modified in form, is ever with 

us 1n the present (lIB ) ; and the future is not something into 
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which we escape from the past, since it is already in some 

sense with us - i ndeed, "the t.ime of death is every moment", 

and our actions and motives ought to be geared to that fact 

(III). Only so, ]n the proper state of detachment from the 

limitations of the immediate, can we really live fully in the 

present, instead -of being constantly strung between past and 

future. And perhaps that (taken as a whole) is "what Krishna 

meant": that time, and our life in it, can be fully grasped 

only from a perspective outside time, in which destruction and 

preservat.ion, past and future, motive and action are no longer 

in conflict, where they can be reconciled in simultaneity -

even while we continue to live as children of time - since we 

are also children of eternity. 

To return to the opening of Part III: the initial accounL of 

Krishna's meaning takes the paradoxical form of describing the 

future as if it were the past, of asserting 

That the future is a faded song, a Royal Rose or 
lavender spray 

Of wistful regret for those who are not yet here to 
regret, 

Pressed between yellow leaves of a book that has 
never been opened. 

To see the future in t.his light is to be independent of both 

past and future and to look at it from an eternal present. 

Eliot seems to have deliberately chosen cliche images of west -

ern romantic nostalgia, precisely because, despite the oddity 

of the context in which they find themselves, they communicate 

as images so readily to the ordinary reader.6 Into their 

"definition" of' the future they carryall the emotive associa-

tions of longing for, or preservation of, the past. The future, 
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like the past, may be permanent, merely waiting for the moving 

"now" to reach it. (though this no longer raises the problems of 

freewill implied at the opening of Burnt Norton). We can even 

think in terms of regret, and t.he symbols of regret, for "those 

who are not yet here to regret": the last two words, suitably 

ambiguous, signifying either "for us to have regrets about them" 

or "for them to feel regrets themselves". (And the objects of 

their regret may even, as they one day look back, include us. ) 

As Grover Smith puts it, 

If all time is simultaneous, the future is like the 
past in being real but inaccessible through time; in 
such t.erms "the way forward" resembles "the way 
back". (281) 

And, correspondingly, "the way up" (if we think of time in 

quasi-spatial terms) "LS the way down". So the Heraclitean 

paradox first int.roduced as the second epigraph to Bur.nt Nort.on 

finds its place in this context, and through it the images 

attain a met.aphysical status that makes them more than merely 

the whimsy of wLstfulness that they at first appear. 

If from one point of view all time is simultaneous, it must 

follow logically that time changes nothing and so can heal 

not h i n g : " tim e :i s n 0 he ale r"" , Just as "human kind/Cannot bear 

very /IIuch reali.ty" (Burnt Norton I), so human kind must find it 

difficult to accept this truth: "You cannot face it steadily". 

But what looks like a neat logical conclusion is at this 

point complicated by a different reason for the assertion that 

time cannot heal: there is no patient to heal, "the patient is 

no longer here lt
, (This reminds us fleetingly of the Itfuneral lt 

of East Coker III at which "there is no one to bury".) It 
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appears, then, that time can after all change something by 

removing the sufferer out of the range of time's own capacity 

to heal, which remains therefore in a perpetual state of unful -

filled potential. The "you" who might have been healed is 

constantly changing in the course of the journey through time, 

so the concept of the "patient" lacks the stasis of identity by 

which healing needs to be measured. We have then, in sharp 

juxtaposition, two totally opposed views of time and change: 

that nothing ever changes, and that everything constantly does. 

It is arguable that Eliot is here being far too clever for 

his own good, that he is manufacturing cheap truisms into 

equally cheap paradoxes. But the images that follow help to 

vindicate the thought by the emotive responses they elicit; and 

he is, after all, indirectly asserting that, in the fullest 

sense of the word, "healing" of timebound humanity comes not 

from within time itself, but only from another dimension, from 

outside time altogether. In any case, we may add as a corol -

lary, the logical contradictions of opposing views of time 

cannot be reconciled except from the viewpoint of eternity. 

By this stage th e tentative pondering quality of the opening 

lines has quietly disappeared, and the rest of Part III unfolds 

in a tone of firm assertion, i ndeed of instruction. Its images 

correspond to those of Burnt Norton III and East Coker III by 

focussing on travel and, through it, leading up to a presenta-

tion of the "negative way". Burnt Norton III contrasted the 

dwelling at the "still point" with the emergence of time- ridden 

humanity from the London Tube, and ended with the invitation to 
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descend into the illuminating darkness of the soul. Eas t Coker 

III contrasted the vision of universal 'mortality descending into 

the realm of death (as if into the Tube) with the stillness of 

the soul in t.he "darkness of God", and ended with the inv .italion 

to "go by the way of dispossession". Now The Dry Salvages III 

c onLemplates humanity travelling through time with an illusion 

of progress, and ends by asserting that the only true progress 

comes from aclion undertaken in a state of proper detachmenl. 

The rest of Part III falls naturally into three divisions: 

the im~ge of the train journey, the image of the sea voyage 

and, emerging out of it, the exhortation to "fare forward" in a 

st~te of detachment from calculating motive. We shall look at 

each of these in turn. 

When the train starts, and the passengers are setlled 
To fruit, periodicals and business letters 
(And those who saw them off have left the platform) 
Their faces relax from grief into relief, 
To the sleepy rhythm of a hundred hours. ' 
Fare forward, travellers! not escaping from the past 
Into different lives, pr into any future; 
You are not the same people who left that station 
Or who will arrive at any terminus, 
While the narrowing rails slide together behind you . . . 

The journey through life is presented in the extended meta-

phor of a journey by train, this time not confined to the Tube 

but evoking the wider horizons that characterise the imagery of 

The Dry Sal vages. The fruit, periodicals and business letters 

at first suggest a range no more extensive than a middle - class 

foray into the Home Counties; but almost imperceptibly the 

journey assumes larger proportions through the platform fare -

wells attended by modest grief, and by ttthe sleepy rhythm of a 

hundred hours" - enough, if we are momentarily literal - minded, 
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for a trans - European express. 

At the risk of gratuitous allegorizing: those who have 

launched the passengers on their way, "who saw them off [and] 

hHve left t.he p] atform", sound a Ii ttle 1 ike the parents who 

set us on the rails and then disappear from sight as other 

preoccupa1.ions claim us. The passengers' faces soon take on 

the expression of putting the past behind them and adapting 

t.hemselves to the rhythms - largely passive - of the journey. 

But then we switch from third person to second person, as the 

pHssengers are suddenly accosted by the poel's voice reminding 

them that their journey is, in temporal terms, an illusory one: 

they are not really putting the past behind them, nor are they 

entering into a different future - since past and future, as 

sllggested parlier, can be thought of in virtually interchange

able terms. 

The injunction to "Fare forward" amounts to an exhortation 

to live in the present, which means being neither dismissive of 

lhe past nor over - eager for the future. Not to live thus in 

the present is tantamount to not being ourselves, since our 

present selves, not our future ones, are, in the realm of time, 

the only ones we have. This, incidentally, prepares us for the 

claim twenty lines later that "the time of death" - and, for 

that matter, the time of life - is every moment. It also 

endorses the earlier denial that time is a healer, since the 

self to be healed no longer exists and has been replaced by an 

everchanging series of new selves. We are remjnded of the 

remarks of Heraclitus that all things are in flux, and that you 

cannot put your foot into the same stream twice (Fragments 12 & 
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49a, Freeman 25 & 28). 

On the journey, then, the point of departure and the desti 

nation are equally irrelevant to the business of journeying 

itself; the stasis implied by the bland word "stat jon" and t.he 

flavour' of purpose contained in "terminus" both play their part 

in the gently ironic effect. l' he" now" con sis t son] y 0 f eve r- y 

moment "While the nart'owing rails slide together behind you": 

an infinite series (as Zeno's mathematics would claim) of 

apparently identical instants implicit in the visual impression 

of each rail - width of our present VIew converging into the 

perspective - point of the past. The rapid forward motion IS 

suggested by the anapaestic beat of the stresses In this line, 

just as the sideways swaying of nodding passengers keeps time 

"'fo the sleepy rhyt.hm of a hundred hours". While the train 

journey IS no more than metaphorical, Eliot's eye and ear for 

delail ensure that it IS vividly realised. 

The same applies to the sea voyage. The different, more 

vibrating rhythm of the liner is immediately conveyed in "drum

ming"; and the image this time of the widening wake, in direct 

contrast to the narrowing rails, serves an added purpose. Two 

lines apac·t we have the phrases "slide together behind you" and 

"widens behind you"; and Eliot, by exploiting the semantic 

versatility - both temporal and spatial - of "behind", makes us 

see the similarity of past and future from the perspective of 

the present. On the train we are at the base of a triangle 

from which we look back to the apex of the past; on the ship we 

are at the apex itself, and the triangle widens behind us. The 
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visual images themselves, by both presenting what is spatially 

"past" in opposite forms derived from visual actuality, prepare 

us to do what the "descant i.ng" voice wi II urge upon us: to 

"consider the future/And the P8st with an equal mind". 

And on the deck of the drumming liner 
Watching the furrow that widens behind you, 
You shall not think ·the past is finished' 
Or ·Lhe future is before us'. 
At nightfall, in the rigging and the aerial, 
Is a voic~ descant.ing ( though not to the ear, 
The murmuring shell of time, and not in any language ) 
'rare forward, you who think that you are voyaging; 
You are not those who saw the harbour 
Receding, or those who will disembark. 
Here between the hither and the farther shore 
While time is withdrawn, consider the future 
And the past with an equal mind ... ' 

1 have briefly drawn attention to the exploitation of the 

simultaneously temporal and spatial referents of the word 

"behind" as :i t. appears j n Lhis passage. Obviously this is one 

example among many. Prepositions and adverbs primarily of 

space- relationships often also function metaphorically witll 

reference to time, and vice versa; and some are so commonly 

associated with boLh that it is hard to say which ·is primary. 

The number of such words in this passage is considerable, 

including II forward", "back", "before tt
, "behind", "between"; and 

even the ~ ... ord "past", usable as noun, adjective, prepositi.on or 

adverb, has this chameleon quality, which influences us subcon -

sciously even while it is normally used as a noun only. The 

cumulative effect of such words, in conjunction with lhe images 

of travel, is to encourage our minds to shift easily between 

thinking in terms of space and thinking in terms of time. The 

process IS natural enough, since we cannot really conceive of 

the one except in terms of the other; but the deftness with 
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which Eliot exploits this for his purpose 1S worth noticing . 

In the course of Part 11] th e imar,es have themsel ves under---

gone a shift affecting our imaginative response. From the com-

paratively close and intimate perspective of the spray pressed 

between the leaves of a book, we have been taken to the wider 

one of the train journey, and then to the wider one still of 

the ocean voyage with the breezy poop-deck and the ethereal 

voice "in the r.igp,ing and the Rerial". The sense of release 

into wider spaces encourages us to respond readily to the 

injunctioIl to "Fare forward" :in the spiritual sense, since the 

one kind of movement becomes an implicit analogue of the oth er , 

e ve n w hi 1 e the poe t ' s m 0 r e ex p:l ie -i. t pur p 0 s e :I s to d .i s t. _i]} g u ; s h 

between true spiritual voyaging and "illusory" spatial or 

temporal t.ravel. The progression of the images has jtself 

persuaded you, the reader, to become one of those "who think 

Lhat you Hce voyaging". A kind of hypnotic effect operate s . 

Similarly, as already noted, the pronouns have undergone a 

qu.iet modif:ication: t.he image of the train journey began by 

referri.ng to the passengers in the third person, but at "Fare 

forward, travellers'" moved into the second person, which from 

that point on dominates the rest of Part III, allowing for the 

inLenslfication of tone in the wishes and injunctions directly 

addressed to lts . Meanwhile, the poet's voice yields to the 

impersonal "voice descanting" over the ship, which in turn 

yields ( by quoting it ) to the V01ce of Krishna himself: this 

steadily :Increases the authority of the utterance while 

guarding the reader from feeling pet'sonally badgered by the 
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poet. All these transitions work together to woo our acquies-

cence; nor does Awareness of the method immunise us from the 

effect. We can even accept without protest the biblical flavour 

of !'You shall not", since the sensory images of the ship's 

rhythm and movement carry us along 1n a state of passivity like 

that of the passengers themselves. 

Repetition and patterning of thought also reinforce what I 

have cal led the hypnotic effect. A kind of chiaslic symmetry 

1. inks the tr'ain and ship phases: in the case of the train, we 

move from departure to mid - journey; then we move to the ship in 

mid-voyage before harking back to the memory of "the harbour/ 

Receding". And elements of the one phase are adapted, reiiera-

ted and confirmed in the other, as appears in the parallelism of 

wi.th 

of 

While the narrowing rails slide together behind you 

Watching lhe furrow that widens behind you, 

not escaping from the past 
Into different lives, or into any future 

You shall nol think "the pasl 1S finished' 
Or' 'the future is before us'. 

Similar parallelism links 

with 

You are not the same people whu left that stalion 
Or who will arrive at any terminus 

You are not those who saw the harbour 
Receding, or those who will disembark. 

Added to these is of course the repetition of what becomes a 

refrain-Like phrase, "Fare forward". The contexts of its 
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repetiti.on cause "forward" gradually to shed its temporal and 

spaliaJ connol.alions and to assume qualitative spiritual ones, 

so crystallising the main theme of Part III: the journey inlo 

consciousness. Apparent progress in space and lime becomes an 

ironic contrast to true progress in relation to the spaceless 

and t.ime.less. We are reminded of Plalo's distinction between 

the worlds of imperfect shadows and of ideal forms. 

This is why the ethereal voice speaks without. .language and 

not to the ear. Language and "ear" are attributes of the 

tirnebound world, ~oJhich is less real lhan the other: hence the 

t' e fer e nee Lot he ear as l he " m u r rn uri. n g s he 11 of l i me", () f fer i n g 

a conch·- like illusion of new sound. Much of the pecu.liarlly of 

Four Quartets arises from its attempts to pierce beyond these 

limilai. jons to that Jnner ear atluned to lhe limeless; familiar 

language and images strain beyond themselves to become "a voice 

descanLing" in another mode altogether, like that. attrihuted to 

" the COlli m un i cat i. 0 n / 0 f the de ad" L n L .i t t.l e aid din If - to bee 0 III e 

"tongued with fire beyond the language of the living", while 

ordinary time as we know it is "wi.thdr'awn". 

I have mentjoned how the perspectives widen from the pressed 

spray to the train and then the ocean. This development encou-

rages subconscious expectation of a further widening again inlo 

a realm beyond space and time, and this is what we find even 

as, paradoxically, we focus on to a single moment. 

"Here between the hither and the farther shore" is in one 

sense where we are on life's Journey, and therefore our only 

reality in time; yet it also reminds us of that state of 
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suspension - in-time felt by ocean-liner passengers; yet again, 

this crossing of life's ocean is, in the scale of et.ernity, no 

more than the crossing on Charon's ferry, a moment where past 

Hnd fulure are brought together as we approach the "farther 

shor'e" . (Archaic use of "hither" and "farther" as adjectives 

qualifying "shure" creates H hint of what we may call the 

mythological undercurrent. ) The state of journeying through 

time has thus been quietly but remarkably refocus sed into 8 

moment, a point at which time is withdrawn, where the poised, 

"equal" m.ind, shedd ·ing the illusion of progress, can become 

sufficiently detached from temporal action and inaction to 

ent.ertain past and future together in the all - encompassing 

present. In this state it can respond at last to Krishna's 

timeless message as presented by the "descanting" VOlce (which 

continues to speak until four lines from the end ) . 

' ... At the moment which is not of action or inaction 
You can receive this: "on whatever sphere of being 
The mind of a man may be intent 
At the time of death" - that is the one action 
( And the time of death is every moment) 
Which shall fructify in the lives of others: 
And do not think of t.he fruit of action. 
Fare forward. 

o voyagers, 0 seamen, 
You who come to port, and you whose bodies 
Will suffer the trial and judgement of the sea, 
Or' whatever event, this is your real destination.' 
Su Krishna, as when he admonished Arjuna 
On the field of battle. 

Not fare well, 
But fare forward, voyagers. 

Like, but less obviously thew, the third parts of Burnt. 

Norton and East Coker, this one gathers itself into slightly 

tauter rhylhms as it approaches its end: the lines are by and 

large swifter and more broken, punctuated by apostrophe, and 
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not always prolonged to the usual extent of four full stresses. 

Again like th e Lhird parts of the pr e vious Quartets, it leaves 

behind the imag e s of physi c al Lravel to focus, with growing 

inl.ellsit.y, u.pon th e c onsciousness divested of worldly attach

ments and motives: that is, upon the "negative way". 

Only in such a sLate of detachment, it seems, can humanii,y 

rece1ve the fuln e ss of insight to enable it to go ahead and a c t 

rightly - which ]s to act without ulLerior motive, withoul 

thought for result or reward. In Murder in the Cathedral, 

Thomas's encounter wilh the Fourth Tempter showed him this: 

that to do even "the r'ight deed for the wrong eeason" ( Pla.vs 

30) is to make it the wrong deed. In ,The Dry Sal va[fes Part 

IIf, the formulation of the thought is indebted neithee to the 

I.radit. :ion of Beck e l.'s martyrdom nor, as in EElst Coker T1J, to 

the Christian spirituality of St John of the Ceoss, but - in a 

new departure adumbrated in the opening line - to the teaching 

of the Bhag'avad - (lita. Once again the comparative universality 

of reference in this third Quart e t is supported by the choice 

of image and allusion. 

The entire framework of the (ljta is determined by questions 

of action or inaction. Arjuna, bound by his earthly duty to 

make war on his kinsmen in the opposing army, hesitates to do 

so and presents his dilemma to the incarnate god Krishna, who 1S 

disguised as his charioteer. At this moment "which is not of 

action or inaction" Krishna offers his answers which constitute 

the revelation enshrined in the Gita as a whole. He urges 

Arjuna to engage in the fight, distinguishing between right 

aclion ( pursued in a sLate of detachment) and wrong action 
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(undertaken with impure regard to results). Although freedom 

from action is the ultimate good, the way to it is not through 

shirking of action: action in this world is necessary, and the 

stale of mind in which it is undertaken is what purifies it. 

Not by refraining fr'om action does man attain freedom 
from action. Not by mere renunciation does he attain 
supreme perfection. For not even for a moment can a 
mun be without action. He lplessly all are driven to 
action by the forces born of Nature. He who withdraws 
himself from actions, bul ponders on their pleasures 
in his heart, he is under a delusion and is a false 
follower of the Palh. But great is the man who, free 
from attachments, and with a mind ruling its powers in 
harmony, works on the path of Karma YogA, the path of 
consecrated action. Action is greater than inaction: 
perform therefore thy task in life. Even the life of 
the body could not be if there were no action. The 
world is in the bonds of action, unless the action i s 
consecration. Let thy actions then be pure, free from 
the bonds of desire. (3:4 - 9) 

And a little earlier Krishna lias said: 

Sel thy heart upon thy work, but never on the reward 
thereof. Work not for a reward; but never cease to 
do thy work. Do lhy work in the peace of Yoga and, 
free from selfish desires, be not moved in success or 
failure. (2 :47- 48) 

ELiot condenses and adapts this into the simple and teiling 

And do nol think of lhe fruit of ael i on. 
Fare forward. 

Elsewhere, Krishna lalks aboul the slate of one's mind at the 

point of death. 

And he who at the end of his time leaves his body 
thinking of me, he in truth comes to my being: he in 
truth comes unto me. For on whomsoever one thinks at 
the last moment of life, unto him in truth he goes, 
lhrough sympathy with his nalure. Thjnk of me there 
fore at all times; remember thou me and flght. (8:5-7) 

Raymond Preslon presents the same passage in sJighly abridged 

form, and with a clearer bearing upon the corresponding lines 

in Eliot's poem, as follows: 
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On whatever sphere of being the mind of man may be 
intent at the time of death, to that he goes ... having 
been used to ponder on it. Therefore at all times 
remember me; and engage in battle. ( 44 ) 

ELiot's lines clearly indebted to this passage are : 

"on whatever sphere of being 
The mind of a man may be intent 
At. t.he time of death" --

then he breaks off the quotation and the descanting voice 

c ont.inues WjUl fln adaptation of Lhe thought t.hat. follows: 

that is the one action 
( And the time of death -i.s every moment) 
Which shall fructify in the lives of others: 

not an exact reflecLion of Krishna's message, which emphasises 

the possibility of union with him after death, breaking the 

cycLe of otherw~se compeJled incarnations. (This, of course, 

is foreign to Eliot's metaphysical scheme, and he deliberately 

Allers it to emphasise instead the thought that the moment of 

death is potentially every moment.) Our thoughts need to b e 

foe u ss e don pur i 1 y 0 f de t a c h e d a c t i () n w h .i lew e un d e r t a k e a c t. i. () n 

in Li.me - othen ... ise we c annot "Fare forward" in conSCl.ousness, 

but only In th e parody oj' i L which is Lravel 1n tim e and space. 

And to say that the time of death 1S every moment lS in effect 

to say 1hYl e very moment is, properly understood, eternal: every 

moment may be an annunciation, and to see it as such is the only 

way 10 live in the realm of time, because it is also living, in 

another sellse, outside the realm of time. Faring forward in 

1his way constitutes the only real journey into consciousness. 

The thoughts offered here are prefaced by 

At the moment which is not of action or inaction 
You can receive this : 
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this contrasts with th e earlier assertion about time's being no 

healer, that tlyou c annot. fac e it steadily"; t.his time "You can 

receive this". The lines b e tween these remarks have helped to 

put us into a frame of mind to receIve the later proposition 

\-lithout protest. We have gradually become conscious of the 

drsiinction between journeyinf~ through time and space on the 

one hand, and journeying into another kind of awareness on the 

other. The images of travel, and the comments attached to them, 

have made this possibJe. 

CJearly the closing passage of Part JJI is the equivalent of 

the "descent '-into-the - dark" passages of Burnt Norton and East 

Coker, t.he equivalent. of the negat.ive way. Preston makes this 

clear by his paraphrase of Krishna's message: 

The way of salvation ... Jies in action ... perform e d 1n 
such complete freedom from personal desires or 
interests that it is equivalent to the abstenlion 
from action of the contemplative life. ( 44 ) 

Some verba .1 and syntactic peculiarities in the lines just 

looked at warranl further comment. One is that Eliot's inter -
r 

rup1. ion of Krishna's words mukes for an apparent non sequitur: 

" on whatever" sphere of being/ ... that is the one act.ion" 

( italics added). A thought - conn~ctjon has been left. unstAted, 

otherwise we should be at a loss as to what constitutes action 

al all in this contex1. Th e implication, of course, 1S 1hut 

the very intentness of the mind upon a sphere of being - in 

1his case, upon action performed in detachment - is itself a 

form of action, whatever other, more physical, actions we are 

simultaneously involved in. And as Cleo Kearns (248) points 

out, the word "intent" captures the senses of both purpose and 
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concentration involved in this delachment. 

Another de t ail inviting comment is the word - play urging the 

hearers not to thjnk of the fruit of action, whi. le they have 

just been told what kind of action w:ill .fructify in the lives 

of other' s. This deliberately emphasises the paradox that right 

a c; t jon Iv .i ] b ea r the righL fruit provided one does not think 

wrongly in terms of the fruit. But Eliot also alters Krishna's 

po.int by .inserLing th e phrase "in the lives of others", find this 

reduces the sharpness of the paradox. We are not to think of 

t.he fruit of our action in our own .lives; th e n it will bear' 

fruit in the lives of others. Krishna's corresponding words to 

ArjU[)Cl aboul the sl.ale of the m:ind at t.he point of death h tHI 

nothing at all to do with its fruits in the lives of olhers. 

Eliot's alterat.ion t.ends to Chrislianise t.he Hindu thought of 

the original by directing attention away from the destination 

of the jodi.vidual soul and focussing it, albeit. indir ec tly, 

upon the "communion of saints". 

He then turns t.o apostrophise all voyagers and seamen (a nd 

by implication ourselves, adrift on the sea of time ) as 

You who come lo port, and you whose bodies 
Will suffer the trial and judgement of the sea, 

two c lauses that resonate wiLh eschatological suggestiveness. 

On the literal level their meaning is c lear enough; on the 

metaphorical - to which we have long been attuned - they hint at 

death (Spenser's "port" ) as well as at the dangers and hardships 

of Jiving and dying, undergoing testing and judgment. Then he 

adds, as if to be even more comprehensive, "Or whatever event" 

- "event" her e clearly exploiting its common and its Latinate 
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meanlngs, "incident, accident" and "outcome, issue, result". 

Whatever the event, "this IS your real desti.nation". 

One might excusably ask what is the precise antecedent of 

"this". The illlpJ -icaLion seems to be that our real dest -ination, 

the goal of life's journey, is not to think in terms of any 

destinalion in time, but to act in detachment 1n every moment 

in such a way that our action will bear fruit In the lives of 

others. The mural point 1S made rather indirectly, and here 

again we have evidence of a habit that offends many of Eliot's 

readers, since they fcel that he has furtive designs upon i.heir 

consciences. It LS true enough that we have been hearing a 

sermon of sorts; but now the voice that we hear addresses us as 

if we were nut a congregation being exhorted but a band of 

Odysscun mariners. Certainly the dominant images of lhe Dry 

Salvages align it more easily with the epic world than do those 

of the other Quartets. At the same time, there is a pojgnHncy 

In the mode of address to the voyagers and seamen, implying a 

physical pC:lss.lvity that in itself would convey a pessimistic 

Vlew of Life, if it were not for the counterbalancing force of 

spjritual action. 

Some of those who dislike the implied world- view of the 

Quartets protest at their alleged pessimism (or, as Leavis 

repeatedly called it, desperation). This surely reflects a 

failure to read them with sufficient attention to their full 

import. Any ostensible pessimism about life in time is more 

than answered by the claims for its value and significance in 

relation to the timeless. One can understand opposition to the 

world-view itself: but one might expect objections to be raised 
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against an excess of optimism rather than the reverse, since 

the affirmations of redeemjng transcendence are so strong. 

The statemenls made about the fruits of detached action take 

us back to a final reminder of Krishna's admonition to Arjuna 

on the field of battle - an incidental reminder, too, that the 

field of humHn action, whether seen as a sea - voyage or a land -

battle, is subject to the same eternal laws. And the final 

salutation to the voyagers ( or, for that matter, warriors ) 

telescopes into itself the essence of what Part III has been 

about.: the wish that others should "fare we .ll" implies a certain 

passivity on their part in relation to their destiny, not unlik e 

"goot! .luck", and is accordingly reject.ed in favour of the mor e 

g en u i n e imp era t i vet a "f are f () r' war' d " _. 0 new hi c h, as we h a v e 

seen, has gradually shed it.s spatial and temporal connotalions 

alld assumed instead those of a journey into spiritual awareness 

of the eternal quality of every mom ent. There ]s therefore a 

considerable richness of meaning condensed into the apparently 

simple closing lines : 

Not fare well, 
But fare forward, voyagers. 
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Part 1 V 

IJart lV it>, as always in t.he Quartets, a lyric .. but t.his 

time llot so much a medi.tati.on as an i.nvocation. For the first 

Rnd indeed the only time in the cycle, the lines lake t.he form 

of prayer or, more accurately, of an invocation appealing for 

lhe Virgin's prayers. She is asked t.o intercede for all whose 

lives have to do with the sea, One of her many titles is Maris 

Stella, slar of the sea, and the invocalion is therefore apt. jn 

tt 'aditi.onal terms. 

Refecr·lng to her shrine on a promontory, Eliot seems to have 

had in mind a speci.fic statue of her watching protectively over 

ships and sailors. This had long reminded me of the statue 

overlooking Marseil Les harbour (from the church of Notre Dame 

de 1a Gard), despite its lack of Massachusett.s connections. So 

r was pleased to discover thal Eliot, in an exchange with the 

Rev. Wil.Liam T. Levy, had identified t.his as the "shrine" he 

had in mind. Yet it is clearly the universality of lhe plea, 

not the precise .localit.y of' lhe shrine, that matters. When 

Levy expressed his surprise at his failure to identify lhe 

church and stalue alluded to, E.Liot significantly replied: 

You accepted it as a class of churches, and were not 
lhi nking of a partj cular church. And that is the 
r' i g h twa y tot h ink 0 fit, I tis for t u ito us i. n 0 u I' 
case that I as writer and you as reader of these 
lines happened to know and react identically to the 
same p.Lace - and then we had to know each other for 
me to affirm it. ( CFQ 141) 

Notre Dame de .La Gard can be accepted, then, as a detail of 

i.ncidental interest, though not of critical importance. 7 

After the multiplicity of earlier images of voyaging and the 

hazards of the sea, this invocation acquires a poignant serenity 
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despite the fact that those dangers, far from be~ng forgotten, 

are her e R S v:i v ·i d:l y pre s e /I t. a s b e for e . The lyric represent.s 

the achieved - not passive - resignation to the timeless that 

charact.erised Riso the fourth parts of .HurJJi. NortoJJ and East 

Coker. In them the experi.ences of the "still point" and of 

redempl.:i ve suffering were focussed through t.he pronouns "we" 

and "us", generic yet limited, pointing to those with explicit 

awareness of such experiences. Here :in Tbe f)ry SalvtJges, 1.n 

keeping with its more universal scope, the dominant pronouns are 

"those" and "t.hem": the 1yric is an acl of -intercession for the 

1(\ any, t' ega r d 1. e s s 0 f how the yin t e r pre t the i row n ex per' i. en c e . 

It. i.s iJllplicj I.ly for all mankind on the sea of time, as we] l as 

more explicit ly for fishermen aod merchant sailors and, we can 

safely add, for wartime nRvies. 

Each stanza is governed by a pleading imperative which, by 

iLs repeLilion, fulfils 8 unifying function analogous t.o that 

of r-hyme: "Pray for", "Repeat a prayer also on behalf of", 

'I A 1 sop ray for". Tnlercession 19 asked first. for those in 

action of any ki.nd on · shi.ps ("For those 111 peril all the sea " 

it would be surprising if Eliot did not have the familiar hymn 

In mind); then for the bereaved womenfolk of those lost at sea 

(who take our minds back to the "anxious worried women" of Part 

I); and finally for the dead themselves - those who have died 

at sea or directly as its victims. 

The date of the poem makes it more than likely that the last 

two stanzas refer, among others, to the members of the navy 

lost in action, and to their families. This lends it a certain 
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quality of epitaph as well as of intercession. The last three 

Quartets were all written during the war, and the images reflect 

Eliot's mind running in turn on the army ( in East Coker V), on 

the navy (in Tbe Dry SE-!lv8!fes IV), and on the air force (in 

Little Gidding II and IV ) - in accordance with the elemental 

symbolism appropriate to each. for readers of 1941 it would 

certainly not have been coincidence that Krishna's advice to 

Arjuna was offered just before battle; and the voyagers and 

seamen to whom it is passed on in Part III of The Dry Salva[/es 

i.ncLude Lhose "who come to port, and you whose bodies / Wi]] 

suffer the trial and judgement of the sea", We are of course 

quile frt-!e to continue t.hink .ing of civiLian fishermen off the 

Massachusetts coast near the rocks called the Dry Salvages, but 

the image of the sea has by this time expanded to include far 

more than them alone. 

E 1 .i 0 t beg ins d .i. r e c t. 1 y w j t. h II Lad y", a nap 0 s t r i:> p h e s I :i g h t 1 y 

startling in its blandness - a blandness a little like that of 

th~ otherwise fur more startling opening t.o Ash -Wc~1esd8y 11. 

The tone seems to be one of familiar reverence that quietly 

puts asjde the intensity of the recent address to th~ voyagers 

and looks at them instead from a fresh perspective, contempla

ting their dangers wjth realism but also with the serenity of 

faith. The entire address to the Virgin is tenderly austere in 

manner. 

The point from which inlercession 1S offered is, by implica-

tion, the shore. Our imaginations have returned from the liner 

in mid- ocean to where we can, like the Virgin's statue, look out 

from a promontory in an attitude of protective but unworried 
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l~dy, whuse shrfne st~nds on the pr6montory, 
Pr~y for ~ll th6se who are in ships, those 
Whose b6siness h's to d6 with fish, and 
Th6se conc~rned with every l'wful tr'ffic 
And 1.h6se who condGct them. 
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This stanza, like each of tbe others, maintains for four 

lines the norm of l.he four - sLress pattern, ending with a line 

of only two stresses which gives it an apt quality of restraint 

and slight formality. The lines generally end on unstressed 

syllables or secondary stresses, and the tendency to feminine 

end ·jogs affecl.s I.he t.one: .it is grave, even H little melnncholy, 

but uninsistent. There is an air of resignation to higher 

powers, u sober calmness t.hat suits the mode of address. 

The first line contains, in common with the formal structure 

of mClny prayers and collects, an adjectival clause rnenl .ion ·ing 

those attribules of the power' being addressed that are appro -

prjat.e to t.he petit.i.on offered: "whose shrine st.ands on the 

pr'omontory" . [t is in ber specific capacity as sea-watcher and 

proLedor of sailors l.hat. t.he Virgin is being invoked. This 

attribution is followed, in traditional fashion, by the petition 

:i t s elf: ,. P ray for...". Throughout most of the Quartets we are 

accustomed to hearing the poet speaking either to himself or, 

directly or by implication, to us. Here he is speaking for us 

(however indirectly) to a being never addressed in any other 

part. of the cycle; and none of it is ever addressed specifically 

to God. The form of the invocation needs to be both formal and 

simple enough for us to :include ourselves imaginatively in it; 

and the blend of formality and simplicity is one of the triumphs 
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of lhe lyric voice at this point. 

"Pray for ClJ l lhose \vho are :in ships": the phrasing IS at 

once decorous and slightly naive. The same is true of "those/ 

Whose business has to uo w·j th fish". It is the language nol of 

common or of sophisticated speech, but rather of the simple, 

slightly angular man being consciously reverential. A distHnl 

echo of biblical phrasing ("They that go down to the sea in 

shi.ps" (Psalms 107:23)) mingles with the t.ender banality of 

"Whose busi.ness has to do with fish" -- the kind of mingli.ng that 

sometimes takes place in extempore prayer where trauitiunal 

formulas and mundane locutions coexist. Another register enters 

wilh "Those concerned with every lawful traffic", but the blend 

1S again discerni.ble: quasi-legal or quasi-commercial language 

is crossed with lhe rhythms of the Rook of Common Prayer. (And 

"traffic" i.n the old sense suggests trade and merchandise, but 

also does duty for any kind of business or activily, allowing 

for an overall effect of timelessness.) Meanwhile the subtle 

compound is governed by lhe formal syntactic structure that 

shapes it: "all those who ... those/Whose ... Those concerned with 

... And those who ... ". Sober decorum lherefore contains and 

controls the utterance as a whole. 

The stanzas thHl follow depend less for their effect on this 

blend of reverential decorum and mildly angular simplicity. 

The lyric becomes more deliberately traditional in language, 

more allusive, and finally richer in sensory images. By these 

means it builds up sleadily to a climax of muted intensity in 

the last stanza. The middle one contributes unemphatically 

lowards this development. 
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Women who have seen their sons or husbands 
Setting forth, and not returning: 
Figlib del tuo figlio, 
Queen of Heaven. 
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Between Lhe intercessions for those al.ive at sea (stanza 1) 

and those lost at sea (stanza 3) the lyric voice returns to the 

land and the bereaved. One might at first suppose that this 

stanza would appear more aptly after t.he deaths mentioned in 

stanza 3. But. the climax is 1.0 focus not on bereavement but on 

the "annunciations" themselves of which \ .. e first became aware 

in ParL IIA, and which were associated retrospectively with t.he 

bell clanged by the ground swell at the end of Part I. 

Stanzas 1 and 3 focus on men jn action, danger or death, 

stanza 2 on women in bereavement and then on the archetypal 

woman who has "foresuffered atl", but. who enters st.iLL flS 

intercessor and mother into the sufferings of others. It IS 

the quiet core of the lyric, which arrives at its own "slill 

point" Ul the luminous calm of "Figlia del tuo figlio,/Queen of 

Heaven" . This IS the simplest of the three stanzas, with 

neither the subtle mIX of tones we heard in the first, nor the 

complexity of image- and sound- patterns we shall find in the 

third. 

"Repea t a prayer" has a cel' ta in a rcha ic fl av our tha t. 

maintains the air of formality, but it is unemphatic because we 

are carried on across the enjambement to focus on those for 

whom the prayer is asked, the women in their loss. "Setting 

forth", again very mildly archaic, contributes to the feeling 

of agelessness that pervades the invocation. The simple word 
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" see n" i sat lowed an e n [' i chi n g d u ali t y a f ref e [' e nee: the w a men 

have literally seen their menfolk setting forth, but the word 

order confer' s on "seen" a metaphorical status, Slnce it is only 

thus that they can be said to have seen them "]Jot returning" -

felt, experienced, the loss of them - otherwise we should have 

required something QwJ{ward liJ<e "not seen them returning". 

The phrase from St Bernard's prayer 1n Dante's Paradiso, 

"Daught.er of thy son" ( XXXIT] .1 ) , is, like Dante's own use of 

it, no mere paradox-mongering, but a highly condensed way of 

redoubling for us the intimacy of relationship between int e r 

cessor and redeemer, as well as reminding us of its timeless 

nalure going beyond her maternity in time. The son suffers Lo 

redeem, and the mother - daughter ( in Catholic salvation Lheology ) 

by her at.t.endant grief has a share in that redemptive sufferi ng. 

She is the archetypal victim of loss, both mater dolorosa and 

fl ./is dolorosa, Hnd therefore the supreme intercessor for all 

who suffer such loss. The notion that each is child as well as 

parenl of th e olher indirectly affirms nol only the humility but 

also the protectiveness of both mother - daughter and father - son. 

At the same time, she is "Queen of Heaven", which further h e lps 

to put the suffering of the bereaved in a wider perspective. 

These lines prepar e us for the affirmation of the myster ie s 

of incarnation that will follow in Part v. It can be said that 

the whole of The .Dry SlIlvllges moves from the "annunciations" 

(for good or evil) of Parts I and II to the principle of incar 

nation (eternity present potentially in every moment of time); 

and the one unique Incarnation is here quietly affirmed. 

Burn/: NortolJ IV was about the slate of j]luminaiion and 
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expectancy at the "still poi.nt" which is a fleeting taste of 

redemption, ERst Coker IV abuut the redemptive suffering of 

both redeemer and redeemed. The Dry Salvages TV is about human 

loss and "annunciations ff of dan~er and death, but also, less 

directly, about the one redeeming Annunciation in the light of 

which all losses and lesser annuncialions must be seen; and 

Little Gidding IV is about the agony of purgation by redeeming 

love. Each of these lyrics focusses on a kind of, or aspect 

of, red e III p t ion - f t' oms u b j e c t ion tot i III e, art 0 the dis e as e 0 f 

fallen nature, or to i.he dan Hers of the world, or to disurder e d 

desire. Each is in that sense a variation on the same theme. 

But t.he prp:,Liding agent or medium of redempti.ve power is, RS 

we have already seen, differ'ent tn each case: in Burnt Norton 

the d:imly - felt "unmoved Mover" at t.he st.ill point, in Has/. 

Coker the wounded Christ, in The Dry Salvag'es the interceding 

Virgin, and in Little Gidding the burning Spirit. 

The last stanza of the lyric is the most complex of the three 

ITI its imagery and in t.he word --mus:lc accompanying it. It b e gins 

by returning us from the comparative quietude of stanza 2 to the 

world of earlhly action, danger and death, its fjrst line, "Also 

pray for those who were in ships", offering an echo and modifi-

cation of the second 1 ine of stanza 1, "Pray for all those \-Iho 

are in ships" (italics added ) . And it presents in its glimpses 

of disasler a ti.meless vision of the sea's hostility to man. 

Also pray for those who were in ships, and 
Ended their voyage on the sand, in the sea's lips 
Or in the dark throat which will not reject them 
Or wherever cannot reach them the sound of the sea 

bell's 
Perpelual angelus. 
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After the images that seem to warrant the accompaniment of a 

death - knell, Eliol by a remarkable imaginative twist inlroduces 

instead the idea of the angelus, reminder of the new birth 

prom .ised Hl I.he supreme Anllunciation. That the lost cannot he 

reached by its sound is less significant than the reminder to 

us that the angelus still rings out. By a trick of word - order 

the stanza is made to end on an upbeat: normal locution would 

demand something .like "wherever the sound of the sea be]] 's 

perpetual angelus cannot reach them"; but the rearrangement 

H v 0 .i d s the fin a 1) t y 0 r t. hen ega t i ve ph r a s e, and the s] i g h t 

archaism of the modified order reinforces the universality of 

the utt.erance. 

The iwages sironRly personify the ocean: some end their 

voyage on the sho['e whi.ch is "the sea's lips", others descend 

irretrievably into its maw. The lips, the "dark throat" and 

its ['efusal to "['eject" them - to belch them up again like 

Jonah's fish or .like the leopards of Ash - Wednesday Part II -

turn the hostile flood into the dimly familiar figure of the 

al'chelypal cosmic sea'- monster, Leviathan of the Old Testament 

or, more aptly still, the Tiamat of the Babylonian creation 

myth. This in turll has, jn iconographic tradition, long been 

associated with the mouth of Hell, for instance in many Byzan-

tine frescoes. For much of this Quartet we have contemplated 

the sea as an image of the flux of time on which we are adrift, 

and have responded to the intimations of its hostility. Bul 

this imaging of it as mythic monster lends an extraordinary 

reverberation to the lines, and carries us to a further pilch 
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wbet'e it becomes tbe personi.fication of destruction itself. 

Neverth~less th~ prefixed plea for intercession remnins, an 

assurance that though the victims cannot hear the angelus, the 

Vi.rgin her'self can hear and respond to the plea on their behalf. 

The angelus 1S perpetual, the monstrous powers of annihilation 

are not. 

Something should brjefly be said about the music of this 

stanza. It makes itself felt in a wash of sound amid a tidal 

sway of complex rhythmt;, arriving at .Last at. a polnt. of' sti'll -

ness in the clarity of the sea bel l's pet-petual allgeLus - no 

I on g f.' r ( J i, J{ C the c I an gin g b e lJ of Par t [ ) a n linn e r v I n g l' mni, n de [' 

of alienness and dealh, but pealing the promise of a redemption 

i ha L transcends the 00 I i vi on of those who cannot hear it. 

We can go a little way towards analysing this music by simply 

marking the morf' promi.llent phoneti.c echoes. 

Also pray for those who were in ships, and 
End ed their voya g e on the sand , in the sea's l ips 
Or in the dark throat whi ch will not re j ect them 
Or where ver cannot - r each th e m the sound of the s ea 

bell 's 
Perpetual angel us. 

Pervasive j, s the variety of muted sibilants inadequately repl'C -

sente~ by sh , tsh , zh and dzh , which I have suggested create a 

wash of sound throughout, occurring ( in normal spelling ) on the 

letters sh , soft g , ch , j , even the tu consonant ]n "Perpelua)". 

Combining with these are the consonant cluster nd (especially 

in the echoes of "ships, and", "sand" and "sound"); non-terminal 

rhyming of "ships" with "lips"; accumulation towards the end of 

the swaying "liquid pealing" through the "bell 's/Perpetua l 

ange l us"; and the ft-equency of three vowels, the short ~ and Ii 
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and the long ea. It IS impossible to demonstrate decisively 

the specific function and effect of each of these on the ear, 

let alone their cumulative working; but to draw attention to 

them is at least to alert the ear more fully to the rich and 

subtle weave of sound that runs through the stanza, partly ono 

matopoeic but often less straightforward than that, compelling 

assent with its insistent vowel - iterations and consonantal 

textures . 

Tu pursue all the possible literary antecedents of a passage 

1 j ke this I.S more than can fa i l' l.y be a t tempted here. They would 

rang;e from Homer (lnd Virgi 1 through Per.icles and 7'he .Tempest, 

.£ycidas, Adonais and In /I1emor .iam to The Wreck of the Deutschland. 

It is not. a question of specifica11y verbal echoes but of balf

submerged memories and associations that for many readers exert 

their own pressure upon our response to these lines, reinfor c ing 

their capacity to stir us. This last stanza represents the 

cu .lminaL .ion of the sea im3gery in .The IJry .-"~alvf.lffes, and also 

its conclusion. Apart from one incidental. mention of the "sea 

monster' '', Part V will ignore Lhe seCi entire.ly, taking up t.he 

notions of past and future, of annunciation and incarnation, of 

human terror and right acL10n, and developing them to their 

climax by other means. 
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Part V 

lL is of Len noled lhat the last movement of each Quartet 

opens with a meditation on the nature of arl or the problems of 

thp. art.ist, but t.hat. The Dry Sa] v8Efes V di ffers from t.he others, 

dealing not with the arts i.n the usual sense but with lhe false 

ar·ts by which mank :ind ( 'including "anxious worried women") t.rie8 

to overcome the terrors and bewilderments of living in time. 

And t.hese "arts" are dismi ssed as "Past. imes and drugs", forms 

of escapism that ignore the real issue~ of our timebound state. 

To communicate with Mars, converse with spirit.s, 
To report the behaviour of the sea monster, 
Describe the horoscope, haruspicate or scry, 
Observe disease in signatures, evoke 
Biography from lhe wrinkles of the palm 
And t rag e d y f t· 0 III fin g e r s; reI e a s e 0 men s 
By sorlj]ege, or tea leaves, riddle the inevitable 
With playing cards, fiddle with pentagrams 
Or barbi1.uric acids, or dissect 
The recurrent image into pre-conscious terrors -
'['0 explore the womb, or 1.0mb, or dreams; fll] these 

are usual 
Pastimes and drugs, and features of lhe preS8: 
And always will be, some of them especially 
When t.here is distress of nations and perplexity 
W h e the ron the s h 0 res 0 f As i a, 0 t- in the Ed g w a l"<'.! R 0 ad. 

Eljot Lakes cleven Jines Lo arrive at his main clause: whaL 

precedes it is a catalogue of the various mechanisms of escape. 

These are: archaic re .ligion ( or per'haps claims of extraterres -

trial contact); spiritualism; speculation about strange monsters; 

aslrology; augury by reading entra] Is; crystal - gazing; archaic 

herbal prescription by means of distinctive markings known as 

"signatures"; palm .i.slry; divination by lots; fortune -- telling by 

reading cups or cards, the use of mystic symbols or drugs; 

psychoanalysis by the study of symbolism; the investigation 01' 

p~enatal or of postmortal consciousness; and the study of dreams 
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for the purposes of psychoanalysis or fortune-telling. 

The meaning of one or two of lhese phrases is a motter of 

doubt: for instance, "To communicate with Mars" may seem to 

point lo Astrology, hut the .latter is ~]early indicaled two 

1 i n e s 1 ate (' in" Des c r i. bet he h 0 r 0 s cop e" . Communication with 

Mars alludes more probably to experiments with ancient religion 

-- unless Eliot had "extraterrestrial. c ontact" in mind. There 

is, at any rate, no evidence elsewhere in the passage of 

repeated allusion to the same specific activity; ELiot in fact 

del e ted ,t cry s t a :I g a z i n g " aft e r h e had c b 0 sen I. 0 inc :I u cI e "s cry" 

(CFQ 142 ), whi.ch shows he was concerned to avoid repetition. 

Readers may well feel that the I.one of these dismissals is 

repulsively acidulous and the range excessive (especially where 

psychoanalysis is concerned). S1.iLl, whether or not we regard 

any of them as acceptable occupations, Eliot's real point is 

that however fascinating in themselvcs, Lhey do nolhing at all 

substantial to release us from the sense of imprisonment in 

lime: the true \oJays of :I iberalion are, as he sees them, total"ty 

di ffercn t. 

1 have mentioned my uncerlainLy about the intended mcaning 

of "'1'0 communicate with Mars". The other phrases 1n the list 

are less problematic but warrant brief attention. To "converse 

wit h s p i r" its" i s top art i c i pat e ins p i r i t u a lis t sea n c e s 0 f the 

kind alluded to in Gerontion's reference to Madame de tornquist 

shifting candles in a dark room. That passage of "Get'ont ion", 

indeed, feels like a precursor of this one in its focus upon a 

variety of implied substitutes for religious commitment and 

exploration, and on the diminution and debasemenl of spiritual 
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values into steril.e occultism Ot' sterile aestheticism: "Christ 

t.he tiger" comes 

To be eHLen, t.o be divided, t.o be drunk 
Am a n g \'1 his per s; by Mr. S i 1 v e r 0 

With caress:ing hands, at L:imoges 
Who walked all night in the next room; 
By Hakagawa, bowing among the Titians; 
By Madame de Tornquist, in the dark room 
Shi fLing the cand] es; Fraulein von Kulp 
Who turned in the hall, one hand on the door. 

"To repcll't. t.he behaviour of the sea monster" is somc\vhal 

peculiat', since it does not obviously fit into a list of common 

superstjtions. But it hints at the tendency to assume thaL jf 

we can solve the mysteries of all.eged monsters - such as the 

Yetl aIlll the Loch Ness monster as well as supposed denizens of 

the ocean ,- it would help us to feel more reconciled to the 

temporal world we inhabit. ( Hayward, in cOJlllnenli.ng on it. ( CFQ 

143), mentioned the Loch Ness monster apparently without find- -

ing it inappropriate 1.0 t.he phrase "sea monster". Indeed the 

word "sea" seems both unnecessary and incongruolls, especially 

so soon after Lhe powerful evocaLion, in a totally different 

tOile and context, of the sea as a dark-throated primal monst.E-~r 

itself. ) 

The observing of disease in signaLures looks at first , sight 

like a reference to graphology, although the latter deals with 

handwriting other than signatures, and claims to read character 

from it, not merely to recognize or treat disease. However, 

the t.erm "signatures" once denoted distinctive marks on plants 

used as herbal remedies, sometimes for human organs supposedly 

resembling or corresponding to them (Eliot's explanation to 

Bodelsen for a later edition of his book, quoted by Reibetanz 



315 

( 2~4 ) . 

" Describe the horos c ope" _lS pla:ill enough to need no comment, 

as are the allusions to palmistry, divination by lots, and 

forlune - te11jng from cups and cards. "Scry" is an unusual term 

for crystal-gazing, which fits the emphasis at this point on 

ways of looking into the future: they form H cluster runn:ing 

all the way from the horoscope to the playing cards. t--lore 

unUS1H:tJ :i s the term "harusp.i c ate". The ha ("US pex was th e 

priestly functionary of ancient times who read omens in the 

entrails of sacrificial victims and so foretold the future or 

fixed auspicious or inauspicious days. But "haruspicate" 1S 

already rare enough as an adjective, and Eliot here chooses Lo 

us e it more unusually still, as a verb, going on to pair it 

w-ith "sery" : gazing at entraiJs and gazing at ceystal balls ar e 

thus linked in their alleged futilily. "Sery" has also the 

obsoleLe meaning of divining by sifting sand in a sjeve - whi c h 

Eliot, until cor"rected, had taken as the meaning of "har'uspicate" 

( CPO 14:3 ) . What probabJy attracted Eliot to this verb - form was 

its sli.ghtly absurd jingle of sound next to "horoscope", which 

provides an auditory link to reinforce the rat_her contemptuous 

tone : "horoscope, haruspicate". 

The movement of the verse in these lines is repetitive and 

restless, obviously suiting Eliot's purpose, which is not out

right satire yet does entail a certain sardonic dismissiveness. 

( The wrinkles of the palmist's client suggest not only palm

lines but also, with fleeting poignancy, the illusory nature of 

efforts to defy the physical ravages of time.) Some specific 
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word-couplings, 1U{e the jingl.e on "horoscope, haruspicate", 

t.end to support, by sound or associat.ion, t.his ir'onic intent.: 

"riddle" and "fi.ddle" in successive lines, "womb, or tomb" 1n 

t.he same one, cllJd the :ineongruous.ly literary terms "Bjography" 

and "tragedy" attached to the dubious arts of palmistry. 

The cataJogue of infinitive verbs, too, is worth noticing, 

as a suggestive mixture of the ostensibly respectable and 

responsible, the exotic And the recondite, the futile Hod the 

fool i.sh: "communicate". "converse", "report", "Describe", 

" h u r us p .i C fl t. e", It s c r' y ", " 0 b s e r v e", 'I e v 0 k e", " r e :1 e a s e", " rid die It , 

Itfiddle", "dissect" and "explor'e". Within a few lines all are 

subsumed inLo t.he oddly touching combinat.ion of "searches" and 

"cli.ngs", placing them in another perspective. In the order in 

which t.hey appear in the list, they group themselves (excluding 

" 0 b s e [' v e ") i n top air S I. n w h i. c h sam e 0 f the mac qui I' e a f u [' the r' 

ironic aulhoriLy, others less aulhority than they would exerL 

si.ngly - as "fiddle", for instance, undermi.nes the potenti.al 

force of "ridd .te", And Lhe .i nject:i.on of the noun phrase "Lhe 

inevi.table" in "riddle the inevitable" economi.cally makes the 

ironic point that if (as fortune - telling implies) the future .is 

inevitable, then the sense of control over it by detecting it 

in advance is illusory and illogical. 

Pentagrams and barbituric acids are rather oddly coupled, 

and the nature of the "fiddling" unspecified. Their placing 

here is puzzling, though presumably the barbiturates represent 

what, a generation later, came to be widely known as the use of 

drugs to explore "altet' native states of consciousness". 

The remaining items of the list are the various forms of 
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investigation con nected maiIlly with depth psychology or psycho 

ana .lysis, which Faber called u a very Dew addition" (CPQ ]4~~). 

They comprise the study of recurrent images or symbols ill the 

psyche, of prenatal experience and of dreams - the one exception 

being the exploration of the "tomb", i.f by it we understand 

nltempts to examine evi dence of consciousness after death (HS a 

parallel to evidence of consciousness before birth ) - something 

not. quile identica.l wi L.h spiritua.l:ism, which assume8 rather 

than examines postmortal consciousness. The implied dismissal 

of Freud nnd Jung ma y appeAr raLh~r gratuitous; but ELjot's 

reactions to the comparatively new science of psychology were 

UJ\VHYS Hmbivalent, and here its incapncit.y to "conquer" timE' 

aligns it with the traditional forms of superstition. As 

Prest.on remar-ks of the long openi.ng sentence, "To mak e way for 

divinity, divinalion is first rejected" (47) , along wit h what -

ever savours of div :inat:ioll or shares i.is limit.ai.jons j n tht:' 

poet's eyes. And as the catalogue ends and makes way for the 

main c1a us e at. Last, the rhythms slow down and t.he slroess -ocount 

nearly doubles itself for one line as if to mark the tr-ansition: 

"To expl6re lhe w6mb, or t6mb, or dreams; 611 these are frsua.l". 

Usual indeed, we may agree, as far as only some of them are 

concerned - but our momentarj]y hesitant assent. is complicated 

by the run - on line that suddenly brands them as not merely 

usual bul also "Paslimes and drugs, and features of the press". 

In the words of Part lIB, they are "in the popular mind ... means 

of disowning lhe pasl" as \veJ.l as the future. The c omb:ination 

of wit and authority with which Eliot makes the point is un -
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fortunately undermined by the addi.tion of "and features of the 

press"; it sounds like an irrelevant sideswipe at journalism. 

momentarily distracting us from the stated convictions and 

arousing H suspicion of snobbery instead - like the al.lusion 

to the "popular mind" just quoted from irB. 

]n one form or another these brands of escapism are always 

with us, sInce they are not merely products of curiosity but 

lhe escape - mechanisms of frighlened and insecure human nature, 

parlicularly in limes of communal crisis. So, what they are 

they always will be 

Whell t.here is distress of nat:ions and perplexity 
Whether on the shor'cs of Asia, or in the Edgware Fload. 

The slight. ly sermonic tone is made more acceptable by the 

sardonic one introducing it, and the phr'ase "the shores of Asia" 

js not enlirely arbitrary, since it operates as a fleeling 

reminder that the breeding - place of Krishna's wisdom is no less 

prone to superstition than any olher part of the world. Mean -

while the naming of the Edgware Road returns us for a moment to 

lhe wasle - land world gljmpsed jn t.he "HHmpstead and Clerkenwel1, 

Campden and Putney" of Burnt Norton; and as i.n The Waste Land 

it.self, the re<.iJms of East and West, ancient and. modern, are 

telescoped logether to universalise the spiritual thirst and 

misguided solulions of humankind. The point. is marred by the 

intrusion of the clumsy phrase "some of them especially": "some 

of them" has a pedantic ring, and inlerferes with the clarity of 

the syntax by attracting towards it the adverb "especially", 

which properly belongs with the next line - a rare instance in 

Eliot of ambiguity that serves no purpose but to distract. 
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Despite the flaws, much of the passage moves with assurance 

and conveys its ideas with clarity. Certainly the reader coming 

to it for the first time may be inclined to wonder what its 

purpose is in relation to the resl of the poem, especially since 

it marks such a sudden departure from the familiar images of the 

sea and of travelling. But he or she is immediately answered jn 

the li.nes that follow: we are still concerned, as befot'e, with 

humanity's att -itudes to past and future in relation t.o the 

pr'e sent. 

Men's curiosity searches past and future 
And clings to that dimension. But to apprehend 
The point. or interseci. :ion of t.he llmeless 
With time, is an occupation for the saint 
No occupation either, bul something given 
And taken, in a lifetime's death in love, 
Ardour and selflessness and self- surrender. 
For most of us, there is only the unattended 
Moment, t.he moment ill and out of time, 
The distract i on fit, lost in a shaft of sunlight, 
The wild thyme unseen, or t.he winter ]jght.ning 
Or the waterfall, or music heard so deeply 
That it is not heard at all, but you are the music 
While the music lasts. These are only hints and 

guesses, 
Hints followed by guesses; and the rest 
]s prayer, observance, discipl.ine, thought and action. 
The hinl half guessed, the gift half understood, IS 

.Incarnation. 

The lines beginning the passage just quoted are l'eally the 

pivot on which Part. V turns. They point back to the faJse 

solutions ( searching past and future and clinging to thal 

d:imens :ion) and then, with only a "But" for a h :inge, sw:ing round 

to identify the true and ideal solution: apprehending the point 

of intersection of the timeless with time. For about ten lines 

the a r gum e n t p [' ace e d sin a b s t rae t ion s - 1 nco n t r as t wit h the 

variety of images thrown up by the Jist of superstitious paths 

- and then we are suddenly faced with four lines of intensely 
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concenlrated images, correlatives of the experience of the 

t. -imeJess moment: the shaft. of sunl:ight, t.he wild thyme, winter 

lightning, waterfall and music. 

These lines offer a more explicit account than anything we 

have yet met in lhe Quartets of what essentially they are about 

and where they are leading. They focus t.he theme of Part V and 

of The lJry Salvages as a whole: the dabblers in the occult, 1n 

the manner of Dusty, Doris and Madame Sos05tr1s, have been tr'Y 

i n g to" pie c e tog e the C' the pas l and the f u t u r e " 1. ike the In 0 r e 

sympat.hetica] ly treaLed "anx:ious worri.ed women" of Pctr-t T, but 

una\'I'ar-e thal the only way to do thi_s ]_s lJot to cl Lng to past 

and fuLuc-e. It is to npprehend anJ, as far as possiLle, dwe.l.J 

spiritualLy in the timeless moment of tntersection wher.' e - as 

we s hal 1 5 00 n b E' t (>.I d - ,. the pas t a 11 d f u t u r e / A r ~ can que r E'd, (\ n d 

r'ecol1ci led". 

The 1.ines aJso focus the t.heme of t.he entire cycle, which is 

concerned with our consciousness of time, and of ourselves in 

time YE'l not "at horne" -in time. We are temporal crealures, yet. 

with an inescapable sense of really belonging outside time 

a:tlogether. ( In more tradjtional terms, WE' are conscious of 

o U I' S e I v e s as IU 0 [' t a I bod i e s, but a Iso as e t ern a I s p i r its. ) The 

intuitive awareness of our freedom, properly speaking, from 

time is generally only a fleeting one that comes to us in 

fugltive momenls like the one in the rose - garden. They are 

experiences of heightened awareness in which we are more fully 

alive than usual. And in comparison with them - until we have 

explored them and sought to recover them by means of spiritual 



discipline - our normal state is one of grey imprisonment in 

time and space. In the course of· the Quartets we I earn that 

these moments are experiences not simply of joy or pain but, 

properly understood, experiences of love, of spiritual signifi 

cance and therefore ultimately of God, drawing us into a higher 

and fuller union with the creation than we can otherwise enJoy. 

The fullest conscio usn ess of this state is rare and is that of 

the saint; but approximations tu it are available to the resl 

of us through the disciplined commitment of the spirit. 

When the poel. says that "Men's c ur iosity searches past and 

future", the last phrase should immediately take us back not 

only tu t.he Jines just before it, hut also t.o Part III where 

the travellers - who mistak enly think they are escaping from 

t h e past into the fut.ure - are being urged to do something 

quite different : to "consider the future/And the past with an 

eq ual mind". Part III, with its harping on the travellers' 

illusions about the relation of past and future, and with its 

correction of these illusions, prepares us for, and js completed 

by, Part v. The implication is that the wrong attitude to the 

present (seldom mentioned but always lurking in the intersLices 

of the thought) is to regard it as the bridge between past and 

future, which is really a way of denying it any regard at all. 

The "point of intersection of the timeless/With time" is, on 

the other hand, a point At which the present moment is also 

apprehended as an aspect of the eternal: and this - not escape 

from the past or into the future - is the only key to release 

us from the prison of temporality. To be able to see all 

moments in this way is to see, as East Coker puts it, 



a lifetime burning in every moment 
And not the lifetime of one man only 
But of old stones that c~nnot be deciphered. 
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The adherents of the occult, the fortune - tellers and their like, 

have in effect been trying to see "a li.fetime burning in every 

momenl", but have been going about it in the wrong way, piecing 

together the past and future instead of apprehending the nexus 

between time and eternity. 

The vel 'sificailon of Pari V illustrates a rhythmic truism 

that nevertheless warrants explicit mention. In both the 

blocks of verse quoted up to now (the Long sentence about the 

occult pseudo-solutions and the subsequent passage about the 

point of intersection), the norm of four main stresses per line 

has by and large been maintained, both passages using frequent 

medial pauses and a good deal of enjambement, keeping up R 

fa i r' 1 y rap i d pac e fro m 1 i net a 1. i 11 e . In olher words, there is 

little to disL ,inguish them :in versificat.ion. Yet the movement 

of each feels quite different, because (and this i.s the truism) 

lhe subjccL - matler inevitably affect.s our way of responding to 

it: the first passage gives an impression of cluttered restless-

ness, whereas the second displays swift energy speaking more of 

ardent intensity than of restlessness. Only at the end of the 

second, leading inlo the climax, is there a rallentando created 

by repetition, more frequent and deliberate pauses, and finally 

one of those rare lines in which the stress-count of four is 

doubled, signalling this time the moment of arrival at an un-

usually definjlive statement. So the key line about Incarnation 

has eight stresses: 
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, ( d / These are only hlots an guesses, 
H{nts foJ towed by guesses; and the rest. / 
Is pl'ayer, obs~rvance, dfscipline, th~ught and action. 
The hint h'tf gu~ssed, the g!ft. half Gnderst~od, is 

/ / 
Incarnation . 

.11. -i. s the climClx of Part. V, of ]'he f]ry Sl1Jv8[{eS and, urguably, 

one of the major climaxes of the Quartets as a whole. 

The w 0 r d "a p pre hen d " (i. n It Rut. t 0 a p pre hen d . . . " ) -i s w 0 r t. h 

noticing. Tn drafting the passage Eliot had first put "attend 

Lo", rhanged j t to "be aware of", And then - in response t.o 

Fa bet' I s val i. d 0 b j e c t i 00 tot 00 mao y "0 f s It -- c h a 0 g e d ita g a i n t 0 

I' apprehelld" (CFQ J 44) . His thought - process ]s helpfully 

revealed in these alterations. The occupation of the saint is 

to be sensitiveJy alert to t.he "point of inlerseclion" (a s t.he 

ini.tial "attend" suggested ); but it is also to be in a state of 

constant at.Lunement and readillcsS for its occurrence, and to be 

able to recogni_ze ("be aware of") it when it does occur; finally 

- and a great jm~ruvement quite apClrt from eliminating the un -

wanted "of" - Itapprehend" implies the sensitivity and alertness, 

Lhe altunement. Rnd the awareness, but implies something else as 

well: an active response to the moment, since the word imports 

connotations not only of underslanding and grasping, but also of 

seizing and arresting, of "catching hold of" the moment when it 

comes, not simply responding passively t.o it. The term becomes 

a submerged metaphor enriching a statement otherwise couched 

largely in abstraclions, and so intensifying it. 

Of course "intersection" is also a submerged metaphor, and 

this too plays its part. Normally we think of the word in the 

context either of geometrical figures or of road maps, and 

these connotations are not. irrelevant here. Into the "line lt of 
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tlme - conceived once again in linear terms and not as shapeless 

flux - c ut.s the eterna.l., the t.imeless; and the point in time at 

which it does so is the point of intersection. Since it is a 

point. on t. ime's axis it. is a moment in time; but since it is a 

point on the "axis of eterni. ty" it is also a moment outside time. 

Prom our point of vjpw it is thus a moment in time at which we 

are aware of contact with what lies outside time's realm 

elltir(~ly. Nor i.s j t t.oo fanci fu] 1.0 visual ise t.hi s intersect:i on 

by imagining a horizontal line, the progression of time, being 

perpendicularly cul by a vertical line, descending from the 

realm of the timeless, in such a way as to form a cross-shaped 

intersection - a symbol appropriute enough t.o the increasingly 

explicit Christian formulation of Eliot's ideas on the relation 

of the lwo realms or st.ates. In Burnt Norton we focussed for a 

while on the visual symbol of the circle with the still point 

at. its centre, and on the timeless moment. as an arrival at that. 

still point where movement and stillness are reconciled. Now 

in The Dry Stllvllges wc may th .ink in terms of another visual 

symbol, the crossing of two lines marking the same still point 

- this t. ime not as a point at the centre of a circle, but as a 

point defining the co-ordinates where time and eternity both 

exist, yet which we may with excusable looseness condense into 

the oxymoronic phrase "a timeless moment". 

That Eliot is not sjmply playing with mathematical paradox 

hardly needs stating. And the lines that immediately follow 

emphasise the explicitly religious bearing of his thought here. 

The apprehension of this point, not merely intellectually but 
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expel'ientia.ll.v and actively, i.s "an occupation for the saint" 

who IS thus distinguished from the practitioners of the occult 

sciences. They try to recognize or create bridges between past 

and fulure; the sainl sejzes upon and grasps in his spirit not 

a bridge between one thing and another - let alone between past 

and future - but the eternal as it manifests itself in the 

mystically charged moment of the present . 

C811ing this <m occupaUon might -inItially suggest t.hat it 

1.S no more than a pastime, 01' aL best analogous to the job of 

work t.hat occupies most of us in our waking hours. Bul "occupa-

tion" IS repeated and rhetorically negated in order to be more 

exactly redefined as a vocation, H commitment, and beyond thut, 

a relationship pervading the whole of the saint's personal life: 

No occupation either, but something given 
And taken, in a lifetime's death in love, 
Ardour and selflessness and self- surrender. 

Two of Eliot's commonest stylistic habits are here evident: 

repet :it.jon of the same word a.lmost immediately ("occupation"), 

and the ,juxtaposition of antonyms ("given", "taken", "lifetime", 

"death"). These can easily become mannerisms, and when ELiot 

is not at his best they are. But here they fulfil their proper 

function of adding force and clarity to ideas which, we gradual -

Ly realise, may be made clear in another way or forceful in yet 

another, but - without these devices - not both at once. 

Although they look like wordiness, they often provide the 

most economical way of expressing what the poet has to say. 

T h US, l' e pea tin g "0 cell pat ion" em p has is est hat he is des c [' i bin g 

more than an occupation in the mundane sense. "Something given 

and taken" suggests a task imposed otl and at the same time 
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gladly accepted by the saint, and a gift (the "moment" itself ) 

freely offer e d by the Aternal and at the same time demanding a 

due response -- a balance characterized by the "give and take" 

of decent personal relationships (for this is a personal 

relationship with the God who remains unnamed here). And "a 

Lifetime's death in .love" condenses in a powerful phrase the 

idea of a saint's devoting a whole life to a constant "dying 

daily" to seli', not out of perverse asceticism but out of the 

love, "Ardour' and selflessness and self - surrender" motivati.ng, 

and demanded of, him or her. 

These phrases carry the apprehension of the timeJess moment 

beyond the sphere of fugitive mystical experience into something 

more last.ing and constant., more personal and moral, 'In i.ts 

implications. The contrasts between "point" and "lifetime", 

bet.ween "occupalion" and "love", emphasise t.his. Tru:ly to 

a p p r. e hen d the "p 0 i n t" i s not mer e 1. y tor e s p 0 n d r' i g h t 1 y a t a 

given moment, but to respond 1n a way made possible only by a 

lifetime of discipline and by the surrender of self that love 

enjoins. The "moment of illuminat.ion", as we caLled it when 

looking at Burnt Norton, is now seen as clearly a reli.gious 

experience, or at least as one that only makes sense in a 

specifically religious context. 

been very deliberat.ely chos e n. 

So too has the word "love". 

And so the word "saint" has 

We have already noticed how 

seldom it is used in the Quartets, as if to throw into relief 

each of its rare occurrences. Apart from the passage in East 

Coker III about waiting without love (where it is not separately 
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focussed on but mentioned along wi.th faith and hope), i.t has 

occurrc~d only twice before, each t.ime in the f .ift.h movement of 

a Quarlt~t. In Burnt Norton V we have read that 

Love is iiself unmoving, 
Only the cause and end of movement, 

where J ave sounded 1 ike t.he God of t.he phi losophers, t.he unmoved 

Mover of Aristotle. Then in East Coker V we were told of love 

1n H different. way: 

Love is mORt. nearly it.self 
When here and now cease to matter 

that is, when mundane consjderationR of' space find l -irue nr' e no 

Lon get' a f p [. i mar yeo n c ern t 0 us, sin eel a v e i. nit s f ul 1 est s e 11 s e 

part.akes of eternity. Now we read of the saint's Jove of God 

in the contexl of a life ostensibly timebound but, even in that 

stHte, free of time in the apprehens)on of lhe timeless moment. 

Through these three occurrences the word has moved progressively 

closet' to what we commonly understand by the term; it has become 

a I. iltle more humanised and personal. And in little Gidding we 

s haLL a t. ] a s t rea d a h out I a vet h cll. ex pan d s " hey and des.i. r e" w:i t. h --

out ceasing to be love, and about love of a country and of faces 

and places, a love not negated but transfigured by the divine 

love that torments in order Lo purify and draw us to itself. 

As we have seen, Part V of each Quartet opens with a med.i.lu 

tion on lhe nature of art in relation to time, and lhe success 

or failure of the artist in marshalling his material, except 

that i.n The Dry Sa.lvag-es this topic is replaced by the "false 

arts" of divination and the like. And when we come to the 

right way of dealing with our timebound state, the passage 

presents us not with the successful artist but with the saint 
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on the one hand and the common man ("most of us") on the other. 

III Part. V of I,] i. tI e GJddiDg we sha.!] revert to t.he topic of art 

for the Jast time, contemplating the fully achieved work of 

verbal art - but by then t.he common ground between average 

individual, saint and artist wi 11 have been clarified by the 

poet.ry that Lies beiween (the end of The Dry Sa .lvages and most 

of Little (lidding' itself ). All three - ordinary individual, 

saint and art isl - nee d to overcome the lim .it.atioIls that time 

imposes on them; and while the solutions differ in some ways, 

their basis IS fundament.ally the same. 

Whereas the sai.nt's "occupati.on" is an abiding apprehensi.on 

of the nexus of t..ime and eternit.y, t.he ordinary person's cont.act 

with it lS fLeeting and occasional: 

for ' mosl of us, there is only t.he unat.tended 
Moment, the moment in and out of time, 

in which we have our glimpses of t.he rose - garden exper.ience or 

\~hat it r.'epresents, but wh ieb leaves us wi tb ,. the waste sad 

time/St.retch.ing before and aft.er". To calli t. an "unat tended" 

moment is appropriate: it is unattended in the sense of not 

being wailed for or expect.ed, and also in t.he sense that we, 

un] ike the saint, are unversed in the kind of attenlion to pay 

to it, and therefore relatively incapable of uniting it fruit -

fully with the rest of our experience. ( The versificati.on at 

t.his point also he .Lps, by t.he enjambement at "unattended/Moment", 

to throw into relief the suddenness and unexpectedness of the 

moment it.self.) 

To suggest. the nuiure of Lhat moment., Eliot. now injects into 

the passage another set of those haunting correlatives of the 



timeless experience which we have remarked on 1.n looking at 

Has t: CO/(P1' I I 1 . Although their prjvate nature as Eliot's 

personal symbols makes them hardly susceptible to discursive 

analysis, it is worth eXBmjning some clusters in which they 

occur in different Quartets. They are not all equally rich or 

varied, but. they have several interesting features in common. 

Her e a [' e f 0 u [' sue h c 1 us t e r s . 

S II ddt! n i. n ash n fLo f sun Jig h t. 
Even while the dust moves 
There rises lhe hidden laughter 
Of children in the foliage 

(Burnt NortoIl V) 

Whisper of running streams, and winter lightning, 
The wild thyme unseen Hnd the wild st.rawberry, 
The laughter in the garden, echoed ecstasy 

(Ens l Coker 1.1 1 ) 

The distraction fit, lost in a shaft of sunlight, 
The wild thyme unseen, or the winter light,ning 
Or the waterfall, or music heard so deeply 
ThaL it. is noL heard at all, but you are t.he music 
While the music Lasts. 

( JIbe J)ry S'uL vl1ges V ) 

At the sou['ce of the longest river 
The voice of the hidden water-faLl 
And the children in the apple-tree 
Nol known, because not looked for 
But hear-d, half-heard, in the stillness 
BeLween two waves of the sea. 

( L .i t. t1 e (; i d d i I1 g V ) 

Each of these clusters includes the word "hidden" or' the Ivord 

"unseen", and in each occurs the idea of something - music or 

voices - heard or half-heard as if at a distance, as laughter or 

whispering or murmurs internalised 1n the hearer . Images of 

sensory experience are being offered as approximations to a more 

internal and ineffable kind of experience on the part of the 

poet; and these are the mechanisms that, in a way very difficult 
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to define, trigger off memor1es of similar experiences on the 

part of the reader. It may appear rather odd to invoke the name 

of Milton in discussing imagery of this sort: nevertheless these 

passages, working in a totally different manner from the verse 

of Milton, appeal to our imaginations with strange evocations of 

musi~, of light ( either a shaft of sunlight or a fleeting fJash 

of lightning ill winter) and of primal lnnocence, entiti.es that 

in more traditional forms pervade so much of Milton's poetry 

when he 1S concerned with the nexus of time and eternity. 

The c.;ombLnaiion of 1ight., music, and voices from an unseen 

source i.s not new jn Eliot's wock either. In The Hollow Men 

the speaking voice aLludes to eyes in another kingdom whjch are 

Sunlight on a broken coLumn 
There, j s a tree swingj ng 
And v 0 ice s FI.[' e 
In the wind's singing 
More distant and more solemn 
Than a fading star. 

This suggests a visionary experience that the Hollow Men can 

fully imag:ine buL which is wholly denied to them in their 

p r' e sen t s tat e . [n t he ['OS e -' gar' den sequence 0 f Burn t Nor t Of) we 

read of t.he "unheard music" and Lh.E:! "ungeen eyebeam", and al ' e 

persuaded by a kind of emotional logic that we ar'e both hearing 

and not. hearing t.he music, both see:i.ng and not. see :ing that 

which is seeing us. It is as if a sensory experience is taking 

place on a wave-lengLh so different from mundane experience 

that it lS really more of an extrasensory one, yet communicable 

only in terms of a sensory one. And lhis is, of course, the 

experience of the "timeless moment", the "moment , in and out of 

bme". the "point. of inlersection of the timeless/Wilh time". 
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Three of the four excerpts quoted contain components of one 

of Eliot's best - known images in the Quartets: the sound of the 

laughter of children hidden in an apple-tree in a garden, happy 

and excited laughter, but sensed only at a distance. We have 

already seen how this image occurs in Part I of Burnt Norton, 

and something rather like .it :in MarinCl and )11 "New Haml)[;hire". 

It seems to represent a recognition of primal innocence, and 1S 

the clcHrest of Eliot's imHges of this kind. Associ ated \II -j t h 

it, but fa [' m 0 r e "p r i vat e tt i nth e i t' con not a t i. 0 n s, are the 0 the [' 

images of growing things either seen or sensed (perhaps smell ) 

w h i 1 e un see n: w i. 1 d thy mea n d w i 1 d s t r a \v b err y . Whether they are 

8utobiographica] or ] i l.erary in origin we cannot say; we CHTl 

on 1 y s u [' m i s e, for ins tan c e , t hat E].i 0 t 's i mag ina t ion [' e s p 0 n d e d 

strongly to the evocativeness of Oberon's "bank whereon th e wi lel 

thyme blows" in A MidsulDlDer Nig'ht-'s Dream (2.1.24~J ) . 

Again in three of the four excerpts occur images associat.ed 

with the flowing, movement or ' sound of water: "Whisper of 

r'unning streams", "the waterfall" (or, more fully, "The vo:ice 

oft h e hid den wa t e r fa l.l " ), and - i. n Lit t1 e (;i d d i Jl g 0 n 1 y, as i t 

t ak es up s oJTIe 0 f the 1 eH ding lma ges of J'he J)ry Sal vag'es - the 

"longest ri.ver" and its source, and the fleeting moment of 

equilibrium "Between two waves of the sea". The last two are 

not strictly speaking correlatives of the timeless experience 

so much as metaphorical settings for it. The other two are 

evocations not of visual experience but of water unseen yet 

heard: the voice, or whisper, of the flowing water, like the 

other voices, is what impinges upon our imaginations with the 

force of something distant yet recognizable, known from afar in 
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a If fit" 0 f d .i s t to act ion 0 I' - 1 nth e p s y c hoI 0 g i cal rat he to t han 

linguist.ic sense of the term - abst.raction. 

Perhaps the most evocative of all these images in the cluster 

from The J)ry SnlvClges is that. of the music 

heard so deeply 
That it is not heard al all, but you are t.he music 
While the music lasts. 

11. suggests that in the fle e t.jng moment of timelessness we are 

not merely aware of having an experience, but also of being 

ourselves H pClrt of that experience in a consciousness other 

than our own: we too, 1 ike the flowers of Burnt Norton, have 

" the ]. 00 k 0 f flo w e r s t. hat. are .L 00 ked at" 0 r .- tot ran s 1 ate .i t. 

i 11 t 0 au d ito r y t e t'm s, h a veil the sou n d 0 f m u sic t hat i. s b e i n g 

hcard". It also suggest.s that we are so rapt ini.o the moment. 

that the usual distinction between the experiencing self and 

the object of expericnce ceases, for that inslant, t.o exisL. 

But all our experiences of the timeless moment, evoked in 

these images, are only dim intimations of eternity, "only hints 

and guesses,/Hints followed by guesses". For them to become 

anything more lo us requires at least a distanl approach to the 

di.scipline of the saint's occupation: "prayer, observance, 

discipline, thought and action" -- in olher words, commjtIDcnl. 

(An illustration of such commitment, which is not the saint's, 

is lhe poel's own attempt to explore the implications of such 

moments in the poetry he is writing. ) In Hopkins's "Spring and 

Fall", the theme is t.he young child's intimations of mortality; 

it is "What hear't heard of, ghost guessed". In a line of simi-

.LUI' word - musjc, but one thrown inlo relief by the doubling of 



the stress - count, Eliot at last approaches a more explicit 

definit.i.on of what these moments signify. Not only Are they 

i n tim a t ion s 0 f i "rolO t· t a lit y, the y are g 1 imp s e s oft hat d i v i. n e 

principle embodied in the unique eveni. of Christian revelation: 

"The hint half guessed, the gi.f t half understood, is Incarnation". 

AJl the "annunciations" encountered earlier ar(~ now ret.rospec ·-· 

tively redefined in terms of the one Annunciation, the arche -

typal "point of' int.ersection" between the worlds of time and 

eternity. 

Th .is degree of explicitness 1S very unusual, and marks lh e 

climax of the Quartet. As if to confirm this, although no 

typogr'aphical break occurs, the rhythm of Lhe verse immediately 

changes, and the concluding li.nes of the poem (Part VB ) are 

written in a pattern mostly of three instead of t.he usual four 

stresses to the line. It is noticeably like that of Burnt 

Norlon VB, except that there lhe slow deliberftleness of pace 

tended to make the full stresses vary between three and four, 

whereas here the vigour and swiftness demand t.hree as a norm. 

H~re the imp6ssible ~nion 
Of sph~res of ex{slence is ~ctual, 
H~re the p6st and fGture 

/ d d / / Are conquere , an reconcIled, 
Where ~ction were 6therwise m~vement 
Of th61 which is 6nly mGved 
And has (n it n~ s6urce of m6vement -
Drfven by daem6nic, chlh6nic 
P6wers. And right ~ction is fr~edom 
From p'st and f6ture 'Iso. 
For m6st of us, this is the 13im 
N'ver h're to be r~alised; 
Who are 6nly 6ndef~ated 
B / h / t / . ecause we ave gone on rY1ng; 
W~, cont~nt at the l~st 
If our t~mporal rev'rsion n6urish 
(N6t too f'r from the y~w-tree) 
The Iffe of signfficanL s6il. 
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For most of this passage it is possible to imagine each pair 

of lines run together into one line of six st.resses, thus: 

and so on; 

Her'e the impossible union of spheres of existence is 
actual, 

Here the past and fulure are conquered, and reconciled, 

but the arrangement into shorter lines maintains 

the vigour' and inLensity without which this conclusion would be 

rather anticlimactic, a mere exegetical expansion after the 

peak attained in the line about Incarnation. As short lines, 

they move with an unusual mixture of rapidity and deliberation. 

"Here", at. the point of incarnation imp:iied in every t.imeless 

moment and focussed above all in the unique Incarnation of 

Christ.inn tradition, what seemed impossible becomes possible: 

two apparentl.y opposed sphet'es of existence, the temporal and 

the eternal, become united. (It is surely no accident, lhat 

Eliot chose the careful phr'ase "is Incarnation", and neither' 

"nn incarnaL 'ion" nor "the .lncarnation", so aJlowing the term to 

signify eithet' simultaneously,) Having put the thought one way 

in Lhe first. two Jines, he characteristically rephrases it in 

the next two, this lime taking us back to the recurrent concern 

with the terms "past and future" which p]ayed such a Jarge role 

in Part III: here, they "Are conquer'ed, and reconciled"; neither 

simply conquered like enemies (as they might be in the spiritual 

experience of an oriental mystic achieving Nirvana), nor simply 

reconciled with each other (as they might be in the psyche of an 

individual after successful psychotherapy), but both at once, 

conquered in the momenL in which the present and the eternal 

meet, and In that same moment reconciled with each other not 

only in the individual life bu~ in human history. 
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As if 1n answer to the question "What 1S the sphere in which 

Lhey nre conquered and reconciled?" comes the answer "In the 

sphere of action", not of abstention f['om action: we think 

again of Krishna's enjoining upon Arjuna the necessity of 

action. But without this principle of incarnation, action on 

its own would be fulile. It would be, or would have heen 

( "we r e " iss u b j un c t i. v e), me [' epa s s i v e m 0 v e 1lI e n tot he [' w i s e, not 

truly action at all, since we should have been impelled to an 

appearance of action by forces beyond our own powers. So, in 

these highly compressed lines, there emerges the paradoxical 

notion that not only does incarnation reconcile past and future 

in the sphere of action, but incarna1.ion is what makes 8c1.ion 

truly itself in the first pl.ace. Without it, human acti.on would 

be on the leveJ of animal action, the product not of choice but 

of instinctual drives. If this were all that action amounted 

to, it would be the diametrical oppositp. of th::lt "unmoved r.lover" 

which is the divine: it would only be moved because driven, 

having in itself no source of movement. This is what T under -

stand as Eliot's meaning in the lines 

Where action were otherwise movement 
Of that which is only moved 
And has in it no source of movement -
Dr.iven by daemonic, chthonic 
Powers. 

Without the link between time and eternity, action would have 

no inherent or cumulative significance, and humanity would be 

entirely at the mercy of primitive forces, those atavistic 

impulses which, as we have seen repeatedly in The Dry Salvages, 

are still one element In his psyche, and which the more deter-
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minist or behaviourist schools of psychology might maintain are 

s til J i. t. S OJ] J y mot j vat. i n g for c e s . These Eliot sums up briefly 

in the deliberately dismissi~e chiming, negative in tone, of 

"daemonic, r.hthonic / Powers". 

A further corollary of what has just been affirmed is thal 

this freedom from past and future makes possible not only real 

acti_on bui right. acLion: incarnat.ion has not. only met.aphysic Fd 

but moral significance. The pbt'ase "right action" reminds us 

of t.he dilemma of Arjuna and the answer of Krishna, adapted by 

Eliot, as to what makes action right and fruitful. 

For those of us who are not sai.nts, the ideal of righL Bnd 

fruitful action will never be entirely realised within the 

temporal realm ; but. we have been given good reason to go on 

aiming at it, and only in our constant Ittt'ying" lies the 

guarant.ee thaL we will not be defeated. The repetition, just 

b e f 0 [' e the end, of" F 0 I' m 0 s t 0 f us" f [' 0 m t wen t y lin e sea r 1. i e r , 

confirms the (:onnection beLween our fleeting experience of the 

It una t ten de d / Mom e n t It and 0 u r a bid i n gas sur a nee t h 8 t 0 u r' a 1 m , 

Lhough noL perfectible 1n this life, 1S neverlheless a valid 

one. 

These Jines are written with 8 moving simplicity of a 

peculiaI' sort - not the facile simplicity of tI'ite moralising, 

but the hard - earned simplicity of fell experience which has 

behind it the pressure of the whole poem with all its complex 

explorations: 

For most of us, this is the 81m 
Never here to be realised; 
Who are only undefeated 
Because we have gone on trying; 
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and in the year 1941 these words, with their universality of 

import, must Rlso have struck their first English readers wilh 

a profound topi c nl rel e vance that we can now only dimly 

surmise. Throughout Th e .Dry SE.Jlvag'es, from the iniUaJ 

reminders of the uncontrollable rage of the river, through the 

images of wreckn~e adrift on the flux of time, the agony of 

othees, the sudden fuey, and the tt'ial. and judgment of the sea, 

to the more recent images of conquest and undefeatedness in the 

t'ea1m of the spirit, hints of war have never been far off; and 

they too play their part in the render's complex emotional 

response to the poem as a whole. 

Having brought us to i,his poinL of recognition and accep 

tance, there is only one more affinnation left for the poet to 

make before lh e end. This is the affirmation that in the 

light of what we have seen - we can accept personal death 

withouL repinjng, since we know that alLhough as denizens of 

tim ewe m us t r' eve r' t t 0 d u s t, 0 u r d u s t will be" s i g n i fie ant" 

with the meanjng given to it by et.ernity in incarnation as well 

as by our' "trying" ( as in East Coker V) , and wi.ll therefore be 

nol simply dusL but ( with all the rich connotations of 

continuing fertility attached to the word) "soil", A similarly 

affirmative note is sounded in the last verb of the poem: our 

[' eve r s i on tow hat t he t e 1II p 0 r a I rea 1 mho 1 d sin s tor e for us w i 11 

"1Jourish" life even where death is contained. In Eliot's poetry 

the yew-tree has appeared from time to time as a symbol of 

either death or immortality; here, appropriately, it points 

simultaneously to both, and we can therefore, at the last, be 

"content" wit.h whatever contains our mortal remains: 



We, content at the last 
lf our lemporal reversion nourish 
( Not too far from the yew - tree ) 
The life of significHnt soil. 
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Commentators on TiJe Dry Salvages sometimes refer to Eliol's 

\v i slit 0 be bur .i e d atE a s 1. Co k e r, see i II gin the C los in g lin e san 

anticipation of this event. Here they are obviously following 

hi sown hj nt. Introducing a reading of this Quartet, he told 

hi.s audience : 

You w:i 11 not. ice ... t.hat. th :; s poem begins where I 
began, with the Mississippi; and that it ends, where 
:r and my wife expect. to end, at. the parish church of 
a tiny village in Somerset. ("The Influence of 
I.andscnpe upon t.he POt~t" 422) 

This certainly confers on the poem a satisfyingly cyclic shape 

'in lE.'rms of t.hE-' [>oet'~:; personal .life; hut. nothing in t.he text. 

i.tself invites us to think of East Coker at this point. Indeed, 

the irlJuge of "sit{nificant so :iltt near the yew - t.ree is sL.ight.Jy at 

odds with our knowledge that Eliot's ashes now rest in the wall 

of the church itself. It is quite likely that. Eliot, in these 

remarks made lOllg after he wrote the poem, was reading back into 

its ending a more personal meaning than it really warranLed. 

The general allusion to mortal remains was the essential 

po "in"L; but. t.oo spcc .ific an emphasis on East Coker wouJd tenJ to 

distract the reader from the full range of the statement, in 

which the plural pronouns "we" and "ollr" (referring to "mosl of 

us") need to be given their full weight. Without this, the 

closing phrase, "The life of significant soil", would be in 

danger of soundly merely like a pious personal hope appended to 

the poem inslead of the movingly (and logically) generalising 

conclusion that it is. 
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IJ ITT LEG I 0 0 I N G 

Part .r 

After all its emphasis on river and sea, J'he f)ry Salvages 

returns at the end to "significant soil", made significant by 

what it contains. Places do matter, in fact, because of what 

people have done or been in them - and this is clear as we turn 

to Li t U e Gi dd_ing. 

A place- name like the other three titles, it is the site, in 

Huntingdonshire, of an Anglican religious community founded in 

the seventeenth century by Nicholas Ferrar, otherwise best 

known as the friend who arranged for the p~blication of George 

Herbert's poems. A family communit.y and not a monastic one, 

and unique in its day, its house and chapel became a place of 

retreat and of pilgrimage for devout adherents of the Laudian 

Anglican church, and Charles I was said to have visited it 

three times before the community was forcibly disbanded in 1647 

by the Parliamentarians. Interest in the site revived follow-

ing the Oxford Movement, and especially after the publication 

in the 1880's of J.H. Shorthouse's historical romance John 

Inglesant, with its vivid description of the community there. 

For Eliot, a modern high Anglican, the place also acquired 

significance as a place of prayer and pilgrimage, although he 

apparently visited it only once; and the publication of this 

Quartet has, of course, increased its fame in the latter half 

of our own century. ~ithin the last generation,in fact, a new 

religious community has been founded there. 

East Coker and the Dry Salvages are place-names linked with 
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Eliot's ancestors and his youthful memories; Burnt Norton and 

I.itt.le Gidding, lacking such associations, are nevertheless 

connected with specific "moments of illumination" in his life. 

But. whereas t.he rose -- garden experi ence of Burnt Norton is 

p['esented in purely secular terms, the "pentecostal" experience 

of Little Gidding is clearly religious, bound up with the 

poet's faith and his awareness of the history of the place. As 

the poem opens, we mHy imagine him - though the note is not a 

personal one - arriving at the place on a brilliantly sunlit 

midwinter afternoon. (The seasonal settJng is imaginatively 

realised: his actual visit took place in the spring, in May 

1936) . 

Each of the fJrst. t.hree Quartets began on a note of explora-

tory meditation or generalization : 

Time present and time past 
Are both perhaps present in time future ... 

In my beginning is my end. 
Houses rise and fall ... 

In succession 

I do nol know much about. gods; 
river 

Is a slrong brown god ... 

but J think that the 

Little Gjddin~ begins quite differently . A voice of immense 

assurance plunges us straight into a blaze of vivid imagery, 

sharing with us an experience unqualified at the outset by any 

generality or abstraction, or by any note of personal confession, 

ignorance or uncertainty. Instead of these, we find an intense 

correlation between what Hardy might have called outer and inner 

weather. It is a windless, sunlit early afternoon in midwinter, 

ice and snow bathed in the blinding brilliance and clarity of 

the scene. This taste of the purity and freshness of spring in 
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"the dark time of the year" is reproduced in the spirit as the 

"soul's sap quivers", st :irred by t.he pentecost.al fire associated 

with spring, the season of Pentecost. The surrounding coldness 

emphasises by contrasL the blaze and glow of warmth at its core. 

We are aware of a controlled ecstasy of spirit. 

"'d . ,;' /. . t'" " Ml winter spr~ng IS 1 S own season 
S~mpitfirnal/though s6dden towards sundown. 
Suspfinded in trme,/between p61e and tr6pie. 
When the sh6rt d~y is brfghtest./with fr6st and f{re. 
The brfef s~n fl'mes the fee./on pond and d[tches, 
In wlndless c6ld/that is the heart's heat, 
Refl~cting/in a w~tery m1rror 
A gl~re that is blfndness/in the ~arly aftern~on. 
And gl6w mare int~nse/than blize of brinch, or 

br~zier, 
<" ./ b ~. /" ... d b -- 1 f-r StIrs the dum SpIrIt: no wIn, ut pentecosts Ire 

In the dark time of the year./Between melting and 
freezing 

The s~ul's s~p qufvers./There is n~ e'rth sm~ll 
Or smell of 11ving thlng./Th1s is the spr1ng time 
But n6t in tlme's covenant./N6w the hedgerow 
Is blanched for an hour/with transitory blossom 
Of sn6w,/a bloom more sudden 
Than that of summer./n~ither budding nor fading, 
N6t in the scheme/of g~ner'tion. 
Wh€re is the summer,/the unimaginable 
Zero summer? 

The spirit is stirred, the soul IS quivering, Bnd in this 

apparent conflation of seasons appears none of the confusion, 

chaos or dislocation that we felt at the opening of East Coker 

Part II, when we read: 

What is the late November doing 
With the disturbance of the spring 
And creatures of the summer heat, 
And snowdrops writhing under feet 
And hollyhocks that aim too high 
Red into grey and tumble down 
Late roses filled with early snow? 

There, the sense of disturbance dominated, and was reinforced by 

the bewildered insistence of the rhetorical questions. Here, 

the one rhetorical question (at the end of the passage) is of a 
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different kind, being in effect an 8 fortiori exclamation of 

wonder: if this is what "Midwinter spring" is like, how much more 

astonishing must be that state to which it seems an invitation 

and a foretnste, that "Zero summer" of spirit.ual illuminat.ion? 

The verse medium here conforms at first to the usual pattern 

of four stresses t.o the line, two on either side of a medial 

caesura. But then it breaks into variations, as if the pressure 

of t.he experience defies containment within the sel pattern. 

(And as we shall see, much of Little Gidding departs from the 

metrical norms that operate in the other three Quartets.) Some 

lines, especially in the intense middle of the passage, acquire 

extra secondary or even primary stresses; others ("Reflecting in 

a watery mirror" and "Of snow, a bloom more sudden") reduce the 

primary stresses to three; and the final half- line, broken off 

typographically from its continuation, arrives at a climactic 

halt on two. The middle lines of the passage, which spell out 

the correlation between the landscape and the spirit, achieve 

their iul.ensity partly by the combination of enjambement with 

strong caesuras: six consecutive lines run on, and four of them 

in succession do so from medial full stops. 

Both image and sound contribute, of course, to this in ten-

sity. Roughly following the linguists' method of analysis in 

terms of "lexical sets", we can easily notice that the whole is 

a complex patterning of words and ideas associated with three 

kinds of sensation or experience: of light or heat, of cold, 

and of time. 

groups: 

To separate them for a moment, we have these 
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tropic, brightest, fire, sun, flames, heat, glare, 
glow, blaze, brazier, fire, melting; 

pole, ft' ost, ice, cold, freezing, snow, zero; 

midwinter, spring, season, sempiternal, time, sundown, 
day, afternoon, year, transitory, summer. 

The combination of the groups contributes to another sensation 

in turn, that of a fleetingly caught moment of timelessness 

which is neither midwinter nor spring, though it contains clear 

elements of both. As in the rose-garden of Burnt Norton - less 

huuntingly but more strongly - time is transcended. 

The opening statement, "Midwinter spring is its own season", 

immediately makes the point that this is a moment outside the 

ordinary cycle of the seasons. Being "Sempiternal" it trans -

cends all bonds of time even while it is "Suspended in time", 

between the extremes of heat and cold implied by "pole" and 

"t. ropic" . (The phrase in questa primllvera sempiterna, "in this 

eternal spring", occurs in Paradiso XXVIII at the point where 

Dante gazes into the dazzlingly brilliant light of God surroun -

ded by the nine radiant rings of the angelic orders.) Literal 

weather and spiritual experience are connected throughout by the 

imagery, so that our response to the elevation of the spirit is 

anchored to sensory detail. The sempiternal quality of the 

moment is not negated by the knowledge that the scene becomes 

"sodden towards sundown", and the reverse also applies. Osten-

sibly opposed details are united into one impression by imagery 

and sound, as in "frost and fire". Not only is the brilliance 

of the landscape reflected invisibly in the spirit; it is itself 

composed of visible reflections thut unite opposed elements, 

such as fire and water, into one process: "The brief sun flames 
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the ice". (The unusual use of "flames" as a transitive verb, 

focussing the metaphor into a single word, intensifies the 

sensation.) The ice is on the surface of "pond and ditches", 

Apart from the tii.le, there is nothing yet to locate this 

moment as occurring at Little Gidding, but the sketch-map of the 

place in Maycock's biography of Nicholas Ferrar (127) specifi 

cally marks two ponds and two ditches, one pond a few yards from 

the west door of the church, and ditches bordering the church

yard on the north-east and south-east. The topographical detail 

may derive partly from Eliot's visit to Gidding in May 1936, hut 

the winter landscape is clearly independent of that, and it is 

more than likely that Maycock's sketch recalled the pond and 

ditches to his notice. (Bernard Blackstone reviewed Maycock's 

book in the Oct.ober 19:{S number of the Cr.iterion, which Eliot 

was of course editing at the time.) We know of no winter visit 

by Eliot to Gidding, but the realisation of the scene clearly 

blends memory and imagination: the white blossom of the hedge

rows seen in May time is here transformed into "blossom/Of snow"; 

midwinter and spring reflect each other and are united in the 

imaginative and spiritual perception of the visitor. 

Nowhere does the poet explicitly identify himself as the 

visitor who experiences these things. As Reibetanz points out 

(141-2), the entire passage is impersonal: "heart", "spirit" and 

"soul" are qualified s i mply by "the"; Bnd the dominant pronoun 

in the rest of Part I is the generic "you" of the reader sharing 

responses to which the poet himself makes no personal claim, yet 

which are nonetheless clearly his. 
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The glitter'ing midwinter day is calm, the cold "windless". 

Not only is the heHrt warmed to B glow amid the icy landscape; 

no external wind is necessary to stir it. The power of the 

Holy Spirit - the source of this timeless moment - is imaged by 

one of his traditional attributes, pentecostal fire, but not by 

another: there is "no wind". (The third traditional attribute 

of the Spirit, the dove, will be alluded to negatively in Part 

lIB And positively in Part IV.) 

The sun, reflected in the ice, makes "A glare that is blind-

ness in the early afternoon". Time - in the baldly specific 

"early afternoon" - and the timeless are again blended. The 

brilliance that is at once blinding and revelatory, inducing 

both ecstasy and awe, is of course a standard feature of theo

phanies both in the Bible (as in the Transfiguration story) and 

elsewhere; and we think of Milton's "Dark with excessive bright 

thy skirts appear" (Paradise Lost 111.380). Eliot is not 

presenting a theophany as such, yet the sensory images, together 

with the phrase "pentecostal fire", constitute something very 

li.ke one. The strength of light ("glare") is alliteratively and 

emotively matched by a strength of heat in that "glow" which, 

"more intense than blaze of branch, or brazier,/Stirs the dumb 

spirit". The plosives and sibilants of "bla-ze", "branch" and 

"brazier" combine to reinforce the effect, while the vehicles of 

comparison - "branch" fleetingly suggesting a Yule-log and 

"brazier" a simple open-air fire - contribute to our sense of 

the experience as not simply modern but ageless. The adjective 

"dumb" is ao placed that its effect is strangely both retro

spective and proleptic: "Stirs the spirit which until now has 
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been dormant", and "Stirs the spirit into a state of awed still-

ness" . Eliot took some time to arrive at "dumb": its predeces -

sors in draft were "animated" and "awakened" - looking ahead to 

the result - and "numbed" - looking back to the previous state 

(CFQ 158). The economical combination of "Stirs" and "dumb" 

achieves the double effect. 

]f this is so, and the spirit moves from one kind of "dumb -

ness" into another, this highly-charged movement - in-stillness is 

well caught in the phrase "The soul's sap quivers". This is 

not, as in The Waste Land, a reluctant stirring of dull roots, 

yet the sense of new life is not without tension: it occurs 

"Between melting and freezing", at a still point which is also a 

turning point.. As Cahil] puts it, "something of the pain of the 

awakening of The Waste band, though none of its reluctance, is 

communicated" (190). The very "hiddenness" of the process, as 

of sap rising in bark, imbues it with a remarkable intensity. 

Seldom in his explorat.ion of spiritual experience does Eliot use 

sensory contrasts to greater effect than he does here. 

The scents of spring are absent although the other sensory 

reminders of it (the sun's brightness and the snow-blossom) are 

present. All the more reason, then, for feeling that this is a 

moment both in and out of time. The juxtaposition of the next 

two sentences is therefore not arbitrary: 

There is no earth smell 
Or smell of living thing. This lS the spring time 
But not in time's covenant. 

And the second of these sentences in turn leads naturally on to 

the one that follows it: 



Now the hedgerow 
Is blanched for an hour with transitory blossom 
Of snow, a bloom more sudden 
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Than that of summer, neither budding nor fading, 
Not in the scheme of generation. 

The successive sentence-- endings, "not in time's covenant" and 

"Not in the scheme of generation", emphasise the connection of 

thought and at the same time remind us that this was the thought 

on which the passage opened: "its own season". But several 

details combine to insist that this "season" of timelessness is 

short - lived: while it lasts it is sempiternal in quality, but it 

is "sodden towards sundown" and the midwinter afternoon is 

short; the sun is "brief", the hedgerow blanched "for an hour" 

and the snow- blossom "transitory", its bloom "sudden" without 

the gradual processes of budding and fading. The eternal 

quality of the experience is subject to, yet not negated by, 

the temporality of its context. 

In strong contrast with this insistence is the rhetorical 

cry of longing for the fulness of that eternity only glimpsed 

here, for that. "unimaginable/Zero summer" in which the paradoxes 

of "Midwinter spring" are intensified and fully resolved in the 

never - fading summer at absolute zero. The first published text, 

in the New English Weekly of 15 October 1942, included a line 

that spells out the metaphorical nature of this "summer", the 

last three lines reading: 

Where is the summer, the unimaginable 
Summer beyond sense, the inapprehensible 
Zero summer? (CFO 160) 

Since the "extra" line was never deleted in later proofs, Helen 

Gardner surmised that. its subsequent omission was accidental, 

adding that "Any future editor would have to consider seriously 
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whether it should be restored. Without it the paragraph ends 

rather abruptly" (CFQ 161). Yet it seems to me that the 

abruptness IS an essential part of the effect, and that the 

extra line explicates the metaphor unnecessarily; moreover, the 

awkwardness of "inapprehensible" as a line-eoding after the 

previous one, "unimag i nabl e ", makes the slight addition of 

meaning hardly worthwhile. The omission, whether deliberate or 

accidental, strikes the reader who is not obliged to edit the 

text as, on the whole, a good thing. 

In comparison with the intensity of this passage, Burnt 

Norton's evocation of the timeless moment of illumination was 

tentaLive, although profoundly suggestive and moving. Much of 

the difference is due to the sensory extremes set up by the 

imagery of' Little Gidding - also to the explicitness with which 

the pentecostal experience is presented. The "experiencing 

voice" of Burnt Norton I was exploratory and even a little 

bewildered; that of Little Gidding is fully aware of what is 

happening. Another difference is made by the functioning of 

the elemental imagery: fire (as it does throughout Little 

Gidding) plays a mHjor part in the effect; and we are more 

aware than usual of all the traditional elements, fire, air, 

waleI' and earth, playing their parts, as if recapitulating and 

modifying the elemental motifs of the other three Quartets - as 

they will do again in the lyric of Little Gidding Part II. 

Fire is light reflected on the surface of ice which both is and 

is not water; melting i ce mixes with earth to become sodden; 

the products of earth are consumed by fire blazing into air 
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which is without wind and without smell, yet contains hints of 

both in the heat that "st.irs" and th e snow that is in "bloom". 

A strong sense llot only of elemental presence but of elemental 

process emerges from the imagery. The timeless moment has 

again arrived unsought, but is now better understood. 

The next typographical section moves from the experience 

itself to a series of firm statements about the relation between 

experience and purpose. Ostensibly addressing the hypolh e t. :i.c al 

visitor to Little Gidding, whether pilgrim or tripper, the 

poet's voice insists that the realised experience of lhe place 

alters whatever initial purpose - or lack of it - the visitor 

may have entertained before the journey: 

If you came this way, 
Tuking the route you would be likely to take 
From the place you would be likely to come from, 
If you came this way in may time, you would find the 

hedges 
White again, in May, with voluptuary sweetness. 
It would be the same at the end of the journey, 
If you came at night like a broken king, 
If you came by day not knowing what you came for, 
It would be the same, when you leave the rough road 
And turn behind the pig-sty to the dull facade 
And the tombstone. And what you thought you came for 
Is only a shell, a husk of meaning 
From which the purpose breaks only when it is fulfilled 
If at all. Either you had no purpose 
Or the purpose is beyond the end you figured 
And is altered 1n fulfilment. There are other places 
Which also are the world's end, some at the sea jaws, 
Or over a dark lake, in ~ desert or a city -
But this is the nearest, in place and time, 
Now and in England. 

The change in tone and imagery is striking. We are now more 

directly addressed - though the generic "you" includes a hint 

of self- communing - and the emphasis 1S on assessment rather 

than description of experience. The insistent tone is, of 

course, largely due to the combination of "you" with a kind of 
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austerely dogged reiteration of certain words and phrases: 

"If", "If you came this way" and IIlf you came", "you would be 

Likely", "It would be the same", "purpose". (The phrase "you 

came" occurs six times.) Scattered internal rhyming on "you 

came" and "the same ll further contributes to the insistence, as 

does the assonanta! harping on sameness in key words: "carnell, 

IIway" , IITaking", "take", "place", "may", "May", "same", "day". 

We feel rather as if a crucial lesson were being drummed into 

us, yet the variety of detail and fluidity of the verse (with 

its frequent enjambement) help us to listen without impatience. 

The norm of four stresses to the line is largely maintained, 

but the nature of the tension aroused is very different from 

that of the opening passage, since we are inclined to read more 

quickly without savouring individual images, and because no 

sentence-end except the first coincides with a line-end. 

The opening sentence indulges in a conscious excess of 

meditative deliberation, the exploratory repetitions clustering 

so thickly that virtually every thought or phrase is paralleled 

except for the prediction that "you would find the hedges/White 

again ... with voluptuary sweetness"; and even that notion, as 

"again" [' eminds us, modifies the image of the snow-blossom from 

the previous passage while transferring the blossom proper to 

the appropriate season. Strictly speaking, lIin May" is not a 

repetition of "in may time", since the one refers to the month 

itself and the other to the season when the plant is in flower 

- but the homonyms do contribute to the effect of the poet's 

voice "back-stitching" to reinforce each idea, bringing us 
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firmly along whatever route we come from. 'fhe impression 

created here and in the lines that follow is that certain 

inescapable consequences must attend a journey to this place: 

we seem to be hearing both a promise and a warning. Removed 

from their context, the lines 

Taking the route you would be likely to take 
From the place you would be likely to come from 

could sound ploddingly awkward, yet in context they command our 

attention more fully than a simple alternative such as "Wherever 

you came from". The repetition builds up suitable expectancy. 

Reading "It would be the same at the end of the journey", we 

do not yet know quite what this sameness consists in: we are 

delayed by a pail' of "If you came" clauses, another assertion 

that "It would be the same", and a clause beginning "when you", 

carrying us to the end of the sentence with a strong sense of 

t.he "sameness" but no furt.her clarity about its nature. (We 

have to wait another couple of sentences for that.) Meanwhile 

our imagined visit has been aligned with ot.her kinds of visit, 

ranging from the nocturnal flight of the defeated Charles I to 

the casual arrival of the sightseer with no rea] purpose at all; 

and before the sameness is made clear to us, we are compelled 

to respond to the homely feat.ures of the landscape itself as 

seen by any visitor regardless of his motives: the rough road, 

the pig-sty, the dull facade and the tombstone (Ferrar's own, a 

few yards from the rather undistinguished west front of the 

restored church). What is interesting about this delay is that 

before it is satisfied, we are imaginatively drawn into the 

journey and arrival, and made to feel it is more than simply an 
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i_nriividuul excursion: it lS, rather, a participation in a com-

In U Il al e x p (, (' j ... II C f:' t h a 1 t ran s (' end s t _i. In f:' a n cl per son a' nee d 0 r t a s t e . 

ThE' emphas is on lhe i nd i vi dua] taken up i.nto the communal 1S 

stronger in J,ittlp (iidding- than elsewhf'rE' ln the cycle; -il IS 

almost entirely absent from Burnt Norton. 

rf we have pntprtajned any illusion about our purpose ln 

('oming, this, we now learn, 15 a merf' shell out of \-Ihich the 

tru e purpose may e Jnl.:-'rge l -ike a bud bursting _its conf -ines ( all 

unusual metaphor for \-Ihich the earlier images of blossom hav8 

hpjped to preparp us ) . 'I'hf:' ultimate purpose (implicitly God's) 

lies beyond our conscious intentions, and its existence is 

affirmed whether or not we arf:' ever vouchsafed full awareness 

of its nature: i.t breaks out "only when it is fulfilled / If [ it 

~ 1 tl at pl1". Ilres 'S au n The sin g 1 p pur p 0 sea f' one v .i sit a r i s t a ken 

u pin to, and t ran s f 0 1'111 e d by, t h f' d i. v i n e pur p 0 s e . W h e the r ° u [' 

r 0 u I P. S R n d m 0 ti v (:' s n r f' p FI r I i c u l a r or i n d e t e r min ate, L his p 1 a (' e 

of pilgrimage 1.mposf's irs O\'In pattern upon the comer: and the 

purpose of the journey em~rges like H germinating seed. This 

1S why HIt \oJould be lhe Rame" for all comers. 

A ]l h 0 u !~ h -it-. i s imp 0 s s i. b -, e t 0 say w h e the r E Ii 0 t. can sci. 0 u sly 

intended i t, some of the imagery here rouses distant echoes that 

seem to play LhE'ir- parl in the general effect: the proximity of 

"pig-sty" and "husk" (though the former is literal, the latter 

metaphorical ) e ncourages a fleeting lhought of the prodigal son 

(Luke 15:16), whose journey in retrospect acquired a different 

purpose from the one with whi.ch he began it. 

Either you had no purpose 
Or the purpose is beyond the end you figured 
And is altered i.n fulfilment. 
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As so often in Eliot's verse, the term "end" takes on connota-

tions of aim and purpose as well as of cessation or completion. 

Our acts have greater significance than we initially assign to 

them, b ecause "purpose" does not begin and end with ourselves. 

Yet this general idea is presented as having a special rele-

vance to Gidding: it is a peculiar (though not unique) turning-

point standing for the less visible turning-points in our lives 

- it is "the world's end", as are -other places of pilgrimage: 

There are other places 
Which also are the world's end, some at the sea jaws, 
Or over a dark lake, in a desert or a city -

places wher e personal motives are, more clearly than usual, 

subsumed into higher and more mysterious ones. Following 

Eliot's hints, c ommentators have listed some of the places he 

apparently had in mind, such as Iona, Lindisfarne, Glendalough, 

the d e s er t of St Anthony's hermitage and the Padua of another 

St Anthony . Such details are of interest, but the suggestive -

ness of the lines as they stand in the text carries its own 

authority, allowing us to hear echoes of other Quartets (the 

"sea jaws" of'l'he Pry Sa1vages Part IV and the desert of Bur.nt 

Norton Part V, for instance ) , besides hints of The Waste Land 

and AslJ-Wednesday. '{'he "world's end" is really any place of 

transcendent encounter (including encounter with death - and we 

think again of the war), though here it signifies especially 

those places where such encounters are hallowed by those who 

have gone before. A passage from the l a st chorus of Murder in 

the Cathedral . clarifies the point as well as echoing some of 

the imagery: 
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For wherever a saint has dwelt, wherever a martyr has 
given his blood for the blood of Christ, 

There is holy ground, and the sanctity shall not 
depart from it 

Though armies trample over it, though sightseers come 
with guide- books looking over it; 

From where the western seas gnaw at the coast of lana, 
To the death in the desert, the prayer in forgotten 

places by the broken imperial column, 
From such ground springs that which forever renews the 

earth 
Though it. IS forever denied. (Plays 53 - 54) 

The poet now makes his special claim for Little Gidding; 

But. this is the nearest, in place and time, 
Now and in England. 

The phrasing reminds us that although the poet's themes may 

take us beyond space and time, we are creatures of both, and 

bot.h matter; indeed they are made to matter more explicitly in 

Little Gidding than in the other Quartets. The emphasis on 

England at the ends of three verse- paragraphs (two in Part I 

and one in Part V) has nothing to do with narrow patriotism but 

everything to do with the insight that in all our explorations 

of the world or the spirit, "Home is where one starts from" 

(Hast Coker V), regardless of where home IS. 

After another line - break, Part I continues with what looks 

at first like mere reiteration of the point already so firmly 

mad e : "I two u 1 d a I way s bet he sam e It; but we so a n fin d t hat the 

emphasis on purpose in the middle paragraph is now giving way 

to an emphasis on prayer - the purpose that subsumes all other 

purposes now acquires a sharper focus. The multiplicity of 

motives and intentions is resolved into a unity of submission 

to the validity of prayer and contemplation, which join us to 

the communion of those long dead, so that their words speak to 

us with redoubled power. 
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It would always be the same: you would have to put off 
Sense and notion. You are not here to verify, 
Instruct yourself, or inform curiosity 
Or carry report. You are here to kneel 
Where prayer has been valid. And prayer is more 
Than an order of words, the conscious occupation 
Of the praying mind, or the sound of the voice praying. 
And what the dead had no speech for, when living, 
They can tell you, being dead: the communication 
Of the dead is tongued with fire beyond the language 

of the living. 
Here, the intersection of the timeless moment 
Is England and nowhere. Never and always. 

The first few lines reiterate the conditional formulations 

that we saw at the opening of the previous paragraph (the first 

half-lines of each are identical), and the "sameness" is again 

asserted as we have seen. But now the focus is not on sameness 

of ultimate purpose but on sameness of necessary action and 

response, on what "you would have" to do. It is unnecessary to 

object that many modern visitors to Gidding do not pray or that 

many in fact do merely "inform curiosity" and "carry report". 

The "rather censorious warnings to antiquarians and tourists" 

(CFQ 165) have their point: by a natural use of poetic licence 

Eliot presents the advisable as the inevitable, an oblique way 

of affirming that even if we ignore the nUJlJen of the sacred 

place, it does not ignore us. The putting off of "Sense and 

notion" implies a stripping of temporal considerations in the 

face of the eternal values enshrined here: and if the visitor 

to Gidding does not do this, at least we may remind ourselves 

that that other "visitor", the reader of the poem itself, is 

compelled to do so in order really to read it at all. (Since 

readers of the poem far outnumber visitors to the place itself, 
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this transference of application is not without a certain odd 

validity. It is like an indirect but salutary reminder that 

the poetry exists for purposes other than acquiring a cultural 

patina, passing an examination or writing a thesis.) Here the 

emphasis is on divesting ourselves of the urge to control and 

master, and on acquiring - in the much- invoked and ever- useful 

\ phl'ase of Keats - the "wise passiveness" 'which Eliot associates 

here with prayer in lts fullest sense: 

You are here to kneel 
Where prayer has been valid. And prayer is more 
Than an order of words, the conscious occupation 
Of the praying mind, or the sound of the voice praying. 

The fa c t t hat "p [' aye [' has bee n val i d " a t I. itt leG i d din g doe s 

not of course invalidate other prayer, but does affirm the ha]-

lowing force of the particular place and its history, together 

with the essential communality and efficacy of prayer: Eliot's 

faith is certainly that the prayers of others in a certain place 

make a difference to those prayers subsequently offered in it. 

Prayer, we read, is more than formula, and more than indi-

vidual action: "the conscious occupation/Of the praying mind", 

though an aspect of prayer, is after all only that of one mind, 

and "the sound of the voice praying" that of one voice. Prayer 

in its fulness is the continuous act of the communion of saints, 

of the church triumphant as well as militant, in which we, as we 

pray individually, are participants; it is not simply something 

we do, but something we enter into. It is a process of hearing 

and receiving, not only of speaking and offering - which is why, 

in prayer at Gidding, the visitor may hold communion with the 

dead in terms which they themselves could not have conceived: 
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And what the dead had no speech for, when living, 
They can tell you, being dead: the communication 
Of the dead is tongued with fire beyond the language 

of the living. 

As the phrase "tongued with fire" suggests, the pentecostal 

momenl in the sunny winter landscape now returns as, by implica-

tion, a pentecostal awareness attendant on prayer. s Several 

clear differences between the two are worth noticing. The first 

was intensely realised through sensory imagery, and seemed to be 

an unbidden experience of the individual spirit reflected in the 

natural world around it, an "illumination" like that of the 

rose- garden, though more fully grasped. The second emerges out 

of an attitude of prayer, and the emphasis this time is not on 

lhe individual experience so much as on communication that 

outs oars temporal limits. This pentecostal visitation is not 

mirrored in a landscape of silent objects, but expressed in 8 

community of ever-living voices. At this point in the poem they 

seem mosl likely to be the voices of the Ferrar community at 

Gidding; but as the Quartet unfolds, they include the voices of 

dead poets, of all invol ved in the confl lets of seventeenth--

century England, of the fourteenth-century mystics, and indeed 

of all and any of the dead in communion with whom we are lifted 

from time into eternity. 

The meditation on prayer reaches its climax in the pente-

costal image, the line itself standing out from its context by 

virtue of its six stresses in contrast to the usual four: the 

communication 

Of the dead is tongued with ffre beyond the language 
of the' l'lving. 
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Up to now we have concentrated on how the words of the dead, 

"tongued with fire", exert a pentecostal influence upon the 

individual who is praying. But the line seems to have another 

meaning too: the words of the dead are tongued with the fire of 

the Holy Spirit to raise our prayers and meditations, along with 

theirs, into the sphere where they pierce the divine ear. In 

other words, "the livi.ng" do not pray alone, and alone their 

prayers are inadequate: it is as part of a community of praying 

souls linked by the Paraclete that they pray at all, whether 

they know it or not. Clearly Eliot does not mean, in this line, 

to suggest that the living are inherently inferior to the dead, 

but rather that all real prayer (and indeed all real communica-

tion) defies the limits of the temporal. As we read in Part V: 

We are born with the dead: 
See, they return, and bring us with them. 

The pentecostal experience at prayer is therefore also an 

"intersection of the timeless moment", or what The fJry Salvages 

calls "The point of intersect.ion of the timeless/With Lime". 

But now, even for those without the saint's high vocation, this 

is not an "unattended/Moment", but a moment girt about with 

clouds of witness. Little Gidding I has moved from describing 

the stirring of the individual spirit to affirming the timeless 

communion of spirits, and although from the individual's point 

of view this is necessarily associated with a specific place and 

time, from the eternal point of view it transcends both: 

Here, the intersection of the timeless moment 
Is England and nowhere. Never and always. 

The poles of the paradox are emphasised by the return, in the 

last two lines, to the norm of four stresses, the movement -



359 

especially in the last line - seesawing appropriately between 

the opposed key terms. These poles are defined, too, as much 

by the opposition of "Here" and "nowhere" as by "Never and 

always" (which a]so includes the unstated "now lt ). And although 

for the visitor to Little Gidding church the immediate focus of 

the experience may be ItEngland lt , it.s significance expands to 

accommodate the unstated addition "everywhere lt . There are, 

then, really three temporal terms and three corresponding 

spatial ones defining the range of this intersection: it is 

never, now and always; and it is nowhere, here and everywhere. 

Since it occurs in time and space, it is both now and here (liOn 

a winter's aft.ernoon, in a secluded chapel" as Part V puts it); 

since it is not definable in terms of time or space it is both 

never and nowhere; and since j , t incorporates the resL of time 

and space it is both always and everywhere. And finally, Slnce 

it is the pat.tern of such timeless moments that gives meaning 

to history (as Part V will also affirm), 

while the light fails 
On a winter's afternoon, in a secluded chapel 
History is now and England. 

Eliot's known visit to Little Gidding took place, as we have 

seen, in May 1936. But if we wish to read this Quartet Itdrama -

ticallylt, aligning the supposed visit with the other images 

redolent of wartime England, we are perhaps justified in 

placing Part I on a midwinter afternoon in wartime - which is 

how its initial readers would have imagined it. If we can take 

it in this manner, Julia Reibetanz's remarks sum up aptly the 

point of boLh the references to England in Part I: 
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The poet's visit to Little Gidding at this dark time 
in England's history comes to symbolize his sense of 
history as continuity and his faith that wisdom and 
strength may be gained in the present from the wisdom 
and strength of the past. (147) 

And this strength and wisdom are gained from the "communication/ 

Of the dead" received, as if "tongued with fire", in an attitude 

of prayer. 

In the course of Part I we can easily trace a development in 

focus and in imagery which links the first image of pentecostal 

fire to the second, and which presents in small compass the 

range of matter treated in the Quartets. Taking the three 

paragraphs in order, we are invited to focus first of all upon 

the phenomena of the natural world, then upon the creations and 

purposes of man in time and space, and finally upon the spiri -

tual communion of mankind one with another and with the divine, 

a communion transcending the bounds of time Bnd space. From 

the "intersection of the timeless moment" mirrored in the 

pentecostal midwinter spring at Little Gidding, we have moved 

to that same intersection point conceived as communication 

uniting the dead and the living, the human and the divine, the 

nation and the race. 
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Part II 

The lyric of Little Gidding II, like that of East Coker II, 

has received surprisi~gly little attention. Critics and 

commentators generally accord it brief notice before concen-

t ra t i ng on t he real "meat" of Part I I J t he Dan tesque encoun tel'. 

The implication seems to be that the lyric is comparatively 

unimportant and straightforward. It seems to me to be neither, 

though J suspect that its structural importance in the cycle 

is rather obscured by a falling off in quality. It moves with 

assurance, but lacks clarity and precision, which seem to have 

been sacrificed for the sake of that assured movement. 

On a rapid reading our immediate impressions are that its 

imagery brings together, more obviously than anything else in 

the cycle, the traditional quaternion of the elements, and that 

through them it offers a vision of universal destruction. But 

a number of its individual lines and images are highly proble

matic, as is the final line of each stanza: we are never quite 

sure what, in this context., "death" means, and even less sure 

about "of". We shall return to this question a little later. 

Coming from the climactic affirmations of the first move

ment, we find no immmediate connection as the second begins. 

This in itself is no fault, any more than it would be in a 

literal string quartet: we are accustomed to suspending our 

judgment while we await further development. Our initial 

response, then, is to the contrast between the expansive medi

tation of Part I and the taut, even curt, weave of rhyme and 

image constituting the lyric. Except for the generic "we" 

twice in the third stanza, it is an impersonal construct with 
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no direct expression of emotion, although the images seem 

designed to elicit an emotive response. 

Each eight-line stanza rhymes in couplets, and every couplet 

is end - slopped, encouraging a strong individual focus on the 

images it encloses. Not a single sentence is linked to its 

predecessor by any conjunction, nor does Eliot dispense with 

traditional punctuation to allow the fluidity we felt in the 

corresponding lyrics of Burnt Norton and East Coker. The 

effect is percussive, as of a series of drum-taps. 

Ash on an 61d man's sl~eve 
Is all the ash the b~rnt r6ses l€ave. 
D681 in the 'ir susp€nded 
Marks the pl~ce where a story ended. 
06st inbr~athed was a house -
The wall, the wainscot ca'nd the m6use. 
The dfiath of h6pe and despair, 
ThIS is the d€ath of air. 

Th~re are flood and drouth 
". ,. ..,( " Over the eyes and 1n the mouth, 
Dead water a,I!d dead sflnd 
Contfinding ~r the Gpper hand. 
The parched evfscerate 96il 
G' h' , H " apes at t e vanlty of tOll, 
Laughs with6ut mIrth. 
This is the death of earth. 

Water and flre succeed 
The t6wn, the pasture ~nd the weed. 
Water and fIre derIde 
The sacriflce that we dented. 
Water and fIre shall rot 
The marred foundations we forgot, 
Of sanctuar~ and choir. 
Th1s is the death of water and flre. 

The lines vary between four and nine syllables, most of them 

six, seven or eight. The stress-pattern, however, is more 

regular. The ghost of accentual - syllabic metre overlays the 

looser pattern of spoken stresses to give us, in each couplet, 

a fairly regular alternation of three and four primary stresses 
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to the line. (What I call "ghost stresses" are bracketed in 

the scansion above.) There are two exceptions: the last lines 

of stanzas 1 and 2, which pull us up shortly on an abrupt third 

stress. Preston speaks aptly of "the dead shudder as each 

stanza halts at the elemental death" (54). The last line of 

stanza 3, on the other hand, runs to the fourth stress which in 

terms of the stanza pattern we expect, yet which - owing to the 

short rein on the other two last lines - strikes the ear with a 

certain mild surprise. In other words, "This is the death of 

air" and "This is the death of earth" defy the expectation of a 

fourth stress set up by the stanza pattern; yet having done so, 

Logether they set up a new expectation which is in turn defied 

by the longer "This is the death of water and fi.re", providing 

the climax. 

This metrical effect of slight abruptness and surprise is 

paralleled by the disposition of the imagery. After the two 

stanzas devoted t.o the "death of" two of the element.s, we are 

led to anticipate two more stanzas corresponding to the other 

two, to complete the four. But the last two are dealt with 

together in the third stanza, so that the lyric comes to a 

sudden stop before we might expect it to. These devices, 

setting up expectations and then defeating them, create a 

general feeling of curtailment, in keeping with the theme of 

the destructive forces of nature at work upon man and his 

creations. 

The elemental imagery of this passage, together with its 

refrain - like end-lines, has attracted commentary directing us 
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to Heraclitus's Fragment 76, about the life-through- mutual-

desLruction (or mulual - exclusion) of the elements: 

Fi.re lives [in] the death of earth, and air lives 
[in] the death of fire; water lives [in] the death 
of air, earth [in] that of water. (Freeman 30, with 
each bracketed [in] added to show how most trans
lators understand the connection between the nouns.) 

If we substitute "absence" for "death", the meaning becomes a 

little clearer. In the perpetual flux of the elements, each 

depends for its survival on the absence of one of the others: 

each suffers "death" to allow another to exist. The list of 

relationships follows the traditional order of the elemenLs from 

highest to lowest, fire being the "highest" or "lightest" of 

the elements and dominating the Heraclitean cycle. 

Now it is impossible to understand Eliot's lyric, if we look 

at it closely, in terms of this formulation. At most we can 

say that the Heraclitean fragment, like others, attracted him 

by its suggestiveness - if he had it in mind at all. The 

repeated phrase "death of" in the poem simply will not accom-

modate itself consistently to the apparent meaning of "death 

of" in Heraclitus, as I will demonstrate. 

But before pursuing the larger question of what precisely 

the end-lines are saying, let us look at some of the details 

one by one and see to what extent they communicate successfully. 

The first has long been the most puzzling of all: "Ash on 

an old man's sleeve/Is all the ash the burnt roses leave". 

Northrop Frye suggested that it referred to an old experiment 

1n which, when a flower was burnt to ashes, its "ghost" could 

be seen hovering over them, offering a symbol of immortality 

(88). And allusion has sometimes been made to Sir Thomas 
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Browne's ment ion, at the end of The aarden of ~~yrus, of 

raising up "the ghost. of a ros e t! (174). But this tells us 

nothing about "Ash on an old man's sleeve". Blamires (134) 

suggested that we should imagine an old man poking his garden 

bonfire and getting the ash on his sleeves; this is surely 

asking too much of the imagination. Levy ~nd Scherle tel] us 

that Eliot attributed the image to the results of fire-watching 

during the war: 

During the B]it~ [he said] lhe accumulated debris 
was suspended in the London air for hours after a 
bombing. Then it would slowly descend and cover 
one's sleeves and coat with a fine white ash. I 
often experienced this effect during long night 
hours on the roof. (CFQ 166) 

Even this does nothing to explain the mention of roses, so 

that we might excusably wonder whether Eliot's Blitz experi-

ence has not become overluid and obscured by an nttempt, in 

the collocation of "burnt" and "roses", to put us in mind of 

Burnt Norton. His refer ence to the Blitz certainly helps to 

confirm readings of later images in the lyric, but leaves our 

grasp of this one incomplete. What are the roses that are 

burnt? (Are they literal roses in Bloomsbury or Kensington? -

too much, surely, for us to assume.) And why an old man's 

sleeve? Eliot was only in his early fifties in the Blitz, 

and many younger fire-watchers unfit for active service must 

have had the same experience. 

At the risk of presumption in the face of Eliot's reported 

words, I find it helpful to visualise the lines in another way 

- also, and this time more persuasively, hinted at by Blamires 

(134): an old man, his passions (symbolised by the roses) now 
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burnt out, declining into the slovenliness of senility, his 

clothes covered in tobacco ash as he approaches his own descent 

into dust and ashes. (We might compare "The burnt-out ends of 

smoky days" of "Preludes", reapplying it to an individual life 

and perhaps, by metaphorical extension, to a civilization.) The 

roses, age - old symbol of human love and desire, emphasise the 

contrast between vital ardour and dusty decay. This, the lines 

seem to imply, IS what our earthly passions come to, "Ash on an 

old man's sleeve" -- a l ess attractive image than Burnt Norton's 

tender symbol of memory, "dust on fl bowl of rose- leaves". 

This makes some sort of sense of the lines - since we have 

to read them as poetic statement and not merely autobiographi 

cal reminiscence - but if it does, the mental shifts required 

are hardly justified within such a short space. The sli ghl 

poignancy within the f i rmness of statement, if we can capture 

it readily enough to respond, is perhaps reinforced by the 

alliterative insistence of the glottal-stop vowels on "Ash", 

"old", "all" and "ash" again. Hut the fleeting image seems, 

whichever way we look at it, too uncharacteristically intimate 

to blend successfully into context with the rest of the lyric. 

Perhaps the point was to hint, by contrast with the preceding 

images of pentecostal fire, at another firing of the spirit 

that might have fel t pentecostal but wasn't; the old man's 

"soul's sap" no longer "quivers" (if it ever did), and is now 

nothing but dust and ashes. 

The connotations of th e last phrase are, of course, not 

accidental. Each of the first three couplets begins with 
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either' "Dust" or "Ash", and one thing that soon emerges with 

clHrity is that the lyric meditates on the evanescence of 

merely human passion and effort - again, perhaps by contrast 

with the timeless efficacy of prayer affirmed in Part I. Ash 

and dust, not only liturgically, are aspects of the same 

thing: the reduction in air to an amorphous state (whether 

through fire or other agencies) of forms produced by the 

elemental earth. It. hegins to look as if "the death of air" 

means not "the death suffered by air" but "the death suffered 

in air or t.hrough the medium 0 .( air". 

confirm this . 

The next image tends to 

"Dust in the air suspended/Marks the place where a story 

ended": the ending of a story implies the ending of a life. 

In"iot at one stage wrote "a history" and t.hen reverted to "a 

story" (Ci'Q 166), but if we entertain a mental picture and 

not merely an abstract. idea, we are likely to think of the 

dust hovering over a recently demolished or damaged building. 

There is no reason why we should be reluctant to find a pun 

here on "story" and "storey", even if we take it to have been 

an afterthought on the poet's part. Eliot was not averse to 

the "serious pun" as an economical device, an·d the notion of a 

newly - bombed building both fits in with Eliot's account (con

vincing or not) of the previous couplet and offers an aotici-

patory link to the air - raid setting of Part lIB. If we accept 

such a reading, the dust comes to symbolise, once more, not the 

death suffered by air but the death that arrives through the 

air. We shall have to revise our ootion of that strangely 

ambiguous word "of" when we arrive at the end of the stanza. 
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The third couplet begins with "Dust" again, and the mention 

of a house tends to support the above reading of the previous 

couplet: where a house, or part of it, has ended, dust hangs 

in lhe air. but where a hous e exists, dust has been given form 

and, metaphorically, 1 i fe - it has been "inbreathed". The word 

faintly recalls Milton's line in "At a Solemn Musick" aboul the 

power of voice and vel'se, like that of the Creator, to pierce 

"Dead things with inbreathed sense". The echo, at any rate, 

of the Genesis account of man's creation will hardly be lost. 

But man's effort as creator of houses (litera] or dynastic) is 

rhetorically undercut by the reminder that they are ultimately 

dust and revert to ruin, "The waLl, the wainscot and the mouse" 

· that we recognize from East Coker. In East Coker this 

destruction or decay was part of a cycle that. included re 

creation; but there is no context of re-creation here. 

The association of dust and ash with air. and the hint of 

air as a medium of annihilation, give a certain force to the 

last line of the stanza without our invoking the enigmatic 

formulation of Heraclitus. The "death of air" - and here we 

have the peculiar amblguity of "or' - must signify the death 

that comes through the air or the signs of death seen in the 

air; it certainly has nothing to do with the notion of the 

element itself as dying. 

The air as destroyer of man's structures is also presented, 

it seems, as destroyer of hope and despair. We can understand 

how it destroys hope. but not how it destroys despair - unless 

this means simply that "in the face of endless change, both 
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hope and despair are beside the point" (Reibetanz 152). In any 

event, the couplet JRcks the context - generated precision of the 

lines from Ash ·-It'ednesday I I I, "The decei tful face of hope and 

of despair" and "st.rength beyond hope and despair". El iot often 

uses opposed abstractions to good effect, but this coupling in 

the Litt1e li.idd.ilJ/f lyric seems little more than a vague emolive 

gesture. The tone of grim assurance, aided by gnomic rhythm 

and structure, is here perhaps offering a rhetorical substitute 

for precise intelligibility. 

Unlike stanza 1 where the four sentences rigidly fit the 

couplets, stanza 2 is a little more fluid in structure, with 

units composed of four Jines, three lines and then one. The 

abruptness of the rhythms makes the variation appropriate and 

necessary. We are faced now with different modes of destruc-

tion, but with images linked by their reminders of the human 

body and its organs. 

The "flood and drouth" also perhaps reflect the sensations 

of a fire-watcher in the Bl~tz contemplating, indeed being 

physically affected by, the aftermath of the bombings and of 

the efforts to put out the fires - parched amid the sheets of 

water from the fire - engines while the dust continues to rise. 

Yet here again alternative possibilities offer themselves. The 

opening lines, in a vein of daunting impersonality (lithe eyes", 

"the mouth"), tend to evoke the image of a dead and dying body 

on the seashore, at the poinL where land and sea meet. (This 

reminder of The Dry Salvages, like those of Burnt Norton and 

East Coker in stanza 1, is doubtless deliberate on Eliot's 

part, though the echoes all feel a little contrived, unlike 
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those at the end of Little Gidding.) The combination of "flood 

and drouth" - the latter word more common in Eliot's native 

United States than in England - suggests a waterlogged body 

unable to receive sustenance from that water; we may think of a 

body washed up by the salt sea, and again are justified in 

hearing hints of the war and its consequences, if only as 

symbols of a more universal state of affairs. The flood is 

then over the eyes, the "drouth" - and perhaps sand - in the 

mouth; the former cannot see, the latter cannot drink. Like a 

carcase quarrelled over by hyenas and vultures, the body has 

its possession contested by water and sand, but - rather 

strikingly -- these scavengers are themselves "dead", recei ving 

no life from what they prey upon. 

As an image of elemental forces acting in hostility to man, 

this is strong; but the expression of it is flawed. The 

opening "There are" strikes one as weak and inconsequential, 

the word "There" acquiring metrical stress only by a kind of 

deference to the prevajling pattern; and "for the upper ha nd" 

is somewhat gratuitous after "Contending'i: it looks like a 

line--filler to rhyme with "sand". 

The next sentence, half-linked to the eyes and mouth by the 

metuphors "Gapes" and "Laughs", sets up a different picture, 

if we continue to ignore the alternative reading that places 

the entire lyric in the context of an air - raid. Drought -

stricken soil, itself personified as tortured, in turn mocks 

man's efforts while it frustrates them. It too has "drouth ... 

in the mouth", and is "eviscerate" - gutted or disembowelled 
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of its goodness. (The adjectival use is a curious one, since 

"eVlscerate" normally occurs as a verb only; and the force it 

exerts here hardly compensates for its self-consciousness. ) 

The impression is of an earth spitefully triumphant amid its 

own disaster. 

Bul the alternative and perhaps more acceptable reading of 

these lines would be to place them again in the wartime context 

of an ajr - raid and take the gaping of the earth 10 signify not 

drought fissures but bomb craters. (Earlier drafts tried out 

"scorched [or annealed] nnd unemployable" where we now have 

"parched eviscerate" (CFQ 167), and this supports the latter 

reading.) In either case, the image is one of a waste land 

that mocks its inhabitants as if with a life of its own at the 

very point when it has no such life. 

IL we read this stanza as suggested above, its last line 

functions somewhat differently from that of stanza 1. The 

tldeath of earthtl does, it is true, suggest death caused by, or 

through the medium of, earth, and to that exlent parallels the 

tldeath of air"; but since the earth itself is gutted, and 

contends with water but receives no life from it, the phrase 

also signifies a death suffered by earth. The identical 

pattern of the refrain- lines obscures this semantic variation 

in the preposition. 

The last stanza is the least problematic and most success -

ful of the three. The elemental destroyers, water again and 

fire, are placed by the firsl couplet as together the last in a 

descending chain of items: 1n their catastrophic progress they 

overwhelm and replace the town (man's artefact and the symbol 
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of his civility ) , th e pasture ( man's partial ordering of 

natur e ) and th e wee d ( nalure left to i tself, but still with 8 

principle of life in it ) . Water and fire ar e elemental barbar-

iuns which, l i ke th e par c h e d soil of stanza 2, mock human loss. 

But unlike that parched soil, they themselves are not destroyed: 

they Hre triumphant vandals feeding upon the remnants of civi 

lization. It will be seen that the roles played by the elements 

in ea c h stanza are differentiated by the metaphors in which 

they are couched, and that the refrain-lines therefore impose a 

slightly spurious uniformity upon the lyric. In stanza 1 air 

is really neither victorious nor defeated, but simply a medium 

of destruction. In stanza 2 earth and water at first cont e nd 

with each other, then earth alone becomes both victim and agent 

( a s we ll as me dium) of destruction, offering grisly mock e ry o f 

man even in its death - throes. In stanza 3 water and fire are 

unambiguously victorious, are the scourges of man's world and 

suffer no death in themselves: the "death of water and fire" is 

the death i nflicted by water Rnd fire, nol undergone by them. 

Their victory is underscored by their united appearance, coupled 

to an active verb ("succeed lt
, Itderide", "shall rot"), in each of 

the first three couplets. 

Although humanity as victim has been implicitly present all 

through the lyric, it is only halfway through the last stanza 

that the generic "welt appears, and both its occurrences, "we 

denied" and Itwe forgot", are 1n a context of self-reproach. 

Only here does man appear as more than victim - as, indeed, a 

contributor to his own plight. The implication is that his 
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denial and negligence have made possible the victory of water 

and fire, here more clearly than ever the result of bombings 

and of the quenching of their results. Man's failure to 

attend to his spiritual vocation, ideally a higher activity 

than that implied in "town" (let alone "pasture" or "weed") 

has brought this disaster upon him. "The marred foundations 

we forgot,/Of sanctuary and choir" might briefly remind us of 

Lit lle Gidding and the values it enshrines, but more immedi 

ately they put us in mind of Coventry Cathedral or of the 

London churches destroyed in the Blitz. Over these, the 

elemental scourges assert their ruinous ascendancy: the words 

"shall rot" (with the forcefully prophetic "sha]l" instead of 

"will") are especially strong in thei.r context, driving home 

the idea not only of sudden c alamity but also of steady decay 

following it. With a highly-charged ambiguity characteristic 

of him, Eliot accords to "mar-red foundations" a Janus - like 

function: the foundations, the physical fabric or the spiri

tual commi tment \olhich has raised them, are "marred" by the 

destruction visited upon them, but have also been "marred" by 

the negligence of spirit that encouraged the destruction in 

the first place. The enemies presented in the lyric are the 

elements themselves, but there is also a fifth element or 

quintessence of destructive power, subtler than all the rest, 

which is humanity's failure to honour its spiritual vocation. 

No political enemy is even hinted at. 

That these preoccupations were of long standing with Eliot 

is apparent as soon as we turn to The Rock, written nearly ten 

years earlier. There, but with less artistry than here, he had 
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inveighed against neglect of the Church and the churches, and 

had given prophetic lines to two successive choric voices: 

and 

There shall be left the broken chimney, 
The peeled hull, H pile of rusty iron, 
In a street of scattered brick where the goat climbs, 
Where My Word is unspoken 

Where My Word is unspoken, 
In the land of lobelias and tennis flannels 
The rabbit shall burrow and the thorn revisit, 
The nettle shall flourish on the gravel court, 
And the wind shall say: 'Here were decent godless 

people: 
Their only monument the asphalt road 
And a thousand lost golf balls'. 

In analysing the L _itt1e Gidding lyric it may seem strange to 

make higher claims for the more explicitly sermonic stanza (the 

third) than for the other two; but the third can be seen in 

retrospect as the real destination of the piece and the point 

at which its thought and expression are both most explicit And 

most precise. The other two stanzas are not without power, but 

are inadequately unified, inconsistent in their handling of the 

elemental imagery, and occasionally obscure or rather awkwardly 

expressed. They leave an impression of being too deliberately 

designed to gather up echoes from the other Quartets and to 

introduce stanza 3: they do not fully "pay their way". 

Nevertheless this lyric, in its grim contrast to the pente-

coslal illumination of Part I, is of crucial importance in 

preparing us for the rest of Part II - all the more so if we 

can see an air -- raid as the unifying image throughout the three 

stanzas. It directs us towards the modified Inferno in which 

the Dantesque encounter is to unfold: an encounter ending in 
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the summons to purgatorial restoration before we rise with the 

poel, at the close of the cycle, to the nearest he can bring 

us to the paradisal beatitude of his greatest poetic master. 

The Dante imitation (Part lIB) has been so widely discussed 

and so universally praised that of all sections of the cycle 

it seems to warrant least in the way of fresh commentary. Yet 

a sequential analysis of it may help to answer some questions 

and to raise others not usually asked. 

In his 1961 lecture ~To Criticize the Critic" Eliot spoke 

of' "Jules Laforgue, 1.0 whom] owe more than to anyone poet in 

any language~ (Tee 22). Yet in an earlier talk, ~What Dante 

Means to Me" (1950), he had soid of Dante that "I stiLL, after 

forty years, regard his poetry as the most persistent and deep -

est influence upon my own verse~ (Tee 125). This is not th e 

flat contradiction it looks like - though in 1961 he did rather 

inconsistently deny that the greatest poets such as Shakespeare 

and Dante can" influence" (Tee 188). In the 1950 talk he went 

on to say of Laforgue that "he was the first to teach me how to 

speak, to teach me the poetic possibilities of my own idiom of 

speech", adding that "the smaller poet, who has directed one's 

first steps. is more like an admired elder brother". whereas 

the great masters are like deified ancestors (Tee 126). 

The distinction is clear: Laforgue enabled him to start 

writing poetry with an authentic voice, and his was therefore 

the uniquely valuable initial influence. But Dante remained 

the most pervasive influence for the rest of his career - from 

his youth, when "Dante's astonishing economy and directness of 

language ... provided for me a wholesome corrective to the extra-
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vagances of the Elizabethan, Jacobean and Caroline authors in 

whom I also delighted" ( .TCC 23), to LitUe GiddilJg Part II, 

where he consciously imitated him. 

In distinguishing between imitation and influence, Eliot 

introduced a significant exception in the case of Dante: 

the difference between influence and imitation is 
that influence can fecundate, whereas imitation -
especially unconscious imitation - can only 
sterilize. (But when I came to attempt one brief 
imitation of Dante I was fifty - five years old and 
knew exactly what I was doing.) (Tee 18) 

The implication is that Dante lent himself on that occasion to 

imitation without the concomitant sterility - although, as 

Eliot added with a typical blend of whimsy and seriousness, 

"imitation of a writer in a foreign language can often be 

profi table - because we cannot succeed" (J'Ce 18-19). Tot.al 

success qua imitation need not be assessed here; but the 

imitation, such AS it is, is generally regarded as highly 

successful in fulfilling its function in the Quartet itself. 

Afler referring (in the earlier of these two essays) to his 

borrowings and adaptations from Dante in The Waste Land, Eliot 

wenl 011 to say: 

Twenty years afler writing The Waste Land, I wrote, 
in Little Gidding, a passage which is intended to be 
the nearest equivalent to a canto of the Inferno or 
the Purgatorio, in style as well as content, that I 
could achieve. The intention, of course, was the 
same as with my allusions to Dante in The Waste Land: 
to present to the mind of the reader a parallel, by 
means of contrast, between the Inferno and the Purga
torio, which Danle visited and a hallucinated scene 
after an air-raid. But the method is different: 
here I was debarred from quoting or adapting at 
length - I borrowed and adapted freely only a few 
phrases - because I was imitating. (TCC 128) 

Here, perhaps more than anywhere else in his poetry, Eliot 
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wanted the reader to recognize the parallel with Dante and to 

allow jt to guide his response. 'I' he set tin g is In i'e rJ1O- } ike, 

and the ghost's message at the end directs us, together with 

t.he poet - narrator, to an ac c eptance of "that refining fire", 

the agent of purgatorial restoration. 

Several Dantesque features soon make themselves apparent: 

the quasi - infernal setting, with visually and auditorily 

precise images setting the atmosphere before the meeting takes 

place; the element of uncertainty or surprise in the meeting 

itself; the init ia l questions before the spirit satisfies the 

poet in a speech of some length; and the approximation to 

terza rima in which the whole episode is recounted. Perhaps 

only in Shelley's The Triumph of Life (which Eliot greatly 

admired) and in Owen's "Strange Meeting" (though it lacks the 

terza rima) do we find comparably Dantesque passages in English 

that are at the same time or i ginal poems in their own right. 

But we may add that the sometimes elaborate language and 

mystifying paI'adox in Eliot's passage is rather different from 

Dante's notable plainness of diction. The extent to which 

this serves its own purpose in Eliot's poem will emerge in the 

course of analysis. 

It is necessary to give some attention to Eliot's imitation 

of, or rather substitute for, terza rima. He was perfectly 

explicit about his feelings on the subject: 

I think that rhymed terza rimB is probably less 
unsatisfactory for translation of the Divine Comedy 
than is blank verse .... Dante thought in terzB 
rima, and a poem should be translated as nearly as 
possible in the same thought-form as the original. 
('l'CC 128- 129) 



378 

But he goes on to say (soon after the Dorothy Sayers Inferno 

appeared, and perhaps with her version or Binyon's in mind) that 

when I read a terza rima translation of the Divine 
Comedy and come to some passage of which I remember 
the original pretty closely, I am always worried in 
anticipation, by the inevitable shifts and twists 
which I know the translator will be obliged to make, 
in order to fit Dante's words into English rhyme. 
And no verse seems to demand greater literalness in 
translation than Dante's, because no poet convinces 
one more completely that the word he has used is the 
word he wanted, and that no other will do. (TCC 129) 

This goes some way to explain his strategy in little Giddin6, 

where he was not obliged to translate, yet wanted to achieve a 

close approximation to terza rima movement without the problem 

of obtrusive rhyming. AgAin he explains his thinking fully : 

English is less copiously provided with rhyming 
words than Italian; and those rhymes we have are in 
a way more emphatic. The rhyming words call too 
much at.tention to themselves: Italian is the one 
language known to me in which exact rhyme can always 
achi e ve its effect - and what the effect of rhyme 
is, is for the neurologist rather than the poet to 
investigate - without the risk of obtruding itself. 
I therefore adopted, for my purpose, a simple 
alternation of unrhymed masculine and feminine 
terminations, as the nearest way of giving the light 
effect of the rhyme in Italian. (TCC 128) 

(It is, by the way, worth noticing how when he uses rhyme in 

the Quartets - Part IIA and Part IV of each Quartet, except 

for The f)ry Salvages Part IV - he deliberately exploits the 

"emphatic" nature of English rhyme.) 

This, then, 1S the rationale of his choice of verse-medium 

in Little Gidding Part lIB. But he says nothing about the 

length of line chosen. Dante's feminine-ending line with its 

eleven syllables has usually been rendered in English verse-

translation (whether terza rima or blank verse) by iambic 
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pentameter, as the most natural approximation. What Eliot 

does here -is both simllar and d:i[,f(~rent. His lines throughout 

lhe passagR are of ten or eleven syllables, occaslonally tw eJve. 

They are long enough to accommodate, if we wish to heAr them 

so, a slightly I",renched, but recognizablE::, acc:entual-syJlabjc 

pattern of fiv e stresses; yet HS we hear them in modern speech -

rhythms, they normolly have four prImary ones. 

noting the ~~amp. rhythm :ic dua1ity in t.his passage;, remarks t.hi-It. 

"Eliot llIay hav e jntf'nded the uncertain hour and the vacillation 

() f t he r' h y t h DI toe () m pI em e 11 t eac h () t he r " { 9 0 ) , and he too d e III 0 n -

strates - slightly differently - both met hods of scansion. 

in the unc~rtAin hour bpf6r e the morning 
N~al the ending of lntt~rllli.nable nlght 
.... L ... ... J ... ~. I ... d' At tile recurr ent. en( 01 t 1P. unen lng 

~fter the d~rk d~ve with the f11ckering t~ngue 
Had p~sspd h~l~w the hor1zon ~f his h5min~ 
While the d~Hd l~aves still r5ttlRd 6n like t1n 

5ver the ~sphBlt wh~re no 6ther s6und was 
Betwf e n thr ee d1stric:ts wh~nce the sm~ke ar~se 
1 m~t. one w~lking) 15iterfng and hGrried 

As if b15wn tow5rds me Ifke the m~tal l~av~s 
Bcf5re t.he urban d8'wn ~vind GnresJsl ing. 

There we have the pattern of five stresses to the line. And 

now follows the same pRssage with the pattern of four, which 

in most lines entails not stressing one of the connectives 

( usually a conjunction or one of the insistent prepositions). 

In the Gnc~rtain h6ur before the m6rning 
N~ar the ~nding of int~rmiDable nJght 
At the recGrrent ~nd of the Gn~nding 

After the d5rk d6ve with the flickering t6ngue 
Had p5ssed be16w the horfzon of his h6ming 
While the d~ad l~aves still r~ttled on like tTn 

6ver the ~sphalt where n6 other s6und was . 
Between thr~e d1stricts whence the sm~ke ar6se 
I met one walking, 16itering and ht;rried 

As if bl~wn tow~rds me like the m~tal l~aves 
Before th e ~rban d~wn wind Gnresfsting. 
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I have scanned this extract in both ways to suggest first 

the fairly deliberate pace of the traditional blank - verse 

rhythm, then the slightly faster, more fluid movement of the 

four stresses as likely to be heard by the modern reader. 

What 1 want to suggest is that, in the ear accustomed to 

English blank verse, the one pattern quietly overlays the 

other to produce, if only half - consciously, a peculiar blend 

of the old and the new - just as Eliot is here attempting 

something both traditional and yet original in his adaptation 

·of Dante's own measure. The pattern of four, with occasional 

exceptions, is the one most of us are likely to prefer; but 

the unusually regular number of syllables per line persuad e s 

me that Eliot would have wanted the reader, ideally, to feel 

lhe slight tension between the two patterns and, in some 

sense, to respond to both simultaneously. The movement of the 

verse, jf we try to describe it impressionistically, is 

curiously like the movement of the ghost as described in the 

poem itself: both "loitering and hurried", an odd mixture of 

leisurely unfolding and rapid development. The latter is 

encouraged by the considerable use of enjambement, especially 

in the earlier part of the passage; and many lines that would 

normally take an end- stop are denied it (most of the lines 

scanned above are cases in point). 

As we have seen, most if not all of the lyric (Part IIA) 

can be read as meditation arising out of the aftermath of an 

air- raid. Now we have an episode, couched in the narrative 

past tense so unusual in the Quartets, describing a further 

specific incident following an air - raid, and focussing on a 
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personal encounter in which the poet-speaker is narrator and 

responding consciousness - like Dante; and, like Dante again, 

the poet is the addressee of a speech addressed to him from 

beyond the grave. 

Nothing in Eliot's preparatory notes for Part II indicated 

an intention to deal with wartime air-raids, and apart from 

the bare word tllnfernotl, nothing in them would prepare a 

reader for a conscious imitation of Dante. They simply read: 

"Lyric. air earth water & & [sic] daemonic fire. The Inferno." 

As Helen Gardner remarks: 

There is nothing in the original notes to suggest 
that Eliot's experiences in the air raids were to 
play a part in his poem; they thrust themselves in 
as he wrote. Anyone who lived through the London 
raids must link water and fire as equally destruc
tive, remembering the charred and sodden ruins and 
their smell the morning after as the great hoses 
played on the flaming and smoking ruins. (CPQ 169) 

This makes the end of the lyric clearer than ever; but perhaps 

the most original and striking imaginative leaps in the entire 

Quartet were to set a Dantesque meeting between the living and 

the dead at a point between a raid itself and sounding of the 

all - clear, and to develop the dominant thematic image of fire 

- in the multiple mode of Dante - by adding contemporary 

bombings and even the bomber itself (as a grim parody of the 

Holy Ghost) to play their parts before the episode ends. And 

it ends with the mention of "that refining fire" from Purga -

torio XXVI, clearly a major landmark in Eliot's imaginative 

experience throughout his career. 

The opening tercet, with repetitive circling fluidity, sets 

the scene in time which is somehow also timeless. The literal 
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time is "the uncertain hour" near dawn, near the end of a night 

that has .felt "interminable lt
, at the end of one in a recurring 

series of raids that seemed, while in progress, to be "unend-

ing". Literal And emotive time are blended here, by means of 

synonym-play, to offer a setting at once temporal, personal 

and (potentially) universal, since "interminable night" with 

its polysyllabic deliberation hints that earthly experience is 

analogous to Hell itself, the only interminable night in the 

fullest sense of the phrase. "In the uncertain hour" itself 

adds an element of the mysterious; Eliot had earlier written 

"At" (CFQ 172), which is more pI'osaic. 

The second tercel expands on this temporal setting: it is 

after the departure of the bomber which has descended like an 

infernal parody of the Holy Ghost, discharged its tongues of 

fire, and then descended again below the horizon. Two tradi-

tional attributes of the Spirit are here combined, the dove 

and the fire; and added to them is the hint that this dove 

("dark" unlike the Spirit) is of the homing variety, wit.h a 

daunting sureness of direction. Moreover, it has what no 

literal dove ever had, a "flickering tongue" - clearly more 

reminiscent of the serpent than of the dove. And it leaves in 

its wake a sound of "dead leaves" rattling like tin. Eliot 

may here have been thinking of fragments of shrapnel on the 

asphalt surfaces of the streets, the "metal leaves" mentioned 

a few lines later that are blown about in the dawn wind - a 

slightly surrealistic detail. We are free to imagine a great 

silence punctuated and emphasised by the rattling, and no 
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We are now passing from the temporal setting to the spatial 

one implied in "asphalt". But just as the temporal setting 

included what we may call an emotive dimension of quasi - time, 

so does the spat i al one include a corresponding dimension. 

The event to be described takes place "Between three districts 

whence the smoke arose". Before arriving at "districts" Eliot 

had tried "angles" and "corners" (CF() 172, 173), each of them 

apparently an attempt to suggest a specific place without 

locating it geographically. The districts may, of course, 

imply simply a focal point of three areas of London such as 

Brompton, Kensington and Chelsea; but the lack of further 

detail, the archaic flavour of "whence the smoke arose", and 

the strong sense of a realm both worldly and otherworldly, 

together invite a more metaphorical reading - so that we can 

perhaps fai r 1 y see these "di s tri cts It as cannot ing Earth, He 1] 

and Purgatory - especially in view of what follows. The 

setting has prepared us, at any rate, for an event located 

initially yet not exclusively in mundane time and space. 

Only after these eight lines of scene-setting, with their 

insistent prepositions and periodic build-up of expectation, 

comes the maln clause, "I met one walking". The simple bald-

ness of it carries the kind of authority we associate with 

Dante. Yet here again paradoxical complications immediately 

assert themselves: the stranger's movement is both "loitering 

and hurried", which creates a flavour of furtiveness; and 

although he is walking, he also seems to be gliding or floating 

"As if blown towards me". Already it is clear that he is not 
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a denizen of the familiar world. He resembles the "metal 

leaves" in his movement And it 1S an easy step to assump that, 

like them, he is not a natural inhabitant of the place. The 

word "unresisting" 1S positioned strangely enough to make us 

wonder for a moment what it qualifies: the wind itself, the 

leaves, or the stranger? Perhaps all three: neither stranger 

nor leaves offer any resistance (as a solid human body would) 

to the breeze In which they move; and if the dawn wind too is 

"unresisting", that implies a gentle wafting in contrast to a 

strong wind. I tis tern p t i TI g t a fin dan e c h 0 a fIn fern 0 Can t a 

V, but the wind on which the shades of Paolo and Francesca are 

borne is tempestuous. In any case, the next few lines, though 

less explicitly than in manuscript draft, direct us to another 

of Dante's encounters later in the In fer]} o. 

And as I fixed upon the down-turned face 
Thal pointed scrutiny with which we challenge 

The first-met stranger in the waning dusk 
I caught the sudden look of some dead master 

Whom I had known, forgotten, half recalled 
Both one and many; in the brown baked features 
The eyes of a familiar compound ghost 

Both intimate and unidentifiable. 

The second and third lines of this excerpt constitute a 

muted and miniature epic simile which in jt~ simplicity and 

vividness strongly resembles some of Dante's epic similes 

drawn from everyday experience. In the "waning dusk"9 just 

before dawn, we regard the first stranger stirring abroad with 

a particular curiosity, especially if, with down-turned face, 

he does not regard us in the same way. Of course the lines 

have a certain literalness about them as well as presenting a 

simile: this is the first-met stranger just before dawn. 
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A number of other interesting details invite comment. In an 

earlier draft "That pointed scrut.iny" was "t.hat. pointed narrow -

ness of observation" (CFO 174); and Gardner not surpt' isingly 

regards the latter as an "oddly stilted rendering" of Dante's 

description, just before the meeting with his master Brunetto 

1Jatini (Inferno XV.18-- 2l), of how the spirit.s under the rain of 

fire looked at him and Virgil, his guide: 

As in the evening men are wont to look at one another 
under a new moon; and towards us they sharpened their 
brows, as an aged tailor does at the eye of a needle. 
((,'FQ 175: the version given here makes the point with 
more verbal precision than does Sayers's "squinnied".) 

A difference here is that in Eliot's passage the scrutiny is 

exercised not by the spirit but by the poet himself. There is 

a brief reversal of the Dantean roles, placing the narrator 

himself in a position analogous to that of the condemned. 

This does not last, and the ordinary reader is unlikely to 

notice it; yel it does perhaps tell us something significant 

about the working of Eliot's mind when he wrote the passage. 

Peering at the stranger, "I caught the sudden look of some 

dead master". Catching the look implies recognizing either the 

resemblance or the expression; but since "look" is ambiguous, 

we infer also that the stranger has suddenly looked at him (and 

"caught", like the earlier "drew" in draft, suggests "a kind of 

complicity between the poet and the stranger" (CFQ 174)). In 

the canto to which Eliot is chiefly alluding, Dante does of 

course meet a "dead master" in the person of Brunetto Latini; 

but the chief dead master throughout. the Inferno and Purgatorio 

is the guide himself, Virgil - the first of all the spirits he 
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meets with in the underworld, and the one likely to spring 

first to lhe minds of many readers. The momentary ambiguity 

prepares us to meet not simply one of the condemned but one who 

will offer special spiritual guidance: not merely one who was a 

master and is dead, but one who is dead and will be a master. 

The recognition is both poignant and unnerving, because it 

corresponds so closely to many mundane recognitions: "known, 

forgotten, half recalled". There is nothing complicated about 

the combination of these three terms - we all know the experi-

ence. Even in the next. :I j ne, "Bot.h one and many" reminds us 

of the simultaneously single and multiple identity familiar to 

us from dreams. Fleeting details of odd yet comparatively 

familiar experiences funnel us into a state of responsive 

readiness, and it is not unlil the more specific detail of 

"brown baked features" and the very stt'ange phrase "familiar' 

compound ghost" that we are compelled to accept the uniqueness 

of the figure. Helen Gardner notes how various changes in the 

early stages of drafting made the encounter more mysterious 

than it had initially been (CFO 174); yet the final version 

slill carries us with great tact from the more to the less 

familiar while sacrificing nothing of that element of mystet'Y. 

The "brown baked features" derive from Dante's description 

of Brunetto Latini in Inferno XV. Dante's Brunetto, under the 

rain of fire -. an appropriate parallel to the recent bombing in 

Eliot's poem - has a "scorched face", viso BbbruciBto; Eliot's 

phrase began in manuscript draft as "scorched brown", was later 

changed to "brown scarred" and finally, and more strikingly, to 

"brown baked" (CFQ 174). In a draft, too, the initial greeting 
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was not "What! are you here?" but "Are you here, Ser Brunetto?" 

(CFO 174) - a quotation from Dante and an explicit pointer to 

the parallel. Eliot subsequently decided that this was too 

specific to serve the purpose of "a familiar compound ghost", 

and he was surely right. The figure who at first resembles 

Brunetto grows in authorjty as his strange multiplicity is 

increased. The effect needed here is quite different from that 

of the Dantesque meeting in The Waste Land, where the figure is 

promptly recognized, accosted, named and finally taunted: 

There ] saw one I knew, and stopped him, crying: 
"Stetson! 

"You who were with me in the ships at. Mylae! 
"That corpse you planted last year in your' garden, 
"Has it begun to sprout? Will it bloom this year-? .. " 

I have mentioned that for a brief moment there has been a 

reversal of Lhe Dantean roles, placing the narrator himself in 

a position analogous to that of the condemned. This is more 

apparent at 

So I assumed a double part, and cried 
And heard another's voice cry: "What! are you here?" 

The compound identity of the ghost impels the poet to adopt or 

assume a multiple identity himself. The cry of incredulous 

recognition seems to emanate either from both figures or from 

more than one element in the poet himself. For a moment he 

seems to be addressing, and hearing, a doppelganger. The 

ghost, then, embodies not only a dead master but an aspect of 

himself, and more aspects of himself are brought to the surface 

by the encounter. 

Explaining to Hayward why it was necessary to delete the 

explicit mention of Ser Brunetto, Eliot gave two reasons, both 
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The firsl is that the visionary figure has now 
become somewhat more definite and will no doubt be 
identified by some readers [owing presumably to his 
recent death] with Yeats though I do not mean any 
thing so precis e a s that. However, I do not wish to 
take the responsibility of putting Yeats or anybody 
else into Hell and I do not want to impute to him the 
particular vice [ sodomy] which took Brunetto there. 
Secondly, although the reference to that Canlo is 
intended to be explicit, I wished the effect of the 
whole to be Purgatorial which is much more appro 
priate. (CFQ 176: parentheses added) 

Whal Eliot wanted, then, was a recognizably Dantesque meeting 

with a "dead master": a master who should nevertheless remain 

an unidentifiable compound of figures, and a meeting which 

should be fluid enough to turn without awkwardness from an 

infernal into a purgatorial one. 

The possible ingredients of this compound ghost include 

Dante himself, by virtue of the style in which the episode is 

couched; Dante's guide, Virgil, his dead master Brunetto 

Latini, and the various fellow - poets he meets with in the 

course of his pilgrimage - including Arnaut Daniel who at lhe 

end of Purgatorio XXVI reminds the poet, as this ghost does, 

of the "refining fire" in which one must be purged; Yeats, who 

had died as recently as 1939, and whom Eliol (and his draft 

notes) tended to identify with the ghost more strongly than 

any other poet; Swift, whose ghost plays a part in Yeats's 

play The Words upon the Windowpane, and who is verbally echoed 

in the ghost's phrase "laceration/Of laughter"; Mallarme, 

whose line "Donner un sens plus pur aux mots de la tribu" is 

adapted in the line "To purify the dialect of the lribe"; and 

Poe, since Mallarme's line appeared in his poem "Le Tombeau 
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necessarily had a]l of them, or indeed only them, 1n mind; it 

is to illustrate the ripplingly allusive effect that he seems 

to have been striving after here. The assertion in the poem 

that the ghost was "Both intimate and unidentifiable" must be 

taken seriously. What we can with safety assume is that the 

ghost is above all a compound of poets, and that not the least 

of his ingredients is an aspect of Eliot himself, since he 

appears as among other things a doppelganger figure. 

One other suggeslion is worth adding. Eliot was a keen 

reader' of Dickens, whose story "The Haunted Man" (one of the 

Christmas Books) comes to mind here. In that story the hero, 

Redlaw, is haunted by a ghost identical with himself, who 

teaches him a bitter wisdom by offering him an appalling gift 

of forgetfulness. What he is enabled to forget is well 

phrased in one of Eliot's lines: "the awareness/Of things ill 

done and done to others' harm". But in accepting this gift, 

Redlaw learns thal such forgetfulness, being contagious, does 

even more harm to others, and so becomes a curse until the 

others are mercifully delivered from it at his request. The 

moral of the tale is clearly that it is necessary to remember 

the evil we have done, since the remembrance is essential to 

whatever remaining good we can do. So the ironic lesson of the 

ghost in Dickens is that RWBreness of our pasl evils, intentio

nal or otherwise, is essential; and this painful knowledge is 

(with some adaptation) an important part of what Eliot's ghost 

lists as "the gifts reserved for age". Like the sins and errors 
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recalled by Dante's souls in Purgatory, ours must be remembered 

if we are to find purgation from them. 

Finally, one other ghost hinted at in the presentation of 

this one - a "poet.ic" ghost though not a poet - IS the spirit of 

Hamlet's father: he too returns from the beyond to lay a painful 

burden upon his hearer; after which he !'faded on the crowing of 

the cock" as Eliot's ghost "faded on the blowi.ng of the horn". 

The ghost is, then, a projection of the poet's own self-

communing - an aspect of which is, inevitably, his communing 

with the words and works of other poets before him. To try to 

identify the ghost more precisely than this would be misguided. 

So I assumed a double part, and cried 
And heard another's vo ice cry: • What! are you here?' 

Although we were not.. I was still the same, 
Knowing myself yet being someone other -
And he a face still forming; yet the words sufficed 

To compel the recognition they preceded. 
And so, compliant to the common wind, 
Too strange to each other for misunderstanding, 

In concord at this intersection time 
Of meeting nowhere, no before and after, 
We trod the pavement in a dead patrol. 

My comments up to this point should serve to clarify - as 

far as they admit of clarification - most of the details in 

the lines just quoted. Poet and ghost have met both in and 

out of time and space, "at this intersection time" where even 

their identities are amorphous and interchangeable. The phrase 

"assumed a double part" seems to mean "adopted a dual role", 

speaking both for himself and for the initially hesitant ghost. 

His exclamatory greeting does duty for both of them - "What! 

are you here?" - although they are not, since their encounter 

occurs in a realm of "nowhere, no before and after", and for a 

moment it is a moot point which is living and which dead, which 
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on earth and which in Hell or Purgatory. In the phrase "heard 

another's voice cry" we can imagine the poet hearing the ghost's 

voice as an echo of his own, but also hearing his own voice as 

if with the ears of the ghost - so intimate is the bond already 

existing between them. Although the dawn street is the setting 

for their meeting, the meeting itself transcends time and place: 

"we" as individuals were not there, because "I" was moroe than "r" 

and he was more than one. This is more than a chance encounter 

of acquaintances, and the message that follows will show that 

it is really an encounter with self. (We do not need Jungian 

archetypes such as the Shadow to make the experience explicable. ) 

"I was still the same,/Knowing myself yet being someone 

other" appeared in draft versions as "I was always [or often) 

dead./Always [or Often] revived, and always something other" 

(CFQ 179). The implication of these versions is that the poet 

felt himself to be both dead and alive - or resurrected - as 

well as in a state which was neither of these but "something 

other". The final version alters the emphasis from his 

successive or simultaneous states to the nature of his 

consciousness. which makes the experience less bewildering, 

though no less mysterious, and gives it more dramatic force. 

The change from "something" to "someone" plays a part in this, 

just as the preceding phrase "Although we were not" is more 

personal in emphasis than the earlier "Although it was not" 

(CFQ 179) - "it" [Oeferring impersonally to the ghost. The 

general tendency of Eliot's revisions was to make the encounter 

more dramatic and immediate, more intimate and personal. As in 
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a dream I can know myself yet also be someone else, so here; 

and the person I meet in a dream can still be assuming a full 

identity ("a face still forming") after I have greeted him with 

a cry of recognition: so here, the words of greeting themselves 

"sufficed/To compel the recognition they preceded". 

Brief notice should be taken of what we may call the fluclu -

ations of atmospheric rhythm and pace in Part lIB up to this 

poinl. Expectancy is aroused with the hesitant, even slightly 

furtive appearance of the dawn stranger; a kind of recognition 

follows, and the verse acquires a new vigour with the exclama-

tory greeting; this promptly gives way to the poet's attempted 

analysis of his own consciousness at this point, a dreamlike 

awareness of being both himself and someone else; then the 

verse settles into a kind of steady rhythm of acceptance as, 

"compliant to the common wind, ... We trod the pavement in a dead 

pat.rol". Afler the initial climax there is a descent into the 

almost matter-of-fact, as the air-raid warden and the ghost 

move along side by side like two nightwatchmen. '1'his relaxing 

of tension allows for a new and more gradual accumulation of it 

as the ghost's speech proceeds, building to a fresh climax in 

the grim picture of "the gifts reserved for age" and the need 

for acceptance of the "refining fire". Variations in intensity 

in the final version are carefully graded and, indeed, very 

much like those of Dante's own narratives in the Commedia of 

otherworldly encounters. 

I said: 'The wonder that I feel is easy, 
Yet ease is cause of wonder. Therefore speak: 
I may not comprehend, may not remember.' 

Again we have the easy wonder of a dream, yet also a marvel-
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ling at the fact that it is so easy. There is a tone of 

unquestioning acceptance, a submissive readiness to listen 

without any eager guarantees of understanding or retention. 

What the poet says is an illustration not of jadedness but of 

a modest, if rather weary, humility: "I may not comprehend, 

may not remember". This openness of response, too, is rather 

like Dante's in many of his encounter episodes. 

A recurrent concern with the poet's own vocation is, as we 

have seen, a strong and often moving sub-theme throughout the 

Quartets. Here, as in East Coker lIB and V, it is closely 

linked with the theme of old age and spiritual self - recognition, 

but the practical struggle with recalcitrant words is no longer 

a leading concern. In place of it is the practical struggle 

with B recalcitrant self, and the need for total submission of 

the self to the fires of purgation. The ghost's message would 

be a bitterly despairing one if it wer~ not for the offered 

opportunity,' at the very end of his speech, of submission to 

this refining fire. 

He (the ghost) begins his reply with an account of what he 

will not discuss. He is not concerned with the poetic work or 

theory of himself or his companion, but with the poet's soul 

and self-awareness, especially in old age: a focus which 

incidentally puts us in mind of the later Yeats, one of the 

poet-ingredients of this compound figure. Yeats's handling of 

the theme in his poetry is of course very different from the 

ghost's here, but we have seen that the identification is 

only partial, and can in any case expect the ghost's post-
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mortal insights to differ from those of his temporal life. 

And he: "I am not eager to rehearse 
My thoughts and theory which you have forgotten. 
These things have served their purpose: let them be. 

So with your own, and pray they be forgiven 
By others, as I pray you to forgive 
Both bad and good. Last season's fruit is eaten 

And the fullfed beast shall kick the empty pail. 
For last year's words belong to last year's language 
And nex t year's words awai t another voice .... " 1 0 

"My thoughts and theory" and "your own" are not in question, 

they "have served their purpose" and can be laid aside with 

whatever they contain of bad and good. The good they have 

achieved is not negated, but in spirituaJ terms it is futile 

to look back and tot it up as a kind of credit balance; the 

temporal world goes on, and the poet has no business to expect 

the milk of gratitude or . fulfilment to flow from his past: 

"Last season's fruit is eat.en/And the fullfed beast shal1 kick 

the empty pail" (a quaint but telling pastoral metaphor injected 

into this dialogue from t.he underworld). The present moment is 

all that he has, 

For last year's words belong to lasL year's language 
And next year's words await another voice. 

Or, as East Coker lIB puts it, 

The knowledge imposes a pattern, and falsifies, 
For the pal tern is new in every moment 
And every moment is a new and shocking 
Valuation of all we have been. 

Similarly, East Coker V asserts that "each venture/Is a new 

beginning". The poet's present struggle is now seen more 

clearly than ever as primarily a spiritual one, not simply a 

problem of creative artistry. 

Instead, then, of discussing poetic thought and theory, the 

ghost seizes the opportunity afforded him by his easy passage 
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"Between two worlds" to communicate a more ut'gent and - even to 

himself - more unexpected message. 

But, as the passage now presents no hindrance 
To the spirit unappeased and peregrine 
Between two worlds become much like each other, 

So I find words I never thought to speak 
In streets I never thought I should revisit 
When I left my body on a distant shore. 

The "two worlds become much like each other" are the temporal 

world of suffering in war and the spiritual world of suffering 

beyond death: earth has become like Hell or Purgatory. This, 

it is ironically suggested, has facilitated movement between 

these worlds for "the spirit unappeased and peregrine", who 

therefore has the opportunity to "find words J never thought to 

speak" to the world of living men. The "distant shore" on 

which he has left .his body has occasioned a good deal of specu -

Lation, but we need not take it in literal terms: to the dead 

who address Odysseus or Aeneas or Dante in the world of the 

shades, their place of death is always a distant shore, the 

distance being a spiritual and not a geographical one; the 

ghost is not speaking of the distance from Bloomsbury or the 

Cromwell Road or wherever the encounter is taking place. (One 

of Eliot's remarks to Hayward suggests that it was in fact in 

the Cromwell Road that he placed the meeting (CPO 181).) I 

have mentioned the dead addressing Odysseus or Aeneas or Dante; 

quite apart from Dante's obvious debt to the ancients, it is 

fairly appropriate for us to see this encounter as Homeric or 

Virgilian as ·wel1 as Dantesque - the soul speaking from beyond 

the grave is often prophetic and admonitory in all three. 

When the ghost says 
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he IS strangely echoing the words . of Little Gidding Part I: 

And what the dead had no speech for, when living, 
They can tell you, being dead: the communication 
Of the dead is tongued with fire beyond the language 

of the living. 

It is not only from the communion of the saints, and not only 

In words of reassurance, that "the communication/Of the dead is 

tongued with fire". Such pentecostal gifts may be painful as 

well as ecstatic, challenging as well as reassuring, and deli -

vered through spirits of another and an unexpected kind. 

The ghost, invoking his status of poet as his qualification 

for doing so, now offers the main body of his message: an 

account. of "the gifts reserved for age" and of how to overcome, 

through the anguish of the purgatorial process, the torment 

that they bring with them. This is the most. painful part of 

Little Gidding, if not of all the Quartets. 

Sjnce our concern was speech, and speech impelled us 
To purify the dialect of the tribe 
And urge the mind to aftersight and foresight, 

Let me disclose the gifts reserved for age 
To set a crown upon your lifetime's effort. 
First, the cold friction of expiring sense 

Without enchantment, offering no promise 
But bitter tastelessness of shadow fruit 
As body and soul begin to fall asunder. 

Second, the conscious impotence of rage 
At human folly, and the laceration 
Of laughter at what ceases to amuse. 

And last, the rending pain of re-enactment 
Of all that you have done, and been; the shame 
Of motives late revealed, and the awareness 

Of things ill done and done to others' harm 
Which once you took for exercise of virtue. 
Then fools' approval stings, and honour stains. 

From wrong to wrong the exasperated spirit 
Proceeds, unless restored by that refining fire 
Where you must move in measure, like a dancer. 
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Audrey Cahill's comment is a helpful point of departure for 

further discussion of this passage: 

The "aftersight and fot'esight" to which it is the 
poel's task to urge his readers are surely the 
recognition of significant pattern in what is past 
and what lies ahead. This technique of interpreta
tion is now applied to the poet's own life and work 
in an attempt to assess their meaning and purpose, 
and to discover how the past can be redeemed from 
frust.ration and failure. For this is the impression 
which his self-examination gives: even "exercise of 
virtue" turns out. upon closer scrutiny to have been 
"done to others' harm", and greater self - knowledge 
leads only to further depths of shame, painfully 
intensified by the world's approval and honour. ( 196) 

The ghost's qualifications for his utterance are two. He 

and all the poets he represents (not only Mallarmi or Yeats or 

Eliot himself) have in common a concern with speech which has 

impelled them to do two things: to purify and enrich a con-

stantly deteriorating language as a]l good poets must do: and 

to "urge the mind to aftersight and foresight", using that 

broader perspective which poets often possess more comprehen -

sively than the rest of us. The ghost also, we may assume, is 

endowed from beyond the grave with a further perspective 

transcending even the mortal insights of other poets. He is 

therefore peculiarly fitted to disclose with eloquence "the 

gifts reserved for' age" which, with a terrible irony, he 

describes as setting "a crown upon your lifetime's effort" -

since the "gifts" themselves seem in the first instance to 

reduce all that effort, as it bears upon the poet's personal 

life, to dust and ashes. Like "the dialect of the tribe", he 

too needs to be purified. 

The gifts are three: impotent physical longings ln a frail 
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body, impotent frustration at human folly, and the agony of 

full self- recognition which leaves no room for reassuring 

self-approval. The body will be dulled but the mind alert -

yet in all its alertness unable Lo put right either the evil 

around it or the evil in itself. Eliot's prose draft of this 

part of the speech is instructive and clear: there is little 

or no ambiguity in the ghost's revelation at this point. 

Consider what are the gifts of age - the cold craving 
when the sense is gone which kept the soul and body 
together; the angry impatience with human folly & 
turpitude & pusillanimity with the knowledge of the 
futility of protest; the doubt of self which springs 
from retrospection of past motives, the awareness of 
the fact that one was moved while believing oneself 
to be Lhe mover 

For all these ills that the enraged spirit strives 
to overcome by progressing into new and greater sin 
- there is only the one remedy, pain for pain, in 
that purgative fire which you must will, wherein you 
must learn to swim and better nature. (CFO IB9, the 
italics marking a minor correction of the Gardner 
transcript) 

The lines about these "gifts" warrant a closer look. Each 

is really, in terms of worldly gifts, a deprivation: loss of 

sensory pleasure, loss of power to change things, and loss of 

self-esteem. The first, with its oxymoronic "cold friction", 

points to the survival of the sensual impulse without any 

potency for joyous fulfilment - one of Yeats's themes in his 

poetry of old age. (And the "bitter tastelessness of shadow 

fruit" may remind us fleetingly of the deceptive fruit which, 

in Paradise Lost Book X, turns to dust and ashes in the mouths 

of Satan and his fallen host.) Whatever pleasurable impulse 

survives in the body brings frustration to the soul "As body 

and soul begin to fall asunder". 
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The second of these dubious gifts is another kind of frus

tration, practical powerlessness maddeningly aware of itself 

in the face of mankind's absurdity. We are reminded of the 

"parched eviscerate soi l" of Part TIA that "Gapes at the van :i ty 

of toil,/Laughs without mirth"; here we have, metaphorically, 

the parched and eviscerate old man whose mirthless laughter 

acquires, in i.ts "laceration" - Hayward's inspired suggestion 

(CFQ 19:n - an Hdded Sw "iftian intensity. 

Worst of all is the last gi ft, "the rending pain of re 

enactment": the lorment of self- recognition that makes a hell 

on earth. It endows one with unwonted clarity about motives 

Bnd results, including those of even the besl - intentioned 

act ion s " W hi c h 0 n c e you too k for ex e r cis e 0 f v i t· l u e" . The 

pain of hearing this is increased by our knowledge that the 

poet (as T.S. Eliot) IS fully aware of himself as successful 

in his vocalion, admired and revered by thousands of readers, 

and (in Yeats's words) a "smiling public man". It is the last 

twist of the knife for him lo realise how his aching private 

self-recognition will contrast with the public approval and 

honour accorded lo him. Yet the wretchedness of this recog-

nition is guarded from self-pity or self-consciousness by the 

dramatic matrix in which it appears: the ghost speaks with 

uncompromising firmness and the poet who hears him makes no 

reply at all. 

Without any obvious alteration in the verse - medium, Eliot 

injects remarkable force into these lines by a modification of 

syntax and diction, and by alliterative and assonantal insis -

tence. The three "sentences" beginning "First", "Second" and 
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"And last" derive not only a curt authority from their lack of 

main clauses, but also a desolate eloquence from the mingling 

of abstractions with the vivid language of physical stress: 

"cold friction", "Wit.hout enchant.Jnent.", "no promise", "fall 

asunder", "impotence", "folly", "laceration", "rending pain", 

"re-- enHct.ment", "shame", "s t i ngs II • Moreover, the prevalent 

assonance on the long ay diphthong, together with the pervasive 

alliterat.ion - especially of fiercely hissing sibilants - binds 

the utterance into an astonishing blend of poignancy, pain, and 

abrasive severity. 

FirsL, the cold friction of expiring sense 
WithouL enchantment., offering no promise 

But bitter tastelessness of shadow fruit 
As body Hnd soul begin t.o fall asunder. 

Second, the conscious impotence of rage 
At human fully, and t.he laceration 
Of laught.er at. what ceases to amuse. 

And last, the rending pain of re- enHctment 
Of all t.ha t you have done, and been; the shame 
Of motives late revealed, and the awareness 

Of things ill done and done to others' harm 
Which once you took for exercise of virtue. 
Then fools' approval stings, and honour staiDs. 

By the end of this ostensibly narrative episode, the poet's 

own pos i t. i on is comparab 1 e to Harry's in The Fami.l y Beuni OTl. 

Harry too encounters presences from another world which reflect 

his own deepseated dissatisfaction with his life in this one. 

They make his life appear finished and a failure until - like 

Orestes in the Aeschylean drama - he learns to see the Furies 

as Kindly Ones, the Eumenides who point him to the true way of 

salvation from his private agony of self- recognition. The 

compound ghost here also points the way - the paradoxical one 

of exit from torment by willing entry into torment: 
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From wrong to wrong the exasperated spirit 
Proceeds, unJess restored by that refining fire 
Where you must move in measure, like a dancer. 

The preceding lines have accumulated an intensity that pours 

itself into the striking word "exasperated" - doing more 

justice to the thought than would the more obvious "desperate" 

or "despairing". The "exasperated spirit" in question is of 

course primarily that of the poet being addressed; but there is 

a secondary sense in which it applies also to the ghost himself 

who has come like Hamlet's father, "unappeased and peregrine", 

from a realm of pain. The lines move again with alliterative 

abrasiveness ("exasperated spirit/Proceeds") that gives way 

only in the last of them Lo the aptly smooth orderliness of 

submission ("Where you .ust .ove in .easure, like a dancer"). 

This is, of course, "that refining fire" in which another 

poet, Arnaut Daniel (Purgutorio XXVI), hastily re - envelops 

himself after a short colloquy with Dante. It had possessed 

Eliot's imaginat :ion since as far back as .TlJe Waste Land with 

its reminder of how Arnaut "dived back into that fire whi.ch 

refines them" - Poi s Jas c ose nel foco che gli affina. As 

Dante makes clear, it is not merely that this fire represents 

the painfully cleansing love of God for the souls on the 

cornice of earthly lusts, but that the torment of it is gladly 

undergone in preference to all other torments, since it is the 

answer to them: hence Arnaut's haste to be re-embraced by it. 

In the submission and acceptance required lies the answer to 

exaspet'ation of spirit which would otherwise be the exclusive 

and appalling result of the ghost's revelation. And that 

submission and acceptance in turn reflect attunement to divine 
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order: "must move in measure, like a dancer". 

To move in measure is to move proportionately, in time and 

in tune with the higher will; several times in the Quartets 

the image of the dance has appeared as a symbol of the order 

recognized at the point of intersection between time and 

eternity; here, after what would olherwise have been the nadir 

of despair, this principle of eternal order is once again 

affirmed, and with the same symbol. The fire of suffering is 

thus transformed from the apparently infernal into the purga-

toria]; and with a complexiLy worthy of Dante's own treatment 

of his images, it can also be seen in retrospect as the fire 

of the Holy SpiriL, Lhe fire of the divine love, the fire that 

- in its negative or positive aspects - dominates the imagery 

of this last Quartet. This entire movement., in i t.s fus .Lon of 

many persons into one, and its fusion of places and circum -

stances (modern London in wartime, the poet's awareness of 

approaching age and of the insight of his dead predecessors, 

the Dantesque inferno and purgatorio), can be read as a final 

treatment of themes that have preoccupied Eliot since Tile Waste 

L~nd and earlier. A form of lyric epilogue to it appears in 

Little Gidding Part IV: 

We only live, only suspire 
Consumed by either fire or fire. 

The episode ends, as it must, on a muted note, but also 

reminding us of the most famous of all ghosts in literature as 

he returns to Purgatory. The significant difference is that 

this ghost has, as it were, invited his companion into 

Purgatory in turn. 



The day was breaking. In the disfigured street 
He left me, with a kind of valediction, 
And faded on the blowing of the horn. 

40:~ 

The departure is abrupt as, traditionally, it must he with the 

cODling of day. But we are directed again, before the episode 

is quite ended, to the setting - "the disfigured street" after 

the air-raid; and the "blowing of the horn", the sounding of 

the all - clear, replaces the familiar crowing of the cock from 

Ham.let. At this point the idea of the "all - clear", with all 

its possible implications, expands in our minds beyond the 

literal setting, thanks to the final affirmation that the 

ghost's message contains. 



404 

Part If I 

It is of len remarked that in its meditations on time and 

eternity Part III of each Quartet - with the exception of 

Little Gidding - m~kes use of the symbol of travelling: the 

images of the London underground in Burnt Norton and East 

Coker, and those of the train journey and the ocean voyage in 

The Dry Sal vages. 

altered. 

In Little Gidding the usual pattern is 

The previous movement, Part lIB, alludes strongly to Dante 

and his is certainly a symbolic journey; yet the episode of 

the walk through the bombed streets strikes us not as a journey 

but as a prophetic revelation. There is no need to find a 

regular journey- motif in every Quartet, at least not in speci -

fic images of travel. It would be more to the point to say 

that the whole of Little Gidding, like each of the other 

Quartets, simply unfolds from the idea of a visit to, or a 

memory of, a specific place. And this Quartet plays on the 

contrast between the meaning of such a visit on the one hand, 

and the state of the soul 1n wartime London, in age and in 

disillusionment, on the other. 

Part lIB of Li t tle Gidding, the Dante imitation, is indeed 

related thematically to earlier Quartets. What it shares with 

the corresponding movements of East Coker and The Dry Sal vages 

is its emphasis on the anguish and disillusionment that afflict 

the memory, especially in old age. (Part lIB of Burnt Norton 

differs in this respect, focussing exclusively on the affirma

tive description of the reconciling "still point".) 

Now, in Part III of Little Gidding, the poet deals not with 
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the anguish and disillusionment that afflict the memory, but 

rather with the positive, liberating function of memory. And 

like Part III of each Quartet it includes a statement on the 

nature of or need for detachment. The third movements of both 

Burnt Norton and East Coker modulate from evocation of a waste-

land exi.st.ence into the imperatives of the "negative way" of 

detachment: "Descend lower", "I said to my soul, be still, and 

wait without hope", "You must go by the way of dispossession". 

And Part III of The Dry Salvages addresses the imagined travel -

lers with the advice to "Fare forward" in the st.ate of detach·-

ment advocated by Krishna in the Bhagavad-Gita. Li ttle (hdding 

III, though indirectly didactic, present.s no explicit advice or 

imperatives, but does revert to the subject of detachment as 

distinct from mere indifference, presenting true detachment. as a 

larger and longer perspective emerging out of our inevitable 

attachment to persons and causes. 

As we leave the "familiar compound ghost" and embark on 

Part Ill, we leave the personal ( as well as representative) 

anguish of the poet, and revert to a generality of utterance 

about the generalit.y of mankind. After the strong climax of 

the ghost's message, there is a drop in tension and intensity, 

and the verse moves at first with a fairly prosaic deliberate-

ness. At one point 1n the drafting process John Hayward voiced 

his doubts about. the pace of this long- lined section: 

The first fifteen lines of Part III - the didactic 
passage - strike me as being imperfectly resolved 
into poetry, in fact rather laboured and prosy. I 
think I appreciate the difficulty of this kind of 
expository writing. It may be that it is too easy 
to cast such philosophic and ethical statements into 
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the kind of long, fluid lines you use so ingeni
ously. But this particular passage does seem to me 
to drag; to need fusing: possibly to be presented to 
the reader in a less didactic and uncompromising 
form. (eFG 199) 

Eliot agreed at t.he time t.hat it needed "thorough re - writing", 

but made none. Hayward's statement now seems rather sweeping, 

but there are details in the lines to which his objections may 

strike us as valid. 

There are t.hr~e condftions which often look al!ke 
Yet dfffer compl€tely, f16urish in the same h~dgerow: 
Att~chment to s~lf and to thfngs and to p~rsons, 

detachment 
From self and from things and from persons; and, 

gr6wing betw~en them, indIfference 
Which resembles the ot.hers as death resembles life, 
Being betw~en tw6 lfves - Gnflowering, between 
The lfve and the dfad n~t.t.le. 

The long verse-line varies easily with four, five or six 

stresses; no obv i ous pat.tern is imposed until, H lit.tle later, 

the lines contract into a regular beat of three. The reversion 

to the prosaic is underlined by the met.rical irregularity of 

virtual free verse, by the unhurried deliberation of tone, the 

repetitions, the prolongation of lines into and ideas across 

enjambement, and the slight informality of syntax. 

There are three conditions which often look alike 
Yet differ completely, flourish in the same 

hedgerow: 

this could have begun "Three conditions look alike", but the 

addition of "There are ... which often ... " relaxes the reader 

into a less questioning readiness of assent even before the 

three conditions have been named. Again, formal syntax would 

require a conjunctive "and" or "but" before "flourish in the 

same hedgerow", yet the juncture is left to hang loosely on a 

comma. (A similar syntactic informality, dispensing with a 
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relative pronoun, appeared in the first draft of the first 

line: "There are t.hree conditions look very much alike" (CFO 

199).) Eliot creates the impression of thoughts undergoing an 

approximilte conversational ordering from line to line. 

The three conditions are then named in leisurely fashion: 

"Attachment to self and to things and to persons, detachment" 

(a momentary end-of-line pause here, throwing the word into 

relief, then a lapse into the same formula in parallelism) 

"From self and from things and from persons; and," (now pro-

longing the line exceptionally in apparent disregard for 

pattern as the third condition asserts itself) "growing 

between them, indifference/Which resembles the others as death 

resembles life". 

The point can be made negatively: an ostensible concern for 

neatness of linear, metrical. and syntactic patterning might 

have produced this: 

ALtachment t.o self and to things and to persons, 
Detachment from self and from things and from 

persons; 
And, growing between them, indifference which 

resembles 
The olhers as dealh resembles life. 

This, though the words are the same, would have been somewhat 

glib in effect and would have lacked the meditative simplicity 

yet sinuousness that Eliot's arrangement gives it. The idea 

cannot be regarded as spontaneous, yet the apparently - only 

apparently - unstudied arrangement of it makes it fresh and 

persuasive. A tendency to formulaic pronouncement is reduced, 

even at the cost of slight awkwardness (as in the opening 

"There are" and the missing conjunction in the second line). 
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These three " c onditions" are made more vivid, if momentarily 

more puzzling, by the metaphor that compares them to plants or 

blossoms in a hedgerow - and suddenly we realise that our 

imaginations have been transported back from the streets of 

wartime London to the countryside of Little Gidding where "the 

hedgerow/Is blanched for an hour with transitory blossom" or 

"you would find the hedges/White again, in May, with voluptuar:y 

sweetness", 

"hedgerow", 

The shift has been managed simply by tbe one word 

It is as if bombed London is the setting of the 

poet's temporal anguish jn the present, but Little Gidding is 

the setting of his timeless mystical insights, clothing even 

the expression of them with its incidental images to make the 

distinction between true and false spiritual "blooms", 

What are th e se three conditions? Attachment and detachment 

correspond roughly to the traditional ways of affirmation and 

of negation, potential routes to spiritual growth and to the 

experience of the eternal in time, Indifference, "growing" 

close to them and therefore easily confused with detachment, is 

like the tares among the wheat in the parable: it is really as 

different from them as death is from life - it i s death, i n 

fact, and breaks out into no spiritual flowering since it is 

"the sterile apparent freedom from desire of those who have 

never felt love" (ATSE 181), This thought prepares us for its 

corollary when we glance, later in this movement, at the 

conflicts of past history: we do not need retrospectively to 

take sides in those conflicts, but that does not mean we should 

be indifferent to them, otherwise we should have nothing to 
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inherit from them and history would become meaningless and 

sterile. The distinction between detachment and indifference 

is, then, a crucial one. To adapt the words of Krishna in Part 

III of J~e Dry Salvages, if the mind of a man is not intent on 

any sphere of being, nothing in his life can fructify in the 

lives of olhers or in his own. True detachment, on the other 

hand, 1S fruitful. 

The hedgerow as metaphor, useful up to this point, now 

leads Eliot into a sub-metaphor which does him a disservice. 

He refers to indifference, belween the "two lives" of attach-

ment and detachment, as "unflowering", which is well enough; 

but then adds "between/The live and the dead nettle". This 

obscures his point. Is the phrase merely an impressionistic 

illustration of how indifference fails to bring furth flower -

ing (in which case its application is vague), or are the two 

betweel1S strictly paralleled - in other words, do "The live 

and the dead nettle" represent attachment and detachment 

respectively? The answer seems to involve such specialised 

knowledge of nettles that even the reasonably well - informed 

reader can hardly be expected to profit by il. Hayward had 

suggested inverting the phrase to "the live nettle and the 

dead" (CF() 200), but Eliot replied: 

I am sorry that I cannot fall in with your 
suggestion of an inversion of "dead nettle". You 
know as well as I do that the dead nettle is the 
family of flowering plant[s] of which the White 
Archangel is one of the commonest and closely 
resembles the stinging nettle and is found in its 
company. If I wrote "the live nettle and the dead" 
it would lend to suggest a dead stinging nettle 
instead of a quite different plant, so I don't see 
that anything can be done about that. (CF() 200) 
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This botanical pedantry is a little comical. Most of us do 

not "know as well as" Eliot does about the dead nettle, and 

with or without the inversion the automatic tendency would be 

to undersLand a reference to a dead stinging nettle. Helen 

Gardner, after quoting Eliot's response, comments: 

1 suspect that Hayward, along with many readers of 
the poem was ignorant of "the White Archangel" and 
had t.aken it. t.hat. t.he "unflowering" plant of "ind :if
ference" grew between a live and a dead specimen of 
lhe same planL. (CFQ 200) 

This is surely the natural assumption to make. But she adds: 

The image is very apt, when explained: indifference, 
that neither stings nor bears a flower, being between 
selfish love that stings and unselfish t.hat bears a 
white flower. Eliot did do something about it, by 
inserting "the" before "dead nettle", alt.hough I 
doubt if this protected readers from misapprehension. 
(CFQ200) 

I share her doubt., but not her convict.ion that the image is 

apt when explained; moreover, attachment, for all its limita-

tions, is not in this passage emphasised as a "selfish love", 

but simply as the limited love out of which the higher love 

born of det.achment may emerge. And when she goes on to 

mention in a footnote that Anne Ridler saw Eliot as actually 

confusing two different plants of the nettle family, we are 

even less likely to respond with much conviction to the image. 

The phrase "dead nettle" in any case sounds too negative as an 

image of detachment, and implicitly contradicts the high claims 

made for it both in this passage and elsewhere. The metaphor, 

fleeting though it is, is confusing and unhelpful. 

The ideas present.ed in these opening lines are now developed 

into an argument about memory as a liberating force. It is 

noteworthy that, as in Part I, the continuity of thought is 
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reinforced by frequent enjambement while most of the sentence -

endings occur 1n mid - line. 

This is the use of memory: 
For liberation - not less of love but expanding 
Of love beyond desire, and so liberation 
From the future as well as the past. Thus, love of 

a country 
Begins as attachment to our own field of action 
And comes to find that action of little importance 
Though never indifferent. History may be servitude, 
History may be freedom. See, now they vanish, 
The faces and places, with the self which, as it 

could, loved them, 
To become renewed, transf:igured, 1n another pattern. 

The first problem her'e is the meaning of "This" in "This 

is the use of memory". Does :it merely point us forward to 

"libet'ation" (what memor' y is useful for is liberati.on), or 

does it also have an anlecedent 1n the previous lines? No 

clear antecedent is discernible, b u t if we try to cement the 

joins in an otherwise loose train of association, we may 

assume that attachment and detachment between them (and not 

indifference) are what determine the nature of our memories 

and so endow them with their valuable function. I offer this 

as a tentative reading, but some such connection needs to be 

made to give the ideas coherence and continuity. Eliot has 

placed us in lhe invidious position that he deprecated in his 

early essay liThe Function of Criticism" when he remarked that 

"Comparison and analysis need only the cadavers on the t.able; 

but interpretation is always producing parts of the body from 

its pockets, and fixing them in place" (8£33). 

What the sentence in question seems to be saying is that 

memory can help to free our otherwise timebound spirits from 

the tyranny of both the past and the future; that the freedom 
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it offers does not mean a diminution of love for what is past 

or of concern for whal is to come, but an increase of delach-

ment to the point where love continues but the itch, regret 

and anxiety of desire are stilled. A comparable distinction 

between true love and mere desire appeared near the end of 

Burnt Norton: 

Desire itseJf is movement 
Not in itself desirable; 
Love is itself unmoving. 
Only the cause and end of movement, 
Timeless, Rnd undesiring 
Except in the aspect of time 
Caught in the form of limitation 
Between un-being and being. 

And an illustrution of "not less of love but expanding/Of love 

beyond desire" may be found in a poem that Eliot greatly 

admired, Tennyson's In Memoriam. Attachment to the deud 

Hallam plunges the poet into the depths of grief, but he 

gradually learns to detach himself from the limited desire of 

eat,thly communion until his love, in no way diminished. is 

liberaled into a higher love in which his spirit finds freedom: 

"My love involves the love before;/My love is vaster passion 

now" (Section 130) and "Regret is dead, but love is more" 

(Epilogue). Without the initially limited love here called 

"attachment". there is no path to the higher love made possible 

by "detachment". and so to the liberation of soul that memory. 

filled with love, brings about. 

To sum up the thought to this point: In our relation to our-

selves and the world around us, unconcern is a form of death. 

Stoic indifference is sterile and hopeless. What is needed is 

true detachment - not loveless, but an expansion of love to a 
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point where we are liberated from personal desire, and can see 

our experience from a new perspective, recognizing a larger 

pattern in which apparent conflicts are reconciled. 

What is true of love for persons also applies to love of 

other kinds, for a country or for causes. And this is the next 

step in Eliot's argument: 

Thus, love of a country 
Begins as attachment to our own field of action 
And comes to find that action of little importance 
Though never indifferent. History may be servitude, 
History may be freedom. 

What a proper use of memory does for our personal loves is what 

a pI'oper attitude to history may do for our wider loyalties. 

Love inevitably "Begins as attachment" to what commands our' 

affections in lhe limits of time and space (such as attachment 

to England in the Second World War); but the higher perspective 

of delachment, without reducing that love, "comes to find that 

action of little importance/Though never indifferent". This 

liberates us into the kind of detached aclion advocated by 

Krishna when he urged Arjuna to set aside his anxieties and 

fight without hatred or a narrow concern for results but simply 

with purity of motive. Depending on which attitude we adopt, 

"History may be servitude,/History may be freedom". 

The thought of the war is never far from the surface of the 

verse at this point, as the ambiguous phrase "field of action" 

shows. And a few lines later Eliot will widen his perspective 

to accommodate the conflicts of the seventeenth century, the 

last in which warfare, for a variety of motives and causes, 

had been conducted on English soil - including the conflict 
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that put an end to Little Gidding as an earthly community yet 

helped to ensure i.ts survival 8S a symbol "perfect.ed in death". 

We have already seen that the word "love" occurs very rarely 

in the Four Quartets, Hnd usually only towards the end of 

each. Burnt Norton V distinguished between love and desire, 

as did East Coker V when il asserted t.hat "Love is most nearly 

itself/When here and now cease to matter"; and The Dry Sa1vtiges 

V referred to the saint's occupat.ion as involving Ita lifetime's 

death in love". Each of these occurrences, including East 

Cok£~r Ill's injunction to the sou.l t.o "wait. without love" 

(without the limitations of desire), contributed to a recurrent 

emphasis on true Jove as partaking of that detachment which 

expands it "beyond desire" - the thought that we encounter at 

th:is_ point. in Little Giddinlf, whether in relation to things or 

to persons or to countries. And now, after this preparation, 

the meditation of Part III reaches its initial climax in a 

movingly matter - of-fact statement of loss and renewal, which 

applies not only La the circumstances of war but. also to the 

whole of life's experience: 

See, now they vanish, 
The faces and places, with the self which, as it 

could, loved them, 
To become renewed, transfigured, in another pattern. 

I.ike an answer to Yeats's "Man is in love, and loves what 

vanishes,/What more is there to say?", Eliot's fundamentally 

reI i gi ous affi rma t i on adds "what more tI there is to say. 1n --

directly it affirms faith in the Resurrection, but this is not 

all. The lines exert their special force partly because this 

is the one and only moment in all the Quartets when "love tl is 
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used as a verb ("the self which, as it could, loved them"); and 

part.ly because the modest. claim ("as it could") recognizes 

without any cynicism the limited capacity for love in all of 

us. As the loved faces and places disappear in the course of 

war's destruction or t'the changes and chances of our fleeting 

life", the higher love born of detachmenl renews and trans -

figures them in memory so that their loss is not total: they 

lake upon them "another pattern" in which they can be more 

fully loved without grasping attachment. And as they undergo 

this change, so too does t.he self that loved them "as it could", 

in order to love them sub specie aeternitatis as it could not 

do before. The passage feels a lit.tle like a dist.anl echo, 

though certainly less triumphant, of St Paul's words about the 

resurrection of the dead: 

It is sown in corruption, it is raised in incorrup 
tion: it is sown in di.shonour, it is raised in glory: 
it is sown in weakness, it :is raised in power: jl .is 
sown a natural body, i.t is rai.sed a spiritual body ... 
(I Corinthians 15:42- 44) 

It is also reminiscent of, though again far less final than, 

Dante's account of his beatific vision in which all earthly 

losses and fragments are gathered into the divine pattern in 

such a way that no Joss need be seen as lasting forever: 

In that abyss I saw how love held bound 
Into one volume all the leaves whose flight 
Is scattered through the universe around .... 
(Para. XXXIII.85-87) 

Shortly after the passage just quoted from St Paul, he 

continues: 

The sting of death is sin; and the strength of sin 
is the law. But thanks be to God, which giveth us 
the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. (I 
Corinthians 15:56-57) 
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As if with this in mind. Eliot begins the next section by 

recognizing, in the words of the fourteenth - century mystical 

writer Julian of Norwich, the inevitability and, in the logic 

of salvation. the necessity of sin: 

Sin is Behovely, but 
A.l.1 shall be well. and 
All manner of thing shall be well. 

Seen from t.he Jonger perspective, sin is uBehovely" as part of 

the pattern determined by the di~ine love. Dame Julian's 

comment on the mystical revelation received in those words was: 

In this naked word sin, Our Lord brought to my mind, 
generally, all that is not good, and the shameful 
despite and utter noughting that He bare for us in 
this .l.ife, and His dying; and all the pains and 
passions of all His creatures. ghostly and bodily; 
(for we be all partly noughted, and we shall be 
noughted following our Master, Jesus, till we be full 
purged, that is to say, till we be fully Doughted of 
our deadly flesh and of all our inward affections 
which are not very good.) 

Audrey Cahill, after quoting this, appropriately adds: 

This "noughting" is t.he process of being made aware 
of our own insignificance: · it is the process of 
learning detachment; it is the purgation in "the 
refining fire". In this process all experience can 
be used. even that which at the time seems, and 
indeed is, evil or sinful; for in this process the 
paradox of the wounded surgeon comes to life. (199) 

From this revelation the third movement. without losing its 

meditative quality, undergoes a ligh1ening of i1s rhythm into 

a pattern of three stresses. and takes us back more explicitly 

to I.ittle Gidding ("this place U
) and the history surrounding 

it. The theme is our memories of the dead as well as the uses 

of memory. 

If 1 thfnk, ag61n, of thts plice, 
And of people, nat wholly commendable, 
Of n6 imm~diate kin or k1ndness, 



But s6me of pec~liar g~nius, 
All touched by a common genius, 
Unfted in the str1fe which div~ded them; 
If I th1nk of a k1ng at nfghtfull, 
Of thr~e men, and m6re, on the sciffold 
And a f~w who dred forgotten 
In other places, here and abroad, 
And of one who dted bl1nd and quret, 
Why should we c~lebrate 
These d~ad men more than the d~ing? 
It is not to rfng the b~ll b'ckward 
Nor 1s it an fncantfition 
To summon the spectre of a R~se. 
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]n the degree to which the poet thinks not merely of a place 

but of its history, and of people connected with its history 

and olher history, .Litt.le aidd.ing goes further than the other 

Quartets. It is more peopled with specific figures than the 

other three. By its standards Burnt Norton is impersonal, 

East Coker and The Dry Salvages anonymous. M.C. Bradbrook 

notes t.his deve:topment in these poems of "inner experience": 

The house of Burnt Norton is empty and deserted, and 
only the vision of children seen [more correctly, 
the sound of chi ldren heard] in the garden suggests 
the possible existence of other human forms. In 
East Coker the ghosts of the village merrymakers are 
seen danc:ing in a field at midnight: and in The /Jry 
Salvages, the fishermen setting and hauling, the 
travellers and the women . .. are more substantial .... 
Little Gidding is filled with a sense of historic 
characters - Milton, Charles I, the Ferrars, Julian 
of No['wich .... (34: parenthesis added) 

The principle of Incarnation, enunciated at the end of The Dry 

Salvages, carries with it the corollary that the individual 

person, place or event remains of infinite significance, not 

dwarfed by time. So in Little Gidding history makes sense: it 

is not a series of merely arbitrary events. In the light of 

the belief in Incarnation, it is seen as a pattern of timeless 

moments, and in the recognition of this pattern all conflicts 

and enmities, parties and factions, are in the larger scheme 
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of things reconciled. In the words of Burnt Norton II - which 

now apply to more thaD the personaJ moment of illumination - we 

hear upon the sodden floor 
Below, the boarhound and the boar 
Pursue their pattern as before 
But reconciled among the stars. 

The fact that the actors of past history "Accept the constitu-

tion of silence/And are folded in a single party" does not 

negate the reality and importance of their differences at the 

time of conflict. The bearing of these thoughts, not only on 

the seventeenth-century Civil War but also on the twentieth-

cenLury World War, is obvious. Accordingly, as 1 have already 

suggested, ELiot can in Little Gidding write inter alia a war 

poem in which the comment "Hist.ory is now and England" is, if 

properly understood, neither insular no~ jingoistic. 

The syntax 1n the middle of Part III is rather strange. One 

thirteen-line sentence consists of eleven lines of conditional 

clauses governed by "If I think of ... ", apparently anticipating 

a resolving statement. But the main clause of two lines which 

resolves them offers, instead of straight statement, a quite 

unexpected question, "Why should we celebrate/These dead men 

more than the dying?" - in other words, why focus on the past 

conflicts more than on the present one? The number of lines 

given to figures of the past, especially those connected with 

Little Gidding and the Civil War of the seventeenth century, 

reinforces the impression that the poet is focussing on the 

dead (who are now living, "renewed, transfigured, in another 

pattern") more than on the living (who are now dying). 

These dead men were 



people, not wholly commendable, 
Of no immediate kin or kindness, 
But some of peculiar genius, 
All touched by a common genius, 
United in the strife which divided them; 
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that IS, they were fallible mortals, though in some cases pos '-

sessed of genius, ranged on either side in a major conflict but 

now, in the paradoxical perspective of history, united. (The 

a 11 i t e r' a t ion 0 f "c 0 m men dab 1 e", "k in", " kin d n e s s ", " com m 0 n" , an d 

the assonance of "United in the strife which divided them", 

help to reinforce our sense of this unity.) The word "genius" 

acquires through repet.:ition a flavour of ambiguity: some were 

of peculiar geni.us but all were touched by a commolJ genius. 

We think first of extraordinary personal ability in the modern 

sense, and then perhaps - in the older sense - of a tutelary or 

presiding spirit of a person or place or age: in this case one 

common to them all, even to those opposed to what the place, 

Little Gidding itself, stood for. 

The tutelary, pr'esiding "genius" of this Quartet as a whole 

is the Holy Spirit, and it might be objected that Eliot IS 

claiming God's support for both sides in the Civil War. But 

is this as strange as it looks? The point is surely that God 

works in individuals who have different lights and loyalties, 

and is ultimately on all sides because really he is on none, 

transcending them all in ways that we - with our limited vision 

in the present - cannot recognise at the moment of conflict: 

before God no side is wholly right or wholly wrong. 
The lives and deaths of many individuals contribute 
to the significant pattern of history, not because 
they were on the winning side or even on the "right 
side", but because of the dedication of their action. 
(Cahill 199) 
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"All manner of thing shall be well", but this does not divest 

us, and never has divested us, of the responsibility to fight 

like Arjuna, keeping our motives pure. We too will eventually 

be united in the strife that now divides us (or then, during 

World War II, did ). 

The individuRl figures Eliot has in mind have often been 

named. The "king at nightfall" is Charles I, who one night in 

May 1646 soughL shelter at Gidding during his flight from the 

Parliamentarians. The "three men ... on the scaffold" - though 

there were "more" - are commonly identified as Archbishop Laud, 

Thomas Strafford Earl of Wentworth, and King Charles himself. 

Those who "died forgotten/In other places, here and abroad" 

would include Richard Crashaw the poet, and the "one who died 

blind and quiet" is presumably their enemy, John Milton. Many 

other figures - especially on the Parliamentarian side - might 

fill out the .list, but this handful of more obvious identi1.:ies 

is all that is needed to give the lines their impact by remind 

ing us that Eliot is thinking of specific people. 

The question remains: if the poet thinks of these men, "Why 

should we celebrate/These dead men more than the dying?" The 

shift from "I" to "we" and the word "celebrate" are not acci

dent al: the draft vers i on, "Why s houl d a man lament" (CFQ 

202), was deliberately altered to "Why should we celebrate", 

emphasising communal commemoration of those who have become 

transfigured "in another pattern". What it says, in effect, 

is "Why [you may ask, or I ask myself] should we celebrate/ 

These dead men more than the dying?" - since from a temporal 
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viewpoint, especially in wartime, this is strange behaviour. 

The poet goes on to give an answer which is already implicit 

in what we have seen above. To celebrate the long dead in 

other causes, we learn, does not after all constitute romantic 

escapism, contempt for the present, or elevation of the past 

at its expense. It is to look at bolh present and past in 

proper relation to each other in the pattern which is history, 

seen from the transcendent viewpoint of the detachment we have 

been reading about. This is what makes history "freedom" and 

not "servitude". 

This is the general tenour of the lines that follow; but 

rather puzzling among them is the choice of images in the 

assertion that to celebrate the dead 

is not to ring the bell backward 
Nor is it an incantation 
To summon the spectre of a Rose. 

More than pardonable is the suspicion that Eliot is here indul -

ging in either very private or somewhat confused symbolism. 

According to Helen Gardner, to ring a pea] of bells in reverse 

("backward", starting with the bass and not the tr'eble) means 

to send out a signal of distress or alarm (CF() 205); and she 

refers to Sir Walter Scott's song (in The Doom of Devorgoil, 

II. ii) in which "The bells are rung backward, the drums they 

are beat" (and a few lines later in Little Gidding occurs the 

line "Or follow an antique drum") (CF() 204). Yet Eliot changed 

"bells" in draft to the singular" "bell", and a single bell, of 

course, cannot be rung backward. Eliot, therefore, - so her 

argument goes - misunderstood the meaning of Scott's phrase and 

adapted it to an independent metaphorical meaning such as 
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"reverse the course of history" or "turn the clock back"; 

which is what, in effe c t, Dundee in Scott's poem was attemp

ting when he aimed to undo the "Glorious Revolution" of 1688 by 

seLting up the standard the next year for James II, another 

ousted Stuart monarch (CFO 205). Her theory, if cumbersome to 

explain, is convincing AS an account of how the image entered 

the poem; more simply we can suggest that in the final version 

t.he poel is disclaiming any attempt to "bring back the dead" by 

somehow reversing their death - knell. This fits the alteration 

to the singular, but the Gardner theory accounLs for the plural 

in the earlier version. 

In the next two lines Eliot seems to be saying more or less 

the same thing in different words. His mention of the dead -

metaphorically musical or verbal, a bell or an incantation -

is not designed to restore them to our consciousness as they 

were when alive. The idea of summoning a spectre by incanta-

tion ['ecalls the occult arts dismissed in Tile Dry Salvages V; 

and the poet appears to claim that he is certainly not indul 

ging (like those who attend seances) in the sentimentality of 

such misguided attachment: detachment is, after all, the higher 

mode of love and of memory. 

But why "To summon the spectre [he originally wrote "ghost" 

(CFO 202)] of a Rose"? Hayward, assuming that the line 

consciously echoed Sir Thomas Browne's The (;Brden o.f Cyrus 

(see above, p.365), suggested "raise up" instead of IIsummon ll 

as a closer and more evocative echo. Eliot's response shows 

that his conscious thought, at least, was not of Browne but of 
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the ballet Le Spectre de 18 Rose, in which Nijinsky had 

distinguished himself a generation earlier, and in which the 

spirit of the rose she has worn represents a young girl's 

dream- memory of the ball from which she has just returned. 

Eliot remal'ked that "perhaps it ,,,ould be better to go all out 

for the quotation" from Browne (CF() 202), but apparently 

changed his mind, since his final version rejects Hayward's 

sup;gestion and reads "To summon the spectre of R Rose" 

(virtually the ballet's title) rather than "To raise up the 

Ifhos t of R Rose", whi ch wou I d ha va fo.L] owed Browne close I y. 

In any event, neither Browne nor the ballet really clarifies 

the choice of image. 

A further step jn the course of revision offers liltle help: 

the use of a capital letter for "Rose". Eliot wanted a refer -

ence, he said, back to the "Royal Rose". This appears early in 

Part I I I of The Dry Sal vag"es, and in that context, as I have 

said, seems to me a symbol of romantic nostalgia (as is the 

spectre in the ballet), But Eliot's own comments, in response 

to a question from Bonamy Dobr~e about the significance of the 

rose in the Quartets, introduce further confusion: 

There are really three roses in the sel of poems; 
the sensuous rose, the socio-political Rose (always 
appearing with a capital letter) and the spiritual 
rose: and the three have got to be in some way 
identified as one. (Tate 89) 

Recounting this, Dobree added "I must confess that I was not 

much illuminated", and I share his feeling. If the "Rose" 

here is socio-political - whatever that may mean, but presuma-

bly referring to lhe past glory of England through its heraldic 

flower - one would expect" tbe Rose" (as one would, too, in a 
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strict quotation of the ballet title); and I can see no socio-

pol i tic aIm e ani n gin the "R 0 y a I R 0 s e !I 0 f .7'h e ]) r y S B J II age s . 

This image of summoning the spectre of a "Rose" remains a 

puzzling one, perhaps all the more so because we have so much 

recorded comment on it. Sometimes the only way for a commen-

tator to account for an image is, regrettably, to ignore the 

poet's account of his conscious intentions, and this I suspect 

is a case in poinl. The general impression we receive from the 

lines is that the poet's references to the men three centuries 

dead are not attempts to revive old conflicts, recall ghosts or 

indulge in romantic nostalgia, but aim to present the old faces 

and places as "renewed, transfigured, in anot.her pattern". 

This reading is, at any rate, supported by the rest of Part III. 

We cannol revive old factions 
We cannot restore old policies 
Or follow an antique drum. 
These men, and those who opposed them 
And those whom they opposed 
Accept the constitution of silence 
And are folded in a single party. 
Whatever we inherit from the fortunate 
We have taken from lhe defealed 
What they had to leave us - a symbol: 
A symbol perfected in deuth. 
And all shall be well and 
All manner of thing shall be well 
By the purification of the motive 
In the ground of our beseeching. 

One of the remarkable things to be noted about the three-

stress line Eliot uses here is the way in which he adapts it, 

without any effect of unnatural wrenching, to the various 

purposes of cataloguing individuals, questioning and defending 

his motives, pursuing and resolving his argument, drawing a 

corollary from it, and finally rising again to th~ coda of 
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mystical incantation on which the section began. 

Having said, in rather obscure metaphors, that his purpose 

is not to do certain things, he goes on in clearly literal 

terms to say that these things cannot in fact be done: the 

history of the past cannot be re-enacted and its causes cannot 

be re-espoused; the perspective from which we ought to, and do, 

see them is now quite different. So we read, not "I will not 

revive old fact .. ions ... " but. "We cannot revive old fact:ioJls ... ". 

The threefold patterning of statements at this point is 

noteworthy: we cannot (a) revive, (b) restore, (c) follow; we 

cannot do these things to (a) old factions, (b) old policies, 

(e) an anlique drum; the me n :in quest.ion are (a) "These men", 

(b) "those who opposed them, (c ) "those whom they opposed". 

These triads h elp to prepare us for a renewal of incantat.ion 

as we approach the end of Part III, and the terms associated 

with political content.ions ( "factions", "policles", "opposed", 

" can s tit uti on", " par t y") g i ve way tot he p a [' a d a x i cal t [' .i u mph 

of defeat and the repeat.ed affirmations of the myst:ic. 1'hl s 

process is quietly helped, too, by the tendency of the last 

political terms, "constitution" and "party", to shimmer with 

metaphorical ambiguity. To accept the constitution of silence 

is to accept the figurative form of political order imposed by 

the decrees of silence (in other words, death), and to accept 

the peace and stability which that silence of death affords. 

The word "Accept" does duty for both a necessary submission and 

a willing and even grateful welcoming of what is offered. To 

be "folded in a single party" endorses and expands on the idea 

expressed in "United in the strife which divided them", and 
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becomes an image of peace ; "folded" helps the effect by its 

connotation of being enveloped in one protective fold, like 

sheep settled for the night. 

Having "folded" these men away with that. air of gentle aud 

respectful finality, the passage goes on to discuss what we 

have inherited from them. Our debt to the men of the past i s 

not only to their successes but also to their defeats, because 

- from the longer perspective of a detached view of history -

the meanings of success and defeat go beyond what lhey looked 

ljke at i.he t.ime of earthly conflict. In a period of strife, 

the poet assures his readers that in the long term, what we 

cal.l defeat has its own value as well as what we call success. 

Little Gidding's community, not least through its "defeat" at 

its disbandment, became a "symbol perfect.ed in death". J u I j a 

Reibetanz expresses the idea admirably: 

LitLle Gidding can teach the lesson of detachment. by 
being itself a symbol - a symbol of the partisan 
actions of the Civil War no longer divided in the 
pursuit of temporal goals, but united in the service 
of history's timeless end. What. we ultimately 
inherit from the adversaries of the Civil War is 
what they symbolize so united in death, vict.ors and 
vanquished alike .... whatever factions we may support 
and to whatever purpose, our strife must necessarily 
serve an end beyond the end we may have figured .... 
It is only the dead who can speak to us so well of a 
way of acting that sees beyond immediate ends and is 
conscious always of the larger pattern within which 
all actions must take their place. (172-173) 

In the phrase "A symbol perfected in death", "perfected" 

carries its connotations of finished, completed, accomplished 

- like the traditional consummllt"um est from the Cross, the 

archetype, we may call it, of symbols perfected in death, of 

apparent defeat being made to serve purposes beyond the ones 
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immediately visible to eyes blinded by temporality. 

Eliol can therefo~e revert with confidence to the words of 

Julian of Norwich, "And all shall be well and/All manner of 

thing shall be well", this time adding a more explicit indicH

tion of bow they shall be made well: i.t is "the purification 

of the mot:ive" thaI. empowers defeat to take upon itself the 

face of triumph and so, at last, become that perfected symbol. 

So Eliol closes his movement with a further echo from Dame 

Julian, who received one of her revelations in the words "I am 

the Ground of thy beseeching": God is the source as well as the 

recipient of her petitions. Eliot adapts this phrase ("In the 

ground of our beseeching") not merely as a periphrasis for the 

divine name, but in order to complete the assertion that behind 

the his tor y w h i c h " m Ii y be f r e e d 0 m", b e h i n d the de t. a c h men t t. b cd. 

sees it as such, and behind the purity of motive that perfects 

its pattern, lies the same transcendent power. Like severa .l of 

the words in this movement, "ground" is slightly ambiguous. It 

means the basis or foundation of all we wish and ask for, bul 

it also indirectly reminds us that the poet's meditation has 

sprung from (is "grounded in") a specific pillce, Little 

Gidding, where "prayer has been valid" in a special way. 

Some of Eliot's draft versions ended with neither the re 

peated nor the new echo of Dame Julian, but with an adaptation 

of the traditional Anima Christi prayer (CFQ 208). This was 

remodelled to accommodate the symbolism of the four Heraclitean 

elements, with "Soul" representing air and "Body" representing 

earth: 



Soul of Christ. sanctify them, 
Body of Christ, let their bodies be good earth, 
Water from the side of Christ, wash them, 
Fire from the heart of Christ, incinerate them. 
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At one stage he also added several lines referring to other 

"defeats" of figures in English history such as Richard III and 

the Duke of Wellington (CFO 209-210). It is of course easy to 

be wise after the event, but clearly it is fortunate thal he 

deleted these and reverted to Julian instead. The adaptation 

of the AJJ .ima Chr.ist.i was c.Learly intended to take up the four 

elements from Part IIA and, more important, to anttcipate the 

"incinerating" fire of Part IV; but in this context it. wou .ld 

have felt more than a little contrived. Moreover, its pet it ions 

for "them" wouLd have turned our attention back to the figures 

of history instead of forward to the universal assurances he 

has derived from meditation on them. Once the point has been 

made about the "symbol perfected in death", mention of further 

individual figures from history would be redundant and distrac-

ting. In the final version, on the other hand, the significant 

word which (departing from Julian's text) most aptly reminds 

the reader of the poet's main concern, is the generic pronoun 

"our": the God who makes sense of' history is, after all, the 

"ground of our beseeching". 
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Part IV 

In its treatment of detachment Part III pursued the theme 

of the liberation afforded by memory and history, and resolved 

that theme in its clos :ing assurances that "All shall be well". 

It ended on a note anticipating ultimate peace. 

The lyric of Part IV, in total contrast, breaks upon us 

with challenging intensity, its images taking our minds back 

to "the dark dove wit.h the flickering tongue" of the air - raid 

in lIB, and to the "refining fire" at the end of that section. 

Here, however, we are confronted not with a bomber in a l ite ra] 

attack but with the fire of the Holy Spirit descending in a 

spiritual "air - raid". The poet challenges the reassuring idea 

of this divine power as merely the Paraclete, the Comforter, 

by presenting the pentecostal gift as the agonising fire of 

purgation by the love of God - the only path to that peace 

which "the Spirit of truth" (JoJ1JJ 14:17) is promised to bring: 

But the Comforter, which is the Holy Ghost, whom the 
Father will send in my name, he shall teach you all 
things, and bring all things to your remembrance, 
whatsoever 1 have said unto you. Peace 1 leave with 
you, my peace I give unto you (John 14:26-27): 

but the next words are, significantly, "not as the world giveth, 

give I unto you". The torment accompanying the descent of the 

Spirit is certainly not what the world calls peace or comfort, 

although it is the only way to them. Part l's account of the 

pentecostal illumination freely given is clearly only a part 

of the full picture, a fleeting foretaste but not a complete 

realisation of what the Spirit's action entails. 

In the manner of Dante, Eliot here brings together several 

traditionsl connotations of the fire - symbol in Christian 
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iconography, and intensifies them by conflation: fire as the 

visible manifestation of the Holy Spirit; fire as the refining 

agent of purgatorial suffering; and fire as both the power and 

the love of God. Their combined force is Augmented by the 

opposition between them on the one hand and, on the other, the 

symbol of fire as the destructive force of unappeasabJe earthly 

desire. And the lyric presents an inescapable choice between 

the two kinds of fire, destructive and redemptive. Each one 

promises anguish, but the one pain leads to salvatioll while the 

other leads to nothing but more pain. And we must be either 

consumed in sterile perpetuity or consumed in order to be fully 

purified. 

The d6ve desc~nding br~aks the 'lr 
With flame of lncandescent terror 
Of whIch the t5ngues declfire 
The 6ne discharge from sfn and error. 
The 6nly h5pe, or ~lse desp'ir 

L1es in the ch6ice of p~re or p~re -
To b~ red~emed from ffre by ffre. 

wh6 then devIsed the t6rment ? L6ve. 
L6ve is the ~nfamrliar Name 
Behind the h'nds that w6ve 
The fnt61erable shfrt of flame 
Which hGman p6wer cann6t rem6ve. 

We 6nly lIve, 6nly suspIre 
ConsGmed by ~ither ffre or f1re. 

This is the most tighLly constructed of the Part IV lyrics. 

Burnt Norton IV communicated a haunting blend of peace and 

expectancy at the It s t iII point", and The Pry Sal v8ges I V was an 

act of intercession to the Virgin. These movements in East 

Coker and Little Gidding are clearly aligned with each other, 

both in theme and in their strictness of stanzaic pattern and 

rhyme scheme. The former dealt with the agony of redemption 



from "disease" by "disease" (taking the word in its widest meta

phorical senses): the wounded surgeon hurts in order to heal. 

The latter deals with the agony of redemption from "fire" by 

"fire" (again taking the word in it.s widest - and most mult.iple 

- metaphorical senses): the fiery dove burns in order to purify. 

The stanzas are built on the iambic t.et.rameter line, except 

that the third line of each contracts into a trimeter, giving 

us momentary pause by it.s brevity and so avoiding glibness of 

movement. In rhyme scheme they resemble the Chaucer ian stanza 

or rime royal, again with one exception: the fifth line rhymes 

on a instead of b. This denies the ear the anticipatory 

resolut.ion of a couplet in lines 4 - 5, keeping the cadences open 

until lines 6-7 (indented as a couplet and rhymed identically 

in bolh stanzas) close them. This throws into stronger relief 

the reiterated statement of the final couplets. Another detail 

that prevents lines 4 and 5 from tending towards premature 

resolution is the sentence patterning which places a full stop 

after line 4 ln stanza I and only after line 5 in stanza 2. 

A complex pattern is also set up by allowing lines in the 

second stanza to offer verbal, semantic or contrastive echoes 

to lines in the first: "Of which the tongues declare" and 

"Behi nd the hands that wove"; "Wi th flame of incandescent 

terror" and "The intolerable shirt of flame"; "The one discharge 

from sin and error" and "Which human power cannot remove"; 

"The only hope, or else despair" and "We only live, only 

suspire"; and, of course, "To be redeemed from fire by fire" 

and "Consumed bye i the t' f.i re or fire". 

In Biblical tradition the Holy Ghost descends in one of three 
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forms: dove, tongues of fire, wind. The dove manifestation is 

not normally combined with either of the other two, but here 

and in Part II Eliot deliberately conflates dove and fire 

to intensify the effect. Iconography makes the dove also a 

symbol of peace, which allows the poet in this instance to play 

on the paradox that ~pjrjtua] peace is intimately related Lo 

that spiritual anguish embodied in the symbol of fire. 

In 1939 Charles Williams, Eliol's chief menlor in his DanLe 

studies, had published his book on the Holy Spirit in the 

history of t.he Church under the l.i tIe .TiJe DeSCeJ1i of tiJe J)ove. 

Although the phrase "The dove descending" can easily be deri.ved 

from the gaspe] accounts of Christ's baptism, it is very likely 

that Williams's title influenced it. His book also contains 

discussions not only of Dante but, more briefly, of Julian of 

Norwich and of the anonymous author quoted in the middle of 

Little Oidding Parl V: the writer of the mystical work .TiJe 

C.l oud of Unknowing'. 

More baroque than biblical or medieval is the image In which 

the descending dove "breaks the air/With flame". It reminds us 

a litlle of how, in seicenlo painling, celeslial figures are 

often seen either parting, or half enveloped in, clouds as they 

ascend or descend. (A good literary example of this kind of 

image is Milton's account in his Nativity hymn of the figure of 

Peace descending to earth.) What is arresting in Eliol's case 

is the substitution of "air" for "cloud" or "clouds", which is 

less immediately visual yet makes the verb "breaks" more stri -

king. Although air is not normally thought of as broken or 
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breakable, the image reinforces the impress10n of a swift and 

streamlined passage, yet one that creales turbulence around it: 

the Spirit "bombs" the consciousness, and of course the earlier 

description of the bomber has helped to prepare for this. 

As well as being a dove it brings, or is, flame "of incan-

descent terror". The adject i ve- noun relationship is R very 

interesting one, because the former seems to have a double 

function. The Spirit as flame is incandescent, but its effect 

on the human heart is to set that on fire too: the fire of 

terror which may, with a proper response, become the fire of 

love. The Spirit and the human heart, the love and the terror, 

the cause and the effect, are closely connected by the synlactic 

compression of the phrase. And the placing here of a feminine 

rhyme ("terror" and "error" form the only feminine endings in 

the lyric) contributes an emotive quivering effect to the 

rhyth~ - a more complex because emotively a more ambivalent one 

than in the fir'st movement where "The soul's sap quivers". 

Familiar from the book of Acts are the accounts of the 

Spirit's descent in tongues of fire (indicating physical shape) 

and the resulting "gift of tongues" by which the apostles were 

enabled to preach the gospel at Pentecost. These two meanings 

of "tongues" are really quite different - elongated divisions 

on the one hand and a variety of languages on the other - but 

the word common to both creates a profound connection between 

them. The physical separation of the one theophany into indi-

vidual tongue- shapes leads to the spiritual unification of 

many men formerly separated by a variety of tongue-sounds. 

Eliot exploits the double meaning of "tongues" while omitting 
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reference to the mediation of apostle or preacher, so making 

the experience in both senses of the word more innnediate. We 

are not worried by the potentially grotesque detail of a dove 

with many tongues, hecause our minds have been attuned to 

prompt adaptation of physical detail into metaphor, partly by 

the ambigui ly of "tongues" itself. And these are longues that 

not merely descend but also "declare". The firm alliterative 

links help to bind the thought together: the dove descending 

can declare the discharge; and the nature as well as the 

effect of the descent is emphasised in the sound - pattern link 

ing "descending" with "incandescent". 

WlHlt the tongues declare is "The one discharge from sin and 

error", the only way of release from them. But "discharge" is 

one of those words which, without any obtrusive punning, takes 

on subtly new shades like taffeta as it turns in the mind. One 

connotation is to unload, to relieve of a burden - another way 

of setting free, in addition to that of dismissing a conscript 

or manumitling a slave. Finally, afler the description of the 

dove's descent like a bolt of lightning it is easy, if only 

subconsciously, to sense in "discharge" some of the connota -

tions of an electrical impulse. The flames not only declare 

the one way of release, they are also felt, rather like a 

cauterising agent, to offer and perform it. 

It The one discharge" is prompt I y echoed in" The only hope" 

of the next line. (It is well worth noticing how often in this 

lyric the simple definite article appears where we might expect 

a personal pronoun such as "our" or "his", so lending an added 
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couplet does the generic "We" appear.) The stanza ends in a 

careful set of antithetical balances between words of opposite 

meaning or the same words with diametrically opposed reference: 

The only hope, or else despair 
Lies in the choice of pyre or pyre -
Tab e r- e dee m e d fro m f.i reb y fir e . 

This balancing points up the element of choice in the theme, 

and is reinforced again by the music of linked sounds ("des pair-" 

and " pyre", "To be redeemed"). And in the next stanza, with 

ils allusion to lhe death - or rather apotheosis - of Heracles, 

the word "pyre" is allowed to develop in significance. 

The nature of the choice is well expressed by Helen Gardner: 

The fires which have flamed and glowed throughout 
the poem here break out and declare their nature. 
Man cannot help loving; his choice is between the 
fire of self- love and the fire of the love of God. 
(ATSE 182) 

"Mun cannot. help loving": indeed, love is the source of all 

that is in him both of good and of evil. Eliot was naturally 

familiar with the form Dante gave to this idea in the Purga -

tor i o. As the travellers reach the fourth cornice and pause 

for the night., Virgil instructs Dante on love as the source of 

both good and evil, going on to explain how all the sins purged 

on the Mount have their origins in love. 

So he began: "Never, my son, was yet 
Creator, no, nor creature, without love 
Natural or rational - and thou knowest it. 

The nalural cannot make an erring move; 
The other may, either by faulty aim 
Or else by too much zeal, or lack thereof. 

When to the great prime goods it makes full claim, 
Or to the lesser goods in measure due, 
No sin can come of its delight in them; 



But if it swerve to evil, or pursue 
Good ends too hol of foot or slack of speed, 
Then would the Workman's work His work undo. 
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Bethlnk thee then how Jove must be the seed 
In you, not only of each virtuous action, 
But also of. each punishable deed." (Purg. XVII. 91- -105) 

Our "love gone wrong" has produced the torment fI'om which we 

can find release only through that other torment devised by the 

divine Love and symbolised by the refining fire of Purgatory. 

To the age-old question of how a God of love can permit or 

inflict suffering, Eliot does not address himself directly; 

the poem altempts none of the patient argument of classical 

apologetics. But it does, like the writings of the mystics, 

confront this queslion through images that affirm the mysteri -

ous paradoxes of the orthodox answer. Julian of Norwich 

records one of her revelations offering, in response to the 

riddle of evil, the one answer that faith can and must accept: 

Wouldsl thou learn thy Lord's meaning in this thing? 
Learn it we 11: Love was Hi s mean i ng. Who shewed it 
thee? Love. What shewed He thee? Love. Wherefore 
shewed it He? For Love. Hold thee therein and thou 
shall learn and know more in the same. (Cahill 201 -
202) 

The reader's response to such a line as "Who then devised 

the torment? Love" inevitably depends to some extent on indi-

vidual temperament and religious conviction. But we have been 

prepared for it by the affirmations, in Part III, about the 

nature of history and the longer perspective of detachment that 

makes sense, in retrospect, of its many conflicts. It can in 

facl be claimed that what we have in Parts lIB, III and IV is, 

successively, a series of "longer perspectives", focussing in 

turn on the ageing poet's consciousness of himself, on the 
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reader's (and poet's) consciousness of past history, and now on 

the universal human consciousness of the eternal opposition of 

good and evil and of the choice between them. 

As man's love gone wrong, yet love nevertheless, is the 

origin of sin, so God's love tormenting, yet love nevertheless, 

is the source of release from :it.: "Love is t.he unfamiliar Name" 

that answers the ultimate question - and the impact would be 

reduced if the more familiar name of God were introduced here, 

even though the meaning is clear enough. The connotations of 

"Love" are more universally affirmative than those of "God"; 

yet the poet is not concerned to soft-pedal the devastating 

paradoxes he offers, since he immediately goes on to make 

"Love" l'esponsi.ble for "The intol.erable shirt of flame" that 

afflict.s mankind. It is the very name "Behind the hands that 

wove" this shirt; and if the transition from "Name" to "hands", 

and the preposition "Behind", seem to make the connection less 

painfully immediate, we are nevertheless forced to respond to 

the deliberateness implicit in "wove". The hands that wove are 

the hands that created us, and the shirt of flame - of our 

anguished earthly longings - is so much a part of us that it 

must continue to burn us until it in turn is burnt away. 

The allusion here to the Nessus shirt of Heracles is wonder -

fully apt. Steeped in the blood of the centaur Nessus, it was 

presented to Heracles by his wife Deianeira as a charm to 

ensure his continued love for her when it was threatened by his 

infatuation with the captive Iole. But its poison caused it to 

grow fast to his skin and to inflame his body with agony. The 



43H 

only way for him to remove it was to light a funeral pyre for 

himself and throw himself into it - whereupon in ~arthly terms 

he died, but in celestial ones underwent an apotheosis, ascend-

ing to Olympus with the baser elements burnt away, to become an 

immortal among the gods (Graves 11.201-203). The origin of the 

torment lay in "love gone wrong", and that evil is embodied in 

the shirt of Nessus; but the very answer to that agony was the 

further agony of the pyre by which Heracles was purified and 

made fit for immortality. The striking correspondence to the 

theme of Eliot's lyric extends even to the crucial detail thaL 

"human power cannot remove" the shirt of Nessus which causes 

such pain. And the ghost's words at the end of Part JIB, 

From wrong to wrong the exasperated spirit 
Proceeds, unless restored by that refining fire 

return to us with renewed force. 

Having made his poinl so firmly and finally, the poel has 

little left to do except reiterate the alternatives mentioned 

in the previous stanZD. Yel lhe end of the lyric is not an 

anticlimax: in stanza 1 , the choice between the fires represen-

ted "The only hope, or else despair"; in stanza 2, the line that 

echoes this drives the point home by introducing the hitherto 

tactfully avoided word "We", and alters the emphasis from choice 

to the grim inevitability of fire, one way or the other, as a 

condition of life itself: 

We only live, only suspire 
Consumed by either fire or fire. 

This is not to negate the necessity of choice, but to insist on 

the inescapable context in which it must be made. 

Some further comments on rhythm and sound are appropriate 
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at this point. In the first stanza the iambics move with 

total regularity except for a minor (and perfectly normal) 

inversion of the accentual - syllabic stress - pattern at the 

open in g of t he six t h 1 i n e : " 1.1 e s i. n t he c hoi c e" . This helps 

to signal the approaching climactic statement of the stanza, 

and the stress on "Lies" hinds it assonantally with "pyre" and 

" f i r'e" . In the second stanza, initial inversions in the first 

boJO J.ines ( "Who then" and "Love is"), and the single word faJl 

ing abruptly at the end of the first, highlight question and 

answer as we confront the dominant concern of the lyric. Two 

lines later occurs the only major wrenching of standard iambic 

rhytbm: "The Int.olerable shlrt of flAme" rather than, in clumsy 

defer"ence to iambics, "Th'intoleriible shfrt of fUtme". This 

wrenching, w:ith the harsh glottal break between "The" and "in - " 

and the consequent pause between "in - " and " -· tol-", places a 

climactic emphasis on the image of the shirt that binds the 

stanza together and links love and fire. It stands out all the 

more forcefully by contrast with the austere matter - of- fact.ness 

and smooth regularity of the neighbouring lines. Finally, in 

the penultimate line of the lyric occurs an ordinary medial 

inversion after the pause, so that the second "only" gains the 

reinforcemenl of a slight rhythm i c quiver: "6nly susplre". The 

general point to be made is that the passage depends for its 

rhythmic force primarily on the rigid regularity of its metre, 

yet is elastic enough to accommodate the few irregularities for 

special effect. 

One olher point about sound warranls mention here. The 
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passage IS fairly tightly bound by alliteration, stanza 1 

dominated hy d and t sounds with their plosive force, while 

stanza 2, echoing t.hem occasionaLly ("devised the torment", 

"intolerable shir-t"), is less intense, playing more frequently 

around the cont.inuous consonants 1, a, nand v. Yet each 

stanza approaches its end with a unifying emphasis on p and f, 

the latter prepared for in each case by "flame" or "unfamiliar". 

Eliot's fine ear for word - music deserves fuller atlention than 

space allows here; not much work seems to have been done on it. 

By the t.ime we arrive at the end of the lyric, we are at 

least dimly aware that more than two kinds of fire are In 

question. If we think of them in terms of Dante's world 

(often a helpful thing to do), we realise that the fire of 

hum an] 0 v e , the "s h :i r t () f f 1 am e", 1 s qua s :i _. i n fer n a IIi k e t. h e 

"Burning burning burning burning" of The Waste Land; the 

refining fire descending with the dove is not only pentecostnl 

but also purgatorial; yet when we choose the latter and see it 

in true perspective, the purgatorial fire is, as always in 

Dante, really the paradisal fire of the divine Love preparing 

the soul for itself. 

Just as paradoxical as the nature of fire IS the nature of 

love, which the fire symbolises: the love that destroys is set 

against the love that heals by tormenting. And this is, after 

all, the central theme of the passage, whereas fire, though of 

great significance, is merely the central symbol. The middle 

of this lyric is only the sixth place in the cycle where the 

word "love" is mentioned. Little Cidding is unique among the 

Quartets in mentioning love in the middle of each of its last 
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three movements, and the effect is of a growing accumulation 

of thematic weight. We begin to suspect that ever since the 

opening of Burnt Norton the Quartets have been, in however 

indirect a fashion, a meditation not only on the relationship 

between time and eternity but also on the relationship between 

the love that is human and the love that is divine. To adapt 

the opening words of Little Gidding V, we realise that as we 

approach the end, we are ready to make a new beginning, SJ.nce 

the end 1S the point where what was implicit from the beginning 

IS only now starting to become explicit. So the end is in thjs 

sense "where we start from", and the experience of the Quartets 

becomes the experience of a cycle in more than one sense of the 

word. 1 2 
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Part V 

The final movemenL of Little Gidding and of Four QUHrtets 

follows a pattern by now familiar from the other three. it has 

two sections: the first a meditation on aspects of art or the 

artist's endeavour, beginning in comparatively relaxed and 

prosalC rhythms but. taulenillg as it proceeds; the second a more 

lyrical resolution conveyed by image-clusters in short verse 

lines of three (or sometimes four) stresses each. 

The first rough draft of Part V makes more explicit some of 

the ideas contained in the final version. "What we think <1 

beginning is often an end", it starts, and goes on a coup.le of 

lines later to assert that "every moment" is "both beeinnin~ 

and end" (CPQ 219). This reiteration takes us back to the play 

on these words 1n East Coker, but with the personal pronoun 

"my" now omitted, so that the statements acquire a more imme-

diate generality of application. In t.he experience or life of 

an individual, as well as in our retrospective experience of 

history, every beginning implies a new end and every end belies 

the appearance of finality by marking a new beginning. "The 

end is where we starl from" echoes East Coker's "Home is where 

one starts from", where "home" could refer to a place of origin 

or to a destination or target, as in getting "home" in a race; 

"home" therefore signifies either the beginning or the end of a 

process, which in either case means a new start to a further 

process - and this idea of an "end" as a new start (implicit in 

East Coker's "Old men ought to be explorers") is made more 

explicit here in Little Gidding. 

As we approach the end of the poem and the cycle we can also 
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apply this to our experience of the poet's work itself: arrival 

at the end prepares us for a new slarl in grasping the meaning 

of the work, and the conclusions or purposes that seemed to be 

implicit when we began it have been modified by the intervening 

experience, have "become renewed, transfigured, in another 

patt.ern". Yet this in turn is only the starting- point for a 

fresh understanding: the cycle, at its end, affirms its own 

cyclic nat.ure. Transition from life to poetry seems to take 

place without any wrenching of subject-matter. 

What we c~ll the beginning is 6ften the ~nd 
And to m'ke an ~nd is to mfike a beginning. 
The fnd is where we stGrl from. And fvery phr'se 
And s~ntence that is rfght (where every w6rd is at 

hbme, 
T~king ils pLfice to supp~rl the ~thers, 
The w6rd neither diffident n6r ostent'tious, 
An ~asy c6mmerce of the 6ld and the n~w, 
The cbmmon word ex~ct with6ut vulg~rity, 
The f6rmal word precfse but n6t ped'nlic, 
The compl~te c6nsort d5ncing tog~ther) 
Every phr'se and every s~ntence is an ~nd Rnd a 

beginning, 
Every p6em an ~pitaph. 

Two things are striking about the long parenthesis: one 1S 

t.hat words are described as if they were people, the piece of 

writing as a human community; the other 1S that the claims are 

made more especially for writing characterized by a fine 

balance between extremes and by a union of opposed qualities. 

End and beginning may be seen most clearly in the light of each 

other where this kind of balance is achieved: "every phrase/And 

sentence that is right". (Yet after the parenthesis we read 

"Every phrase and every sentence is an end and a beginning": 

only when they are "right"? often? always? The poet is less 

specific now, preparing for the parallel with "any action lt .) 
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The parenthesis between these iterations seems to constitute 

an indirecl statement of the poel's stylislic ideals in lhe 

work we are reading. But what he says is also an affirmation 

of a more general ideal about the nature of a work of art, as 

we saw it expressed in Part V of Burnt Norton when he pondered 

on lhe relation between movement and stillness in such works: 

Not the stillness of the violin, while the note lasts, 
Not that only, but the co - existence, 
Or say that the end precedes the beginning, 
And the end and the beginning were always there 
Before the beginning and after the end. 
And All is always now. 

The end and the beginning exist in the mind and response of 

the hearer or spectator - as well as of the crealor - and lhe 

literal beginning or end of a work of art is therefore never 

absolute. The parenthelic accounl of the fully - reaJised work 

of art - which the poet does not claim to have achieved but 

which he holds as nn ideal - stands in direct conlrast to 

Burnt Norton's account of the constant str'uggle to marshal the 

right words into proper order while they strain, 

Crack and sometimes break, under the burden, 
Under the tension, slip, slide, perish, 
Decay with imprecision, will not stay in place .... 

The opposed passage in Little Gidding suggests that even 

"The complete consort dancing together" remains a beginning 

as well as an end. 

We are not to take these lines to mean that the 
poet's struggles have suddenly vanished and that he 
can now achieve effortlessly what was so difficult 
before. Nor do these lines mean that the poet has 
ceased to fail .... Though struggle and failure have 
not vanished, the poet has risen above them. In 
detachment from his own field of action, he is able 
to see and accept his inevitable defeat as part of a 
larger pattern: (Reibetanz 177- 178) 
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the pattern in which any action is "a step to the block". 

Eliot has taken t.he two key words "beginning" and "end" and 

elevated them to the level of metaphor u~til the metaphor 

ilself virlually becomes the reality and the lileral meanings 

occupy the status merely of approximate appearances, when 

looked at from the longer perspective that the poem offers. 

New Vlews of the relation between end and beginning are offered 

nol only by the rightly- balanced utterance as a whole, but also 

by every passing phase of it: every phrase and every sentence. 

The poem - although it is part of a conslant process - becomes 

not simply a statement about the eternal "dance" at the still 

point, it it also in some measure a part of that eternal dance 

itself. Available to us here and now, the work of art is also, 

to use Yeats's words, galhered int.o "the art.jfice of eternit.y". 

If, as the first draft (CPO 219) puts it,"Every poem is its 

own epitaph", so too, by implication, is every life and every 

action. A frequent problem in responding to statements of this 

kind arises from our habit of thinking about time and experi 

ence sequentially, whereas Eliot, with his theme of transcend

ing time, is inviting us to respond in an unwonted way and to 

look at things sub specie aeternitatis. A rough analogy would 

be the position of an astronaut in outer space trying, without 

reference to his space-ship, to make distinctions between "up" 

and "down" or between the four points of t.he compass. He would 

realise that such distinctions apply in the limited sphere of 

terrestrial bodies and their fields of gravity, but that other

wise - in most of the space that constitutes the universe -
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they are metaphors only. To aim at the stars is to accept the 

relalj v:i ty of terrestrial bearings, yet. to accept. also the need 

to carry those bearings with us in newly-adapted forms. 

1n the parenthesis, as T have said, words are described as 

if they were people and the piece of writing as if it were a 

human commun:it.y. This running metaphor is far more than inci -

dental. It binds firmly together two areas of concern: human 

experience (t.he relation of t.he individual to the community as 

well as to his own sense of time and the timeless), and the 

work of art and the artist's aims ]n creating it. The fully -

realised work of art is therefore described in terms of the 

fu.lly · - :inte1~[·ated, harmonious human community where everyone 1S 

at home, each supports and 1S supported by the others, the 

extremes of diffidence and ostentation are avoided, and a j'ine 

balance is achieved between old and new, the formal and the 

common, the precise and the simple. 

This harmonious community is finally described in one of 

Eliot's key metaphors which we have already seen at work amid 

the abstractions of Burnt Norton and the midnight vision of 

East Caker, t.hat of the dance: "The complete consort dancing 

together". It "betokeneth concorde" not only maritally and 

socially, but also a concord between t.he physical and the 

abstract, the time in which it is danced and the timeless 

patterp that the dance makes. 

The rhythms of this passage reinforce the theme by them-

selves taking on a dance-like motion. The neat.ly end-slopped 

lines marked by the predictable four-beat rhythm remind us -

but in a context of greater abstract.ion and greater verbal 
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sophistication - of the peasant dancers of East Coker, 

Keeping the rhythm in their dancing 
As in their living in the living seasons. 

The impression of orderly movemenl and balance is strengthened, 

too, by the unobtrusively functional word-music. Alliteration 

and assonance bind the lines into an harmoniou~ whole where 

individual sounds support one another: 

Taking its plac e to support the others, 
The word neither diffident nor ostentatious, 
An easy co •• erce of the old and the new, 
The co •• on word ex a ct without. vU .lgarity, 
The formal word pr ecise but. not pedant. ic, 
The co.pl e te cons or t dancing together ... 

Syntactically, lao, the pal tern is underpinned by the balancing 

of individual phrases and lines In roughly this manner': "taking 

its A to B, the word neither A nor B, an easy commerce of A and 

R, the common word A without B, the formal word A but not B". 

The whole is of course further unified by the word that domi -

nates it, "word" i tse1 f. But in the final line we read 1/1'he 

complete consort", not "The complete consort of words", because 

the words, each with its individual character, have done their 

work i.n such a way as to efface their indi viduali ty in the 

larger unit of the dancing "consort". The latter is an apt 

word here with its slightly archaic connotations of an ensemble 

of performers (as in a "consort of viols") as well as its hint 

of mutual help and partnership: i.n the words of East Coker with 

their own archaism, it points to a "necessarye coniunction" 

which "betokeneth concorde". The language of these lines of 

Little Gidding does, in fact, exemplify "An easy commerce of 

the old and the new" in which archaic meanings add their own 
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fragrance without overpowering their partners. The archai.c 

sense of "commercell here i.s -itself a case in point.. Even the 

w 0 [' d "c 0 m pIe t e " has a f 1 a v 0 u r" 0 f the t " i c her s eve n tee tI t h -- c e n t u r y 

connotations of "compleat": noL merely mathematicaLly complete, 

but mature in skill and practice. 

This account of "rightness" In individua.l words and in the 

whole poem becomes a symbol of "t"ightness" in individual lives 

and in the whole community. Utterance and action, poetry and 

life, are made one. No longer does the lItimeless moment", as 

ill Burnt Norton, seem unrelated to the rest of life around us; 

not" is the "dancer" in the "refining fire" condemned to dance 

alone. The way of dispossession and the occupation of the 

saint, lonely though they are, can be seen within the larger 

context of the hu~an community. History is a pattern of time -

less moments, society is a consort of lives rooted in eternity, 

and poetry - though in a limited sense it. "does not. mi:lt.ter" 

IS tn the larger sense an embodiment of these recognitions. 

Moreover, every moment of act.ion IS a momenl of annunciaLion, 

not necessarily the "calamitous annunciation" heard by the bone 

on t.he beach, but the Annunciation affirming the principle of 

Incarnation, the nexus of time and eternity, In every instant 

of living or of dying. The recognition of this enables us Lo 

see the relationship between living and dead in a new light. 

And any action 
Is a step to the block, to the fire, down the sea's 

tht-oat 
Or to an illegible stone: and that is where we start. 
We die with the dying: 
See, they depart, and we go with them. 
We are born with the dead: 
See, they return, and bring us with them. 
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Like phrases in a musical last-movement reprise, the images 

in the opening Jin e s of this passage echo details we have met 

at earlier points of our journey through the Quartets: the 

block and the fire, the sea's throat and the illegible slone, 

glance back to those who have suffered death on the scaffold 

(Little Gidding 111) or by fire (Little Gidding II), those who 

encountered death at sea (The Dry Salvages) and those buried in 

country churchyards (East Coker) - or, if we press the elemen -

tal symbolism of the cycle, deaths associated in turn with air, 

fire, water and earth. The poet is starting, and will continue 

in Part VB, to gather up ideas and images scattered throughout 

the cycle, to draw them into a firm unity at the end. 

All these apparent endings of lives are abruptly reaffirmed 

as beginnings: "and that is where we start". Just as ends and 

beginnings inhere in each other, so death and birth, commonly 

seen as opposites, are now presented as coexistent and inler-

dependent. The lines in which this assertion is made would 

have had for warlime readers a strongly topical significance 

and served to some extent as a consolatio. When those we love 

die, part of us dies with them, and in any case, as we saw in 

The Dry Salvages, "the time of death is every moment". But so 

too is the time of birth, and as the dead become "renewed, 

transfigured, in another pattern", so may we share with them in 

that rebirth: 

We die with the dying: 
See, they depart, and we go with them. 
We are born with the dead: 
See, they return, and bc"ing us with them. 

The two shorter lines here stand out from their context in 
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their brevity and the abruptness of their end-stopping, while 

the gently imperative bulton - holing of the reader immediately 

after each ( "See") thr'ows them into further relief by enacting 

the immediacy of direct vision. The first two lines do not 

present a really new thought: in East Coker Ill's vision of 

the eminent going into t.he dark, "we all go with t.hem". But. 

the next two lines gather up and affirm in a startlingly new 

way the "discoveries" made in .Liti.le G.iddilJg III about. t.he 

[' e COIl C i 1 i a t ion and t " an s fig u I' a t ion 0 f the de ad, and the in her i --

tance from t.hem of a new perspective that in t.urn transfigures 

us until "All shall be well". Paradoxical formulations like 

t.hose in the first two lines of .Little GiddilJg V have now given 

way to the more direct kind of affirmation that we find in the 

my s tic s, " a dar i n g and ten u 0 u s poe tic rea .l i z a t ion 0 f par ado x " 

(Reibetanz 179). 

Quite as daring and tenuous is the next assertion, that. 

The moment of the rose and the moment of the yew-tree 
Are of equal duration. 

Preston's reading of it is clear and simple, and based on the 

contrast in life- span between the two: 

As the thousand years of the yew-tree are equivalent 
in value to the hour of the rose's perfection, so it 
is not duration that matters: it is that quality and 
intensity of life which, if it exists in a moment, 
exists in every moment. (62) 

This is true enough, but it is nol all. The rose - tradition-

ally a symbol of earthly life, love and beauty as well as of 

their transience and the nostalgia it arouses - has acquired 

further symbolic resonances from the rose-garden passage in 

Burni Norton. These are associated with the fleeting and 
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e cst a tic "m aIDe n t a f i. 1 1 urn ina t ion" i n w hie h the tim e 1 e s sis 

directly apprehended, like a very small foretasi.e of Dante's 

final beatific vision amid the celestial Rose at the end of 

t.he PaI'f1dj so. Tn contrast. to it. is the yew - tree of the 

graveyard, traditional symbol of death with its chill fingers 

(Burnt Norion IV), but also of t.hat immortality in which the 

"life of significant soil" is nourished (The Dry Salvages V). 

Both of these contexts have associated it in turn with accep

tance of the "negative way" of deprivation described in the 

t.hird movemenl.s 01' Burnt, Norion and East: Coker - that 

acceptance which leads through darkness back to the light, 

1 hr'ough the apPHrent "death" of the sp i ri t to it.s renewaJ. 

From these details it is evident that both the rose and the 

yew- tree are already double - edged symbols; and their conjunc 

tion in this line amounts to a climactic assertion that life 

and death, the temporal and the eternal, and the ways of affir -

mation and of negation, are ultimately one. All these things 

have 1n one way or another been said before; but now they are 

said in a more compact and symbolically charged manner than 

ever. The moment of the rose was brief and yet t irneless; the 

"moment" of the yew-tree was, fr'om an earthly point of V1ew, a 

long and arduous process towards liberation from time, though 

in the perspective of eternity it is also only a moment; but 

the two have led to the same point and the same understanding. 

(The first draft (CFQ 219) claimed that both are "equally 

moments" and so "must vanish" t.o become eternal.) 

When, in Sweeney Agonistes, Sweeney remarks that "Death is 

life and life is death", his paradox voices a horror of life 
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from which the inadequate escape is a form of death-in-life. 

Now, nearly twenly years later, Eliot rewrites the paradox to 

voice a totally different idea: from the timeless perspective 

that makes sense of history, death is constantly renewing and 

rewriting life, and we may be liberated from the rigid distinc-

t. ion belween the lwo lhat olherwise afflicts us. 

This liberation is a redemption from time, and without the 

perspec1. jve that makes it possible, we remain unredeemed. 

A people without history 
Is nol redeemed from time, for history is n patlern 
Of timeless moments. So, while the light fails 
On n winLer's afternoon, in a secluded chapel 
History is now and England. 

When the po~l asserls that "A people without history/Is not 

red e em e d f r' 0 m tim e", I t h ink weill u s t t a k e his s tat erne n t as 

rhetorical rather than exclusive. It would be crass to suppose 

that he is pausing here to play the invidious game of separating 

the sheep from the goats, lhe saved from the unsaved - especial -

lyon the level of national identities. The negation is rather 

a way of reinforcing the claim that "history is a pattern of 

timeless lIIoments", that only in the vision that relates human 

history to the eternal can we recognize the larger pattern in 

which, ultimateiy, "All shall be well". And those who "make 

history" by acting in detachment free from temporal motives -

such as those we glanced at in Part III - make it easier to see 

the process of history in the light of the eternal pattern. 

These thoughts, not surprisingly, bring us back to the point 

from which the poet's mediLation has unfolded: the chapel al 

Little Gidding where the purpose of his visit has broken from 
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ment", wher·e "t.he comJnunicat ion/Of the dead" has been "tongued 

h'ith fire beyond the language of the living". It is a parti -

cularly moving moment when the poem, after ranging through 

time and space, through the anguish of the ageing individual 

and the pain of ancient conflicts as well as the present one, 

returns to its point of departure with the wealth of understan -

ding accumulated in its circlings. For the moment, Gidding 

itself becomes a focal point in the process and acceptance of 

all t.hat "h.i~d. ory" has cOllie t.o mean; t.he small chapel contain 

ing the lone poet (we inevitably imagine him alone) is now a 

vantage- point. - like Keats's "peak :in Dar .len" - from which a 

new immensity of experience can be grasped and marvelled at. 

The smallness and seclusion of t.he place pJay t.heir part. in 

emphasising the paradoxical breadth of the vision (even the 

adjective in t.he t.itle place- name ha~ its function here), So 

too do the specific reminders of the particular season and lime 

of day. The Quartet began with a brilliantly sunlit winter's 

afternoon in the fields near Gidding, and now (with a wealth of 

implied meaning in that simple connective "So") brings us back 

to its chapel later the same afternoon as "the light fails" 

over that landscape while a light beyond t.ime fills the poet's 

mind: the light of eternity uniting temporal process (history) 

and national consciousness (England) in the transcendent vision 

of the present moment (now). Obscurity and seclusion are no 

bars to this awareness of time - and place - redeemed. 

We have come a long way from the initial doubts and problems 

voiced at the opening of the cycle: 
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The famili.ar· words in the phrase "redeemed from 
time" r e call th e opening speculations of Burnt 
Norton and the supposition that "All time is 
unrede e mabl e " ; but lhe intervening exploration has 
led us to the experience of a perspective beyond 
lime Bnd to the knowledge that any moment in time 
may break out of the chain of time past and time 
future into the pattern of timeless moments beyond 
time. Indeed, for a few men, every moment is such a 
dying out of time to be born transfigured into the 
pattern of timeless reality beyond. But then, we 
are not all saints; for us lhere is only lhe trying. 
Our history is redeemed, however, because for some 
men who were sainLs and for one man in particular 
who was God, every moment of life was such a dying, 
" ali f e Li me' s de a 1 h i n I 0 v e" . . . . The 0 pen i n g s p e c u 1. H -

tions of the poem have been answered: time is not 
unredeemable. Christ has redeemed time by His 
Incarnation. (Reibetanz 181-182) 

And in dojng so he has called us to enter inlo and continue 

that process of redemption. 

These considerations make lhe injection of lhe next lin e 

appropriate and emotively logical. Taken from the fourteenth -

cen t ury mys 1 i ca I work .1'he Cloud of l/nknowing, it forms the 

equivalent of a musical bridge-passage ushering in a coda that 

briefly recapitulaLes and resolves lhe themes enunciated eJs e-

where in the work. Audrey Cahill, quoting its original context, 

What weary wretched heart and sleeping in sloth is 
that, the which is not wakened with the drawing of 
this love and the voice of this calling? 

remarks that the line 

communicates something of the sensation of reconciled 
freedom and compulsion which those who are called of 
God seem to feel. (205) 

The word "Love", now capitalized together with "Calling", has 

gradually accumulated significance in the course of its rare 

and scattered occurrences throughout the cycle, and is now 

identified nol only with the power that redeems from time, but 
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also with the person who constantly summons mankind to continue 

thaL process of redemption through spiritual exploration and 

the detached action born of love in its fullest sense. 

With Lhe dr'wing of this Love and the voice of this 
Calling 

We shaU no t cCRse from ~xp lor-aLi on 
And the ~nd of all our exp16ring 
Will b~ 10 arr{ve where we st~rted 
And know the pl~ce for the f{r5t t1me. 
Through the Gnknown, rem~mbered gfite 
When the list of ~arth l~ft to disc6ver 
Is Lh~t which was the begfnning; 
At the source of the longest r1ver 
The voice of' the h:ldden \valerfall 

~ ~ 1 ' l ~ And the chlldren in t\e app e-tree 
Not known, beCAuse not looked for 
But heard, half - h~al'd, in the stlliness 
8etw~en twa waves of the s~a. 

< l~' /l QUlck now, lere, now, a ways --
A condfllon of complfte simplfci1y 
(C6sting n~t less than ~verything) 
And ill sh~ll be w~]J ~nd 
~ll manner of th1ng shall be well 
When the t~ngues of flame are tn - folded 
?nto the crowned kn~t of ffre 
And the rfre and the rose are ~ne. 

After the long bridge-line, the tautening of rhythm in Part 

V8 arises from its usual source at this stage of a Quarlel: R 

s h 0 r t e r 1 in e 0 f e i the r t h [' e e 0(' f 0 u r m a ins t [' e sse s 0 r, w h e t' e 

the ear prefers the distinction, three main ones with a secon -

dary fourth, Meanwhile, the images recapitulated in these 

lines are drawn from a variety of contexts earlier in the 

cycle, including a variety of metrical settings in which they 

first appeared. The effect is of a swift yel unhurried finale 

in which various correlatives of the "timeless moment" are 

galhered inlo a majestic coda, the images quickening our pulse 

with no further argument, but with a concentrated impact far 

greater, now, lhan was achieved in their initial separate 
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occur'r'ences. 

The typograph .i c al isolat.ion of the line from The Cloud of 
( 

Un k no J'I in g' ill ark sit 0 uta sap 0 i n t 0 f mod u 1 a t ion .i n tot he fin a 1 

harmonies of the poem; buL syntactically it is not isolated, 

since what follows represents a direct response to it: it is 

wit.iJ ( O\ving to, and in recognition of) t.h.is love alld t.h :is 

calling that "We shall. not cease from exploration". The cycle 

began with a summons (not then recognized as proceeding frum 

love), when the birdcall beckoned our footsteps into Lhe garden 

of i 11 urn ina \. l on . It. ends wit.h anot.her summons, emanating from 

the same ultimate source, but imaged - and recognized - In 

other terms. And this summuns leads nol simply to a renewal uf 

that experience but to a realization of the effort and cost it 

w i .lIe n t a i Jan d the revel a t .i. 0 nit w.i]:I a f ford. 

One of the dr'aft ver'sions read "We must not cease from 

exploration" (CFQ 222); but ELiot - presumably rea.! ising that 

by this stage the tone of triumphant prediction and promise 

warranted prec e dence over t.he hurtalory - alt.ered the "must" to 

"shall". Perhaps the intermediate emphasis of "will" (marking 

deLermination ~s well as prediction) would have been slightly 

better; but the element of resolving as well as anticipating is 

clear enough from the context, especially in the parenthetic 

line that spells out the cost. It is, I think, not accidental 

(especially after "History is now and England") that "We shall 

not cease from exploration" recalls Blake's famous stanza from 

Milto11, emotively charged in turn by Parry's rousing musical 

setting of it as Jerusalem ("And did those feet in ancient 

time"): 



I will not cease from Mental Fight, 
Nor shall my Sword sleep in my hand, 
Till we have built Jerusalem 
In En~.lf:tnd's green & p.leHsBnt Land. 

457 

Even if only subconsciously, the expansive harmonies of Blake 

and Parry in combination - their fervour arising from and yet 

transcending natLonal feeling - help Eliot's lines to affect 

Lhe reader vrofoundly (all the more so, perhaps, In a time of 

wat' ) . Here is a positive answer to the grim vision in which 

Water and fire deride 
The sacrifice that we denied. 
Water and fire shall rot 
The marred foundations we forgot, 
Of sanctuary and choir. 

Destruction, waste and disillusion may after all be followed by 

rebuilding, hoth physical and spiritual, and by lhe exploration 

that leads us back to our primal innocence. East Coker ended 

wiLh the conv-Lchon lhaL "Old men ought. to be explorers"; now 

Lit. t 1 e (; i d din g' t a k e sup a s i III i 1 a rid e a but d ire c t sit i n t 0 a 

wider field of reference. 

Tbe end (bolh goal Hnd conclusion) of all our exploring 

Will be to arrive where we started 
And know ·the place for lhe firsL time. 

What is true of the poet's spiritual odyssey (which the pronoun 

"we" makes more than an individual one) IS true also of our own 

odyssey, as readers, through the Quartets. When we arrive at 

the end of Li ttle (lidd.ing we have gained a fresh understanding 

of what Burnt Norton and the subsequent Quartets have been 

about - "been aboul" in several senses of lhe phrase, their 

subject matter and their intended goals and ways of achieving 

them. 



458 

This retrospective recognition has to a large extent been 

shared by the poel wiLh the reader, since Four Quartets has 

been for Eliot a continuous exploration not only of his themes 

bul also of his poetic resources for handling them. His poetic 

concerns and methods, and the conclusions to which they have 

been leading, have been redefining themselves all along. In 

the words of East Coker, "It was not (to stat't again) what one 

had expected", since every attempt was a wholly new start And 

each venture a new beginning. One obvious way in which this 

is true :is in the fact. thHt Burnt. Norto]] did not ant.icipat.e a 

cycle, let alone a cycle impregnated with the responses aroused 

by the circumstances of war. Yet the last. three Quartet.s, to 

an extent undreamed of when he wrote the first, can be read 

with profit (though not of course definitively) as poetry of 

acutely personal reminiscence and confession, as poetry of 

place, and also, in par·t, as poetry of war. What we have seen 

in them has been, as in WOl'dsworth's subtitle to .The Prelude, 

the growth of a poet's mind, moving from private experience of 

timeless joy to a deeper grasp of the significance of that 

experience and the context in which it has its meaning. 

The mention of Wordsworth offers an appropriate moment to 

expand on a remark made earlier in this study: in their combi 

nation of formal structure and varied shifts in subject, mood 

and style, lhe Quartets are rather more like odes than like any 

other traditional poetic genre; and their subject, starting 

from the poet's own intimations of immortality - or eternity -

and expanding into the world around him to grasp his experience 

from a more universal perspective, puts us in mind of that very 
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different poem known as Wordsworth's Immortality Ode. To make 

this compari.son is nol Lo claim any direct debl, and of course 

Eliot's temperament and presuppositions differ markedly from 

Wordsworth's; but it could he AD interesting and rewarding 

subject for some other writer to pursue. 

To arrive where we started and to know the place for the 

first time is clearly to grasp how beginnings are often ends 

and vice versa, and how t.he end may he "where we start. from". 

The imagery with which the poet's explorations began is there

fore aptly re - evoked here, with all its accumulated ambiguity 

and paradox, as the unknown yet also remembered gate into the 

rose-garden, the gate through wh:ich, as "What might. have been" 

momentarily became reality, we enter'ed "Into our' fir'st world" 

peopled wit.h the sound of children's laughter among leaves. At 

the end of all our exploring, this might-have-been will become 

what is: the primal stale to which our fugitive moments of 

vision have always pointed, and which, the poet suggests, has 

always been waiting for us. This, "which was the beginning", 

is for us i ,n our timebound lives "the last of earth left to 

discover"; it is the restored Eden which is also the place of 

the beatific vision. But the nature of the diction used in the 

cycle would probably have made the words "Eden" or "Heaven" 

fall too heavily and self-consciously on our ears, regardless 

of the extenl to which we share Eliot's religious convictions; 

and he was clearly right to avoid them. 

These lines have a syntactic peculiarity worth noticing: 

nine lines between full stops ("1'hrough the unknown ... " to 
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" .\vaves of the sea ") h a v e no maln clause to make them into a 

fo rmal sentence. Whal Lhey describe in this elliptical way, 

through image rather than c omplete statement, is the end of 

the j 0 urn e y to" w her ewe s 1. a r led" and th e a r r i val at the p 1 ace 

which we shall then know "for' the first ti.me". My additions 

below, though technica .l1.y n ecessary for completeness of synt.ax, 

are obviously unnecessary for completeness of understanding, 

and indeed detract from lhe immediacy of the experience as t.h e 

po e t wishes to convey it. 

[We shall pass] 
Through the unknown, remembered gate 
When the Last of e arth left to discover 
Is that which was the beginning; 
l There,] 
At lhe source of Lhe longest river 
[We shall hear] 
The voice of the hidden waterfall 
And the children in the apple-tree 
[And t.hese things will till then have been] 
Not known, because not looked for 
But heard, half- heard, in the stillness 
Between two waves of the sea. 

If "the longest. r i ver" is the M.ississippi - Missouri which we 

recall from The Dry Salvages - the "strong brown god" that 

symbolized our primal ljfe- pulse with its simple awareness of 

the time-process - then "the source of the longest river" re -

presents the origin of that pulse and indeed of that time-

process itself. No such logical deduction is needed, however, 

for the image to exert jts effect: we have by now become fully 

attuned to the way in which such symbols work, and they are 

registered immediately in the emotions without any need for the 

conscious mind to work them out. 

What we know, almosL intuitively - and indeed almost tauto-

logically - is that to arrive at our point of origin is to 
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regain the fountainhead of all our experlence. There it is 

t.hat we sh!:l]:I hear two of the sounds that have come to sigui fy 

our sense of the timeless illumination: the waterfall (deriving 

it.s meaning from its cont.ext in The IJry Salvages and anti.ci 

pated in East Coker's "Whisper' of r'unning streams") and the 

voices of childr'en among the leaves of the apple - tree (strongly 

recalled from Burnt Norton). 

In t.he fir'st Quart.et. we read of the .Laught.er of t.he children 

among leaves, and the apple-tree was not named as such ( though 

the memury of the minur poem "New Hampshire" encouraged the 

identification) . Now, at the end of Little Giddlng, as if in 

tacit recognition of the regained Eden in which the sin of 

Adam is undone, the apple-tree is explicitly mentioned ~nd 

occasjons no surprjse - as jf we had never expect.ed it to be 

any other kind of tree. Meanwhile the laughter that featured 

in BunJt Norton .is omitted here, together with the exciteJOent. 

and the hiddenness. Perhaps this is not accidental: in the 

fulness of ult.jmate revelation, where at long last. we "know 

the place for the first time", joy is not negated, but tension 

is; there is noLhing teasing or elusive, nothing left to hide, 

nothing on earth "left to di.scover". In the Kipling story 

"They" which :influenced Eliot. in Burnt Nort.on I, the elusive 

children around the country house were the ghosts of other 

people's children, those whom t.he blind womHn might have had 

yet did not. But in the arrival at our primal source and 

origin there are no "might haves": all is clear, unambiguous 

and fulfilled. 
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Until then the children and what they represent will not 

have been known "because Dot .looked for". This phrase is a 

Little ambiguous, We may read it to mean that our preoccupa-

tion with other quests has distracted us from this one. But 

more likely is the meaning that the children, encountered as 

voices in fleet .ing moment.s of visionary intensity, have never' 

truly been known before the final encounter, because their 

voices have come unbidden (" nol .Looked for") and have depart.ed 

as swiftly as they came, remaining elusive like half - recalled 

dream -- im<lges. When they are met in the full and final disco -

vel'y they will therefore be, like the gate, unknown 'and yet 

remembered. And when ]n t.he fulfilled moment of that encounler 

they are known, there wi 11 be no need to look for them: foC' 

discovery will cHnce.L all quests, whether pursued or evaded. 

St Paul's image, of seeing through a glass darkly and then face 

to face, comes to mind (I Corinthians 13:J2). 

Until then, the voices of the waterfall and the children, 

though not. "known", are sometimes briefly "heard, half- heard", 

in those timeless moments that have recurred throughout the 

Quartets as inlimalions of eternity and have provided the 

entire cycle with its point of departure. Those moments are 

now described, in a glance back to lhe imagery of J~e Dry 

Salvages, as occurring in the minimal stillness "Between two 

waves of lhe sea" - the sea felt 1n t.hat Quartet as the chaotic 

flux of a "time not our time", defying all measurements by 

which we try to make sense of our place in the temporal world. 

The moments of vision have given us intimations that it does 

make sense; but to capture and fully grasp those intimations 
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would be like trying to halt the sea's movement in order to 

st.udy the st.j Iiness between t~ ... o succeSSIve waves. Only In 

another dimension allogether - the dimension towards which the 

Quartets point - will we acquire that fulness of comprehension 

in a simultaneous fulness of love. 

Heralding the init.:ial vision of Burnt. Norton was the caJ] of 

the bird, "Quick, sai.d the bird, find them, find them"; and our 

dismissal from it was again expressed in the image of \lirdcall: 

Go, go, go, said the bird: human kind 
Cannot beRr very much realit.y. 

Near the end of Little Gidding the summons IS repeated in 

sLightly differenl. terms (t.his time from the end of Burnt 

Norton), but now there is no dismissal. The tone of urgency 

is t.here again in the words "Quick now", urg:ing us into the 

exploration f['om which we "shall not cease", and exhorting us 

to unfailing responsiveness t.o the intimat.ions of eternity when 

they come. The words "here, now, always" now describe not only 

where Hnd when we should be alert and sensitive to them, but 

also where and when they are available to us: wherever we are, 

in the very moment 01" the present and at all moments, if we 

have the eyes and ears to apprehend them. To live in perpetual 

awareness of them 1.S what The f)ry Salvages called "an occupa -

tion for the saint", but the end of Little (lidding makes no 

concession to a double standard distinguishing between the 

saint and "most of us"; it is concerned with the ideal. There 

is yet another way of reuding this strange line (like Lear's 
, 

fivefold "Never", so trite out of context and so haunting in 

it): we mHy tuke it. not only as descr"ibing the readiness to 
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apprehend the eternal, but also as describing the eternal it-

self which, properly underslood, is more than something lo 

\",hi.ch we look ahead, since it is aljve and at work ("Quick") 

now, here and always about us. 

To be constantly aware of and responSlve to it 1n the world 

of Lime entai Is, as we have cdready seen in ,]'he Dry Salvages, 

a lifetime's death in love, 
Ardour and selflessness and self-surrender. 

And to dwell in its fulness in the world beyond time enlails 

becom:ing renewed and t.ransfigured beyond all familiar patLerlls 

of our earthly experience. In either case this will mean 

A condition of complete· simplicity 
(Costing not less than everything) 

- the word "condition" mean .Lng primarily FI stat.e of being, but. 

acquiring also the secondary connotation of a prerequisite to 

be met before the state in queslion can be achieved. Simplic:ity 

is what will characterise us, but is also what will be demanded 

of us, as the parenthetic line insisLs. ("Costing not. less 

than everything" can be read as qualifying either "condition" 

or "simplicit.y" or bot.h, and this syntact:ic amb :iguity is r:ichly 

opportune. ) The cosl is total, and that totality is emphasised 

by the phrase "not less": not merely will iL cost everything, 

but everything wi.ll be the minimal cost in that sphere which 

defies temporal arithmetic. It is, to take up a submerged pun 

from the opening of the cycle, "Only in a world of speculation" 

that we fail to see "everything" as a minimal price; the world 

we have now begun dimly to grasp operates according to differ-

ent laws of spiritual economics. 
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The lines of this coda-finale move with an extraordinary 

combination of quaJities: they are serene yet not calm, excited 

yet not tense, swift yet not hurried, firm and assured yet not 

deliberale or self- conscious. An air of discovery already made 

and discovery yet anticipated permeates them: we feel that we 

are simultaneously reviewing landmarks already passed, under 

going a present journey, and arriving at a destination. The 

poetry ilselj" creales the illusion of that timelessness whjch 

1S its subject. 

On a mechanical level we can partly account for this by the 

variety of tenses used or implied (shall not, will be, started, 

remembered, .lS, was, kJJown, heard, now, a.lways, c os LiJ1!f, shall 

be, are) i by the often implicit presence of that complex tense, 

the future perfect. ("are in -- folded" meaning "wLll have been jn 

f 0 J. de d" 0 r " w ill h a v e bee n r e cog n i zed as i n .- f old e d" ) ian d b Y 

t.he ambiguity of tense in a phrase like "because not looked 

for", ~vhich may mean any or all of "because they have not been 

looked for", "because they are not. looked for", "because lhey 

will not have been looked for". We can also partly account for 

the blend of tones and qualities by pointing to the sparseness 

of punctuation which prevents us from lingering on any of the 

familiar phrases and images flickering past us, yet allows them 

to form a variety of possible syntactic relationships only 

half-registered in the course of our reading. 

Yet when we have pointed to all of these features, we have 

gone only a little way towards explaining the overall effect, 

since it is inseparable from the pressure of the entire cycle 

of poems impinging upon its last moments. If an exaggeration, 
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it would nevertheless be on excusable one to compare the task 

of analysi.ng the closing lines of t.he PRrHCiiso wit.hout. refer -

ence to all that has led up to them through the other ninety ·-

nine cantos. 

The sparse punctuat.ion just mentioned concedes parentheses 

to the significant glance at the cost, but does not allow us 

to dwell on it, for without. furlher punctuation we move right 

on into the repeated affirmations of Julian of Norwich, already 

familiar from Part 1]1. It is worth noting, t.oo, that Lhese 

affirmations at'e not introduced by any adversative conjunction 

such as "but .. or "yet", merely by the eloquent.ly simple "And", 

which ensures their status as pure affirmation without the 

weakness of Hpologia or consolat. ion. When t.hey appeared at 

the end of Parl III, we learnt that all shall be (made) well 

By the purificat.ion of the motive 
In the ground of our beseeching. 

Now t.he recurrence of Dame Julian's words has no concern wit.h 

put'ification Ot' beseeching, but only with the consummation 

beyond time in which beseeching is no longer necessary and 

purification is complete. The "hints and guesses", the partial 

and fleeting visions of eternity, will have passed away to be 

replaced by the thing itself in its fulness. 

Although Eliot does not attempl a descriplion of the heal.i -

fie vision (and would probably have marred the poem had he done 

so), the last three lines point towards that vision in images 

of a more indirect nature than Dante's. 

The "in - folding" of the tongues of flame (half enacted by 

the sound pattern in "flame" and "in-folded") suggests a 
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gathering into firm and final unity of what we have formerly 

known as multiple Hnrl separate_ A c rowned knot "is used to tie 

three strands of rope in such a way as to turn all the ends 

i fl\" a r d top rev e 11 t i h e 1fI fro m f ray :i n g " ( Rei bet an z "I 86) - Here i l 

becomes an emblem of oneness securing, yet not eliminating, 

clements of diversity_ The last three lin es not. only mention 

the "crowned knot" in which this process is completed; they 

t.h e mselves Clre the "crowned knot lt binding inlo f :inaJity the 

symbols of little Gidding and of Four Quartets as a whole. 

The Ittongues of flame" have by now come to be associated not. 

only with the manifestation of the Holy Spirit in the tradi

t.ional sense, bul. also with I.he painful fires of purgalion, the 

destructive fires of earthbound desire, and the conflicts it 

generates. The sea rea 1.1 It i n -- f 0.1 de d It i n too n e an 0 the r i. n L h e 

mystic knot that fulfils the desir-e in cancelling the conflict, 

and fulfils the purgaLion In cancelling the pain. And yet the 

symbol offers more than this. In lhe chapel of Little Gidding 

the poet had been aware thai t'the communication/Of the dead is 

tongued with fire beyond the language of the living"; when "the 

tongues of flame are in·- folded/Into the crowned knot of fire", 

our temporal distinction between the dead and the living will 

be abolished and all communication gathered into the crowned 

knot. This is what the tongues of pentecostal flame have 

always pointed towards: not only the undoing of the curse of 

Babel, but the undoing of everything that makes man (including 

the poet himself) less than fully articulate. Finally, the 

crowned knot which is both one and three hints at the Triune 
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fulness of the Godhead. After the Son's work of redemption and 

the Spirii 's work of purgat. ·ion and sanctif :ication are complete, 

the t h r e e Per son s w i. J I at 1 as t b e k now n i nth ate t ern a 1. and 

mysterious union which absorbs and reconciles all contradic 

tions and multiplicities in the universal One. In the final 

cant.o of lhe Paradiso lXXXILI.9J) Dante refers to lhp universRJ 

form of this knot (nodo), by which, says Singleton, is meanL 

"the absolute pr ·inc.ip.le of t.he union, t.h.is 'conflalion' or 

fusion of all things temporal and etet' nal in the Creator" 

(Pnrudiso Commeniary 579, ad loc.). 

The crowned knot in effect suggests the crown of our experi

ence, t.he crowning of our longings jn fulfilmenl, and the crown 

of the divine kingship which fulfils them. The image of in-

folding implies that no "ends" (in what.ever sense of t.he word) 

will be left loose: ends and beginnings come together as one ~n 

the elernal nexus which is lhe knot itself. And the term "in -

f 0 1. de d " i. s we 1. J. c has en, s i.. n c e as we 1 las "p 1 a i ted" 0 r "b en t 

back int.o a focal point", it. also accommodates secondary conno

tations such as being embraced, enveloped, brought into a fold. 

The lines do not explicitly say lhai we will be protectively 

in- or en-folded, but the word gives off the scent of such an 

idea and is emotively appropriate at this point. 

After knitting this rich variety of connotations into the 

"crowned knot of fire", the poet makes his final affirmation by 

uniting that fire with "the [·ose". On the simple visual level 

this makes a strong appeal, since the three images (all of lhem 

also in Dante's last canto) are linked by their shape: the 

flames of the fire, the petals of the rose, and the strands of 
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the knot, all simultaneously focussed upon and radiating out 

from the nodal point. But. the fusion points to more than thjs. 

Like the fire, the rose has become charged with a wealth of 

symbolic r e sonance, partly traditional and partly from Eliot's 

own use of it. That the fire of the divine love is one with 

the celestia) rose of the redeemed (Dante's multifoliate ros e 

of the Paradiso) is only a little of what is implicit here. It 

1S also true to say that th e rose of our earthly loves is se e n 

afresh ( as in Dante ) as having been an emanation of the fire of 

divine love -- and the rose signjfying Burnt Norlon's time] e s s 

glimpse of illumination is now seen as an aspect of that celes -

tia1 fire from which the illumination sparks and streams. More --

over, as we have seen, the fire of the divine love appears in 

on e of its manjfestaLions as the tormenting, purging and r e fin -

ing fire of which we read in little Gidding IV. When all the 

impuritjes of human Jove have been burnt away, that very human 

love (imaged in the rose) will be recognized as one with the 

fire of the divine, as an aspect of the eternal. ( And we hav e 

already been told in East Coker IV that the flame of the 

purgatorial fires "is roses".) When t.his purging is complete, 

and the fire and the rose are truly seen as one, the fire no 

longer torments, since Purgatory has become Paradise, burning 

with the pure Light which is also love. 

Syntactically the last line allows more than one reading, 

since its tense is ambiguous. On the one hand we hear this: 

all shall be well when the tongues of flame have been in- folded 

into the crowned knot of fire, and when the fire and the rose 
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have become one. On the other hand, we may hear this: all 

shall be well when the tongues of flame have been infolded into 

the crowned knot of fire - and then comes the added thought 

that. the fire referred to is in fact one with the rose, Hnd 

always has been: "one" not merely in the sense of together or 

united, buL in Lhe sense that they are one and the same. 

Eliot or'iginally wrote "are the same", Hayward pr'oposed 

alter 'ing to "are as one", and E:liot. final:ly wrote "are one", 

ignor'ing (perhaps significantly) Hayward's "as" (CFO 224). Had 

Eli 0 1. ret. a :i. ned h"i. s () rig ina 1 ph r a s iII g , " And t b e fir e and the 

rose are the same", the ostensible meaning would have been no 

different, yet. the pallid phrase "the same" wou.ld have weakened 

the emotive effect considerably. It would also have weakened 

the rhythmic effect, creating a rat.her glibly moving line of 

three anapaests. The final one would have tripped a little too 

easily to it.s dest.ination, missing the sudden st.ab of iutensity 

which impales us upon "one". 

In any event., we may read the last line as not simply in the 

implied future but in the continuous present, signifying an 

eternal and perpetual identity, not merely one anticipated. 

That we \'Iill not fully grasp the identification of fire and 

rose until that consummation of in - folding, does not negate the 

intimation that fire and rose always are and always have been 

essentially one. ]f this is . so, the consummation will enable 

us to recognize not a new state of affairs but one which "was 

in the beginning, is now and ever shall be, world without end". 

It 1S we who shall have been changed, not the fire of the 

divine love. Both reHdings (in both tenses) are appropriate, 
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Slnce from the perspective of humanity in time the fire and 

rose wi "'] "become", or at. least be Sf>eIJ to be, one; wher.eas 

from the perspective of eternity - without past and future -

they simply are one and have never been otherwise. Whether or 

not Eliot was conscious of this double tense in the last line, 

it is the culminat.ing verbal enactment of that r.edemption of 

time which has been his theme. 

The end of the cycle, then, IS a perception both of what. 

will be and of what IS. As we have seen, the recognition of 

history as a pattern of timeless moments marks the distance we 

have travelled since the end of Burnt Norton lamented the 

"waste snd time" before alld after them. Nancy Gish has aptly 

observed that Little (;idding "returns to the timeless moment. 

understood in a new way, not an eternal present but eternity 

within the pr' esent" (96); and that the Quartets "end not on a 

reiteration but on a new level of apprehension, the timeless 

moment understood in relation to all of life" (118 ) . Pondering 

on the fire and the rose that will be yet always have been one, 

we now understand in a new way how 

Time present and time past 
Are both perhaps present in time future, 
And time future contained in time past. 

We know now that time is redeemable, yet also - in a different 

sense from that in which we first read the lines - that 

What might have been and what has been 
Point to one end, which is always present. 

And that "end" is eternity. 
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NOTES 

Note 1: page 6 

Ms Retbetanz's is the most detailed and sustained 
commentary on the poetry of the Quartets that I have seen. 
It gives closer attention to metrics than mosl of the others, 
and while the present study differs in some respects on the 
subject (p3rlicularly in its concern with secondary stresses 
and more frequent hearing of the four-stress "base" ) , her 
account of Eliot's metres is very persuasive. I am indebted 
to her study at several points, above all in the section on 
Litt1e (i.idd{ng. There are also - as is inevitable in a 
commentary of this kind - some places where I find I have 
independently made remarks which T later discovered to be 
almost identical with hers. On p.354 above, for instance, 
I quote a passage from Murder in the Caf.hedral which 
naturally suggested itself in connection with certain lines 
from Little Gidding I. After quoting these lines I found 
that Ms Reibetanz had made the same connection and offered 
the same quotation. Wherever I am conscious of a direct 
debt, however-, I have acknowledged it. 

Note 2: page 13. 

In his study El .iot's Four Quartets: Poetry 8S Chamber 
Mus .i c, K e i t hAll d r itt has at tern pte dan a n a log y bet wee n t he 
four instruments of a string quartet and the alleged four 
"verbal roles" in the Quartets of "the lecturer, the prophet, 
the conversationaljst and the conjuror", and goes on to say: 

The rapid and complex interaction of these four 
voices and the unmistakeable inference that there 
is a distinction to be made between the poet and 
his four verbal instruments account for that 
unremitting intricacy of tone which constitutes 
much of the meaning and achievement of the poem. 
(39) 

If one seeks to identify specific "voices" in this way, there 
seems no reason to stop at four, other than the determination 
to make them correspond to the instruments of a string quartet; 
nor are other potential "voices" adequately accounted for by 
the suggestion that they represent quasi-instrumental blends of 
two or more of those already mentioned. The suggestion is an 
interesting one, and usefully draws attention to shifts in tone 
and intensity; but the analogy is surely too "mechanical" to be 
consistently sustained. In any case, Eliot's remarks quoted on 
p.14 above (considering but rejecting the alternative title 
"sonata"), suggest that such a scheme is really unnecessary and 
could, if rigidly applied, be misleading. 



473 

Note 3: page 16 

These allusions to the irregular Pindaric ode and to 
Wordsworth are offered as suggestions but not developed in the 
sequential c ommentary that follows. They would no doubt be 
interesting lines of study for further students to explore. 

Related to them is the attractive emphasis placed by Julia 
Reibetanz in the last chapter of her book on the connection 
between Eliot's Quartets and the poetry of place, and more 
especially of landscape in what M.H. Abrams called the greater 
Romantic lyric: 

The greater Romantic lyric displays a structure of 
situation, tone, and thought that might be describ e d 
in gener'al terms as follows. The poem is usua}]y 
spoken by an identifiable speaker, who engages in a 
meditation of some length inspired by an actual 
landscape. The landscape is particularized - present 
as a k i nd of catalyst to the poet's thoughts; often 
it is described at some length in the opening 
paragraph of the poem. The ensuing med i tation js 
framed in conversational tones, though it rises 
easily to a more formal and patterned speech. The 
substance of the poem as a whole is determined by the 
poet's original experience of the landscape .... This 
interweaving of place and meditation, of external and 
internal landscapes, is the crucial factor for the 
shape of the poem : the process of introspection, 
feeling, and observation leads the speaker finally to 
new insight, a resolution of some personal dilemma or 
of some more univ er sal problem. The poem ends by 
returning to the outer scene; but though the external 
landscape may be unchanged, the internal landscape 
has been modified, as a result of the process of 
their interaction. The speaker's mood has altered as 
his understanding has deepened, and he looks on the 
landscape before him with an enlarged vision of its 
meaning. (Reibetanz 194-5) 

The resemblance of these features to what we see in the Four 
Quartets is very striking, and invites detailed comparison. 

Though without the specific emphasis on the Romantic lyric, 
Helen Gardner, too, in "The Landscapes of Eliot's Poetry", 
refers to Eliot's "mastery of the distinctively Engljsh poetry 
of mood and feeling expressed through images of place" (313). 
She remarks that "if the sense of time is the soul of Eliot's 
later poetry the sense of place is its body" (320), and of the 
Quartets in particular that "the sense of place is fundamental 
to these poems, as fundamental as the sense of time" (329). No 
extended work that I know of has yet been done on "place" in 
his work to match the admirable contribution made by Nancy 
Gish's Time in the Poetry of T.S. Eliot. 
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Note 4: page "I17 

In commenting on this passage and its debt to St John of 
the Cross, Helen Gardner detected - I believe unnecessarily -
a confusion in the poet's mind: 

The word "fi.gure" suggests Eliot has confused in 
memory t.he description of the "ladder of love" wit.h 
the famous drawing prefixed to The Ascent of Mount 
CaJ~el, which also shows ascent and descent hut 
does not have ten steps or stairs. The Ascent of 
Mount Carme} treats of the "act.:ive purgation" of 
the senses and spirit. Its teaching is briefly 
summarized in lines 114- 12] of Burnt Norton 
["Descend lower ... the world of spirit"]. The Dark 
Night: of the Sou] treats of "passive purgat.ion" in 
which God works upon the sou]. (CFQ 89) 

There is in fact no confusion here hetween the Ascent and the 
Dark Nig'ht if \ie accept that the word "figure", in "the 
figure of the t.en stairs", means simply metaphor, referring 
to the metaphor of the ladder. There is no reason to suppose 
t h a 1. :i t. m IJ s t. allude t. 0 S t. John's "f:i gu r e" ( his v j sua] iII us -
tr'a.tion or "map") of the Mount of Perfecti.on, which he placed 
as frontispiece t.o the Ascent:. Each of the two mystical 
works has its metaphor: the mountain in the Ascent, and the 
ladder in the Dark Nigh t. 

On the matter of "active" and "passive" purgat.ion something 
more should be added. Eloise Knapp Hay (see p.84 above) has 
emphasised the distinction between the two different. aspects of 
St John's via negativa, while discussions of Eliot have 
generally treated the two as one. 

Granted that the distinction was important for St John, I 
am noL convinced that it was important for Eliot: the only 
passage in the Quartets that seems to ['ecognize something 
Like it is Part. IIIB of Burnt Norton, in the distinction 
between the way of descent ("Descend lower ... world of spirit") 
and the way of abstention from movement ("This is the one way 
" .abstention from movement"); and here we are told that the 
"other", the second of these, "Is the same". 

The fact that in different parts of the Quartets Eliot 
refers to S t. .Tohn' s Ascent or to his .Dark Night does not 
oblige us to assume that he is on each occasion accepting and 
reproducing St John's distinction between the two aspects of 
the negative way. As is so often the case when he uses other 
men's words or images, Eliot is attracted by the suggestiveness 
rather than by the overall scheme or theme of the original: 
what matters is less what the original has argued than the use 
to which Eliot puts it by adapting it to a new context in his 
own work. 
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Note 5: page 203 

NoLice should be taken of a puzzling aspect of Helen 
Gardner's discussion of this stanza. She found in Gide's Le 
FrometiJee mal eJlchaJIJe a source for t.he image of the ruined 
millionaire (CFQ 4:3-46): one which she felt supported her 
identification of him with Christ. 

Her case is based more on Eliot's notes for the stanza -
containing the phrase "bankrupt banker" with "banker" deleted 
and "millionaire" substituted for it (CFO 109) - than on the 
finished stanza itself. She is also influenced by t.he reading 
"torments", for which "prevents" was substituted at the last 
moment. (CFQ 108). The collocat:ion of the words "banker" and 
"millionaire" puts her in mind of Gide's Zeus who, pursuing a 
programme of gratuitous action, inflicts pain on some men and 
gives large sums of money to others, causing apparently 
arbitrary torment. 

Tn the same work Prometheus, whose eagle feeds on his 
liver, becomes thin enough for it to carry him out of prison, 
and he delivers an oration to the effect that one ought to 
have an eagle ("II faut avoir un aigle") - the eagle clearly a 
symbol of l.iberating lorment. (CFQ 45). (Eliot had in fact 
quoted this remark in The Use of Poetry when discussing the 
anguish that contributed to Coleridge's creative inspiration 
(UPUC 69).) Later in Gide's work Pr"ometheus, in an interview 
with the millionaire Zeus, asks to see Zeus' eagle, and is 
astonished - since he has come to regard an eagle as a necessity 
- to find thal Zeus doesn't have one. Zeus, amused, says that 
it is he himself who gives eagles to men; whereupon Prometheus' 
companion calls him the good God, and Zeus modeslly replies "I 
could call myself that". Gardner continues: 

I find it difficult not to think that the icy Zeus of 
Gide, who plays with men for his amusement, giving 
them the eagles that torment them but having no eagle 
himself, and who yet, in spite of this is called by 
men "Ie bon IJieu" , was in Eliol's mind when he 
crossed out "Singing is silence", as the theme of his 
third stanza and, reverting to his hospital metaphor, 
wrote "banker" and then cancelled that for "million
aire". By adding the adjective "bankrupt" (later 
altered to "ruined") he transformed Gide's cynically 
selfish Zeus into a banker or millionaire who gives 
away his infinite wealth to endow the hospital in 
which a wounded surgeon and a dying nurse minister to 
men. And, similarly, the "punch-line" with which 
Gide ends the interview would seem to have suggested 
to Eliot his final line: "Again, in spite of that, we 
call this Friday good", in which Gideian irony is 
transformed into Christian paradox. (CFQ 46) 

The argument is interesting but unconvincing; it constitutes 
no case for rejecting the reading of the millionaire as Adam. 
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Firstly, the collocation of "banker" and "millionaire" is not 
uncommon, nor is t.he collocation of "ruined" or "bankrupt" with 
either of them. A connection would be more likely if Eliot 
had mentioned an eagle or Gide mentioned a hospital, but 
neither of these is the case. The idea of liberating torment 
is common to both, but in totally different contexts, and it is 
not such an unusual idea as to constitute a source-connection 
between them. 

The torrnen1. ing eagle and the cynical Zeus have no shades at 
all of Eliot's "absolute paternal care", and it is no confirma
tion of the alleged link to draw attention to the remarkable 
difference between them; nor is there any suggestion of "une 
act.ion grat.uite" (CFQ 44) in Eliot's stanza. As we have seen, 
"ruined" has no specific connotations of self-sacrificing 
generosity, and offers neither contrast nor similarity to 
Gide's Zeus. The only echo lies in the collocation of "banker" 
and "mil1.ionaire", but. ].iterature is full of such figures. 

As for the supposed connection between Gide's punch-line and 
Eliot's concluding one, there is no similarity except in the 
common irony of calling something or someone good in spite of 
surface appearances. Calling "this Friday good" is a nat.ural 
conclusion to a series of paradoxes on the subject of Christ's 
passion and Christian suffering; and the image of the ruined 
millionaire is more likely to derive indirectly from the 
eminent worldly figures at the opening of East Coker Part III 
than from Gide's Zeus. 

Finally, in Eliot's poem our dying of the paternal care is a 
fulfilment of doing "well", and there is nothing of this sort 
in Gide's Prom~th§e. Moreover, Gide's Zeus has no eagle, which 
means he suffers no torment; whereas the whole of Eliot's lyric 
is built upon the idea that Christ, the wounded surgeon with 
the bleeding hands, indeed suffers torment, without which our 
own torment would be meaningless. The one is such a far cry 
from the other that claims of significant similarity and of 
significant contrast are equally unilluminating. The alleged 
Gide connection is best dismissed. 

Note 6: page 283 

On the vexed question of the "Royal Rose", see pp.422-4 
above. Eliot's identification of it to Bonamy Dobr~e as the 
"socia- political Rose (always appearing with a capital letter)" 
has bedevilled commentary on the "Rose" in both The f)ry Salvages 
III and Little Gidding III. In the latter case it may, in a 
rather distant fas~ion, be taken to allude to the heraldic rose 
of England in connection with the wars of the seventeenth 
century, looking back in turn to the earlier Wars of the Roses. 
But this is not much help, and no help at all in the context of 
The Dry Salvages III. It would be incautious to charge Eliot 
with mischievous obfuscation in his answer to Dobr~e; but one 
can only add that alternatives are not apparent. 
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Note 7: page 301 

J II Til e C O.lD po s j t i 011 0 f F 011 r () u art P. t sHe 1 enG a r d n e r men t ion s 
a mistaken, but understandable, identification of the statue. 

In the Eljot - Hayward Correspondence there is a 
postcard of a crudely coloured representation of 
t.he statue of Notre }Jame de Bon Secours, with a 
sailing-boat in place of the infant Saviour carried 
on her left arm, from Gloucester, Massachusett.s. 
The card is addressed to Ezra Pound in St Elizabeth 
Hospital, and is postmarked 14 June 1947. rt reads: 
"E.P. et famille: Here is my Lady that Possum stole. 
Best dead Madonna thi.s side Atlant.ic .... Yrs. Olson." 

She goes on to quote Eliot's typewritten note attached to the 
card, which had clearly been passed on to him by Pound: 

Mr Olson or Olsen is in error. I have never 
reLurned to Cape Ann or to Gloucester Mass. since 
1915. Presumably this statue tops the facade of the 
R.C. Church in Gloucester. I do not think it was 
there in my time: anyway I had no knowledge of its 
exisLence when I wrote "The Dry Salvages". (CFQ 34) 

A church in Gloucester would certainly seem to be a more likely 
original than one in Marseilles, and Olson's assumpt.ion was 
natural enough; but presumably we have to take "Possum'" s word. 
Gardner herself made two curious errors in this case: the post 
card is in black and white, not "crudely coloured"; and what 
Olson wrole was "Best dmd [i.e. damned] Madonna", not "dead". 

Note 8: page 357 

In the poem as we now have it, the line about the communi
cat ion 0 f the de a d as" ton g u e d wit h fit' e" has a fee lin g 0 f 
inspired inevitability about it, taking up the pentecostal 
motif initiated earlier in Part I. Yet this was not origin
ally the case. As is clear from Helen Gardner's study of the 
drafts, much of Little Gidding in particular was worked and 
re - worked before arriving at its present text. From the 
manuscripts MI and M2 at Magdalene College, Cambridge, she 
shows the following stages in the drafting of the phrase 
between "the communication/Of the dead" and "the language of 
the living": 

" ... exceeds ... " (Ml) 
,. . . . doe s not s pea kin. . ." ( M I ) 
" ... is touched with fire beyond ... " (M2) 
" ... is tinged with fire beyond ... " (M2) 

and finally " ... is tongued with fire beyond ... " (M2). From 
the initial general idea that the one kind of communication 
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possesses a greater intensity than the other, Eliot worked 
towards the notion that it. differs in kind from the other, 
then to its association with fire (the dominant elemental 
symbol of this Quartet), and finally to its being empowered 
with pentecostal fire. One can see the successive stages in 
his feeling his way towards precision. 

Examining the manuscripts, however, I found that Gardner 
had misread t.he penultimat.e stage as "tinged", whi.ch had 
already struck me as surprisingly vague, weaker than its 
predecessor "touched", and the only apparent exception to the 
progressive improvement of the passage. What Eliot actually 
tried out at this stage was the far more interesting " .fringed 
with fire" - an echo (conscious or otherwise, we cannot say) 
of Tennyson's magnificent last line of fn Memor .iam 15: "A 
looming bastion fringed with fire". Tennyson's line describes 
a sunset cloud on a bluslery day; the context of the phrase 
in his poem has nothing in common with Eliot's context - as 
is so often the case with his verbal echoes. 

The progression from "touched" to "fringed" to "tongued" 
is itself of interesl. The first suggests a passive and 
tenuous link between the communication of the dead and the 
fire; the second connotes less passivity and considerably 
increases the fiery presence; and the last, grammatically 
still a passive participle, is passive in no other way: it 
reinforces the sense of communication by means of a vivid and 
unusual verb , "tongued"; confers on the fire a far more 
active role; and finally, of course, identifies it with the 
pentecoslal fire appearing in other forms both earlier and 
later in the poem. 

Eljot himself in his essay "Scylla and Charybdis" has 
described in some detail the problems of choice that faced 
h.im before arriving at the phrase "waning dusk". (That this 
was an address delivered originally in French to a French 
audience accounts for his emphasis on English usage and 
expectations.) 

I found myself in great difficulties for a word to 
express twilight before dawn, as distinct and 
di fferent from twi] i gh t before n.i gh t. The word 
dusk , in English, means either: but its immediate 
denotation, to every English speaking person, is 
the evening. (7) 

During the search he had also explained his problem to John 
Hayward: 

It is surprisingly difficult to find words for the 
shades before morning; we seem to be richer in words 



479 

and phrases for the end of day. 
phrase which might mean either. 

And I don't want a 
( C FO 177) 

Tn "Scylla and Charybdis" he goes on to tell how he could 
surely have found a country dialect word that would have been 
exact, but rejected this because his scene was set in a London 
slreet and the speaker would not have used dialect. He would 
therefore have to use the ambiguous "dusk" and prefix a clari 
fying adjective to make it clear that it was growing lighter. 
The adjective "antelucan" was attractive both for its precision 
and its sound, but was too rare and ornate for his deliberately 
plain style. He therefore regretfully abandoned it for its 
incongruity, choosing "waning" in the sense of "decreas:ing". 

So I had 
not what 
that the 

in the end to put "waning dusk". 
I wanted: but it was, 1 believe, 
English language could do for me. 

It was 
the best. 

(8 ) 

This is of interest nol only for it.s evidence of conscious 
care - and frustration - about factual precision and specific 
kinds of diction, but also for the responses of Christopher 
Ricks to it in "A Note on fLittle Gidding'''. He accepts that 
" 1 ,, ' ante . ucan in the mouth of the poet would have been wrong, 
whereas the also rare "peregrine" is acceptable in the mouth of 
the dead master. What Ricks with engagingly humorous exactness 
questions is Eliot's grounds for choosing "waning", since 
despite its primary meaning of "decreasing", its generally 
accepted connotations in connection with light 

are necessarily so powerful, so natural and 
ubiquitous, as to make "waning" convey a sense of 
less light, not more, which then makes Lhe dusk 
seem to be darkening. So that the adjective which 
Eliot chose in order to clarify the matter hos the 
paradoxical effect of perpetuating the uncertainty, 
though in a much more richly allusive manner. (152) 

Ricks's suggestion is that - given the ghostly atmosphere 
pervading this passage - Eliot chose the right phrase for the 
wrong reason, doing better than his careful thought-process 
recognized, as often happens in the process of composition. 

Eliot's imagination defied his conscious wishes, and 
the phrase - in its evocation of eerie process and in 
its uncoercive aptness to the haunting equivocation 
of the whole scene (the vision by night is an illumi 
nation, and daybreak is likely to bring disfigured 
obfuscation) - is a glory of the poem. (152) 

Note 10: page 394 

Following "another voice", the last thirty lines of Part II 
as we have them did not appear in the earlier drafts; in their 
place were twenty-four lines quoted by Helen Gordner (CFO 183-
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4), twenty-one of them - up to the end of the ghost's speech -
also quoted by A.D. Moody ( 335) with minor differences in 
punctuation. Instead of being about the "gifts reserved. for 
age" and the need of the purgatorial fire, t.hey are about. the 
memories that unite the future and the past. What they have in 
common with the final version is that in them the ghost urges 
the poet to remember other things than poetry. Although they 
are available in Gardner and Moody, I quote them here for 
convenience before briefly discussing them. 

Remember rather the essential moments 
That were the times of birth and death and change 
The agony and the solitary vigil. 

Remember also fear, loathing and hate, 
The wild strawberries eaten in the garden, 
The walls of Poitiers, and the Anjou wine, 

The fresh new season's rope, the smel1 of varnish 
On the clean oar, the drying of the sails, 
Such things as seem of least and most importance. 

So, as you circumscribe this dreary round, 
Shall your life pass from you, with all you hated 
And all you loved, the future and the past. 

United to another past, another future, 
(After many seas and after many lands) 
The dead and the unborn, who shall be nearer 

Than the voices and the faces that were most near. 
This is the final gift of earth accorded -
One soil, one past, one future, in one place. 

Nor shall the eternal thereby be remoter 
But nearer: seek or seek not, it is here. 
Now, the last love on earth. The rest is grace." 

He turned away, and in the autumn weather 
I heard a distant dull deferred report 
At which I started: and the sun had risen. 

( The Ga r dner printing reproduces Eliot's failure to indent the 
ninth line in typescript Dl; this is unnecessary, since Eliot 
himself corrected it by pencilling an "indent" mark around the 
first word. I have therefore corrected its alignment here.) 

Helen Gardner remarks that Eliot's dissatisfaction with 

the passage was justified. 

It is slackly written and the "essential moments" 
lose their individual poignancy and are trivialized 
by being set in a catalogue. The "strange meeting" 
deserved a better revelation at its climax than 
this. (CFQ 185) 

I agree that the meeting deserved a better revelation. I am 
less sure that the passage as a whole is slackly written, 
though it does somewhat resemble a pastiche of earlier Eliot 
rather than a development of the poet writing Little Gidding. 
What i s striking is the Tennysonian flavour of a good deal of 
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it, combined with details that remind us of Murder in the 
Cath e dra.!, MariDa, The JJl'Y ."~fllvages and "La Figl ia che Piange", 
as well as of Hamlet. In any event, i.t appeals to individual 
memories in too ostensibly specific a way to chime in with the 
poet's own compound identity in communion with the ghost. The 
romantic memories listed feel a little arbitrary, and the 
general impression is not of a challenge from beyond death so 
much as of a modernized farewell to a kind of Bedivere from an 
Arthur before the barge moves away. 

On the revised ending as we now have it, Helen Gardner 
agrees in a footnote with A. Charity's opinion that 

lhe tension and ferocily of the second version, one 
of the most powerful and painful passages in Eliot's 
poetry, ... fits rather oddly on to the leisurely 
movement of the first part of the passage with its 
"easy" wonder and exchange of forgiveness for thi.ngs 
"forgotten". ' (CFQ 185 ) 

I cannot agree with this. The alleged "leisurely" movement is 
tense and expectant, certainly not relaxed as "leisurely" seems 
to suggesl here. And as we read the finished passage now, the 
"easy" wondel' and the exchange of forgiveness with the ghost 
afford a necessary brief lowering of tension, yet also a setting 
aside of minor issues, precisely in preparation for a renewed 
heightening of tension to the painful climax. The poet and lhe 
ghost may reach a peculiar mutual understanding, but the gist of 
the ghost's message as we now have it concerns Dot the relation 
ship between them, but the poet's (and also by implication the 
responsive reader's) own anguished route to understanding and 
forgiveness of himself - a route to be taken through the 
disillusionment of hindsight and the acceptance of purgation. 

Note 11: page 419 

The li.ne "Uniled in the stdfe which divided them" ought, 
I believe, to read "United in the strife that divided them". 
Helen Gardner writes: 

On D5 [the fifth working draft of the poem sent to 
him] Hayward, a stickler for "correct English", 
queried "which" following the definite article .... 
Eliot wrote on 10 October "I have definitely accepted 
your THAT .... " He corrected "which" to "that" on the 
NEW [New English Weekly] proof and the text in NEW 
reads "that". But his conversion to "correct English" 
did not last. He made no correction of the text of 
D5 for the printing of LG and Four Quartets, which 
both have the idiomatic "which". [LG signifies the 
printing of Little GiddiDg alone in pamphlet form.] 
(CFQ 205; all parentheses added) 

It is by no means certain th!:il Eliot's "conversion" did not 
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last. Setting aside the question of correctness or otherwise, 
the fact remains that he expressed his strong approval of the 
change, and del iberately made i.t for the first publication of 
the poem. All the evi denc e of the remaining material, in draft 
or in proof form, points to his preparing the poems meticulously 
for their first publication. Before subsequent republications 
of the same poems there were occasional precise and specific 
allerations, but not th e same degree of careful proof -- reading, 
even when the less - than-ideal copy-text was used by the printers. 
Gardner herself reveals this in her last sentence quoted above: 
"H e made no corr'ection of the text of 1)5 for the printing of LG 
alld Pour Quftrtets", when one mi ght have expected him to regard 
not 1)5 but NEW as the perfected copy-text. 

The reversion to "wh :ich", then, does not mean that El:iol. 
changed his mind about the suggestion he had so "definitely" 
adopted frum Hayward. It was an oversight of a perfectly 
understandable kind, all the more so since what was involved 
was no substantia] change in meaning. A parallel instance in 
th e text of East Coker will further illustrate the point. 

Throughout the drafts, the New EnglisiJ Weekly and pamphlet 
publications of East Coker, the seventh line from the end 
consjstently carried the correct reading "Here or there does 
not matter". It was only in the first edition of Four Quartets 
thaI. the minor error "Here and there" crept in, and this reading 
remained through various reprints of Four Quartets and the 
Collected Poems. Jt was not corrected jn the Collected Poems 
until 1974, nearly ten years after ELiot's death, although his 
attention had been drawn to it and he had agreed that the text 
was faulty (see above, pp. 225-6). 

This is a comparable case of a grammatical nicety not affec 
ting the clearly understood meaning. Yet when he was alerted 
to it, Eliot gladly accepted the correction as in accord with 
his intentions. Had he been reminded of the wkich/ that 
discrepancy, his reaction would surely have been the same. 

The fact that even the most meticulous of poets could for a 
long period overlook an error of more substantial detail is 
well illustrated in his own reminiscence about the hermit/ 
horseshoe crab read i n g in The J)ry Sa} vages (" Scy 11 a and 
Charybdis" 7). And Gardner suggests (CFQ 161) that after 
initial publication he may hav e consistently failed to notice 
the omission of an entire line from subsequent texts of Little 
(iidding Part I (see pp.347 - 8 above). If the notion of such 
substantial oversights can be entertained, it is far easier to 
entertain it in the case of "which" and "that". 

Unfortunately, what Eliot's poems have never received is a 
proper scholarly edition of the text. The need for this is 
not, I think, exceeded even by the very real need for a full 
collection and publication of his uncollected and unpublished 
pr·ose. 
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Note 12: page 441 

The draftjng of Part IV cannot be discussed at length here, 
but the Gardner source - study offers a great deal of detail for 
consideration. Briefly, what is clear from the material in 
manuscript and typescript, and from the correspondence with 
Hayward, is that Eliot's original drafts were extremely 
different from what we see in the final version. Like the 
"metaphysical" lyric of East Coker IV it was dominated by 
conceits, based this time not on the motif of a hospital but 
on the world of finallce and commerce. Out of two stanzas full 
of such images emerged a third - the original of our first 
stanza - in a quite different mode, hut perhaps linked to the 
other's by one of the many connotations of "discharge", in the 
sense of cancelling a debt. Eliot may subsequently have 
thought that the emphasis on sin and redemption in terms of 
account.s, debts and deficits was too self - conscious and 
inappropriate. Most readers would doubtless agree with him. 
Tn any event, Hayward declared himself baffled by the early 
drafts, and Eliot shows himself sorting out his priorities 
when he writes: 

It may he that the attempt to give a XVII century 
flavour is a mistake (having previously done it 
successfully) but I feel that some explicit attack 
on the Descent of the Holy Ghost (which is an 
undertone throughout) is necessary at this point. 
e CFO 216) 

So he reLurned to the "attack", took the "dove descending" 
stanza as his first (discarding the others), and set himself 
to write a companion stanza to it. Before he arrived at the 
final second stanza, he experimented with one of far less 
intensity and austerity. It lacks the "shjrt of flame" image, 
yet it does expand on the love paradox with great lyric beauty: 

Who heaped the brittle rose]eaves? Love. 
Love put the match; and blew the coals. 
Who fed the fire? Love, 
To torture and to temper souls 
In that consumption from above 

Where all delights & torments cease 
The will is purified to peace. 

(CFO 216, correcting the Gardner transcription with a 
comma instead of a full stop at the end of line 3.) 

This still has a certain seventeenth-century flavour, and would 
have been admirable in another context. But in its given one 
it lacked the uncompromising power of the final stanza 2, by 
allowing the intensity of the first stanza to dissipate into 
prettiness and peace instead of maintaining and intensifying 
the grim challenge of the given choice. 
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